
“A Good War”
Thinking Critically about the Climate Emergency

Source: sethklein.ca/book 

https://www.sethklein.ca/book
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Inquiry Question
What are the most effective 
methods for communicating 
climate change as an emergency?
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Key Lessons from the Second World War
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• The Second World War (1939-1945) was a 
global conflict that required governments 
to respond to an emergency. 
• Leaders and everyday people took big, bold 

actions (e.g., volunteering for the cause).
• In the book A Good War, author Seth Klein 

identified many lessons from the war that 
are relevant to addressing the climate 
emergency, including:
Ø“Adopt an emergency wartime mindset”
Ø“Rally the public at every turn”
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Adopting an Emergency Mindset
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• Emergencies can create a sense of unity and 
purpose as individuals and groups work 
towards a common cause.
• Emergencies require political action, 

mandatory policies, and civic engagement 
to address the problem.
• Emergencies open up new, innovative ways 

of thinking and acting.
• Second World War examples: victory 

gardens, rationing, enlistment, War 
Measures Act.

Emergency: 
A serious situation 

requiring immediate 
attention.
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Rallying the Public
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• Communicating emergencies is important 
for inspiring individual and collective action.
• Culture, arts, and entertainment can help to 

rally the public using different mediums 
(e.g., posters, songs, poems, videos, dance).
• Content and images should appeal to the 

audience’s senses and emotions – it should 
sound, feel, and look like an emergency!
• Second World War examples: propaganda 

posters, music, Hollywood films, Victory 
Bonds.

Source: Franklin Arbuckle, warmuseum.ca 
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• Propaganda: information and ideas used to promote or publicize a 
particular cause or point of view, usually political in nature.
ØInformation and ideas are often presented as one-sided. 

• Examples of propaganda include:
Ø“Victory Bonds” poster (see previous slide).
ØA commercial supporting a political party.
ØPro-war and anti-war songs.

• Propaganda can be a tool that results in 
   positive or negative consequences.
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What is propaganda?

What are some 
positive and negative 

consequences of 
propaganda?
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• Propaganda has an intended message that an author or organization 
purposely wants to communicate to a group of people.
• Depending on the audience (and their worldviews, perspectives, and 

contexts), that message can be understood, misunderstood, and/or 
misinterpreted in different ways.
• There can also be unintended or unexpected messages based on the 

audience’s background, cultural assumptions, and prior knowledge.
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Audience
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• Guidepost 3:
Ø The perspectives of historical actors are best understood by considering their 

historical context.
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Second Order Concept: Historical Perspectives

Demonstration of Limited Understanding: 
Student judges people in the past as dull-witted 
or weird, because the student ignores historical 

context.

Demonstration of Powerful 
Understanding: 

Student explains or illustrates 
perspectives of people in their 

historical context.

Adapted from: Seixas, P. & Morton, T. (2013). The big six historical thinking concepts. Nelson., p. 148.

Responses to propaganda messaging are shaped in different 
ways by historical actors’ contexts (e.g., perspectives, 
backgrounds, prior knowledge).
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• Guidepost 4:
Ø A source should be analyzed in relation to the context of its historical 

setting: the conditions and worldviews prevalent at the time in question.
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Second Order Concept: Evidence

Demonstration of Limited Understanding: 
Student makes judgments about the language 
and messages of sources without taking into 

account the time period when they were written.

Demonstration of Powerful 
Understanding: 

Student contextualizes 
sources—they keep in mind the 

conditions and worldviews 
prevalent at the time the source 

was created.
Adapted from: Seixas, P. & Morton, T. (2013). The big six historical thinking concepts. Nelson., p. 49.

Propaganda can be examined for evidence of the conditions
and worldviews at the time in which it was created.
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• We can apply a set of criteria to evaluate the effectiveness of 
communicating emergencies:
ØPersuasive language (e.g., descriptive words, persuasive words, 

memorable slogans).
ØRepresents example(s) of taking action or outcomes (e.g., Join up!, 

conserve energy).
ØCreative visuals (e.g., attention-grabbing, colourful).
ØRelatability (e.g., use of a familiar metaphor, analogy, or historical 

example).
ØPortrays urgency (e.g., warnings, consequences).
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Criteria
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Poster Example 1

1. Take a few minutes to examine 
this propaganda poster from 
the Second World War.

2. As a class, identify examples of 
the criteria from the previous 
slide.

3. Record the examples under 
“Example 1: Second World 
War Poster” in the chart on 
Activity Sheet 1. 

Credit: Joseph Sydney Hallam, 1939.
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“Let’s Go”

“Fly and fight”

RCAF member
waving

Being part of a 
group

Planes in the 
distance
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1. How effective is this poster for communicating an emergency 
mindset about the Second World War?

2. During the Second World War, which groups of people might have 
found the poster to be effective? Or not effective?
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Discussion
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Poster Example 2

Credit: Meital Smith. 2020.

1. In groups of 4-5, examine the 
climate emergency propaganda 
poster on this slide.

2. Identify examples of each 
criteria.

3. Record the examples under 
“Example 2: Climate 
Emergency Poster” in the chart 
on Activity Sheet 1. 
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“Let’s do it 
again”

Working with 
green 
technologies

Bright, vibrant 
colours

Modelled after 
Second World 
War poster

Waving to 
come join, now
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1. How effective is this poster for communicating climate change as an 
emergency?

2. What audiences might find this poster effective? Who might not find 
it effective?
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Discussion
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1. In groups (4-5 members), create your own climate emergency 
poster.

2. Delegate tasks to each group member (e.g., writing, drawing, 
presenting).

3. Brainstorm a topic and audience for your climate emergency poster.
4. Record your ideas in the chart on Activity Sheet 2 – be sure that 

your poster ideas meet the criteria.
5. Use the provided materials (e.g., paper, markers, electronic devices) 

to create your poster.
6. Present a rationale for your poster’s persuasiveness (discuss the 

criteria it meets and how) to the class.
18

Activity: Creating a Climate Emergency Poster
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1. How effective was your group’s poster for communicating climate 
change as an emergency?

2. How might the audience change the way you communicate your 
message? What other ways can you communicate climate change as 
an emergency? 

3. What are the similarities and differences in how emergencies were 
communicated in the past (Second World War) and present (climate 
change)?

4. Why is it important that climate change be considered an 
emergency?

5. In what ways is framing the climate emergency as a “war” 
problematic? How is a war emergency different from the climate 
emergency? 19

Thinking Questions
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