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“Post Your Politics!”:
Visualizing Politics and Engaging Students in the Post-Pandemic Classroom

Suzanne Dunai

The long-term consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic on student learning
and development are still unfolding in classrooms at all levels across the country.
One critical trend among undergraduate students is their apparent isolation and
disengagement from classroom learning.! Beth McMurtie reported for the
Chronicle for Higher Education that learning is both an emotional and social action
for students, and Covid-19 policies disrupted both the emotional and social aspects
of education. In her report, she asserts that universities are largely ignoring the
struggles and lived experiences of students since 2020 who are looking to university
education to make sense of the social, cultural, and political issues that have
impacted them and their communities.? Creating an educational setting where
students engage with the learning material in meaningful ways helps with long-
term student outcomes and to value a degree in higher education.® Thus, the
challenge facing university educators is to engage students with the topics and
contemporary issues that matter to them in order to re-engage students in learning.
Within the world history survey, professors need to help students connect not only
to one another in the classroom, but also to connect them to other societies from
around the world and at different times. The value of developing historical empathy
is critical for a generation of students who are looking to rekindle connections after
extended isolation and disillusionment from the Covid-19 pandemic.

It is within this post-pandemic dilemma in higher education that social
sciences and humanities courses have the most to offer to both young adults and
university programs. As the Nation Council for the Social Studies explains, “As a
result of examining the past, participating in the present, and learning how to shape
the future, social studies prepares learners for a lifelong practice of civil discourse
and civic engagement in their communities.”* Teaching diverse perspectives and
historical outcomes from the past can help students understand their present society.
World history surveys are particularly positioned for experimental discussion
sessions that challenge students to think comparatively across temporal and
geographical boundaries. The world history survey and its selection of case studies
have the potential to teach students to make connections to their own communities

! McMurtrie, Beth (2023). Teaching in an Age of ‘Militant Apathy.” Chronicle of Higher
Education, February 15.

2 bid.

3 Ibid.

4 “Definition of Social Studies”, National Council for the Social Studies.
https://www.socialstudies.org/about/definition-social-studies. Accessed July 14, 2025.
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and cultural values as well. Likewise, learning diverse religious, cultural, and
political values can help students to identify and respect diversity of beliefs and
values within their own global community.

With the goal of creating contemporary connections with the past that will
equip students to understand and navigate the challenges that they face in our
current time and place, modern Spanish history provides an opportunity to engage
students in historical empathy within our contemporary political and cultural
climate. The Second Republic and the Spanish Civil War were moments of political
divisiveness where manifestations of collective action further radicalized citizens
into taking firm ideological stances. Although social media sites such as Instagram
and TikTok did not exist in the 1930s, urban Spain did have a strong print culture
that used posters to sway the viewers’ hearts and minds towards or away from
certain policies. These images and slogans glorified specific political ideologies
and policies, justified the actions of political parties and its members, and at times
criticized other political movements in ways comparable to how social media users
deploy political memes and Al-generated images to fight the political and culture
wars of today. These similarities—politically divisive rhetoric and its manifestation
through visual culture and popular culture—help students to form connections
between the past and present and to make sense of their own experiences within
their communities.

In this article, I offer a lesson plan that helps students form connections with
young adults from a different time and place, fostering a historical empathy that
can help students better navigate their own media culture. Furthermore, the fall of
the Second Republic can be used as a cautionary tale of a society that became
radicalized with political extremism that plunged the country into a violent civil
war. There is no clear answer to how history might have been different if historical
agents had taken different actions, but those are conclusions that students can make
as they work to find real solutions for the current political and cultural tensions in
our country today.

I developed this lesson plan for the modern world history survey course at
university level. I initially taught the three-session lesson sequence at Southwestern
Oklahoma State University and have adapted it for the students and culture of
Louisiana Tech University. Some of the students enrolled in the course are high
school students who are part of the dual credit program, satisfying the degree
requirements for both their high school diploma and earning college credit. Thus,
the course 1s a mixture of high school and college students that is taught according
to university standards. The course fulfills the general education requirement of the
core curriculum as well as a diversity credit required for some degrees offered by
the university. Thus, most of the students who enroll in the class are not history
majors, and some have never taken history at the high school or college level
before. I have adapted this lesson plan for both in-person classroom use and for
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asynchronous online lecture format, but this lesson works best inside the classroom
where students can collaborate in group work and engage in discussion. The
learning objectives for this three-part lesson are the following:

e Compare how various political ideologies advocated for political,
economic, and social reform after World War I, broadly termed as
liberal constitutionalism, communism, fascism, and feminism.

e Develop historical empathy for historical subjects as they mobilized
in support of their political party.

e Analyze and interpret visual media from different political
viewpoints

e Create a political campaign, slogan, and poster that synthesizes
what the students have learned from the extended lesson plan.

Unlike some of the required subjects that are covered in the modern world
history survey course, most of the students have never learned anything about the
Spanish Civil War prior to my class. This offers a blank canvas to fill in information
to students without preconceived political or religious bias toward the subject. It
provides a standardized learning opportunity through which I can more clearly
gauge students’ development of historical skills. While many students enter the
classroom with different educational backgrounds and expertise, focusing on an
unknown or little-known topic allows all students to learn the material together. In
this manner, students work together to solve problems, create a project together,
and build rapport in the classroom. As a result, students have new opportunities to
make connections with fellow university students as well as with historical subjects
from a different place and time.

In order to teach the main ideas and goals of the political movements of the
early twentieth century—Iiberal constitutionalism, communism, fascism, and
feminism--, I use the case study of the Spanish Civil War to explain how these
political movements mobilized citizenry and how ideological conflict led to
physical hostilities with the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War and later of World
War II. The lesson that I teach on the Spanish Civil War is the last lesson in a three-
part sequence on political mass-mobilization during the interwar years. The history
of the Spanish Civil War ties together many of the major themes that we discuss in
class—the economic devastation of the Great Depression, mass-mobilization and
political radicalization during the 1920s and 1930s, the foreign policy of
Appeasement, and the origins of World War II. To teach the Spanish Civil War, 1
rely on digital posters available online through the University of California’s
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Southworth Collection “The Visual Front: Posters of the Spanish Civil War”.®> The
Spanish Civil War Virtual Museum is another great source for accessible primary
sources that are useful for this lesson.® Use of these images helps create a more
immersive historical experience for the classroom and diversify students’ ability to
interpret and analyze different primary sources. Finally, while the posters often
contain some words in Spanish in the form of captions or slogans, the prioritization
of images help students to overcome the inherent language barrier and implicit
meanings that are sometimes lost in translation.

The first lesson in the three-part series introduces students to the social
upheaval that followed World War 1. This first installment is mostly lecture
accompanied by a PowerPoint presentation so that students are presented with the
basic historical context and general facts from the interwar period. It addresses the
crisis of liberalism in the aftermath of World War I, the Bolshevik Revolution and
the subsequent Red Scares during the 1920s and 1930s, and the rising popularity of
fascist movements. To explain dissatisfaction with classical liberalism, I discuss the
environmental disaster of the Dust Bowl and how American communities of the
time had severe economic and social needs. Most students enrolled in the course
were born in rural, western Oklahoma and had family directly impacted by the Dust
Bowl. The discussion demonstrates how regular people, similar to their own
ancestors, became dissatisfied with capitalism and sought opportunities in new
political movements. I explain how some would go on to join the Communist party
and fight in the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War. The Abraham
Lincoln Brigade Volunteer Database allows for simple searches for volunteers who
lived in Oklahoma.” Finding volunteers who hailed from their hometowns near to
where they grew up also helps students to feel more connected to the past within
their communities and within these global events. Next, I provide a detailed
definition of fascism as it is formulated by Robert O. Paxton in The Anatomy of
Fascism. Paxton’s definition is initially challenging for the students to understand,
but by reading it together as a class one word and phrase at a time, students are able
to gain a deeper understanding of the characteristics of the fascist movements from
the 1930s.

The lesson also connects with a previous class discussion on women’s
mobilization on the home front during World War I, women’s suffrage movements
during the 1920s and 1930s, and women’s rights activism within the political

> Alexander Vergara “The Visual Front: Posters of the Spanish Civil War from UCSD’s
Southworth Collection” University of California San Diego Library Special Collections, accessed
March 8, 2026, https:/library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/intro.html.

6 “Spanish Civil War Virtual Museum”, accessed March 8, 2026, https://www.vscw.ca/en/.

7 “Volunteer Database,” The Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, accessed March 8, 2026,
https://alba-valb.org/volunteer-database/.

8 Robert Paxton, The Anatomy of Fascism (Knopf, 2004), 218.
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ideologies of fascism and communism. When describing fascist and communist
movements, | identify how these parties appealed to different groups, and how they
found support among women by promising to advance women’s rights in various
ways. Teaching feminism using Karen Offen’s broad definition of feminism helps
to convey the spectrum of advancement for women’s rights politically,
economically, and socially.” Many students are surprised to learn that British
Suffragettes took leadership roles within the British Union of Fascists.!® But by
explaining feminist movements’ various objectives, students begin to understand
that feminism does not necessarily coincide with liberalism, a point that I illustrate
in an accompany slide. This background helps to establish the ideological landscape
of the Second Republic on the eve of the Spanish Civil War. I verbally check for
student understanding and retention before the class session ends.

In the second lecture meeting, students are assessed on their ability to recall
the main points from the previous lesson through a group project. I divide students
into four groups of four to six students—one for each political movement—to
develop a campaign in favor of that political camp. Depending on the class
enrollment and attendance, there are sometimes multiple groups working on the
same political ideology. Students collaborate to promote their own historically-
based campaign platform and discourage participation in other parties, in line with
the information that they had learned in the previous lecture. This activity requires
students to draw upon their notes and summaries taken during the previous class,
to work together to synthesize their ideas, and to apply material that they have
studied in class into their own creative project. Students work best in groups of four
to six, which is small enough for active participation by all students but large
enough to fill in potential gaps in their retention of information from the previous
lecture. To help set up the next session in the sequence, I also have students develop
and draw their own political posters either on the whiteboard or on office paper,
depending on the resources in the lecture room. This creative element helps to
conceptualize their ideas in different formats (writing their platform, developing
oral slogans or debate topics, and creating visual cues, symbols, colors, and images
that reflect their assigned political values). While not all students enjoy creating
artwork, in many implementations of this activity, several students do enjoy the
opportunity to express their ideas symbolically through art, rather than writing for
the activity or giving an oral presentation of their ideas to the class. It is one
additional way to appeal to students with diverse interests and talents within the
classroom.

% Karen Offen, European Feminisms: A Political History, 1700-1950 (Stanford University Press,
2000), 24.

19 Martin Durham, “Britain” in Women, Gender, and Fascism in Europe, 1919-1945, ed. Kevin
Passmore (Rutgers University Press, 2003), 215-216.
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Having created their posters and their campaign platforms, the class
reconvenes to debate their policies and political goals in a town hall format. Once
the arguments and rebuttals are presented by each group, the students vote for which
political movement seems the most promising and aligned with their own values
and political beliefs. Some students are competitive and vote for their own group,
so it is important to lay out that this is just an exercise, and there are no bonus points
or additional gains for the winning party. It is simply a classroom historical
reenactment. Oftentimes in this lesson, fascism or communist parties are voted into
power by the students due to the failures of liberalism to expand civil rights to
marginalized peoples or because of the promises made by fascist and communist
parties to ameliorate pressing social problems. This creative experience sets the
stage for students to connect with historical accounts of the interwar era through
the case study of the Spanish Civil War. Likewise, the creation of visual
representation of their ideas helps to introduce the use of images, symbols, and
colors to represent political ideas and values. The activity demonstrates why some
political ideologies were appealing to different people and how different political
beliefs came into conflict, ultimately painting World War II and the Cold War as an
ideological conflict between competing political visions.

For the third and final lesson on the interwar years, I begin lecture by
reviewing the four political movements that were gaining support during the 1920s
and 1930s. I call on students to summarize some of the main ideas of liberal
constitutionalism, fascism, communism, and feminism. Then, I provide students
with a brief history of the Spanish Second Republic and the Spanish Civil War. I
spend no more than six minutes summarizing the historical narrative, and steer
students towards connecting their own creative work from the previous lecture with
the examples that we will analyze in the classroom that day. In this manner, students
can cultivate their historical empathy by seeing how their own thoughts and
opinions align with the historical actors in our case study.

For the remainder of the lecture, I employ several images from the
University of California San Diego’s Spanish Civil War Southworth Collection
digital poster repository that are publicly available online.!' Specifically, I use
posters that exemplify slogans, images, and words from the Popular Front, UGT-
CNT, and FET y de las JONS political movements that I categorize broadly as
republican, communist, and fascist. For teaching feminism, I show how these three
political ideologies appealed to women and gained women supporters, thereby
diversifying women’s political activism during the interwar period. I include some
posters in English, but I prefer to start the lesson with the Spanish language for
multiple reasons. One, the context of a foreign language emphasizes the point that

! Alexander Vergara “The Visual Front: Posters of the Spanish Civil War from UCSD’s
Southworth Collection” University of California San Diego Library Special Collections, accessed
March 8, 2026, https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/intro.html.
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this is a different place and a different time. It helps to keep students from straying
into discussions of their own political views. I prohibit discussion or connection to
current politics so that the students remain focused on the historical moment itself.
Second, I use Spanish language material because it allows most students to advance
through the lecture and its slides at the same pace. A classroom issue that I
persistently encounter is that some students copy the words on a lecture slide, which
distracts them from the information being communicated in the lecture. By using
images in a foreign language, it forces students to pause and listen to my
commentary for each slide. Likewise, unfamiliar words and phrases force students
to search for meaning in images, colors, and other cues that can be glossed over in
favor of direct language. Finally, the Spanish-language posters provide an
opportunity to encourage and celebrate the Spanish language. I invite students who
have the language proficiency to translate the text on the slides or practice their
Spanish language skills by reading aloud the poster captions. Often, Spanish
heritage speakers enrolled in the class are motivated to demonstrate their special
knowledge in front of their classmates, and sometimes students who are enrolled or
previously completed Spanish language courses take the opportunity to refresh their
vocabulary. Still, if no student volunteers to read all or some of the posters, I
translate them for the class one at a time.

The first group of posters that we discuss as a class are three images that
communicate political messages to Spanish women. I introduce the political
comparison regarding women’s issues between liberal, communist, and fascist
political ideologies first because it reinforces a previous lecture on women’s
mobilization during World War I and their subsequent activism for expanded rights
during first-wave feminism. I label the images as “communist-feminist”, “liberal-
feminist”, and “fascist-feminist” to directly communicate to students which of the
three posters promote aspects of the political ideologies as they apply to women.
This section of the lesson stresses that first-wave feminism and women’s activism
was not confined to voting rights or constitutional societies in the early twentieth
century, but women sought opportunities within the far left and right of the political
spectrum diversifying the political goals of women while also conveying the
importance of women in politics in the early twentieth century. The first poster that
I use as an example of the communist set of political beliefs features a female
woman working in a field with the shadow of a male soldier rises behind her. Rather
than women being in the shadow of men as a display of patriarchy, these gender
roles are reversed, which further emphasize the value of women’s contributions to
the war effort and women’s involvement within the communist movement. The
importance of women’s agricultural work reiterates what students have learned
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about women on the home front during World War 1.'? I ask students what they
observe about the poster and how it reflects communist ideology. I reiterate the idea
that men’s and women’s work is considered equally valued under communism, but
this poster also suggests that men and women serve fundamentally different roles
in the war effort, a recurring limitation within socialist societies in the twentieth
century that will be explored further in a later lesson. The next image is of a woman
voting with her daughter holding close to her. A man looking through a barred
window peers longingly towards them.' This is a recurring right that I stress as part
of liberalism after we completed a previous course module on the “Age of
Revolution” and expansion of constitutionalism in the early twentieth century. I
review with students that the term “suffrage” means “the right to vote”. Liberal
societies within the early twentieth century amended their constitutions to allow for
women’s right to vote, largely in part by the visibility and activism of suffragettes.
The second component of the poster, the man in prison, suggests additional
constitutional rights such as right to a fair trial, freedom of speech, and freedom of
political association. The poster’s intent is to persuade women who might be
concerned for the political activism of their male relatives that liberalism provided
the most freedoms within Spanish society. Students can observe that freedoms
guaranteed within a constitution can support family values. The final poster is from
my own archival research and is the cover of a pamphlet published by the Women’s
Section of the Falange.'* While not a poster, it nonetheless exemplifies visually
how the FET y JONS appealed to women as patriotic mothers. Students quickly
identify the symbolism depicting “God and country”, represented by the image of
Jesus Christ and the Spanish national flag as the central and colorful images from
the source, are the main symbols displayed in the image. At the bottom corner is an
image of the woman as a mother raising children, another aspect of fascist ideology.

While all three posters contain more symbolism and political ideology, this
cursory analysis through lecture presentation and discussion is enough to reinforce
some of the main aspects of interwar political movements at the introductory level.
For more advanced students, additional topics such as gender equality in
communist ideology, amnesty and tolerance for political diversity in the Popular
Front, and recreation of a national heritage within fascist propaganda can be
gleaned from the set of posters. After discussing all three images, I ask students
which poster they consider would be most convincing to women viewers from the

12 Fergui, “Campesina! Tu trabajo en el campo fortalece el espiritu de los que combaten” Partido
Comunista de Espafia, Comité Provincial de Madrid, Secretaria de Agit-Prop, n.d.,
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/newadd22.html

13 «“Votad al Frente Popular”, G.R.S.A., n.d.
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/Newadd11.html

4 Vicente Jiménez, C.M. Engrandecimiento de la Patria por las madres espafiolas. Algunas
normas prdcticas para la educacion moral de los hijos. Céadiz, 1938.
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time. Then, I ask which political party they think offered the best opportunities to
women within their society. Discussion responses typically have been evenly
distributed between the three posters. Some students value women’s access to
higher education and career opportunities as promised by communism, some
students champion women'’s right to vote within liberal constitutional societies, and
some students prioritize the Christianization of society and the imposition of
domestic obligations for all women as it was promoted by the fascism. This
discussion reinforces the broad spectrum of rights sought by women in the early
twentieth century. I use the debates from students in the class to convey how women
were divided politically during this period and why notable women supported each
political movement.

The next set of posters that I introduce were produced and distributed by the
UGT-CNT, which I label as examples of communist political ideology to simplify
the terms for the students. The text in this poster, “work harder and better”
communicates the main point that I stress with students regarding communist
philosophy.!®> This message resonates with classic communist goals to valorize
work. I explain how the color red became symbolic of the communist movement.
This helps to stress to students how images could persuade people’s politics and
help recruit them to join the war effort. Featuring a large and muscular man, I
prompt students to discuss how aspirational masculinity, as it is depicted in this
image, differs from the aspirational femininity of the previous slide, and what
conclusions can we make about gender disparity from within the communist
movement. Next, we discuss another poster that depicts a menacing capitalist
standing on a swastika. I remind students how communist theory anticipates a
communist revolution to overthrow capitalism, so the use of violence against
capitalists coincides with the movement’s overall aims. In this poster, the capitalist
figure is standing on a swastika.'® This poster affirms the link between capitalism
and fascism by including a swastika, which many of the students recognize that
symbol immediately. This is a way of conveying that capitalism was associated with
fascism and Nazism during the 1930s. The poster communicates that if the viewer
wants to fight fascism, they should support the communist movement.

In the next slide, I continue with posters produced by the Popular Front that
villainized fascism by condemning the actions of the German, Italian, and Franco’s
army. This collection of posters on the PowerPoint slide illustrates how political
propaganda can serve the dual objective of not only promoting a specific political
ideology but also discouraging support for other political movements. Once again,
students are quick to recognize the use of the swastika in the posters as a symbol of

15 Henry, “Trabajadores! Producio mas y mejor”, UGT, Comité Nacional, n.d.,
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/trabajadores.html

16 Manuel Monleon, “Disciplina. Mando tnico: Partido Sindicalista,” Comité Obrero de Control.,
U.G.T-C.N.T., n.d., https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/newadd4.html.
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Nazism. One image features a large swastika with three black and white
photographs embedded within each leg of the swastika symbol.!” Two of the
photographs depict damaged buildings and an urban area reduced to rubble. The
two other photographs depict the trauma of the war on Spanish civilians. One image
captures the migration of a group of refugees displaced by the war and the other of
a woman holding two children close to her with rubble in the background. I describe
these images more to students because the photographs are small, and I explain how
Italy and Germany sent weapons and troops to help the Spanish fascists during the
civil war. I asked the students how this poster contradicts the political ideology of
fascism. Rather than celebrating the nation through patriotic glorification, the use
of a swastika in the image suggests foreign intervention and dependence on
Germany. Rather than rebuilding and restoring the nation, these photographs show
the damage and destruction caused by Franco’s German and Italian allies. In the
second poster included on this slide, a woman holds her child closely, terrified of
German bombs. The text communicates that innocent women and children are
being murdered by the fascist militaries.!® The poster accuses fascists of being
assassins by killing civilians. It also includes the call to action to denounce
supporters of fascism on the home front. I guide students to make the connection
that, as suggested by this image, support of fascism on the home front was
considered as much as a threat as fighting as a fascist soldier on the front lines.
These two posters, rather than promoting the communist party and its
political objectives, are questioning the motives and methods of Spain’s fascist
movement. It is accusing Spain’s fascists of actions that were contradictory to their
objectives of restoring and rebuilding Spain. This collection of posters also allows
us to dive into a discussion about the Treaty of Versailles, German military
development during the 1930s, and the policy of Appeasement practiced by
countries such as the United States. Students often engage in debates among
themselves, with some students arguing that the United States should have
intervened in the Spanish Civil War or provided aid to relieve the humanitarian
crisis while others, remembering the hardships of the Dust Bowl often from stories
told by their own family members, claim that the primary duty of the United States
government was to take care of its own citizens. I encourage such debates,
interjecting to stress that these were precisely the questions and conversation topics
with which contemporary observers wrestled as news of the Spanish Civil War

17 Padal, “;Esto es el fascismo! miseria... destruccion... persecucion... y muerte” Socorro Rojo
Internacional, Comision de Propaganda, Valencia, n.d.,
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/estoes.html

18 Propaganda editada por la confederacion regional de Levante, “jAcusamos de asesinos a lof
facciosos! nifios y mujeres caen inocentes. Hombres libres, repudiad a todos los que apoyen en la
retaguardia al fascismo. He aqui las victimas,” Valencia, n.d.,
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/acusamos.html.
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spread across the United States. For some students, the graphic nature of the
photographs are troubling, and I encourage students to take their time with the
material if they need an emotional break.

In contrast, the next slide contains examples of propaganda posters by the
FET y de las JONS, which I categorize as “fascist” political ideology. In one,
students identify both the glorification of militarism and patriotism in the image of
a soldier holding a national flag and a military flag. I translate the slogan “unity”
as another key point of fascist ideology that was part of Paxton’s definition from
the previous lecture.!® I point out that while the soldier is equipped with a gun, it is
draped across his back rather than in his hands. This detail suggests that the fighting
is behind him, and that holding the flags is more important to the soldier than
holding a gun. In the next image, a photograph of a rally is cropped into the outline
of the country of Spain with the encouragement to “rebuild Spain together” for the
text.?% I indicate that the people in the photograph are raising their arms in a fascist
salute. Once again, this image emphasizes Spaniards uniting under fascism to
rebuild and restore the Spanish nation. Overall, students report through group
discussion of the images that observe a positive and encouraging tone displayed in
the two examples.

I emphasize to students that these powers lack any indication of an ongoing
war, or of resistance to fascism within this group of posters. Unlike the previous
political posters that attacked capitalist and fascist policies and actions, these
posters emphasize bringing Spaniards together rather than highlighting political,
class, regional, or gender divisions. I stress to the students that there is an inherent
contradiction of promoting unity and an end to the civil war that the fascist
movement started, and I discuss how some Spaniards might want to settle for peace
and unity, even if it was not peace gained by the victory of their political party. The
idea of ending the war and bringing unity could appeal to viewers even if other
aspects of the political ideology did not. I lead students to imagine how as the war
went on, and as Spaniards grew tired of fighting and sacrificing for the war effort,
they might be moved by the idea of unity and peace at any cost. Likewise, the
second poster that we discuss, “Let’s all Rebuild Spain!”, overlooks the social issue
of destruction and devastation of Spain’s cities and towns in the way that the UGT-
CNT depict the violence of the civil war. Rather than addressing the culpability of
the fascist militaries for this destruction, the image instead presents an appealing,
positive message of working together, rebuilding, and improving Spain’s
agricultural and manufacturing sectors. By discussing the importance of unity
despite the divisions of war, and by displaying optimism for the future rather than

19 “Hablar de la Falange es nombrar a Espafia. Unidad, unidad, unidad,” FET y de las JONS, n.d.,
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/newadd21.html.

20 Laborde y Labayen, “;;jTodos a reconstruir Espafia!!” n.d.,
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/todos.html
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the reality of the violence and devastation of the war, students are able to discuss,
first with partners then togethers as a class, whether or not they find these posters
persuasive, and if they think that the posters would have been persuasive to
Spaniards at the time.

The final slide that we analyze as a class are posters designed by the Popular
Front, which I label as a constitutional republic. The examples I selected for the
lesson engage the politics of Appeasement rather than emphasizing other policies
typical of classical liberalism during this time. Discussion of the policy of
Appeasement and its consequences are the direction that I take the lesson so that
students can develop a chronology of what happens when constitutional democracy
is not supported or defended around the world. I note to the students that they can
read these posters rather than needing a translator, emphasizing that the change in
language suggests a change in audience. The students discuss that the poster made
by the Spanish Second Republic was intended for English speakers in other
constitutional republics, thus one of its intended audiences is the United States and
the American public. The first of the posters features a photograph of a woman
holding a child close among rubble, screaming in terror with a partially collapsed
building in the background while military planes fly in formation overhead. 2! The
text poses the question to its viewer, “What are you doing to prevent this”? I ask
students what the poster means by “this”, seeking thereby to assess students’ ability
to read and analyze images for its visual meaning as modeled in the previous slides.
The next poster provides a warning directly to the United States and Great Britain:
“If you tolerate this, your children will be next” and depicts a dead child with
German planes flying in formation overhead, implying that the young girl was
killed by Nazi bombs.?

I remind students that Franco’s army had support from fascist governments
in Italy and Germany, the communist militias had support from the Soviet Union,
and the Spanish Republic was trying to garner support from other constitutional
republics. I ask them if they know why constitutional republics, such as the United
States, did not intervene. Occasionally, I have a student who can remember the
policy of Appeasement that we had discussed the week before, otherwise I gently
prompt the students to review their notes on Appeasement for a few minutes. |
follow up to ask the class to consider whether they think that the United States
should have intervened to help the Spanish Republic militarily by sending troops
or armaments, whether Americans should have helped the humanitarian crisis by
offering medical support or asylum for refugees, or whether the United States
should have stayed out of the civil war completely. The responses are always

21 “What are you doing to prevent this?”, Ministerio de Propaganda, n.d.
https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/whatare.html.

22 “Madrid. The “military” practice of the rebels. If you tolerate this, your children will be next” El
Ministerio, 1937, https://library.ucsd.edu/speccoll/visfront/newadd20.html.
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diverse and generate lively debates for my in-person classes with student arguments
generally falling into three camps. Some students maintain that the United States
should have prioritized the wellbeing of its citizens, many of whom were suffering
from the economic devastation of the Great Depression and the ecological disaster
of the Dust Bowl. Tangentially, some students assert simply that the United States
does not need to fulfill the role of global watchdog for capitalism and democracy
and therefore should not get involved in any foreign wars. In contrast, other students
speculate that American intervention in Spain could have been a way to defeat the
Axis powers before these nations had the opportunity to develop their militaries
and to commit the atrocities of the Holocaust and World War I1. Still other students
maintain that the United States should have intervened to protect other
constitutional republics and should preserve international human rights by stopping
violence against civilians.

The first time that I implemented this lesson, it was only a few months after
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. I asked students what they thought of the policy of
Appeasement, and if they knew of any examples of when a similar policy was
implemented in our present time. Since this first lesson, America’s foreign policy
has changed significantly under the Trump administration, but it is still a valuable
discussion to help students connect the past with their own worldview, and to
challenge them to consider current policies and actions within our global
community. In some cases, it has caused students to reconsider their views on
American military intervention around the world, the role of the United States in
providing humanitarian aid to devastated countries, or the potential consequence of
abandoning international cooperation. [ stress to students that it is not my goal to
persuade them of any singular political view but for them to be able to look at
evidence, examine the facts, and draw their own conclusions.

To end the lesson, I focus on the last poster—the one that warns that
tolerance of fascist military aggression in Spain would mean that fascism would
attack your democracy next. I give students the sobering fact that the fascists did
win the Spanish Civil War and only a few months later, World War II broke out in
Europe. I tell students that the prediction of the Spanish liberals—that Nazis would
attack other constitutional societies next—was true in the case of the conquest of
Paris and the bombing of London. Having connected history with their present
worldview, it helps students to navigate their own understanding and emotions
about world events in their present, both domestically and with foreign policy.
Students’ political views span the spectrum in my classroom, but the lesson
challenges them to think critically about the role of the United States and the
fragility of our own global community. Likewise, the European context for the
outbreak and devastation of World War I is laid out, and this important background
in terms of competing political ideologies helps students to understand the
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motivations and outcomes of World War II and the subsequent Cold War for future
lectures.

One benefit of this lesson plan is that using the Spanish Civil War as a case
study provides an historical example that is unfamiliar to most of the students. This
provides an equal opportunity to learn for all students, neutralizing the advantages
that history majors tend to have over non-majors and discrepancies in history
education. Second, relying on images and visual cues provides students with an
additional method for gaining historical understanding. Rather than making the
activity and assessment that is always text-based, visual learning relies on colors
and images to convey information to the classroom. Finally, the posters include
Spanish language that I translate for the class, but many of the Spanish-speaking
students enjoy seeing their language represented inside the classroom. Sometimes
I have received several positive comments on student evaluations about how they
feel like the Spanish language and Hispanic identity is celebrated in my classroom.
This lesson helps to provide representation and promote cross-cultural
understanding and appreciation within the World History survey.
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