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“Spain is Different”(?): Integrating Spanish History into College-Level
Survey Courses: A Roundtable Discussion Presented at the AHA 2025

Suzanne Dunai

“Spain is different” was a tourism slogan promoted during the Franco
dictatorship that was intended to entice foreigners to enjoy Spanish beaches, the
country’s excellent cuisine, and its rich historical sites. Spain coaxed international
travelers to visit the politically-isolated country by promising a cultural experience
unlike any other within Europe. Yet Hispanists have spent the last several decades
detailing through their extensive research that Spain is in fact not different from
other European or Western countries, and that Spanish culture and history fit within
the standard narratives taught in history classes across the United States. In an effort
to combat the persistent legacy of the “Black Legend” that has positioned Spain as
backwards or underdeveloped compared to other European nations, scholars have
argued that Spanish history follows the general patterns of nation-building,
modernization, and democratization that scholars observe in other national and
regional histories. Although Spanish history offers significant avenues to enrich
these broader historical narratives, as an exemplary case study, Spain remains
largely absent from university-level survey courses, creating a disconnect between
the current state of research in the field of modern Spanish history and trends in
teaching among North American scholars.

In an effort to encourage colleagues to incorporate Spanish Studies into
college-level survey courses, the following roundtable was presented at the 2025
Annual Meeting of the American Historical Association in New York City.
Contributors hail from a variety of institutions across the United States, providing
teaching experience ranging from large lecture halls to small discussion groups.
University affiliations range from community colleges to top research institutions,
and both public and private universities. These pedagogical case studies illustrate
ways to insert Spanish history into general survey courses such as Modern World
History, Western Civilization, and U.S. History. Rather than portraying Spain’s
history as “different” or omitting the country completely from required historical
survey courses, the following articles provide suggestions as to how instructors can
integrate Spanish history and culture seamlessly into lower-division university
classes, enriching the narratives that they present to North American college
students.

Introducing students to more complete histories that include overlooked
case studies can be challenging for historians teaching required general-education
classes, which often must address a standardized list of topic requirements. High
volumes of required course material and institutionally-mandated learning
objectives can leave little room for pedagogical enrichment, either by adding
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scholarly topics, additional examples and historical materials, or simply by
diverging from standard textbooks and pre-written course shells. One goal for this
roundtable, then, is to address how historians can include lesser-known or
understudied histories from Spain’s past in their general survey courses while also
meeting standardized course content requirements set by their institutions. And in
fact, the contributions demonstrate that methods to incorporate Spain into
university survey courses without compromising established content standards can
enhance the teaching of fundamental historical skills such as thinking
comparatively, analyzing primary sources, collaborating in small groups, and
generating historical conclusions and debates.

The papers in this roundtable provide guidance on how to integrate diverse
perspectives and lesser-known historical case studies found within Spanish
historical narratives with fundamental historical themes required by many general
survey courses. Both Tyler Goldberger and Mark Dries bring cases drawn from
Spanish history into U.S. survey courses. Goldberger’s contribution, “”We do not
Forget’ Spain: Historical Memory, Foreign Relations, and Human Rights in the
American Classroom” illustrates how scrutiny of U.S. foreign policy concerning
the Spanish Civil War and the Franco dictatorship can provide insight into
American attitudes and actions during the Cold War. Goldberger not only employs
innovative primary sources and compelling discussion questions to develop
historical skills among students, but by using Spain as a case study, he prompts
students to critically assess American political values and international standing
from the U.S.’s entry into World War II through Franco’s death in 1975, providing
a single point of comparison to analyze changes over time in American foreign
policies and international attitudes. In “Lo que paso a Puerto Rico: Puerto Rico and
the War of 1898 in the American History Survey” Mark Dries meanwhile provides
an important revision to the traditional US history survey by incorporating Puerto
Rican history into the American history narrative. As Dries points out, Puerto Rico
is at the forefront of political discussions in the United States, but many students
know very little of the island’s history. To better equip students with the historical
tools that they need to understand their present political reality, Puerto Rico should
be integrated into the US survey course, and Dries’s contribution provides one
example for how to accomplish this.

“’Post Your Politics!”: Visualizing Politics and Engaging Students in the
Post-Pandemic Classroom,” Suzanne Dunai’s contribution to this roundtable,
continues this work of diversifying introductory surveys through a class discussion
that aims to clearly define the often-misunderstood concepts of communism,
fascism, and feminism for high school and college-level students. Through analysis
of Spanish Civil War-era propaganda posters, Dunai’s lesson details these political
ideologies for students by making their aspects and nuances visible — literally — in
graphic sources. And, in addition to clarifying these complex terms that often see
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misuse in contemporary discourse, this lesson on the Spanish Civil War helps to
develop historical empathy among students, creating a deeper understanding of
why historical actors did (or did not) take action in the past.

Finally, Brett Tippey infuses twentieth-century Spanish history into his
architecture appreciation survey course by incorporating analysis of the Spanish
Pavilion at the 1937 World’s Fair in Paris, designed by Josep Lluis Sert and Luis
Lacasa; of José Antonio Coderch’s Casa Ugalde (Caldes d’Estrac, 1951);
and Rafael Moneo’s Museum of Roman Art (Mérida, 1986). Rather than
highlighting the more famous Roman, Arabic, and 19™-century Modernisme
architecture that often drives tourism to Spain, Tippey uses these three examples to
broach questions of modernity, international diplomacy, and dictatorship with his
students, many of whom are not architecture majors. Taken together, these papers
offer pedagogical inspiration that can be adapted easily for varying class size,
format, and student level.

One major benefit of teaching Spanish history in general-education surveys
is that it introduces history that is unfamiliar to many students. Imparting new
knowledge is the foundation of teaching; novel material that students can engage
with, study, and discuss directly furthers this aim. In the context of general
education survey courses, this shared unfamiliarity moreover places non-specialist
students on a more equal classroom footing with history majors. Use of Spanish
vocabulary, images, locations, and cultural symbols meanwhile increases cultural
representation in the classroom, can foster a greater sense of inclusion among
Spanish-speaking students, and can even encourage participation in class
discussion among those whose primary language is Spanish rather than English. To
be sure, reworking introductory history classes can be a daunting prospect for
faculty at teaching-intensive institutions, and may be less feasible for educators
obliged to teach set curricula through fixed course shells, but these contributions
aim to provide sample lesson plans that instructors can adopt for a range of general-
education courses despite such constraints.

Finally, the inclusion of Spanish history within survey classes serves a
greater purpose for North American Hispanists and the Association for Spanish and
Portuguese Historical Studies. Continual engagement with Spanish Studies is
important not just to maintain the relevance of our field in academic research
circles, but also to engage with the ever-changing role of the liberal arts in
contemporary society. Student exposure to Spanish history in survey courses can
spark an interest in learning more about Spain’s history, culture, and language, to
study abroad, or pursue their own research into topics in Spanish Studies. Indeed,
if scholars of Spain desire a wider audience for our research, it is incumbent upon
us to cultivate that audience not just in specialist courses for history majors or
graduate students, but in the general surveys we teach.
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