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Abstract: 
Photography has played a fundamental role in scientific documentation and knowledge 
dissemination since the nineteenth century. Today, it also serves as a valuable pedagogical 
tool, contributing to the acquisition of knowledge and communication skills. For this 
reason, within the History of Political Thought course, photography is used as a tool for 
historical literacy and the development of critical thinking. The specific aim of 
implementing photography as a teaching resource is for students to visually explore and 
understand political concepts, recognise their presence in the world around them, and 
reflect on their symbolic value. By photographing politically significant elements, they 
develop a deeper understanding of the relationship between political thought and visual 
representation. The activity also promotes creativity and critical reflection, encouraging 
students to engage actively in the learning process. Students respond positively to the 
practical nature of the activity and to the opportunity to connect theoretical concepts with 
the real world, increasing their interest in the subject and enabling them to better 
understand the influence of ideologies in everyday life. 
 
Resumen: 
La fotografía no solo ha sido fundamental en la documentación científica y la divulgación 
desde el siglo XIX, sino que su uso pedagógico también resulta relevante en la actualidad, 
demostrando su relevancia en la adquisición de conocimientos y competencias 
comunicativas. Por esta razón, en el marco de la enseñanza de la asignatura de Historia del 
Pensamiento Político, la fotografía se emplea como una herramienta para la alfabetización 
histórica y el desarrollo del pensamiento crítico. El objetivo específico de integrar la 
fotografía como un recurso didáctico es que el alumnado explore y comprenda visualmente 
conceptos políticos, su presencia en el mundo que les rodea y su valor simbólico. A través de 
la actividad práctica de fotografiar elementos políticamente significativos, desarrollan una 
comprensión más profunda de la relación entre el pensamiento político y la representación 
visual. Además, se fomenta la creatividad y la reflexión crítica, haciendo que el 
estudiantado se implique activamente en su aprendizaje. Los estudiantes valoran 
positivamente el carácter práctico de la actividad y la posibilidad de conectar la teoría con el 
entorno real, aumentando su interés por la asignatura y permitiéndoles comprender mejor 
la influencia de las ideologías en la vida cotidiana. 

Keywords: Visual literacy; Teaching-learning; Photography; Historical thinking; Politics. 

Palabras clave: alfabetización visual; enseñanza-aprendizaje; fotografía; pensamiento histórico; 
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1. Introduction 

The presence of photography in our daily lives has progressively increased 

from its origins to the present day, although its nature has undergone 

significant transformations, particularly in recent decades. Until the late 

twentieth century, photographic production was generally divided between 

professional and amateur practices. The popularization of compact cameras 

from the first half of the twentieth century onward made photography 

accessible to individuals without specialized training (Lapenda, 2021). 

However, the distinction between domestic photographic practices and a 

professionalized production, which required specific skills, remained in place 

(Blanco Pérez, 2022). 

The arrival of digital photography in the late 1990s and, a few years later, of 

mobile phones equipped with built-in cameras substantially increased both 

the presence of photography in our environment and, above all, the everyday 

practice of taking pictures (Mira Pastor, 2014). Nevertheless, the dissolution 

of the boundary between amateur and professional photography did not 

occur until the first decade of the twenty-first century, when smartphones 

and social media converged. On the one hand, smartphones incorporated 

high-resolution cameras and applications capable of replicating some of the 

features associated with professional photographic production. On the other 

hand, social media platforms decisively facilitated the shift of non-

professional photography beyond the domestic sphere, enabling its 

widespread public dissemination (Lavín de las Heras, 2015). 

In 2004, Flickr was launched as one of the first platforms specifically 

designed for users to share their photographs, contributing significantly to 

the emergence and mass dissemination of everyday photography. Today, the 

expansion of photographic practices beyond the professional sphere and 

their centrality to everyday life are reflected in data from image-based social 

media platforms such as Instagram. This was the most downloaded 

application worldwide in 2022 (data.ai, 2023) and, in 2024, it was ranked 

third in terms of the number of active social media users. These 

developments have led to a state of photographic saturation (Lister, 2011), in 
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which the primary aim becomes the accumulation and creation of spaces 

where images go largely unseen. 

 
2. Photography, Science, and Teaching 

The use of photography for research and scientific purposes dates back to the 

earliest years of the medium. This visual resource has been used to document 

natural and social processes in disciplines such as geography, biology, and 

anthropology. From the late nineteenth century onwards, photographs 

illustrated scientific books and journals and became a common tool for 

public dissemination of scientific advances (Wilder, 2009). Regarding its 

pedagogical dimension, explicit reflections can be found from the first half of 

the twentieth century (Cropper, 1935) through to the present day, with 

studies showing the relevance of visual literacy for knowledge acquisition and 

in the development of communicative competences (Devoto, 2013; Gozálvez 

& Contreras-Pulido, 2014). 

At present, the use of photography for didactic purposes is common across 

different educational levels and in a wide range of subjects. Documented 

experiences can be found in disciplines as diverse as linguistics (Encabo 

Fernández & Jerez Martínez, 2013), history (Ponsoda López de Atalaya & 

Blanes Mora, 2020), information science (Sánchez Vigil et al., 2014), 

communication studies (Blanco Pérez & Parejo, 2022), chemistry (Oliveira 

Lima & Borin da Cunha, 2019), mathematics (Munakata & Vaidya, 2012), 

and medicine (López-Cervantes et al., 2018), among others. In the field of 

history, teaching practices involving photography have expanded in recent 

years. These include approaches based on different didactic methodologies 

(Blanes Mora & Ponsoda López de Atalaya, 2021) as well as various 

photographic formats, such as photojournalism (Rodríguez Ávila, 2020). The 

incorporation of images as a teaching resource in history courses offers 

several learning benefits and helps overcome the reduction of history 

teaching to a merely descriptive and memoristic approach (Sáiz Serrano & 

López-Facal, 2015). More specifically, photography fosters historical literacy 

(Sáiz, 2013; Seixas & Morton, 2013) and broadens interpretative work 
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through a variety of sources (Santisteban, 2010) by establishing a link with 

the reality of the historical moment under study (de las Heras, 2015) and by 

providing a visual narrative parallel to the oral one. Devoto (2013) highlights 

the value of photography as a historical source with a relatively autonomous 

status, noting that although contextualization is essential, it nonetheless 

offers valuable and distinctive information about the moment represented. 

Its polysemic nature and figurative character thus make photography a 

unique source for understanding the practices and worldviews of a given 

period (Lara López, 2005). 

 
3. Visual Literacy as a Driver of Historical Literacy 

The activity developed in the History of Political Thought course seeks to use 

photography as more than a tool of validation or a secondary aid to teaching, 

aiming instead to move beyond a merely illustrative function, which remains 

its most common use (Valls, 2007; Bel et al., 2019). The general objective of 

the exercise is to integrate photography as a resource for historical literacy 

and historical thinking. Historical literacy is grounded in the combination of 

knowledge acquisition and the development of skills that give meaning to 

that knowledge (Lee, 2011). Thus, teaching should not revolve exclusively 

around substantive content and its reproduction; it must also provide 

students with the tools to understand and apply these concepts (Carretero 

Rodríguez & López Rodríguez, 2009; Wineburg et al., 2013; Sáiz Serrano & 

López-Facal, 2015), enabling them, for example, to establish causal links, 

identify and use historical evidence, or analyse the ethical dimension of 

history (Seixas & Morton, 2013). 

Within this teaching and learning framework, photography is used by 

examining both its role in the period under study and the decoding of its 

meaning (Cappello, 2017). It therefore fulfills a dual function: providing 

substantive content and supporting the development of historical literacy. As 

part of the effort to break with traditional paradigms of history teaching and 

to transform it into a pathway for the development of historical thinking, the 
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use of this visual resource in the activity presented here pursues the following 

objectives: 

- Motivating students through active engagement in teaching and 

learning processes using familiar resources. 

- Facilitating the assimilation of theoretical content by connecting it 

with real-world manifestations outside the classroom. 

- Understanding photography as a historical source with intrinsic value. 

- Fostering a space for individual creative expression and situating it 

within its historical and collective context. 

Although numerous teaching experiences use photography as an educational 

resource across different fields of knowledge, the proposal presented here 

introduces a distinctive element: it positions students not only as interpreters 

of images but also as producers of visual records aimed at identifying the 

material and symbolic presence of political ideas in their everyday 

surroundings. In this way, the activity combines visual literacy, historical 

thinking, and political reflection through an active approach that connects 

theoretical concepts, personal experience, and direct observation of public 

space. 

3.1. Teaching and Learning in a Visual Environment 

The mass production and consumption enabled by information technologies 

represent the culmination of the conception of photography as a cultural 

product for the masses, as theorised by Walter Benjamin in his 1931 essay 

(Benjamin, 2014). Social networks further allow a bidirectional dynamic in 

which the same mass of consumers also becomes producers. The result is an 

increasingly visual world in which the use of photography as an artistic 

expression and as an informational medium for documenting reality has 

become widespread and integrated into daily practice. Domestic photography 

no longer records only special or gratifying moments —such as birthdays or 

holidays— but has expanded to include representations of the everyday, the 

banal, and the mundane (Cohen, 2005), as if it were an illustrated diary of an 

anthropologist. Photography thus stands today as an omnipresent cultural 
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product with which students are familiar and which they frequently consume 

and produce, especially through social networks, although not always fully 

aware of its value (Riego, 2019). 

Contemporary societies draw on their visual memory to disseminate and 

construct narratives that are more extensive, detailed, and heterogeneous 

than ever before, bringing together individual experience and collective 

history (Lara López, 2005). These are “lived interactions,” produced through 

the continuous recording of everyday life, in which the aim is not only to 

establish relationships that identify what is shared or distant, but also to gain 

knowledge through the experience that has been captured. However, even 

when photography is incorporated into history classrooms, it is still 

uncommon for students to be given the opportunity to understand how life is 

experienced—or to “touch,” in Walter Benjamin’s terms. Positioning students 

as active agents in the creation of photographs— by going to the location, 

observing the uses and practices associated with what is being 

photographed—allows them to acquire knowledge not only through visual 

contemplation but also through the “tactile appropriation” (1989, p. 54) that 

Benjamin considers essential to the process of knowing. 

3.2. Recognizing History Beyond the Classroom 

The integration of interactive methodologies between teachers and students 

(Pérez Rastrilla, 2020) and the incorporation of new historical sources help 

to overcome the traditional model of learning history based solely on the 

memoristic reproduction of texts. The proposed activity requires a degree of 

memorization that we consider indispensable in the study of history, but it 

also enables the development of other competencies and skills through its 

practical application. A second reason for having students actively participate 

in the creation of a photograph is that, starting from memorisation, they can 

establish a link between acquired knowledge and its manifestation in reality. 

This implies that a process of assimilation has taken place and that students 

have developed the ability to identify theoretical knowledge in its practical 

expression, since recognition necessarily requires understanding. In this 

materialisation of the abstract, photography emerges as a didactic tool, as it 
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“establishes a particular dialectic with memory and generates a dynamic 

between image and knowledge” (Meyer, 1997, p. 31). 

However, this process is neither natural nor the simple result of a 

memorisation exercise. It is necessary to provide students with the tools that 

enable them to establish a link between the theory addressed in class, the 

nature of the abstract concepts learned, their constituent elements, and their 

visual representation in the real world. An image is neither neutral nor 

universally readable. Just as language is learned, so too are the codes that 

shape visual intention, and likewise,  

“an image has meaning because there are people who ask about its 

meaning. An image in itself means nothing. When one stops 

questioning the image, it is taken hostage by norms, laws, and 

stereotypes” (Vilches, 1997, p. 14). 

Understanding an image is therefore also tied to learning processes and the 

acquisition of knowledge that go beyond the visual, requiring an intertextual 

task in which students question what an image represents (Vilches, 1997, p. 

68). This exercise in visual literacy contributes to the development of 

competencies that allow individuals to critically read, understand, use, and 

create images (Avgerinou, 2009), as well as to relate the content of the image 

to its political, social, and economic context (Abril, 2013). Within the 

framework of this study, representation is not understood as a simple 

reflection of reality but as a visual construction through which certain 

elements of the environment are selected and endowed with meaning. This 

meaning emerges from the interaction between the elements represented, the 

symbols and iconographies present in the image, the historical and cultural 

context, and the prior knowledge of the viewer. From this perspective, 

images constitute spaces of meaning-making that allow the identification of 

values, ideologies, and political references present in social reality. 

In this intertextual task, students are guided through questions that enable 

them to analyse and interpret the images used in class, helping them develop 

criteria for interpreting visual concepts and to understand that looking is 
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both an aesthetic and an ethical act. As part of this training,  

“the gaze, then, must be directed toward detail, toward the minute; 

toward what is present and evident, but also toward what is hidden 

and absent, tracing the unconscious of the work. Sharpening one’s 

gaze to recognize these aspects involves a complex intellectual 

exercise, a training of observation; for these elements may go 

unnoticed by an ingenuous eye, yet acquire appreciable value when 

recovered by the expert eye” (Devoto, 2013, p. 78). 

In order to address photography through such an analytical lens, some of the 

questions posed to students include: What information can we obtain from 

this photograph? What or who is represented? Why was it taken? What does 

it aim to document or express? What does this perspective reveal? Is it 

possible to inquire into or understand what is absent? These questions serve 

as guides for interpreting the photographs used in class, with the aim of 

learning to see consciously. Students are also encouraged to apply these 

questions to their own surroundings and to transfer them to the task of 

producing their own records of history, ensuring that their gaze is not 

determined by chance or by the use of technology as an end in itself. In this 

way, students become aware of the semantic implications of photography 

and of its nature as a visual testimony to the interpretation of a moment. 

3.3. Photographing History: Images, Memory, and Political 

Thought 

Since its emergence, photography has been considered a historical 

document; however, until relatively recently, it occupied a marginal position 

in comparison with the dominant status of written sources (Burke, 2005). In 

the early twenty-first century, historian Julio Aróstegui advocated the 

incorporation of non-verbal records into the study and research of history, 

including photography, since a historical source is “any existing document, 

any reality capable of providing testimony, traces, or relics, regardless of its 

form of expression” (Aróstegui, 2001, p. 378). In this sense, photography is 

not only an artistic product, “but above all, photography is the visual record 
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of an event that unfolded at a specific moment and time” (Lara López, 2005, 

p. 3). 

The technical characteristics of photography make it a unique historical 

source with great didactic potential (Santisteban et al., 2010). The 

educational use of images can facilitate students’ access to aspects of the 

world that would otherwise be difficult to experience directly—whether due 

to distance, scale, or historical period (González Juárez, 2022). Images 

capture snapshots of history, providing a window into past eras and allowing 

students to immerse themselves in the political context of the time. In this 

sense, photographs can be interpreted as visual representations of political 

ideologies, social movements, and political struggles. 

In both historical research and teaching, photography is more than a 

peripheral or subsidiary tool; it is an autonomous source (Devoto, 2013) that 

provides substantial and sometimes exclusive information, since in other 

media it may go unnoticed or cannot be recorded (Marcos Molano, 2016). 

The incorporation of historical sources other than written texts offers 

knowledge of historical phenomena from a wider variety of perspectives and 

therefore provides a more complex, complete, and nuanced understanding of 

reality. In the activity proposed here, it also involves incorporating students’ 

own perceptions through the photographs taken by themselves. In this way, 

the shared images become a resource for understanding history by 

identifying its material manifestations through what can be visually 

captured, while also positioning students as historical agents actively 

contributing to the production of collective visual memory. Likewise, political 

images often incorporate symbolism that represents abstract political 

concepts. Analysing political iconography in photographs helps students 

understand how visual symbols contribute to the construction and 

transmission of political meaning. 

3.4. A Conscious Process of Artistic Creation 

The proposed activity offers students a space for conscious individual creative 

expression. This implies that students become aware that their particular gaze 

is continuously constructed and reconstructed through both their personal 
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perceptions and their historical context, in a permanent and inevitable 

dialectical relationship. In this way, they come to understand through their 

own active practice that “photography is a social fact that depends (…) on the 

social and historical conditions of its production, reproduction, and 

consumption” (Goyeneche, 2009, p. 16). The outcome of the activity is the 

construction of history through students’ own narratives, combining the 

opportunity to express individual creativity with the historical significance of 

political ideas through their visual representation. In this respect, part of the 

educational potential of photography lies in the fact that photographs “mediate 

effectively, and often movingly, between inner and outer realities” (Lister, 

1997, p. 73). 

The prior analysis of photographic material conducted throughout the 

course—guided by the questions discussed above—not only functions as the 

examination of historical sources but also serves as training for students’ own 

production of historical material, enabling them to recognise that taking a 

photograph is an ethical as well as an artistic decision. They photograph reality 

with the intention of representing certain elements while excluding others, of 

achieving a particular outcome through their chosen perspective, and of 

understanding that the position occupied by each element within the 

photographic composition generates a specific meaning. Students produce 

their photographs with an awareness of the technical dimensions of 

photography, using it as a medium of individual expression while identifying 

and reflecting upon their own historical moment. Henri Cartier-Bresson 

expressed these dimensions of photography in 1976 in a poetic yet remarkably 

precise way: “To take a photograph is to put one’s head, one’s eye and one’s 

heart on the same axis” (Cartier-Bresson, 1996, p. 35). 

Students photograph with the awareness that their desire to preserve a 

particular moment is shaped not only by the technical possibilities and 

limitations of the photographic medium, but also by their personal 

experiences, emotional state, concerns, acquired knowledge, the historical 

period in which they live, and their socio-economic position, among many 

other factors. As a result of this understanding, their visual attention 
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transforms not only the technical aspects of the image but also the meaning 

and interpretation of what is represented, which ceases to be accidental, purely 

personal, or merely aesthetic. The collective discussion of the photographic 

material produced by students enables them to compare, analyse, and contrast 

different narratives of their own time, thereby fostering historical thinking 

through their role as active creators of history. In this regard, it is worth 

recalling Holzbrecher’s (2015) observation regarding the educational function 

of photography as a means of creating a public sphere, insofar as photography 

constitutes an invitation to engage with social issues. 

Finally, the moment at which a photograph is taken does not always coincide 

with the historical moment represented. This may occur in the case of a 

photograph of a graffiti mural, but not necessarily when photographing a 

monument. Such circumstances allow students to reflect more deeply on the 

interaction between their own subjectivity and the society in which the 

photograph is taken, while also considering how meanings are transformed 

over time according to the collective imaginaries, legal frameworks, and ethical 

values of each historical period. 

 
4. Thinking Political Thought through Photography: Design and 

Development of the Teaching Experience 

Between the 2021–2022 and the 2024–2025 academic years, photography 

was incorporated as a teaching resource into the practical activities 

associated with the Contemporary History of Political Thought course within 

the Journalism degree programme at the Faculty of Information Sciences. 

This period provides a sufficiently long time frame to assess its consolidation 

as a teaching practice. 

The experience was implemented within the Contemporary History of 

Political Thought course, taught in the first year of the Bachelor's Degree in 

Journalism at the Complutense University of Madrid. The study is based on 

teaching activities conducted between the 2021–2022 and 2024–2025 

academic years, involving approximately 120 students. A total of 103 
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photographs accompanied by explanatory texts produced by the students 

were collected. 

From a methodological perspective, the analysis combined quantitative and 

qualitative approaches. First, the images were classified according to the 

political tradition represented and the type of object photographed. This 

categorisation was based both on the information provided by the students in 

their written commentaries and on the analysis of identifiable visual 

elements, such as symbols, historical figures, monuments, slogans, 

ideological references, and representational contexts. Particular attention 

was paid to explicit visual elements present in the photographs, including 

political symbols (such as the hammer and sickle, flags, and party emblems), 

textual references or quotations, representations of historical figures 

associated with specific ideological traditions (such as Karl Marx, Clara 

Campoamor, or José Antonio Primo de Rivera), as well as monuments, 

slogans, and public spaces linked to particular political traditions. The 

convergence between these visual elements and the explanations provided by 

the students served as the basis for the categorisation process. 

Secondly, a qualitative reading of a selection of photographs was undertaken 

in order to examine how students established connections between the 

political concepts studied in the classroom and their visual manifestations in 

the public space. The evaluation of the activity was complemented by 

qualitative comments collected from students through the DOCENTIA 

programme for the assessment of teaching quality. These observations 

particularly emphasised the practical nature of the activity, its capacity to 

connect theoretical content with students’ everyday environment, and its 

contribution to a deeper understanding of the concepts addressed in the 

course. Although such evaluations should be interpreted with caution, 

several studies have shown that they are related to students’ perceptions of 

their own learning (Clayson, 2009). Furthermore, while the literature has 

also identified certain limitations of these indicators, it recognises their 

usefulness in assessing different dimensions of teaching quality and in 

providing relevant information about students’ learning experiences 
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(Spooren et al., 2013). Consequently, they constitute a complementary source 

of information for the analysis of teaching innovation initiatives. 

The corpus analysed consists of the 103 photographs submitted by students 

between the 2021–2022 and 2024–2025 academic years as part of this 

teaching activity. It therefore constitutes a cumulative corpus comprising the 

work produced over four consecutive academic years. No exclusion criteria 

were applied, and all photographs that met the requirements established for 

the assignment were included in the analysis. The examples discussed in this 

article were selected for their suitability in illustrating the thematic, 

geographical, and conceptual diversity present within the corpus, as well as 

for their representativeness of the main categories identified during the 

analysis. 

As noted in the previous sections, photography is considered a particularly 

suitable resource for approaching subjects such as politics from an innovative 

perspective and, above all, in a way that encourages students’ engagement 

and motivation. In the practical activity developed throughout the four 

academic years, students enrolled in the course were asked to produce a form 

of “street photograph”. The elements and figures that could be represented in 

their images were intentionally broad in scope. Students were informed that 

their photographs could depict a monument, a statue, a portrait, a mural, or 

any other object that they considered to be related to the subject of political 

thought. In addition to the photographs, they were required to submit a brief 

text explaining the relationship between the images and the course content 

and, depending on whether the assignment had been completed individually 

or in groups, an individual or collective reflection on the work undertaken. 

Likewise, the classification according to the type of object photographed was 

based on the principal element represented in each image. To this end, a set 

of predefined categories was established (monuments; statues and graves; 

portraits; murals and graffiti; demonstrations; book covers and documents; 

and other objects of political significance). Each photograph was assigned to 

the predominant category according to its visual content and the explanation 

provided by the student. 
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To provide guidance and inspiration, students were offered a range of 

possible examples. They were informed that they could photograph a statue 

or grave of a thinker, philosopher, or historical figure relevant to political 

thought; a monument of historical or symbolic significance, such as a 

government building, a square, or a public park; or, more broadly, any site of 

historical importance or a public space that they considered politically 

significant. They could also photograph places associated with historical 

events or locations that served as sources of inspiration or reference for 

important works in the history of political thought. Similarly, they were 

encouraged to photograph the cover of a book, a document, or a text 

regarded as particularly relevant to the development of political thought, 

including the works of political thinkers, constitutions, or political treaties. 

More specifically, students were given the option of selecting as the subject of 

their photograph a portrait of a recognised political thinker, whether in the 

form of a painting, photograph, or mural. They were also informed that they 

could photograph murals depicting political themes, ideologies, or socio-

political movements of historical relevance or connected to contemporary 

issues. Likewise, they were encouraged to photograph graffiti containing 

political messages that either revived demands or ideas associated with 

thinkers from the past or expressed opinions and critiques concerning 

contemporary political issues. Along similar lines, students were invited to 

capture images of demonstrations, protests, strikes, or other forms of dissent 

reflecting political participation and the defence of social and civil rights. 

Finally, the subject of the photograph could also be an object related to the 

dissemination of political thought within contemporary popular culture, such 

as the cover of an album, a film poster, or a television series with political 

significance. 

Throughout each academic year, examples of possible subjects and objects 

related to political thought were presented in order to provide students with 

more detailed guidance regarding the requirements of the activity. To 

facilitate a clearer understanding of the task, students were shown 

photographs connected to political thought taken both in Spain and abroad 
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by the lecturers responsible for the course. Examples included the tomb of 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the Panthéon in Paris; the statues of Karl Marx 

and Friedrich Engels in Marx-Engels-Forum in Berlin’s Mitte district; the 

commemorative plaque dedicated to Friedrich Nietzsche in Turin; several 

murals by Banksy, renowned for their social criticism and political 

commentary; the first edition of Étienne de La Boétie’s Discourse on 

Voluntary Servitude preserved in the National Library of France; Tahrir 

Square in Cairo, the epicentre of the 2011 protests; and the cover of the 

Coldplay album Viva la Vida or Death and All His Friends, featuring Eugène 

Delacroix’s painting Liberty Leading the People with the album title 

superimposed upon it. 

Students were also presented with a series of examples from Spain that were 

particularly relevant to the course. These included photographs of the Valley 

of the Fallen; the 1938 monument commemorating the Italian legions that 

participated in the occupation of the city of Santander during the Spanish 

Civil War; the Monument to the Constitution of 1812 in Cádiz; 

demonstrations and commemorative events held on significant dates such as 

8 March and 20 November; a Madrid Municipal Transport Company (EMT) 

bus that circulated through the city in July 2023 displaying a black-and-

white image of José Antonio Primo de Rivera alongside the symbol of the 

Spanish Falange; a photograph of Puerta del Sol in Madrid during the 

general strike of 14 November 2012 (commonly known as 14-N), called by 

Spanish trade union organisations and supported by various European 

unions and social groups; murals in the Lavapiés district of Madrid, El Raval 

in Barcelona, La Ciudad Pintada in Vitoria-Gasteiz, El Carmen in Valencia, 

and other urban neighbourhoods across Spain that address contemporary 

political issues while also engaging with historical social and political themes; 

and graffiti found in different Spanish universities. 

These examples served several purposes. First, they highlighted the wide 

variety of places, objects, and symbols associated with political thought 

across different historical and geographical contexts. Secondly, they aimed to 

raise students’ awareness of the extent to which the world around them is 
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permeated by political elements. Thirdly, these images provided an 

opportunity to practise the forms of visual analysis and interpretation that 

students would subsequently apply to their own photographs. Through 

collective discussion, students were encouraged to reflect on questions 

concerning the individuals and objects represented, the perspective adopted 

by the photographer, and what the image included or excluded from the 

historical moment depicted. In addition, examples of technical analysis were 

provided, focusing on variables such as composition, colour, lighting, and 

framing. 

As a final guideline for the activity, students were informed that their 

photographs could be linked to any of the themes covered in the course 

syllabus: nationalism; communism, socialism, and anarchism; feminism; 

liberalism and neoliberalism; environmentalism; fascism, Francoism, and 

far-right ideas. Nevertheless, it was emphasised that the choice of subject 

depended upon their own interpretation and individual approach. Students 

were reminded that the decision was a personal one and could reflect their 

interests, concerns, passions, or even political dislikes. In accordance with 

this advice, they were encouraged to “walk” through their city or cities, 

paying close attention to their surroundings and looking up from their 

mobile phones in order to recognise the presence of politics and its 

manifestations in everyday urban spaces. 

In addition to receiving feedback in the form of constructive comments, 

students were informed that their work would be assessed according to 

several criteria. First, the relevance of the photograph to the course content 

was considered, meaning that the chosen image had to demonstrate a clear 

connection with political thought and the concepts addressed in the course. 

Secondly, creativity was valued, as students were encouraged to produce 

original images and to move beyond conventional representations. Thirdly, 

attention was paid to the visual composition of the photographs in 

accordance with the technical aspects previously discussed in class. Since 

each photograph had to be accompanied by a written commentary, 

assessment also considered the information provided about the image, the 
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reasons for selecting that particular subject, and the explanation of its 

relationship to political thought. Finally, particular value was placed on 

submissions that incorporated two additional elements: a reflection on the 

relevance of the photograph within the current political context and 

contemporary debates, and a critical reflection on both the photograph itself 

and the student’s own ideas and perceptions concerning the subject 

represented. 

 
5. Ideologies in Images: An Analysis of the Photographs Produced 

by Students 

Over the four academic years during which the activity was implemented, 

students produced a total of 103 photographs. Among the themes 

represented, photographs related to feminism and left-wing political ideas 

predominated in the category of street art, whereas nationalism and 

Francoism were most frequently depicted in photographs of monuments. 

Within the category of street art, photographs of political slogans and 

messages displayed on murals and graffiti predominated. 

The results were organised according to the political tradition associated with 

the images (F1) and the type of object represented in the photographs (F2). 

 

 

F1. Figure prepared by Professor Ángel L. Rubio Moraga. 
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F2. Figure prepared by Professor Ángel L. Rubio Moraga. 

 

With regard to thematic content, the photographs were classified into the 

following categories: (1) liberalism and neoliberalism; (2) communism, 

socialism, and anarchism; (3) nationalism; (4) fascism, Francoism, and far-

right ideas; (5) feminism; (6) environmentalism; and a broader category 

labelled (7) miscellaneous. According to this classification, the political 

traditions represented in the students’ photographs were distributed as 

follows: 

With regard to the content of the photographs, the following categories were 

established: (1) monuments, public squares, or historic buildings; (2) statues 

or graves; (3) book covers, documents, or other written works; (4) portraits 

of political thinkers; (5) murals and/or graffiti featuring political messages; 

(6) demonstrations, protests, and strikes; and (7) album covers or film 

posters with political significance. The resulting distribution was as follows: 

Beyond this quantitative overview, it is worth examining the qualitative 

dimension of some of the photographs submitted by the students. First, 

several photographs were taken during students’ travels abroad, including 

images from Bulgaria (the Buzludzha Monument), France (Place de la 

Bastille in Paris), Germany (a graffiti portrait of Karl Marx on the Berlin Wall 

created by an independent artist), Ecuador (the Hemiciclo de la Rotonda 

monument located on the Malecón 2000 waterfront in Guayaquil), Italy (a 

sticker bearing the phrase “Less Marx, More Mises”), and the United States 
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(the sculpture Harriet Tubman, The Journey to Freedom in Philadelphia). 

Across Spain, students photographed sites such as the Puerta de las Cadenas 

(the entrance through the northern transept of Murcia Cathedral), where the 

inscription “José Antonio Primo de Rivera. Present” remains engraved in the 

stone, having been carved in the years following the Spanish Civil War. 

Featuring Primo de Rivera once again, another photograph depicted the 

façade of the Church of Our Lady of the Assumption in Arcos de Jalón (Soria) 

(F3). Photographs associated with left-wing political traditions included the 

Hálito Durruti monument dedicated to the anarchist leader Buenaventura 

Durruti in Plaza de Santa Ana, León; the monument to Pablo Iglesias Posse, 

founder of the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE), in Madrid’s 

Chamberí district; and a piece of street graffiti in Málaga bearing the slogan 

“What good are the police if not to make a fire?”. 
 

F3. Photograph taken by students ©. 

 

Particular interest was shown in the urban landscape of Madrid, where the 

students are enrolled at university, resulting in several photographs of street 

names and commemorative plaques. Examples included Charles Maurras 

Street, named after the leading ideologue of Action Française and discussed 

in class as a precursor, in certain respects, to Italian Fascism; and a plaque 

dedicated to Juana Doña Jiménez, a member of the Communist Party of 

Spain (PCE), writer, feminist, and founder of the Movement for Women's 
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Equality and Freedom (MELIM). Students also photographed monuments 

such as the Clara Campoamor monument in Plaza de los Guardias de Corps 

(Madrid); La Mujer de Coslada, created in 2010 by the Spanish hyperrealist 

sculptor Antonio López and located in Plaza de la Hispanidad in Coslada 

(F4); the Monument to the Spanish Legion on Paseo de la Castellana; and the 

Monument to Hispanic Heritage in the Moncloa district. 

Among photographs linked to nationalist ideas, students submitted images of 

flags, including the Spanish flag in Plaza de Colón in Madrid, a Spanish flag 

painted at Aranjuez railway station, Catalan independence flags (estelades) 

displayed during a Girona football match, and the Galician flag at Balaídos 

Stadium. They also photographed objects such as an Athletic Bilbao scarf 

featuring several Basque nationalist symbols: the ikurriña (Basque flag), the 

slogan “Gora Euskadi” (“Long Live Euskadi”), and the lauburu, a traditional 

Basque emblem consisting of four comma-shaped arms arranged in a cross. 

This image provides a clear visual example of symbols associated with a 

distinct national identity. The simultaneous presence of sporting references 

and political elements demonstrates how certain cultural expressions can 

function as vehicles for the transmission and 

reaffirmation of collective identities. In this case, 

the student associated the photograph with the 

themes on nationalism discussed in class, 

identifying the presence of historical and cultural 

symbols within everyday contexts. The image 

illustrates how urban environments and social 

practices can help bridge theoretical concepts 

discussed in the classroom with their visual 

manifestations in everyday life.  

    F4. Photograph taken by students ©. 

Students also produced photographs of demonstrations such as those held on 

International Women’s Day (8 March) and International LGBTIQ+ Pride 

Day; of events such as the 20th National Congress of the Student Union, 

organised in November 2022 under the slogan “We Are the Revolution”; and 
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of protests and strikes, including the White Tide demonstrations of January 

2023 and the student strikes of 8 February 2024 and 28–29 April 2025. 

During the first months of that same year, photographs documenting 

commemorative events marking the proclamation of the Second Spanish 

Republic were also included, highlighting the continued presence of 

democratic memory in public space. 

Particularly noteworthy are the photographs of murals and graffiti containing 

political messages and references related to the course content. Examples 

include a fragment of a poem by Miguel Hernández—“Youth that does not 

take risks, blood that is not shed, is neither blood nor youth”—painted on the 

premises of the Faculty of Geography and History at the University of 

Valencia; a mural created in Tomiño in 2018 to commemorate International 

Women’s Day, featuring the face of Sara Rodríguez Salvador, the oldest 

woman in the Baixo Miño region; and several examples of feminist graffiti 

photographed in the province of Guadalajara. 

Students also submitted photographs of murals and stickers found in 

Madrid’s university district. Among the most significant examples are 

representations of Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin in the Faculties of 

Geography and History and Fine Arts at the Complutense University of 

Madrid (F5); the slogan “Neither Nazis nor borders, death to imperialism” 

displayed on the façade of the Faculty of Information Sciences; a poster at a 

bus stop in Ciudad Universitaria bearing the message “Neither the father, nor 

the daughter, nor Franco’s spirit. Down with the fascist regime”; and the 

graffiti “Against fascism and capital” painted on the windows of a former 

Banco Santander branch in the same area. 

Finally, students submitted photographs of anti-Francoist slogans and 

anarchist messages found in various streets of Madrid and Barcelona; the 

cover of the book Long Live Socialism! Chronicles 2016–2020 by Thomas 

Piketty, a French economist known for his work on economic inequality and 

income distribution; a campaign poster encouraging voters to support the 

Communist Party of the Workers of Spain (PCTE); and a photograph of a 

Greenpeace banner displayed on the Nuevos Ministerios government 
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complex in Madrid, which adapted the well-known advertising slogan of the 

department store chain El Corte Inglés into the message “Now it is never 

spring”. Finally, within the miscellaneous category, one of the most 

distinctive photographs featured a Playmobil figure representing Martin 

Luther. 
 

F5. Photograph taken by students ©. 
 

 

6. Conclusions 

As this article has demonstrated, explaining to students the role of 

photography and its relationship with a subject such as the History of 

Political Thought is both a challenging and rewarding endeavour. The 

experience described here shows that photography constitutes a powerful 

means of visually capturing historical moments, political ideologies, and the 

evolution of society over time. Through their photographs, students explore 

the “visual representation of political ideas”, namely the ways in which 

concrete images can convey abstract political concepts. At the same time, 

they become aware of the capacity of images to capture political symbols and 

of how such symbols may change, evolve, or acquire new meanings over time. 

Photography thus contributes not only to the preservation of historical 

memory but also to the visual narration of political history. Ultimately, the 

activity seeks to ensure that students not only appreciate photography as a 

valuable tool for exploring and understanding the history of political thought, 
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but also develop a critical awareness of the world around them. 

This experience also presents certain limitations that should be 

acknowledged. First, it was developed within a single course and a specific 

academic context, which limits the generalisability of the findings. 

Furthermore, the interpretation of images inevitably involves a subjective 

dimension linked both to students’ perspectives and to the socio-cultural 

contexts in which the photographs are produced. Future research could 

expand the sample, compare results across different degree programmes or 

universities, and further develop systematic approaches to visual analysis in 

order to continue exploring the relationship between visual literacy and 

historical thinking. 

Photography, like other graphic resources such as comics, constitutes a 

valuable teaching tool capable of engaging students and fostering critical 

reflection through the combination of visual and textual languages (Donofrio, 

2025, p. 15). In this respect, the activity was based on the conviction that 

photography could offer students an opportunity to explore the relationship 

between their physical surroundings and the political concepts studied in 

class, encouraging critical thinking while highlighting the connections 

between political theory and their immediate environment. The activity is 

both engaging and accessible and, among its many strengths, enables 

students to identify symbols and iconographic elements within urban spaces 

while also exploring how photography can function as a powerful medium for 

narrating contemporary political realities. 

The principal aim of the activity is to help students develop a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between political thought and visual 

representation, while simultaneously encouraging creativity, historical 

thinking, and critical reflection. Photography provides a visual dimension 

that complements and enriches the study of political thought, enabling 

students to explore more fully the intersections between political theory and 

historical reality. From a critical perspective, the photographic saturation 

that characterises contemporary society makes it essential to emphasise 

visual literacy as a core competence. Images should not be interpreted as 
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immediate reflections of reality, but rather interrogated in terms of their 

political intentionality, what they reveal, and what they conceal or silence.  

The findings presented here should be interpreted in light of the exploratory 

nature of the experience and the specific context in which it was developed. 

Rather than offering conclusions that can be generalised to all higher 

education settings, the activity highlights the potential of photography as a 

tool for fostering visual literacy and encouraging reflection on political 

concepts within a specific teaching context. In this regard, the examples 

analysed demonstrate students’ ability to establish meaningful connections 

between the theoretical content addressed in the classroom and its visual 

manifestations in their everyday environment. 

In addition to increasing students’ interest in the subject, the activity proved 

to be particularly well received by participants, who regarded it as a practical 

way of engaging with a predominantly theoretical course such as Political 

Thought. Student feedback also emphasised the opportunity to apply and 

showcase the knowledge acquired throughout their degree programme, 

whether working individually or collaboratively. Finally, students valued the 

way in which the activity enabled them to understand the relevance and 

contemporary implications of the topics addressed in the course within the 

environment that surrounds them. What is learned in the classroom is 

therefore not confined to the classroom itself; rather, it provides students 

with a framework for understanding the influence of ideologies on 

contemporary political life and everyday experience. In this way, 

photography emerges as a resource that not only documents but also 

questions and problematises, establishing itself as an indispensable medium 

for the critical teaching of political thought in the twenty-first century. 
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