VPHC45H3S: Seminar in Modern and Contemporary Art
•

Aesthetics & Politics Since 1968

• Winter 2020 • Monday, 10:00-12:00 • AA 206
• Course site on Quercus (q.utoronto.ca)
Led by Edward Bacal
• edward.bacal@mail.utoronto.ca
• Oﬃce hours: Monday (by appointment) HW426
Course Description: New Artistic Models for Politics, New Political Models for Art
The last fifty years have seen a remarkable evolution and diversification of politically engaged art. The
proliferation of new artistic forms, techniques, and media have followed new kinds of social upheavals.
Meanwhile, new ideas about what art is have raised new questions about its role in society. Throughout this
course, we will examine how artists and critics have explored the relation between aesthetics and politics,
and we will consider how those explorations have shaped what is broadly called “the contemporary.” By
studying prominent artistic practices and debates from around the world, ranging from roughly 1968 to the
present, this course will teach you the relevant aesthetic and theoretical terms for critically analyzing art’s
relation to the political.
Classes are organized thematically, emphasizing topics that run across diﬀerent media, movements,
practices, and regions. We will focus on how select artists and critics have responded to socio-political
conditions that aﬀect how art is produced and consumed (e.g. issues of civil rights, economic disparity, war
and violence, social freedoms, identity and diﬀerence, ecology) and we will consider how these issues
challenge conventional ways of viewing, thinking about, and discussing art.
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Course Goals & Expectations
In taking an upper-year seminar, you are expected to conduct independent scholarship on a topic of your
choice, present your research, and actively participate in discussions on contemporary issues. In successfully
doing so, this course will prepare you to…
• Understand salient terms, concepts, and debates from contemporary art discourse.
• Produce historically and theoretically relevant analyses of art practices.
• Read, analyze, and discuss sophisticated texts.
• Develop and refine your critical writing skills.
• Lead discussions on academic topics.
○ This course has the following prerequisite: 1.0 credit at the B-level in Modern Art History. Students
without it must accept that liability.

Course Policies and Guidelines
Communication • You are welcome to discuss course matters after class, by email, or in oﬃce hours.
When sending emails, use only your utoronto email, include “VPHC45H3” in the subject line, and allow 48
hours for a reply. If you intend to contest a grade, wait 24 hours before contacting me and provide a short
paragraph supporting your concern. Regularly check your email and Quercus for updates (forgetting to do so
is not a valid excuse in cases of conflict).

Conduct • Students must treat the class (including all course activity outside class and online) as a safe
space. Belligerent or hateful behaviours will not be tolerated. I encourage students to challenge and be
challenged by ideas, but not without respecting the rights and values of others. This means respecting
diﬀerences in sex and gender expression, sexuality, race, religion, ability, social and cultural background, etc.
This course features content that some may find sensitive, including images that are sexual or violent in
nature, “bad language,” and discussion of topics such as gender, sexuality, race, colonialism, violence, war, and
class. While I maintain a non-partisan stance, there is no such thing as an unbiased course and students
should not expect this one to conform to their own worldviews.
Electronic devices may only be used in class for note-taking purposes and must be kept silent. Do not record
classes or distribute course materials without my prior permission.
○ Students that neglect these guidelines or otherwise disrupt the class may be asked to leave.

Accommodation and Accessibility • I aim to serve diverse learning styles, abilities, and needs, and
invite students to address learning diﬃculties in the course. Students that require academic
accommodations can register with Accessibility Services:
• utsc.utoronto.ca/~ability/

• ability@utsc.utoronto.ca

• (416)287-7560

• AA142

If you are feeling physically or emotionally unwell, you can seek help at UTSC’s Health and Wellness Centre:
• utsc.utoronto.ca/hwc/

• health-services@utsc.utoronto.ca

• 416-287-7065

• SL-270
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I encourage all students to take advantage of UTSC’s resources for academic skills building:
• Academic Advising and Career Centre: https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/aacc/
• Centre for Teaching and Learning: https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/ctl/
• English Language Development Support: https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/eld/
• Writing Support: https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/twc/

Academic Integrity • Academic integrity is serious! It is a matter of ethics and a skill for success
throughout your education and, yes, life. Students must act in accordance with the University’s “Code of
Behaviour on Academic Matters”: www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/policies/behaveac.htm
• See http://academicintegrity.utoronto.ca/ for more info.
Academic oﬀences include, but are not limited to…
• Using another’s words or ideas without proper citation.
• Fabricating sources or facts.
• Submitting another’s work.
• Re-submitting past work.
• Writing assignments with others or with significant outside assistance.
• Purchasing or commissioning assignments.
○ Ignorance of these rules is not an excuse for breaking them.

Readings and Media • Course material consists of academic essays by art historians and theorists as
well as video segments from sources such as Art21: Art in the Twenty-First Century, a PBS series. Each week has
a “main” reading or readings that you should be prepared to discuss in class and a selection of recommended
texts. Additionally, you will have to independently seek research material for your course project. All media
will be available on Quercus.

Recommended resources
• Art Since 1900: Modernism, Anti-Modernism, Postmodernism, a textbook and bibliographic resource.
• Anthony Downey, Art and Politics Now, a detailed, accessible guide to political art in the 21st century.
• Grove Art Online (access via library.utoronto.ca).

Evaluation
• Project Proposal

○ Due January 27 / February 10

5%

• Exhibition Review

○ Due February 17

20%

• Video Presentation

○ (Date varies)

20%

• Class discussion

○ (Date varies)

5%

• Final essay

○ Due April 1

40%

• Attendance and participation

○ Each class

10%

○ The last day to drop courses without academic penalty or a mark on your transcript is March 22, 2020.
○ The last day to drop courses without penalty but with a mark on your transcript is April 3, 2020.
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Course Schedule
• Content is subject to change.
1 January 6 • Introduction: Aesthetics as Politics
• What makes political-art political? What makes it art?
• Course goals, expectations, and guidelines.
• Introductions and icebreakers.
2 January 13 • Art, Activism, and Social Engagement
• Whither autonomous art?
• Art/activism: a dubious distinction?
○ Reading: Yates McKee, “Introduction” and “Contemporary Art and the Politics of Democracy, 1987-2011”
in Strike Art: Contemporary Art and the Post-Occupy Condition (New York: Verso, 2016).
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Minerva Cuevas, Jenny Holzer.
○ Recommended reading: • Irmgard Emmelhainz, “Art and the Cultural Turn: Farewell to Committed,
Autonomous Art?” • Nato Thompson, Seeing Power: Art and Activism in the Twenty-first Century.
3 January 20 • Social Practice and Participation
• Relational aesthetics and its discontents.
• Systems of Participation or Participation in Systems?
○ Reading: • Claire Bishop, “Introduction” and “The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents” in
Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (New York and London: Verso, 2012).
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Tania Bruguera, Theaster Gates.
○ Recommended reading: • Nato Thompson, ed. Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011.
• Elizabeth M. Grady ed. Future Imperfect.
4 January 27 • Sex, Gender, and Sexuality.
○ Proposal 1 due by 10 AM.
• Gender Intersections.
• Queer/Queering.
○ Reading: • Jonathan D. Katz “Art and the Sexual Revolution,” and Jacqueline Rose, “Sexuality in the Field
of Vision” in Sexuality, edited by Amelia Jones. Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2014.
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Cindy Sherman, Catherine Opie.
○ Recommended reading: • Catherine de Zegher and Carol Armstrong eds. Women Artists at the Millennium.
• Douglas Crimp ed. AIDS: Cultural Analysis, Cultural Activism.
5 February 3 • Race and Culture
• Recent African-American art.
○ Reading: Darby English, “Introduction” and “Beyond Black Representational Space” in How to See a Work
of Art in Total Darkness (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2007).
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Kara Walker, Glenn Ligon.
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○ Recommended reading: • Ian MacClean “Introduction,” in Double Desire: Transculturation and
Indigenous Contemporary Art • Derek Conrad Murray, “Introduction,” in Queering Post-Black Art: Artists
Transforming African-American Identity after Civil Rights • Charles A. Wright, Jr. “The Mythology of
Diﬀerence: Vulgar Identity Politics at the Whitney Biennial.”
6 February 10 • Globalization and Capital
○ Proposal 2 due by 10 AM.
• Economic globalization, finance, and labour.
○ Reading: • Brian Holmes, “Art after Capitalism,” and John Roberts “The Political Economization of Art,”
in It’s the Political Economy, Stupid: The Global Financial Crisis in Art and Theory, edited by Gregory Sholette
and Oliver Ressler (London: Pluto Press, 2013).• Kim Charlney, “Art on the Brink: Bare Art and the Crisis
of Liberal Democracy,” in Delirium and Resistance: Activist Art and the Crisis of Capitalism (London: Pluto
Press, 2017).
○ Viewing: Alan Sekula and Noel Burch, The Forgotten Space (excerpt).
○ Recommended reading: • Martha Rosler, “Take the Money and Run: Can Political and Socio-critical Art
‘Survive’?” • Lieven de Cauter, Ruben De Roo, and Karel Vanhaesebrouck eds. Art and Activism in the Age of
Globalization.
February 17 • Reading Week (no class)
○ Exhibition review due
7 February 24 • Ecology
• Art in the anthropocene.
• Student discussions.
○ Reading: • TJ Demos, “Introduction” in Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary Art and the Politics of Ecology
(Sternberg Press, 2016). • Emily Eliza Scott, “Artists’ Platforms for New Ecologies.”
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Mark Dion, Ursula von Rydingsvard.
○ Recommended reading: • Rasheed Araeen, "Ecoaesthetics A Manifesto for the Twenty-First Century.”
8 March 2 • Macro-geographies: Nations, States, Territories
• Territory and border politics.
• Art and the post-colonial condition.
• Student discussions.
○ Reading: • Emily Eliza Scott and Kirsten Swenson, “Introduction: Contemporary Art and the Politics of
Land Use,” in Critical Landscapes: Art Space, Politics, edited by Emily Eliza Scott and Kirsten Swenson
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2015). • Irit Rogoﬀ, “Introduction,” in Terra Infirma: Geography’s
Visual Culture (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2000).
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Brian Jungen, Julie Mehretu.
○ Recommended Reading: • Olu Oguibe. “In the "Heart of Darkness" • Marcus Verhagen, “Flows and
Counterflows: Globalisation in Contemporary Art.”
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9 March 9 • Micro-geographies: Cities, Sites, Structures
• Urbanism and the built environment
• Student discussions
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Krystof Wodiczko.
○ Reading: Rosalyn Deutsch, “Introduction” and “Krystof Wodiczko’s Homeless Shelter and the Site of Urban
‘Revitalization’” in Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics (Cambridge and New York: The MIT Press, 1996).
○ Recommended reading: Peter Osborne, “Art Space.” • Miwon Kwon, “One Place after Another.”
10 March 16 • War and Terror
• Militarism, War, and Terror
• Aesthetics of Trauma
• Student discussions
○ Reading: Judith Butler, “Torture and the Ethics of Photography,” in Frames of War: When is Life Grievable
(London and New York: Verso, 2009).
○ Viewing: Art21 segments for Nancy Spero,
○ Recommended reading: • Jill Bennett, “One Event After Another.” • Gen Doy “Visualizing the Invisible?
Images of Migrants and Refugees in the New Europe.”
11 March 23 • Media and Technology
• The radical image
• Student discussions
• Reading: David Joselit, After Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012).
○ Viewing: Art21 segment for Trevor Paglen; Tate: Introducing Harun Farocki
○ Recommended reading: • Hito Steyerl, “In Defence of the Poor Image.” • Boris Groys, "The Politics of
Equal Aesthetic Rights.”
12 March 30 • Conclusion
• Student discussions

Course Project • For this course, you will develop an original research topic that entails the following…
• Submit, revise, and re-submit a proposal that describes your topic in 300 words and lists at least three
relevant research sources (worth 5%, respectively due January 27 and February 10).
• Create a 15 minute video presentation (worth 20%).
• Lead a 15 minute in-class discussion that builds on your video presentation (worth 10%).
• Submit a 3000-4000 word essay (worth 40%, due April 1).
This is a “scaﬀolded assignment” that takes the following steps:
1) Choose a topic - please run it by me for approval (in person or by email) and sign up for an in-class
discussion date (discussions will begin after reading week).
2) Submit your proposal by 10AM on January 27.
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3) After receiving feedback on your proposal, revise it and email it to me by 10AM on February 10.
4) Send your video presentation to me at least five days before your in-class discussion.
5) Lead an in-class discussion on your chosen date. Prepare at least two guiding questions for the class to
respond to.
6) Submit your final essay by April 1.
Your task is to analyze the relation between specific artistic practices and specific socio-political
circumstances—to consider how the development of artistic practices have responded to, and have been
shaped by, broader developments in society. I encourage you to pursue personal interests that fit within the
scope of the course (art & visual culture since 1968) and to develop original topics—you may write on topics
from class, provided that you significantly expand upon them.
I encourage you to be creative with your video presentations but will not penalize anyone for lack of
technical skill. Presentations may consist of recorded slideshows, “vodcast” style presentations, or elaborate
essay-films. What counts is how well you communicate an understanding of your topic.
• The following links oﬀer instructions for recording presentations with Powerpoint: https://bit.ly/2Plbijd
and Keynote: https://discussions.apple.com/thread/2620951
Your essay you must always cite sources using Chicago style footnotes or endnotes (for reference see:
www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html). Before submitting your assignment, confirm that
you have attached the correct document and that it is openable (I accept .docx, .pdf, and .pages files).
Because the course structure is time sensitive, I will not accept late submissions of video presentations. Late
submissions of the final essay are penalized on a sliding scale that varies with day (see chart below).
Extensions are permitted only in cases where legitimate health or personal emergencies conflict with the
due date and must be supported by an oﬃcial U of T Medical Certificate.
○ Students that visit a university writing centre for support with this essay will receive one bonus mark.

Exhibition Review • This assignment asks you to write a 400-500 word review of a contemporary art
exhibition—one of options below, or one of your choice, provided you get my approval first). The purpose of
this task is to engage with contemporary art in person, to produce concise analyses of works and exhibitions,
and to apply ideas from class in diﬀerent settings. The purpose is not to rate art but to reflect on what it
achieves: what can we learn from this work, the way it is exhibited, and the ideas it explores? What kind of
thoughts and impressions does it inspire in you?
Exhibition options (nb: most exhibitions are not on throughout the full term):
• Laure Prouvost & Jonas Staal, Obscure Union (Mercer Union)
• Hito Steyerl: This is the Future (AGO)
• Naufus Ramírez-Figueroa: Asymmetries • Dawit L. Petros: Spazio Disponibile • Naeem Mohaiemen: What
we found after you left • Rashid Johnson: Anxious Audience (The Power Plant).
• Lorenza Böttner: Requiem for the Norm (Art Museum, University of Toronto)
• Carlos Bunga: A Sudden Beginning (MOCA) • Shelagh Keeley: An Embodied Haptic Space (MOCA)
• Private Imaginings: The Films of Edward Owens (TIFF Lightbox, February 4, 8:45 PM
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Late Penalty Scale • Each new “day” begins at 10AM, including the due date.
○ The last day to submit work is April 3, after which outstanding assignments will receive a zero (exceptions
will only be given to students that have received a formal extension for medical/personal emergencies).
Days late

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

Marks deducted

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

6

8

10

12

16

20

Total deduction

2

4

7

10

14

18

23

28

34

42

52

64

70

90

Grading Rubric
A range (80+ excellent)

B range (70-79 good)

C range (60-69 satisfactory)

D range (50-59 fair)

• Communicates a strong
understanding of the
chosen topic, supported by
substantive research (e.g.
primary sources, art history
and non-art history texts)
• Forwards an original and
relevant thesis, supported
by well informed analyses
and critiques.
• Responds to existing
debates while introducing
new insights.

• Communicates a good
understanding of the
chosen topic, supported by
good research.
• Forwards a relevant
thesis, supported by
informed analyses and
critiques.
• Draws on existing
debates but largely
reiterates established
insights.

• Communicates a partial
understanding of the chosen
topic, supported by
inconsistent research.

• Communicates a poor
understanding of the
chosen topic,
insuﬃciently supported
by research.

• Ideas clearly flow from
one to another. Overall
syntax makes sense.
• Judicious use of examples
and quotes: all are carefully
chosen and are there for
good reason.
• Demonstrates a personal
voice that remains
scholarly.

• Ideas flow from one to
another but are sometimes
strained, or the essay jumps
from idea to idea. Overall
syntax mostly makes sense.
• Good use of examples
and quotes: the majority
are there for good reason.
• Author’s voice shows
instances of personality
and/or scholarly tone, but is
also generic.

• Ideas jump from one to
another with minimal
connection. Overall syntax is
confusing.
• Fair use of examples and
quotes: some seem arbitrary,
or there are too few or too
many of them.
• Author’s voice is largely
generic.

• Ideas jump from one to
another with no
connection. Overall
syntax is very confusing.
• Arbitrary use of
examples and quotes,
with noticeably few or
far too many.
• Author’s voice is
entirely generic.

• Evidence of careful
proofreading and revision.
Nearly no typos or writing
errors.
• Citations are done
correctly, according to
Chicago Style, and appear
where they should.
• Word count falls within
limits without feeling like
too much or too little has
been written.
• Formatting and
assignment instructions are
followed closely.

• Evidence of some
proofreading and revision.
Occasional typos or writing
errors.
• Citations exist but are
formatted imperfectly.
Some things that should be
cited are not or vice versa.
• Word count falls within
limits.
• Formatting and
assignment instructions are
for the most part followed
closely.

• Little evidence of
proofreading and revision.
Regular typos and writing
errors.
• Citations exist but are
formatted incorrectly. Often,
things that should be cited
are not or vice versa.
• Word count is up to 500
words above/below limit.
• Formatting and assignment
instructions are partially
followed.

• Almost no evidence of
proofreading and
revision. Abundant typos
and writing errors.
• Citation formatting is
immediately incorrect.
Citations are sporadically
applied or used
unnecessarily.
• Word count is more
than 500 words above/
below limit.
• Formatting and
assignment instructions
are ignored.

ⓒ

• Forwards a clear thesis,
supported by inconsistent
analyses and critiques.

• Lacks a clear thesis or
clear analyses and
critiques.

• Draws on existing debates
but only reiterates established • Ignores existing
insights.
debates and insights.
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