
Theater Film And The Afterlives Of
Propaganda: Exploring the Intricacies of
Manipulation and its Lingering Effects
Propaganda has long been a powerful tool used by governments and influential
figures to shape public opinion and control the narrative. Throughout history,
theater and film have been significant mediums through which propaganda has
been disseminated and perpetuated. However, the impact of propaganda does
not end with its initial intended purpose. It seeps into the collective consciousness
and leaves a lasting imprint in the afterlives of propaganda.

As theatrical performances and cinematic experiences capture the audience's
imagination, they become conduits for propagandistic messages. Whether
through explicit political endorsements or subtle ideological suggestions, theater
and film have proven to be effective in shaping public sentiment. The powerful
combination of captivating storytelling, extravagant visual effects, and emotional
performances create an experience that resonates deeply with viewers.

One classic example of propagandistic theater is Nazi Germany's use of the arts
to promote their ideology of racial superiority and anti-Semitism. Adolf Hitler
recognized the immense potential of theater in reaching a wide audience and
used it as a vital tool for propaganda purposes. The works of playwrights like
Hanns Johst and films like "The Eternal Jew" became powerful propaganda
pieces that aimed to indoctrinate the masses and create an unwavering loyalty to
the Nazi regime.
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Similarly, during the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union
utilized theater and film as vehicles for their respective propaganda campaigns.
This ideological battle played out on the world stage, with each superpower vying
for global dominance. Movies like "Dr. Strangelove" in the West and "Moscow
Does Not Believe in Tears" in the East were not only extraordinary cinematic
achievements but also instruments used to reinforce nationalistic fervor and
demonize the enemy.

But what happens after the propaganda has served its purpose or the regime it
promoted has fallen? The afterlives of propaganda stretch far beyond its initial
creation and use. Once the curtain falls or the credits roll, the impact of
propaganda lingers in societal beliefs, values, and perceptions. Even as time
passes and political ideologies change, its residue continues to shape cultural
discourse, collective memory, and historical interpretation.

In some cases, propaganda is explicitly rejected, and efforts are made to
deconstruct its influence. Collective acknowledgment of past manipulations helps
societies gradually move toward a more democratic and transparent
understanding of history. Plays and films that analyze and critique the power
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dynamics behind propaganda expose its mechanisms to the audience, fostering
critical thinking and cultivating a more discerning public.

However, the influence of propaganda can also persist in a less overt manner.
Subtle remnants of ideological bias, subliminal messaging, and the perpetuation
of stereotypes can be observed long after the initial propaganda campaign.
These remnants often become ingrained in the cultural fabric, perpetuating
divisions and misconceptions that are difficult to dismantle.

In contemporary theater and film, the afterlives of propaganda can be seen in
various forms. For example, the resurgence of nationalist sentiments in countries
around the world reflects the enduring impact of past propaganda campaigns.
Films that portray historical events through a distorted lens or celebrities using
their platforms to endorse specific political agendas are modern-day
manifestations of the lingering effects of propaganda.

Theater and film have the power to both perpetuate and challenge the afterlives
of propaganda. They can either reinforce existing narratives and power structures
or serve as catalysts for social change and cultural progress. The responsibility
lies with artists, directors, and writers to wield these mediums responsibly and
ethically, ensuring that they contribute positively to the collective consciousness.

As audiences, we must also remain vigilant and critical consumers, actively
engaging with the messages presented to us. By questioning the underlying
motivations and ideologies behind the theater performances and films we watch,
we can become active participants in shaping the discourse and dismantling the
lingering effects of propaganda.

In , theater and film have played an essential role in the propagation of
propaganda throughout history. While initially serving as vehicles for



manipulation, their impacts continue to reverberate in the afterlives of
propaganda. As society evolves, it is crucial for us to recognize and understand
the lingering effects of propaganda, both overt and subtle. By critically engaging
with theater and film, we can actively challenge the narratives and power
structures perpetuated by propaganda, helping to create a more informed and
discerning society.
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Staging Chinese Revolution surveys fifty years of theatrical propaganda
performances in China, revealing a dynamic, commercial capacity in works often
dismissed as artifacts of censorship. Spanning the 1960s through the 2010s,
Xiaomei Chen reads films, plays, operas, and television shows from an
interdisciplinary and comparative perspective, demonstrating how, in a socialist
state with "capitalist characteristics," propaganda performance turns biographies,
memoirs, and war stories into mainstream ideological commodities, legitimizing
the state and its right to rule. Analyzing propaganda performance also brings
contradictions and inconsistencies to light that throw common understandings
about propaganda's purpose into question.
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Chen focuses on revisionist histories that stage the lives of the "founding fathers"
of the Communist Party, such as Chen Duxiu, Mao Zedong, and Deng Xiaoping,
and the engaging mix of elite and ordinary characters that animate official
propaganda in the private and public sphere. Taking the form of "personal"
memories and representing star and youth culture and cyberspace, contemporary
Chinese propaganda appeals through multiple perspectives, complicating
relations among self, subject, agent, state building, and national identity. Chen
treats Chinese performance as an extended form of political theater confronting
critical issues of commemoration, nostalgia, state rituals, and contested history. It
is through these reenactments that three generations of revolutionary leaders
loom in extraordinary ways over Chinese politics and culture.
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