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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is a critical study of the form and purpose of geography in the secondary school 

curricula in Mexico. I analyse the epistemic structure of the school geography curriculum in 

Mexico and question its potential to allow/prevent students from developing critical 

geographical thinking. 

Drawing upon primary and secondary sources, the thesis provides a historical account of 

contemporary official curricular documents and geography textbooks. This analysis focuses on 

changes and continuity in educational discourse, proposed pedagogy, and the selection, 

distribution, and hierarchical organisation of geography contents.  

As a result of this work, from a critical realist position, I argue that school geography is a form 

of institutionalised knowledge and thus carries political messages. I argue that in its most recent 

iteration, school geography in Mexico subordinates its contents to a discourse that focuses on 

pedagogical practice and to the transmission of civic moral values that support hegemonic 

neoliberal ends. However, I suggest there remains the possibility to resist these ideological 

messages.  

I argue that in a society that claims to be democratic and socially just, access to a foundation 

of sound epistemic coherent geography knowledge should be an entitlement of all citizens and 

that the National Curriculum can become the institutional means to assert that entitlement. 

Since choices of knowledge matter, as they become the institutionally legitimised geographical 

imaginaries, what geography knowledge we choose for the curriculum will guide and validate 

specific ways of thinking geographically. This means that school geography curriculum 

choices are choices of ways of thinking about the relations among humans and between humans 

and nature, about time and space perceptions, and about ways of depicting and making 

representations of what is real; hence the crucial importance that curricular reflections about 

“what” to teach come hand in hand with considerations about “what for” and “for whom.” 

These last questions address ethical-political aspects of the condition of school geography as 

they relate directly to young students, their families and the nation’s overall life. I affirm in 

consequence that the condition of school geography is ethical and political. I argue that a 

critical geography curriculum follows the thread of carefully crafted geographical questions 

addressing overall reality aspects and their connections to students’ lives. In constructing those 
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questions, consciousness emerges as a possibility to critically examine the same systemic 

reality in which those questions arise.  

This research contributes to the work of geography teachers and researchers interested in 

developing different ways of thinking the curriculum and the importance of geography 

education as a whole. Its results support a plausible National Education Program that includes 

a critical geography education that is ethical, hopeful, and committed to the principle of 

affirmation of life by aiming to build a Mexican society that can be a free and sustainable 

human community.  
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INTRODUCTION. EXPLORING THE CONDITION OF SCHOOL 

GEOGRAPHY IN MEXICO  

This research contributes to the field of curriculum studies and critical geography education in 

Mexico. By analysing and reflecting upon the potential of geography knowledge in the 

secondary level of official basic education programmes, it aims to affirm the life of Mexican 

society as a human community. It focuses on the geographic knowledge accessible to students 

in Mexican schools, specifically within the secondary school system. This research starts from 

the assumption that school geography, as an intellectual foundation, can help young 

generations of students to (a) become knowledgeable about the systemic reality they live in, 

(b) allow them to develop as ethical-political beings aware of the production and consequences 

of social injustice, and (c) make sense of their world, and participate in its sustainability and 

transformation towards a better place to live for the present and future generations.  

In line with critical geography education, I start by assuming that geography knowledge can, 

in theory, provide students with systematic knowledge and understanding of economic and 

social reality. However, in this study, I recognise that geography, as prescribed in the secondary 

school curriculum, does not realise this aspiration.  

In previous studies, I found a lack of clarity and apparent epistemic inconsistency within the 

Mexican secondary school curriculum on what constitutes school geography. This situation 

limits the possibilities school geography may offer to Mexican society and leads to my two 

guiding questions for this study: What is the condition of school geography knowledge in 

Mexico? What is the role of school geography in the construction of the present neoliberal 

social order in Mexico? 

 The Research Context  

To introduce the context to the non-Mexican reader, I first provide some broad contextual 

information about this research site before explaining what prompted this research.  

The United States of Mexico, better known as, and from now on, “Mexico,” is a territorial unit 

with over 200 years of jurisdictional existence as a modern nation. Mexico is the most northern 

country of the Latin American region that starts in Patagonia in the south and ends on the 

United States of America border. Mexico is the southernmost country of the North American 
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subcontinent and an essential player in the North American economic region. The borderline 

with Guatemala and Belize to the south crosses through the middle of Mesoamerica. In this 

region, pre-Columbian civilisations such as the Aztecs and the Mayans flourished for several 

hundred years. While there are 68 linguistic groups and 364 varieties of indigenous languages 

spoken throughout the country, in the 2015 middle census period, only 5.58% of the population 

over five years old was reported to be an indigenous language speaker (National Institute of 

Geography and Statistics [INEGI], 2020b). Spanish is the official and dominant language. 

Mexico’s 126 million people are concentrated primarily in urban areas. The largest of these is 

Mexico City, which is home to more than 22 million people. Beyond the cities, Mexico’s 

topography has historically been the cause of a dispersed settlement pattern of small 

communities with fewer than 2,500 habitants. The state governmental system is the Federal 

Presidential Republic, confirmed by the 1917 constitution. This Magna Carta emerged from 

the 1910 Mexican Revolution and was one of its kind at the beginning of the 20th century. It 

contains the political and social rights of Mexican society and its mandatory organisation 

guidelines. Most relevant is the nationalisation of land and natural resources and the creation 

of the ejido,1 labour rights, and a universal education provided by the state. Although one of 

the Constitution’s mandates is the complete separation of the state’s power from the church, 

Mexico’s population remains 83% Catholic (INEGI, 2020a). Over time, other Christian 

denominations have slowly increased.  

In common with many capitalist countries in the 20th century, Mexico had a period of 

industrialisation and fast economic development based on an import substitution model 

consolidated during the post-war period. During the decades of 1970 and 1980, Mexico turned 

to a neoliberal economic model that transformed the socially-oriented condition of its 

constitutional laws. For the next three decades, Mexico has lived with the contradictions of a 

system that privileges capital production over society’s living conditions.  

In terms of education, since the establishment of state-funded public schools in the 19th 

century, geography has been a core school subject in national education programmes 

(Castañeda Rincón, 2006; Craib, 2004). Today, geography is taught throughout three levels of 

compulsory education: primary (5–11y), secondary (12–14y) and bachillerato (15–17y). The 

 

1 The ejido is a form of land tenancy in which the Mexican state has ownership rights over designated areas 

while the communities, collectively maintaining communal holdings, have usufruct rights. The ejido emerged in 

response to one of the fundamental social demands of the 1910 Mexican Revolution. In the early 1990s, with the 

implementation of neoliberal policies, the National Constitution was changed to allow ejido privatisation. 
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secondary school is the last and only stage of the basic education programme in which all 

students share a comprehensive curriculum taught by specialist geography teachers. After 

secondary education, some young people leave formal education. Others choose to undertake 

terminal education courses that do not include geography as a subject (Sañudo Guerra & 

Ademar Ferreyra, 2014). This situation makes secondary education the only stage of schooling 

in which, in principle, all young Mexicans, regardless of their place and context of origin, will 

have access to a foundation of disciplinary geography knowledge provided by subject 

specialists. The state’s geographical knowledge through the official education programme is 

what, from now on, I will refer to as school geography.  

Over the last 30 years, geography in the school curriculum has changed, adapting its form and 

meanings to align with specific current educational narratives. As a critical geographer and 

geography educator, I identified this shift in my secondary school teaching practice. In trying 

to make sense of its implications in the educational possibilities and limitations in the national 

education programme, I set off to do this research. In 2016, at an early point in my doctoral 

study, a major curriculum reform introduced the current curricular programme.  

 About the Researcher: Personal Motivation and the Critical Tradition 

I want now to explain my motives for undertaking this research. I do so by identifying four 

“moments” that have special significance to this study. I hope that my narrative will provide 

the reader with a glimpse into the locus of enunciation of my thesis and situate it on a broader 

story of experience, reflection, and life. 

 Story 1. Understanding the Meanings of Poverty and Social Injustice 

Poverty was the first expression of social injustice that I remember being conscious of. It was 

around 1987. I might have been 10 or 11 years old. My mother worked in Jacales, a small rural 

community in the Huasteca Mountains of Veracruz, Mexico, with a university team and local 

health promoters. I liked playing with the children of the community in the cornfields. One 

day, while running around with them, one of my friends stopped to vomit worms on the ground. 

The image lives engraved in my memory. These children in the 1980s worked for Alpura, a 

Mexican dairy products company. They milked cows that they did not own and were fast to 

steal the milk by squirting it directly into their mouths. Back then, I learned to like the sweet 

taste of raw milk and the bubbly feeling it leaves on the palate. The milk was excellent, but it 

had to be stolen, and so I learnt that raw milk was the only source of protein my friends had 

and one primary source of the parasites in their bellies (and mine). As a child, I was impressed 



  

4 

to see that while taking care of the cows, milking them, and carrying the heavy metal milk 

containers, they were forbidden to have a cup of milk. It made no sense that drinking it would 

be stealing it. I could not see back then the role of child labour in the circuits of capital. I just 

thought it was very unfair. I became aware that there were places where there is food, but there 

were still children hungry, sick, and working to help sustain their families. I went back home 

to the city and swallowed a treatment of metronidazole to get rid of the worms that had started 

growing in my stomach, but I knew my friends in Jacales would keep vomiting them in the 

cornfields. That was when, in my childlike logic, I understood poverty. 

 Story 2. Community Work, Becoming Political 

In 1988, I went to my first political rally. It was my last year of primary school. The left-wing 

party had won the national elections, but its victory had been taken away due to “flaws” in vote 

counting (Cantú, 2019). I was 12 and felt sad with the people around me. In those days, I 

worked with my mother in a community organisation of local health promoters in a 

neighbourhood of the city that did not have access to primary services such as clean water, 

drainage or street paving. I was in charge of a small arts-and-crafts workshop for the children 

of the community women attending the meetings. In Mexico, the end of the 1980s was, as in 

other Latin American countries, a time of deep economic crisis. The government that took 

power in 1988 aligned with neoliberal doctrines and paved the way for privatising the economy. 

My economy and politics knowledge was limited. I did not understand the systemic reasons 

for poverty and inequality that could explain why the children I worked with lived in cardboard 

houses. However, I was about to become a teenager, and at my young age, I had experienced 

work as transformative hope in the context of social injustice. Seeing the left-wing party lose 

the elections in that context made it clear that hope, social commitment, and collective work 

needed to be the way of being in the world.  

 Story 3. Theory and Hope Through Freirean Education 

In 1990, secondary school gave me the first set of theoretical tools to answer some of my 

questions. The school I attended was founded in the early1980s by a group of left-wing 

intellectuals active in the social movements of the 1970s. The school was called Centro Activo 

Freire (Freire Active Centre) and followed Paulo Freire’s pedagogy. Many of my schoolmates 

were children of people exiled from the Chilean and Argentinean dictatorships. For some, one 
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or both of their parents had been killed, tortured, or disappeared in the Mexican “Dirty War”2 

or had experienced death and torture in Guatemala. The school followed the comprehensive 

national curriculum. However, it based its teaching programme on Paulo Freire’s ‘pedagogy of 

hope’ (Freire, 2014). As students, we learnt that nobody learns alone, that learning is a 

collective act. School gave us access to theory; we discovered maths, science, Spanish literature 

and grammar, and social sciences. However, the act of knowing, as we were taught, came with 

an awareness of ourselves in the world, a profoundly unjust world. We learned that through 

communitarian action, there was a way of existing in that world with hope. We were taught 

that transformative action came with developing consciousness and following an ethics of life.  

Each year, during the summer holidays, the school ran a literacy campaign programme. It was 

not compulsory, but it was a core part of the pedagogic philosophy of the school. All who 

wished to participate had to prepare throughout the year. As students, we knew that 

understanding our school subjects was vital as we would be sharing that knowledge with others. 

We also read and discussed Freire’s works and learned to use his literacy method. Each 

summer, we went with our teachers to stay in communities where we were invited to live with 

the people. There we taught adults to read and write, and while having an everyday life with 

the community’s families, we learnt about different worlds and ways of life and the existence 

of other and shared realities. Our work was also about teaching subject content, science, maths, 

or history to help adults get their primary and secondary school qualifications through the 

national open education system. Overall, we learned from one another, appropriating all kinds 

of knowledge in a collective consciousness creation process.  

I became politically and historically conscious then. I understood the meanings of the grief of 

the left-wing movements after the 1988 fraud that brought to power a president who 

transformed the national project into a neoliberal utopia—the new narratives of globalisation 

and the open market were all around. However, the concept of neoliberalism, for many of us, 

only became meaningful on January 1st, 1994, when NAFTA3 came into force, opening the 

economy to foreign capital, at the same time that the National Liberation Zapatista Army 

 

2 Also known as the “Low-Intensity War” by some authors (see for example USATDC, 1986) in Mexico, the 

Dirty War refers to the systematic repression measures implemented by the Mexican state during the period that 

starts during the end of the 1960s, to the 1980s, against political opposition movements. Different from other 

Latin American countries, in Mexico the repression was selective, and in complicity with the media and military 

forces (Gómez Unamuno, 2009). 
3 NAFTA: North American Free Trade Agreement signed by Mexico, Canada and the United States. At the time 

NAFTA came into force on January 1st, 1994, at 00:00 hours, the indigenous Zapatista Army emerged in the 

South East of Mexico.  
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(EZLN), in the southeast of Mexico, declared war on the Mexican neoliberal government. The 

Zapatistas understood well the consequences of the new economic changes (EZLN, 1994). 

Through their movement, with their deaths, their suffering, and their hope, which became a 

banner of counter-hegemonic movements, we learnt too. 

 Story 4. Geography, Social Commitment and Change 

My final “moment” occurred in the late 1990s. On the eve of the 21st century, and after ten 

years of implementing neoliberal policies, the government was threatening to establish fees at 

the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), where I was studying. Free-of-

charge public higher education in Mexico was one of the most significant gains for the social 

movement. For decades, members of the university communities have defended the public 

university. Back in the 1990s, while studying for our bachelor degree as geographers at the 

UNAM, we were conscious that our university was part of a broader social project to which 

we belonged. We committed to give back to society what we had been passed through our 

professions and to fight to keep it national, autonomous, and free of charge for all Mexicans.  

In 1999, during the student strike to stop the introduction of enrolment fees, I became conscious 

of the power of geography theory to understand the world. I understood Graciela Uribe’s 

political geography then. She was an exiled intellectual from the Chilean dictatorship who 

introduced radical critical geography theory in Mexico. Through her, we read the writing of 

critical geographers such as David Harvey, Neil Smith, Milton Santos, and Doreen Massey. 

The day we closed the university, she, other geography teachers, and us, as geography 

representatives of the student movement, organised a public lecture in the gardens. At that 

moment, we were all thinking together, using geography to make sense of the world. 

Geography theory had become a medium for transformative action. There was a collective 

purpose; it was a moment of hope. I became a critical geographer then. 

In 2018, Mexico had a national presidential election. The left-wing party candidate won with 

an overwhelming majority. In the third year of my PhD course at the University of Auckland, 

I was sitting at my desk in a quiet corner of a doctoral hub when the results came out. To me, 

it was a moment of peaceful silence and deep respect for dead and living people in Mexico and 

Latin America who embraced life and made this moment of collective hope possible. I paused 

to remember. There has been and still is enormous suffering and fear, and the challenge of 

transforming society is enormous, but that day, at that moment, I felt like honouring hope and 

life in the history of my people; the same hope that is the fundamental motive of my research. 
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These are my stories. The fights of the political left in Mexico and Latin America are open 

wounds that bleed permanently. The levels of social inequality, discrimination, and violence in 

the world are morally revolting and painful. It has been two years since the latest national 

elections in my country, and fear is starting to grow again. After 30 years of neoliberalism, 

more than 100 years of capitalism, 500 years of colonialism, a broken earth, and a loss of 

memory, the scenario is perfect for a loss of hope. I then take De Sousa Santos’ (2010) advice, 

and instead of looking to an imagined light at the end of the tunnel, I focus on the light we keep 

lit close to us and try to follow the right path, the path of life.  

My point in relating these events is to highlight what motivates my research study. With this 

research, I hope to strengthen my ethical and political thinking foundation by understanding 

how this unethical order can be changed. Consistent with those motives, I defined six working 

objectives as a guiding horizon for my PhD research:   

1. To develop a theoretical-analytical framework as a basis for the interpretation of school 

geography curricular contents 

2. To search for available geography school texts representative of different historical, 

educational policies in Mexico  

3. To develop an interpretation tool providing a historical perspective on present school 

geography curricula contents 

4. To analyse and interpret Mexican school geography texts and curricula in their historical 

context 

5. To reflect on the ethical and political contents of contemporary school geography 

curricula in Mexico 

6. To reflect on how this research outcome can provide and change argumentative tools for 

a school geography capable of developing critical ethical-political members of society 

responsible for creating a sustainable and nourishing environment. 

In the next section, I describe and explain the research problem and how I have sought to tackle 

it. 
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 Research Problem, Initial Propositions and Research Questions 

In 2016, the Mexican government published three primary documents that contain the so-called 

Educative Model for the Twenty-First Century (Secretaría de Educación Pública [SEP], 2016a, 

2016b, 2016c). These documents contain a comprehensive education programme, which 

currently orients primary and secondary levels of basic education in the country. As in all other 

core subjects, the geography curriculum is described in detail. Looking at the new curricular 

content structure, at first glance, what struck me was the planned reduction of weekly 

geography class hours. Once I read it throughout, I also realised that, in this latest curricular 

proposal, the disciplinary subject contents were limited in depth.  

The 2016 proposal for geography education at the secondary school level in Mexico seemed 

incoherent regarding its contents’ epistemic condition. While using student-centred rhetoric 

and prioritising learning processes over disciplinary contents, the curricular document 

appeared to neglect the one thing geography teachers are particularly good at: geography. 

Paradoxically, in the current national education geography programme, it isn’t easy to unveil 

what is meant by geography. This is of concern to critical geography educators. As a discipline 

of spatial thinking, geography is an excellent cognitive tool to use as an analytical lens if 

wanting to make sense of the world and transform the material reality of society. School is the 

social institution that we have nowadays that can provide intellectual tools to all young 

Mexican society members to think about it. 

As a school subject, geography matters because our modern society’s capital-oriented logic 

promotes endemic vices such as social injustice, environmental degradation, discrimination, 

violence, and poverty, all of which have spatial expressions. We live in a current world order 

that is unethical because it validates unequal social relations and a predatory relationship with 

other species and nature in general.  

 

Thus, the presence of geography in the school curricula is fundamental for a society that, in 

principle, claims to follow the principles of democracy and the betterment of life for all its 

citizens.  

However, in practice, these critical aims are unlikely to be realised. Lambert and Balderstone 

(2015) remind us that geography “has no divine right to be part of the educational experience 

of young people” (p. 3). School subjects have a historical condition, and specific societies draw 
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their limits within a particular time and place (Goodson et al.,1998). Therefore, I want to 

identify what counts as geography in the Mexican school curricula and its role in constructing 

the present-day social order in Mexico. 

This leads me to inquire about three main questions:  

Question 1. What kind of geography knowledge counts as school geography in Mexico?  

Question 2. How has geography been constructed as a school subject in Mexico?  

Question 3. What are the possibilities of change for school geography in the context of 

Mexico now and towards the future? 

My research seeks to answer these questions by examining school geography as part of a 

historically situated social institution with official predetermined educational functions. 

 The method 

To describe the method, I start by pointing out what this research is not. I do not follow a 

traditional coding and thematic path leading to conventional qualitative analysis of data. I do 

not intend to produce an end or commodity (like a teaching method or a curricular prescription). 

This research aims to produce knowledge that will connect in new ways with the fields of 

reality, representation, and subjectivity of the curriculum, using theory as my thinking method 

(Jackson and Mazzei 2012). 

The research unfolds working tandem with theory and data, in a continuous proposition of 

knowledge questions to grasp already achieved understanding and to propel further search of 

understanding.  For this research, I read, wrote, and sketched ideas until they plugged in the 

different ‘literary machines’ with my thinking and the examined texts that I had at hand. This 

‘plugging in’ described by Deleuze and Guattari is a process put to work, creating a flow that 

follows its own and unique inertia (ibid). In this process, there were moments in which theory, 

data, intuition, and intentions came together to pose new knowledge questions from where the 

process of ‘plugging in’ reactivated again as a kind of ‘located nodes’. Each of these reflection 

cycles drew a multidimensional theoretical map that finally shaped the thesis I present here 

(Figure 12 in chapter 7, “School Geography: From Belonging to the Political Field to Being a 

Political Tool”, is an example of these maps). The chapter structure is organised following the 

thinking path and steps that lead me to achieve a coherent theoretical communication of my 

PhD thesis. 
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 The general guiding research questions presented previously initially emerged from my 

geography teaching experience and prior theoretical reflections about my teaching practice 

(Consejo, 2011).  These questions helped me locate my work within the sociology of education 

and curriculum, to develop a first theoretical thinking framework and a correspondent inquiry 

strategy. The path of writing as reflection, interpretation, theory construction, and writing 

again, results in personal methodologies and methods (Richardson & St Pierre, 2008; St Pierre, 

2018). This is why I can say that I created a particular flowing method for this research while 

constructing my theoretical maps.   

Throughout the research, the advancing choice and construction of theory resulted coherent 

with an overarching onto-epistemological positioning visible in the study’s explicit 

emancipatory ethical-political intention.  As the reader will recognise throughout the chapters, 

the use of theory from the fields of the sociology of education, critical geography, political 

economy, and philosophy of liberation, that are presented in chapters 2 and 3, intertwine to 

unfold the main arguments supporting the thesis presented in this dissertation. The flowing 

methodology of this research study consistently and coherently bridged epistemology and 

method. 

 About the historical lens in this research 

The general objective for this research is to analyse and make sense of school geography in 

Mexico, providing a coherent read of the disciplinary curricular contents within their historical 

context and under the light of critical education. Doing this allows me to visualise the 

transformative/educational potential of the geography curriculum in Mexico.  

As Steinmetz (2008) notes, the historical contextualisation and the chronological path of 

complex, unique conjunctures are essential in social research. This research denaturalises the 

present “by describing the radical incommensurability of past societies” (p. 535) using history 

aides. It recognises that the complexity of temporality gives different structures, different 

rhythms and paces. Two elements, chronological sequence and contextualisation (Sewell, 

2005), are essential to this work’s inquiry method. In chapter 2, the research draws from two 

examples in England and Argentina to observe their geography school curricula’ chronological 

development. These cases are helpful to identify the social-political mechanisms that produce 

the curriculum in different contexts of geographic thinking and throughout time.  

Observing these cases allows me to imagine an arrangement, a localised “story skeleton” 

(Schank,1990), of a general schema for a narrative about school geography’s historical/political 
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nature in Mexico, which I develop and present in chapter 4. This chapter is fundamental for 

understanding the Mexican geography curriculum in the absence of a written history of 

Mexico’s school geography. Therefore, using historic geography textbooks, policy documents, 

and Mexican history secondary sources, I offer an original historiographical piece, a narrative 

that in itself is a ‘literary machine’ to ‘plug into’ the curricular reflections in the following 

chapters. 

 

Second, referring to the context in historical thinking, the complexity of temporality is evident 

in chapter 5, where I present and examine four curricular maps that correspond to the present 

neoliberal period in Mexico. While the historiographic narrative in chapter four is used to 

analyse the production of school geography aligned with the socio/political changes, the 

examination of the most recent curriculum proposals in the context of a neoliberal state project 

allows, in chapter 5, an interpretation of the distribution, patterns and hierarchies of curricular 

contents. Together, the contextual and the chronological analysis allows observing school 

geography in the present within different temporal scales and unravel the geography education 

meanings in Mexico.  

 A note on the ethics of this research  

The University of Auckland’s ethical guidelines requires that ‘all research with human 

participants that members of the University conduct, conform to the highest ethical standards’ 

(UoA, 2020 p.2). For that, the University of Auckland Human Participant Ethics Committee 

(UAHPEC) requires that all research meet the specifications outlined in its guiding principles 

for conducting research (UoA, 2020). However, the document signals some exemptions, 

including research that uses only published and publicly available sources (UoA, 2020 p.8). 

This exemption corresponds to the nature of my research. However, as a work that aspires to 

impact aspects of reality and affect society and human lives, I recognise a responsibility to 

align with ethical research practices. 

As Mackinnon (2014) notes, research that examines texts frequently omits ethical reflection of 

data collection processes, analysis, and writing. However, he notes that there are no neutral 

motives to carry out research whatever the nature of the researched reality. Ethical approaches’ 

relevance is apparent in social-related investigations that have their ontological perceptions of 

reality at the core of the motivations to carry out research, for example, feminist works or 

decolonial reflections (Hesse-Biber, S.N, 2013; Ciccariello-Maher, 2014). However, since any 
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human action affects other humans and society as a whole, even scholars that engage in 

research guided by utilitarian and pragmatic goals also have ethical responsibility of why, what, 

how, where, or when they research (Madison, 2014).  

Maintaining a reflexive practice is also essential in text-based research so that the reader knows 

at all times how the experience, knowledge, identity, and worldview of the researcher 

influences her/his/they writing and interpretations. Parallel to a reflexive practice, thick 

descriptions are fundamental to respect the integrity of the object of study and to accomplish 

thick interpretations (Ponterotto, 2006) necessary to provide deepness,  clarity and allow the 

text to speak. Letting a rich text speak gives representativeness and validity to research findings 

(Makinnon, 2014).    

Therefore, I carried out this work to align my ethical positioning with the affirmation of human 

life when constructing the epistemological-methodological coherence of my research. I 

produced an independent, original investigation that contributes to advancing knowledge and 

understanding of aspects of Mexico’s geography curriculum through theoretical argumentation 

and deepness in my reflexive practices. 

When constructing and communicating knowledge, I maintained a commitment to thinking 

and reflecting with the authors that nourish my theory and held respect for their intellectual 

work at all times. In the same way, I remained committed to my knowledge interests. Finally, 

this thesis aims to contribute to the affirmation of the life of its beneficiaries, who are the 

schooled society of my country, Latin America, and the world. 

 Study Outline  

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 offers a theoretical framework in which to 

conceptualise Mexican school geography. I start by laying out general aspects of the condition 

of modernity in which geography, as a discipline and as a school subject, emerges. I pay special 

attention to the historical perspective and the colonial aspects that help understand modernity’s 

specific expression in Mexican contexts. I also provide an overview of the origins of critical 

geography. Focusing on the development of geography education and the curriculum, the 

history of school geography in Britain serves my work by offering a broad overview of the 

context from which a considerable part of my literature comes. As a case example, this 

examination allows observing how what counts as school geography emerges from political 

debates and social contexts located in time and place. In the second part of the chapter, I offer 
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a second example of a 3-decade curricular experience in Buenos Aires, Argentina. There, a 

group of geography scholars have developed research and praxis in geography education and 

the curriculum. They reflect and propose a school curriculum that allows a critical geography 

pedagogy with a knowledge-oriented perspective.  

The chapter ends with a reflection based on David Harvey’s (2001) text “Cartographic 

Identities: Geographical Knowledges Under Globalisation” and stress the importance of 

differentiating essentialist definitions of geography and the structural elements of geographic 

thought.  

In Chapter 3, I focus on the school curriculum as the arena for debates on knowledge. I point 

out how, in the present, there are strong tensions between neoliberal hegemonic discourse and 

its critical counterparts. This allows me to introduce social realism as a theoretical movement 

within the sociology of education that analyses and critiques the capacity of knowledge 

relativisation and student-centred pedagogies to construct young people’s consciousness of 

reality. I focus on the relevance of what social realists see as a third way or “Future 3” in their 

claim for knowledge as a way for social justice. In the second part of the chapter, I draw the 

limits of this theory to answer my research question. I describe a theoretical gap in its failure 

to contribute to studying the ethical-political condition of school geography. In the final section 

of chapter 3, I provide theory from the pedagogy of liberation and Enrique Dussel’s political 

philosophy to address this issue. This theory offers the argumentative standpoint I need to make 

sense of school geography from an ethical-political perspective. I end the chapter by reflecting 

on the politics of the curriculum and the implications of critical geography education in 

Mexico. 

Chapter 4 is a historical narrative of school geography in the national education system and 

Mexico’s development as a modern nation. It starts in 19th century Mexico and describes how, 

after the 1910 Revolution, geography played a crucial role in the production of institutionalised 

national identity based on ideas of development, civilisation and modernity.  

Chapter 5 focuses on the most recent period in the history of school geography in Mexico, one 

in which the neoliberal model of capital accumulation has transformed the institutional 

narratives of education and the role of geography in the school curriculum. It analyses the 

epistemological changes in the geography education programme resulting from implementing 

a neoliberal social project. I offer an examination of each of the last four proposals for 

geography education in secondary schools represented by education policy documents 
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published in 1992, 2001, 2011, and 2016 (SEP, 1992, 2006, 2011, 2016b), the geography 

syllabuses that were derived from these documents, and a selection of officially approved 

school textbooks as examples.  

In Chapter 6, I develop final arguments to support my thesis about the ethical-political 

condition for critical school geography in Mexico. The chapter discusses two aspects of school 

geography’s ontological constitution in Mexico, its institutionalised form and school 

geography’s narratives as a form of officialised geographical imagination. The last section lays 

out the final thesis by reflecting on the curricular potential and contextual possibilities of a 

critical geography curriculum in Mexico. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, I present my closing thoughts and conclusions.  

Overall, I hope that this study contributes to ongoing reflections on the type of education and 

society we aspire for our young generations. I believe that positioning geography knowledge 

as a critical intellectual asset within the school curriculum is a step towards a change in the 

way societies produce meanings about the material conditions of their existence. This work 

aims to contribute to a foundation of a research field in geography education and pedagogy in 

Mexico that currently is relatively undeveloped. Overall, the study indicates that although now 

theoretically weak, the secondary geography curriculum can be a means through which all 

young people in Mexico can assert their entitlement to geography knowledge as a powerful 

intellectual tool to understand and transform society. 

Today, as I write these words, I have lived in New Zealand for five years. Away from my 

country, I have had time to reflect on the need to focus more on what we teach and how the 

choices of knowledge affect what we want to be as a national community. My hope is that this 

work, connecting with the works of others, will contribute to reinvent what we know as school 

geography and to provide young Mexicans with different and hopeful ways of thinking and to 

transform the world.  
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GEOGRAPHY, EDUCATION AND MODERNITY 

The purpose of this chapter is to review some theoretical aspects that helped me to understand 

better my research object: school geography in the Mexican school curricula in the present 

context of the neoliberal regime. To achieve this purpose, I start with an overview of the 

meanings and origins of modernity to open the way to provide a brief examination of the 

creation of geography as a disciplinary intellectual endeavour in the context of a project of 

national consolidation. In this section, I distinguish between modernity’s philosophical tenets 

and the reflections emerging from a historical approach. This distinction serves to signal the 

colonialist aspects of modernity and recognise them in an analytical, historical work situated 

in the Latin American context.  

I continue examining the meanings of critical geography and its origins, which gives way to 

offering a narrative of Britain’s geography curriculum history. This case is a primary reference 

in this work, as it is central to the sociological debates on school geography that orient my 

reflections. Presenting it here allows me to introduce various educational theories produced in 

specific historical contexts, affecting the national school curricula differently. It also permits 

observing the relation between moments of curricular change and the broader social-political 

circumstances in which they took place. 

The section that follows the British case is a brief examination of critical geography 

development in Latin America. While the British case serves as a theoretical reference to 

contrast my work, the Latin American region is crucial in my reflections as the context from 

where I write. As part of this region’s critical geography production, I draw attention to 

geography education, leading me to the second case example. The 3-decade experience of 

creating a critical geography curriculum in Buenos Aires, Argentina, is relevant to my research 

because its literature offers a knowledge-oriented lens with an explicit purpose of developing 

emancipatory geography teaching practice. I end the chapter with a reflection based on 

Harvey’s (2001) text on the difference between perusing a disciplinary definition of geography 

and analysing ways of thinking geographically.  

 Modernity  

School geography in Mexico, as examined here, is a product of a national project that has its 

foundation in a broad context of social forms, practices, institutions, beliefs and aspirations that 
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have a “modern” impulse. The title of this study—The Condition of School Geography in 

Mexico—alludes to Harvey’s (1989) The Condition of Postmodernity. In his book, the author 

offers a view of modernity and postmodernity in a broader historical context to make sense of 

them. In this historical sense and following Lambert and Morgan (2010), I argue that school 

geography needs to be understood as engaging with the “project of modernity.” As they state: 

Modernity is seen as a description of major social and material changes and the growing 

consciousness of the novelty of these changes. School geography teaches about major 

social and material changes such as economic shift, environmental transformations, and 

cultural development and offers students frameworks for understanding and evaluating 

these. (p. 10). 

Lambert and Morgan write about British school geography and hence British modernity. 

Indeed, for much of the 20th century, modernity has been described within a European 

framework as a political, economic and cultural phenomenon that marked a shifting point in 

what, within this framework, is recognised as universal history. However, there are multiple 

interpretations of modernity as project, experience, or ontological philosophy. Some scholars 

embrace it as an experience of humanity (Anderson, 1984; Berman, 1983), others see it as an 

unfinished project (Habermas, 1987); some see it as a localised alternative to Western and 

capitalist projects (Hallaq, 2019), or as a failed project as Weber (1992) suggests.  

Commonly, as a philosophical movement, modernity is marked by key historical moments: 

The Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the French Revolution (Habermas, 1987). Within 

this framework, modernity is a moment of the emancipation of humanity in which reason 

became the centre of true critique (Kant, 1929). As a formal philosophical movement, the 

modern movement is represented by the 18th-century European philosophers, with Hegel as 

the first to address the modern problem directly. In his work, Hegel described modernity as a 

spatial and temporal phenomenon that marks the transition to an age of freedom. There is a 

new idea of singularity, a right to criticism and autonomy of action, and consciousness of the 

self. For Hegel, as for Kant, modernity is a transition of humanity into a developed state of 

maturity (Habermas, 1990). However, the roots of the modern movement usually locate in the 

17th century; Galileo and the rationalisation of nature (Carrol, 2008), Bacon and his notions 

about truth and knowledge acquired through experience (Sargent, 2002), and Descartes (2006) 

and his Discourse on the Method. What matters is that modernity offers a new frame of 

meaning to make sense of society and nature. The human being is separated from the rest of 

the cosmos and given the capacity to control it. This new understanding of the self builds in 
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the idea of linear progress, trust in reason, and the developing of vanguards and utopias (Silva, 

1993).  

To attempt to think about the “modern” condition of school geography in Mexico requires 

further reflection. From a non-European perspective, modernity results from a dialectic relation 

of Europe with a non-European reality (Michelini, 2002).  As I will discuss in the next chapter 

(supported by the ethics of Liberation of Enrique Dussel (2016)), the new understanding of the 

self, posed by Modern thought, is also a form of subjectivity that underpins most Western 

thought and is at the core of the process of colonisation and capitalism in Latin America and 

many other regions of the globe. 

The geographers Allan Pred and Michael Watts (1992) point out that “the history of capital 

accumulation has been synonymous with processes of uneven development, with the constant 

emergence, realigned interaction, and transformation of local capitalisms” (p. xiii). For them, 

there is an active process of “reworking modernity”, meaning that, in their view, there is an 

earlier moment of modernity that is not usually taken into account by its philosophers (Dussel, 

2000). This perspective is particularly relevant for reflections from Latin American regions and 

crucial in Mexico and its history. The American continent was the first land to be invaded by 

Europeans in 1491, and the Kingdom of New Spain (today Mexico) was the first European 

colony. According to Dussel (ibid), this period is the preliminary moment of modernity and 

explains the particularities of the modern quality of peripheral countries; the second period is 

when Britain replaced Spain as the hegemonic power during the Industrial Revolution and 

Enlightenment. Viewed this way, the first moment happened with the American continent 

invasion as the opening point of what Wallerstein (2011/1974) recognises as the moment of 

connection into an interregional system that gave global dimensions to the division of labour 

in economic systems. 

In the early 1500s, the conquest of the American continent and the discovery of Potosi and 

Zacatecas’s silver mines (in what today is Bolivia and Mexico) allowed Spain to accumulate 

wealth and unify politically. Consequently, it opened the way to never-before-seen world 

mercantilism that allowed Europe to position itself as the centre of the world system and all the 

rest of the world as the periphery in the centuries to come. This geopolitical change implies 

observing a different time and place in the approach to the origins of modernity and a 

philosophical shift in the interpretation of reality.  
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Many authors accept that we live a moment of crisis of Western civilisation not only in its 

forms of capital reproduction but in its fundamental values and ways of explaining and 

interpreting reality that, until the last decades, has stood on economistic frameworks (Porto-

Gonçalves, 2001). The philosophical project of modernity (Dussel, 2005; Harvey, 1989; 

Mignolo, 2011) created a flow of meanings to define the “contemporary world”, expressed in 

fundamental aspects of societies’ lives worldwide. What we are witnessing now is that 

capitalism, as the dominant logic of social reproduction within a modern framework, has 

created an unsustainable depredatory relation between society and nature and between small 

groups that own the world’s wealth and the rest of the people in the world. The increasing 

forms of violence, poverty, exploitation, and inequality are an expression of this crisis, and 

nature, while considered a commodity and an object of exploitation, has reached its limits of 

regeneration and, thus, the possibility of the reproduction of life (Castro, 2011; Leff, 1993, 

2015; Morgan, 2012). 

 Modernity, Geography, and School Geography 

Having provided a brief sketch of the origins of modernity and stated that it has multiple 

reworkings and approaches, I want to consider the role that geography—both as an academic 

discipline and a subject in the school curriculum—has played in these processes. Geography 

emerged as a scientific discipline and a school subject in the context of what Dussel (2008) 

recognises as the “second” moment of modernity. The need to know about the material 

conditions of the reproduction of life has led societies throughout time to the systematisation 

of knowledge into structures of thought that we recognise as geographic thinking. However, 

geography has the specific characteristics of modern paradigms that began in the 19th century 

explaining the relationships between nations and peoples using environmental determinism. 

This philosophy's legacy persisted into the 20th century and remains in many ways present in 

modern geographical thinking within capitalism’s frame (Quijano et al., 2012).  

As a scientific discipline, geography is a product of the European Enlightenment movement, 

the shift towards a capitalist way of production, and the colonial impulse (Silva, 1993). Along 

with ethnography, anthropology, palaeontology, archaeology and history, geography 

contributed to interpreting the history and being of whole civilisations, their cultural and 

material products, and their ways of organising society (Castro-Gómez, 2000; Lander & 

Castro-Gómez, 2011). In this way, while justifying the colonial enterprise, academic 
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disciplines and school subjects also conferred a parameter for identifying and discriminating 

what “modern” is and what is not. 

The modern forms of disciplinary geography practice emerged as part of the development of 

capitalist systems and national states. In the19th century in Germany, Humboldt (1769–1859) 

and Ritter (1779–1859) provided the method for the integrated accounts of what was seen as 

the totality of the world in a context of nation formation. In France, the needs to provide 

knowledge to understand the processes of state institutional reconfiguration and the impulse to 

create a modern version of the French university was part of the context in which Vidal de La 

Blanche (1845–1918) developed and proposed his seminal regional geography approach 

(Moreira, 2018). 

Established as a scientific discipline in the 19th century in European universities and their 

parallel knowledge institutions in the former European colonies such as Mexico, geography as 

a scientific discipline supported the knowledge needs of a growing and transforming bourgeois 

society. During the first half of the 20th century, Carl Sauer and Richard Hartshorne’s 

geographic works in the United States took some of the traditional foundational epistemologies 

inspired by classic German positivism and French possibilism.  

According to Held (1990), knowledge production depends on the interpretations of life and the 

mediums through which society organises and creates different science types. For Harvey 

(1984), the form and content of geography knowledge produced throughout time depend upon 

each society’s social context and conceptual apparatus. While Harvey recognises the existence 

and importance of a wide range of geographical knowledge, the tendency has been to formalise 

knowledge in universities and scientific societies. Such formal or modern geographical 

knowledge shows the following six characteristics: 

1. Mapping and cadastral survey as a fundamental geographic endeavour to establish 

privileges and control over the territory; 

2. Within a capitalist logic, objects on the Earth’s surface are seen as having a use-value, 

and thus, the description of the Earth as their container has a fundamental role in the 

organisation of society; 

3. Observation of different forms of social life as a way of making an account of available 

human resources as a source of profit; 

4. Territorial division in terms of power influence and military strategy; 
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5. An idea of rationality related to the accumulation of capital and control of labour-

power; 

6. Geographical thought possessing strong ideological content and legitimised knowledge 

is a medium of its transmission (Harvey, 1984). 

These characteristics have been present in dominant forms of geography throughout time, 

either following nomothetic epistemologies (focused on providing models of spatial structure) 

or ideographic (concerned with regional accounts that offered aerial differentiation of different 

portions of land). However, both forms have the same ‘modern’ foundation. By developing 

cartographic techniques, they build the various expressions of what, from the second half of 

the 20th century, has been referred to, generally, as “traditional” geography (Moraes, 1991).  

 Critical Geography 

The origins of critical geography can be traced to the 1970s as geographers proposed new forms 

of theory that had in common a critique of positivism and the use of critical social theory to 

understand the production of geographical knowledge. Initially inspired by Marxist theory, the 

critical theoretical reaction was known as “radical geography.” Some geographers from Europe 

and the United States provided sociohistorical theoretical frameworks to explain reality, 

moving away from the positivist debates between “possibilities” and “determinations,” and 

challenging the empirical, analytical approaches as being incapable of offering explanations 

about spatial expressions of social inequality (Harvey, 1973; Peet, 1977). In this decade, 

Harvey (1973) described critical geography in the following way:  

Critical scholarship exposes the artificiality of the separation between fact and value 

and shows that the claim of science to be ideology-free is itself an ideological claim. 

The debate over relevance in geography was not really about relevance … but about 

whom our research was relevant to and how it was that research done in the name of 

science (which was supposed to be ideology-free) was having effects that appeared 

somewhat biased in favour of the status quo and in favour of the ruling class of the 

corporate state. In other words, reflection on our practice has been leading us to the 

questions … “What kind of geography?” “Into what kind of public policy?” (p. 23) 

Critical geographers’ work became mainstream in the 1980s, challenging the capitalist society 

(Peet, 2000). Harvey (2006) maintains that geographical reflections need to be historically 

founded and spatially located to analyse social problems and how social processes interconnect 

at different scales and as part of a global system. For Harvey (2004), the unequal power 



  

21 

relations inherent in capitalist modes of production transform throughout time, continually 

creating new ways of capital accumulation by dispossession that are also expressed as changing 

spatial distributions of social inequality. 

The first part of this chapter has, I hope, clarified my argument that geography as an academic 

discipline can be seen as a response to modernity which itself is wrapped up with processes of 

capital accumulation. This accumulation is geographically located and uneven. Thus, it can 

have multiple expressions of the modern condition that are also situated geographically and 

uneven. Since the 1970s, modern geography has been subject to critique by radical and critical 

geographers. In the next section, I explore how these debates have evolved first in the British 

context (which is where the most developed literature on geographical education has emerged). 

 The British Geography Curriculum Debate 

The most voluminous literature in geography education regarding the curriculum comes from 

Anglophone contexts, especially from British geography educators’ work of the post-war 

period. At various times, geography educators have discussed the relations between school 

geography and economic and social change processes. The following section explores the 

development of studies in Britain’s geography curriculum to portray different ways of posing 

questions about the curriculum and school geography throughout time. Figure 1 is a schematic 

overview of school geography development in Britain in the context of change in geography 

paradigms and socioeconomic landscape. It shows five different moments of curricular 

thought. Although depicted progressively, these moments represent ways of posing curricular 

questions that overlap and repeat.  

The first moment is the moment of curriculum expansion that emerged after the Second World 

War during the consolidation of a state-managed capitalist form. The social consensus that 

occurred in the reconstruction period after the war generated a belief in a real possibility of 

overcoming social injustice in British society. For most states in Europe, the renewal of their 

public services was a priority. During the first decade after the war, they acquired a socially 

accepted role in improving working-class lives. 

In Britain, represented by a Labour government, the state drove social policy creation towards 

attending the mass population’s social security, health care, and education needs. For 

education, this initiative meant building more schools and recruiting more teachers to widen 

the schooling system and access education to the working-class population. 
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At this time, secondary schools in Britain were organised in a tripartite system: grammar 

school, secondary technical school, and secondary modern school. All 11-year-old students 

were required to take an examination to enter into this system. Out of the three school types, 

grammar and modern schools were the most frequently maintained by the educational 

authorities. Thus, according to their exam performance, students were streamed into grammar 

if they passed, or, if they failed, into modern. 
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Figure 2-1 TimeLine. Studying the Geography Curriculum 

Source: Author. 
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British grammar schools are characterised by being academically oriented. They have their 

origin in the Medieval Latin language schools and are associated with a type of schooling aimed 

at social elites. Even before establishing geography departments at universities in Britain, the 

grammar curricula for secondary education included geography as a core subject (Huckle, 

1985). On the other hand, modern schools were created during the war, aiming to attend to the 

mass population’s education needs. There were no national curricula at that time, so each 

school decided on its subjects, which generally included a wide range of practical skills such 

as cooking or woodwork. 

The social and economic changes during the late 1940s and 1950s created new forms of social 

divides. New industries, new job types, increasing migration, a new consumer culture all 

challenged the expansionist educational project. Access to education and the meritocratic 

system proved to be insufficient. The emerging educational sociology of those years signalled 

the failure of the tripartite system, as the patterns of poverty and exclusion associated with 

exam failure became evident. The critiques pointed out that most British school children did 

not have the opportunity to achieve their full potential and social mobility within the 

developing British industrial democracy under the meritocratic system. This situation urged 

reform in the school curriculum that came in the 1960s with the introduction of a new 

educational establishment promoted by the Labour governments of that decade. 

 Moment of Curriculum Innovation 

The second moment of the geography curriculum in the diagram is the moment of curriculum 

innovation. As Ball (2018) points out, the early sociological critiques of the 1950s and 1960s 

challenged the view on inputs and outputs of education (the black box of education). They 

proposed creating education models that would offer more significant opportunities to those 

who did not enter grammar schools. 

The establishment of the Schools Council in 1964, the Certificate of Secondary Education in 

1965 and the introduction of the “comprehensive” school model created a site for curricular 

discussions that did not exist before. The comprehensive school offered the possibility of 

developing curricula for all secondary children independently of their academic achievement 

or aptitude. The focus was on the child and the needs of specific groups of children within 

society. A new understanding of the processes and consequences of teaching and learning led 

to creating educational programmes, such as Geography for the School Leaver, the Bristol 

Project, and Geography 16–19 (Rawling & Richard, 1996). 
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In that same decade, while the focus was on developing student-centred proposals, geography 

at university departments needed to consolidate its new disciplinary approaches within the 

school subject. In the late 1950s, geography was consolidated within university departments 

and underwent a paradigmatic turn driven by the quantitative revolution in science. In 

geography, the neopositivistic approaches gave way to new systematic geography, or “new 

geography,” in which space modelling and planning took over the traditional regional 

approaches of the first half of the 20th century. Until this point, in schools, geography had 

served to provide the elite that had access to grammar schools with background knowledge 

about the world as the equipment needed by any citizen of a commercial and imperial nation 

such as Britain. 

The change in paradigms had profound repercussions on the developing of the school 

geography curriculum in Britain. By the end of the 1950s, there were geography departments 

in almost all universities in Britain following the new geography research agendas. Still, their 

growth continued to rely on the increasing stream of students choosing geography for their 

university studies (Johnston, 2004). In contrast to other sciences that had their origin in 

developing a research agenda, geography gained its place in the university through the need to 

provide specialised secondary school teachers, especially for grammar schools. 

Thus, in the early years of the decade, two geographers organised a summer school for teachers 

to explore ways of introducing the new quantitative paradigms into schools (Haggett, 2015) 

and promoting the developments in the U.S. of concept-oriented teaching approaches. This 

experience led to the developing pedagogies of active investigation in specific settings, in 

which students developed a scientific approach mainly concerned with the posing and testing 

of hypotheses (Naish, 1985). 

The geography summer school experiment continued for a couple more years, creating a new 

view of research that involved geographers and teachers exploring geography curriculum 

matters and introducing the university agendas into teaching until the late 1970s and 1980s 

(Unwin, 1992; Walford, 2001). The changes in subject content, teaching and learning methods, 

and curriculum and design evaluation had an impact in defining the boundaries of the subject 

to give it its scientific status (Goodson, 1983) and made curriculum development a practical 

and rational matter. 

The development of new geography at university and in school curricula paralleled the shift in 

Britain’s political power. The Labour government was elected in 1964 and promoted an 
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economic modernisation that required urban planning, technological development, and policies 

that would allow a broader diversification of economic activities away from the old industrial 

regions. In this scenario, new geography gave the new official educational project the needed 

empirical problem-solving approach (Lambert & Morgan, 2010). 

 Curriculum Development 

During the end of the 1960s and the 1970s, uneven development was becoming evident. 

Increasing poverty and inequality evidenced the failure in the political, economic system that 

emerged after the war to provide social justice. Geographers were changing their theoretical 

approaches, reaching into fields such as sociology and anthropology to pose their spatial 

questions. 

Throughout the period between the late 1960s and 1970s, the geography curriculum in Britain 

developed different approaches. The positivistic approach adopted by geographers at 

universities during the quantitative paradigmatic shift became the subject orthodoxy reflected 

in curriculum materials, examination syllabuses, and key figures in the professional community 

(Huckle, 1985). However, while the subject developed the practical rationality of new 

geography, some geography educators challenged the positivistic paradigms using humanistic 

and structuralist arguments. 

At the beginning of the 1970s, the humanist proposals viewed human beings from the 

perspective of their values, goals and purposes instead of mere “dots on a map” as portrayed in 

quantitative geography (Cloke et al., 1991). Humanist geographers studied the perceived 

worlds of humans as individual decision-makers denying the existence of an objective world 

and the positivist methods of research. This approach influenced the child-centred pedagogies 

that led to the development of “issues-based” curriculum approaches (Rawling, 2001). 

Also, in the 1970s, influenced by Marxist and anarchist theories, other communities of 

geographers started to develop new geographical analytical frameworks in the context of 

capitalist societies rejecting new geography on behalf of society (Huckle, 1983). Teachers 

influenced by the structuralist paradigms challenged the abstraction and the lack of social 

relevance of new geography by designing lessons on specific social-related topics (Lambert & 

Morgan, 2005). For radical geography teachers, new geography pedagogy was a distraction 

from understanding the real causes of growing injustice in society. For them, it was not enough 

to make curriculum content meaningful. Curriculum contents, as ideas, were ideology, 
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independently of their pedagogic methods. A socially relevant curriculum was one with which, 

in questioning the ideological rationale behind the curriculum contents, the school could 

become an agent of cultural criticism and social reconstruction, instead of the reproduction role 

that it currently played (Huckle, 1983). 

During the 1970s, early curricular critiques of positivist geography curricula came from Graves 

(1979), who posed questions outlining what he called the “curricular problem of geography” 

(p. 18). He was concerned with the methodological focus that did not allow pupils to understand 

geographical inquiry value. He believed that it was essential to ask how to plan the curriculum 

and what geography to teach to ensure progression and understanding of the subject. However, 

Graves’s critique was limited to the methods. School geography continued to fulfil its 

technocratic aim in providing “scientific” solutions to spatial problems. 

James Callaghan led the last Labour government before the Margaret Thatcher era in Britain, 

from 1974 to 1979. During this period, he initiated what came to be known as ‘the great debate 

in education”, putting up the idea of “quality” of education and public rhetoric that included 

terms such as “standards” and “accountability.” The initiatives that arose from this call 

established the relevance of school to the world of work. Many teachers started to pay attention 

to geography education’s vocational aspects (Lambert & Morgan, 2005). However, according 

to Naish (1985) and other critics, the debate was conservative because instead of being an 

impulse towards a radical reform in education, it seemed to ratify the status quo. 

It was not so much of a real debate; what marked the importance of this call was that it opened 

the path for creating a more centralised control of the curriculum (Naish 1985), which led in 

1988 to the proclamation of the educational Act for a comprehensive educational programme 

in Britain. The National Curriculum was established in 1993, setting targets, programmes, and 

arrangements for assessment (Coast et al., 2014). 

During the 1980s, geography was developing into a human science. In the context of the 1979–

1982 economic recession, Britain was experiencing drastic changes in its economic policy, 

politics and culture. Under Margaret Thatcher’s regime and the successive conservative 

governments, Britain, in its transition to a post-Fordist economy, removed much of its 

industrial manufacturing base creating new spatial configurations of production and poverty. 

The social consensus that came from the post-war period had transformed into a society deeply 

divided by class, gender, ethnicity, locality, age, and sexuality.  As pointed out at the start of 

this chapter, according to Harvey (1984), the rationales of geography are historical products, 
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and much of the academic work of geographers turned towards finding ways of understanding 

these new divisions (Lambert & Morgan, 2005). For some, radical geography that had relied 

on Marxist theory was not meeting the needs of addressing the human subject within the social 

production of space. They turned towards cultural theory to develop their geographical work, 

creating a study field focused on culture and identity as places of political struggle (Johnston, 

1997). However, not all geographers embraced this “cultural turn.” In the context of British 

and U.S. geography, the work of David Harvey and Neil Smith are examples of geography 

concerned with capitalism, while in Latin American contexts, the experience of colonisation 

and exploitation were nourishing the seminal work of Milton Santos (Santos, 1990, 2000, 2004; 

Santos & Slaner, 1977). 

In the view of these geographers, knowledge was political, and thus, the technical problems 

that had informed curricular studies in the past now were matters of political contest. In this 

context, mainstream school geography remained to follow the grammar school tradition 

irrelevant for most pupils, as pointed out by its detractors. In the early 1980s, Huckle (1985) 

argued that new geography in schools was “an elitist exercise, an attempt to make the schooling 

of a minority of students more technocratic and vocationally relevant” (cited in Morgan & 

Lambert, 2005, p. 29). By the second half of the decade, Rob Gilbert (1988) had identified an 

irreconcilable tension between the school subject’s social purposes and the discipline’s nature. 

He argued that school geography, while having a social purpose, remained to provide the 

human and physical elements of the discipline in a sort of environmentalism belonging to the 

last quarter of the 19th century. This implied involving historical and political aspects of 

geography school subject’s development (Gilbert, 1988). 

However, the gap between school geography and geographical theoretical development had 

already opened. No longer did school and university geographers share the aim of providing 

training and producing knowledge to solve empirical problems. The critical view of space in 

university geography departments concerned with studying the relationship of space to society 

was far from the spatial explanations of phenomena prescribed for teaching in geography 

classrooms. As Morgan and Lambert (2010) suggest, school geography remained socially 

selective. It thus was unable to propose a curriculum that could be accountable for the multiple 

social voices that were demanding to be heard through the development of critical theory. As 

they say, “[school geography] found it hard to address the question of ‘whose geography?’” (p. 

20). 
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Out of the debates raised by the development of new geographies during the 1980s, school 

geography at the level of the state educational institution was aiming to contribute to 

“developing economic literacy, technological awareness and ability to make informed 

judgements” (Morgan & Lambert, 2005, p. 27) in the context of the liberalisation of the 

economy. This was part of the development of a new economic culture. The state, yielding its 

control to private capital, was transferring its social commitment of wealth distribution to 

individuals in a meritocratic system. So, while critical geography educators were challenging 

the complacency of large sections of geography education (Huckle, 1987), the state was 

reorganising its education system towards the 1991 implementation of the comprehensive 

national curriculum that included a detailed prescription and control of geography curricular 

contents. 

One of the 1991 geography national curriculum aims was to reaffirm the British national 

identity in the context of the new globalised world and set a standardised prescription for all 

young people’s geographic education in Britain. The result was a move away from the 

progressive developments of the 1980s and a re-introduction of conservative views of 

geography similar to the traditional imperial geography of the first half of the 20th century. It 

became difficult for teachers to create local forms of the geography curriculum. Their active 

role as curriculum developers that characterised the 1980s faded as they became less able to 

“decide the what and the how of teaching geography” (Morgan & Lambert, 2005). 

 Management Driven. Performance Orientation 

The 1990s came with a radical shift towards consolidating the post-Fordist society. The new 

form of the world economy influenced change in every aspect of social life and the material 

conditions on which it stands nowadays. In this context, the role of the state and its educational 

policy changed too. The official education rhetoric inaugurated by James Callaghan back in 

the late 1970s, in preparing young generations for the world of work, changed focus to 

technological development and the new “knowledge society” shaping the rapidly changing 

economy. The development of “soft skills,” such as teamwork, self-control or adaptability, 

became the parameters to portray a new type of citizen requiring a new sort of education that 

schools, built to meet industrial society’s needs, did not deliver. Contemporary society 

demanded a different form of education that would move away from traditional schooling 

portrayed as operating with an outdated view of knowledge. Thus, in the recently implemented 

comprehensive curricula, new needs, and criteria, curricular knowledge choices arose. In 1997, 
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a new Labour government took office. By the end of the 20th century, Britain’s education 

policies were underpinned by a rhetoric of preparation for life, building confident individuals, 

successful learners, and responsible citizens (Lambert & Morgan, 2010). This situation marked 

the establishment of a new dominant discourse in which the aim of education became less 

concerned with what to know and more concerned with how to learn (Moore, 2000). 

The historical experience of the development of school geography in Britain illustrates the 

political nature of curricular debates and their historical nature. With more than a half-century 

of scholarly productions debating the purpose of school and the kind of knowledge offered to 

students through state education programmes, British reflections on the sociology of 

knowledge provide a unique academic reference to my work. Also, the documented experience 

of school curricula developing in practice allows me to examine an issue at the core of my 

research: the nature of school geography in the context of the relativisation of knowledge. 

 Critical Geography in the Latin American Region  

In the context of Latin America, also starting in the 1970s, the question of knowledge in 

geography brought an examination of its historical roots to locate it in the context of 

colonialism, slavery and neocolonialism (Finn & Hanson, 2017). Critical geography emerges 

in this region as a reaction to the imperialist experience of the United States’ dominance over 

Latin American countries, the historical colonialist violence, the resistance movements against 

authoritarian regimes, and the impulse towards a structural transformation of society. Much of 

this experience relates to land struggles. Thus, most critical geography works focus on the 

territory as the product of power relations (Haesbaert, 2007, 2011), questioning the state’s 

hegemony in the production of the territory (Santos, 1977; Santos & Slaner, 1977). 

The emancipatory impulse is characteristic in the seminal works of Santos (Melgaço & Prouse, 

2017). In his book The Nature of Space, Santos argues that uneven development is at the core 

of a geographical theory that takes into account the order and “intelligence” of the 

transformation or movement from one totality to another (2000, p. 105). However, the 

theoretical discussions about the uneven development of Latin American countries and regions 

within the world system were held among scholars from different disciplines. Geographical 

reflections were central to critical works in the fields of sociology (Galeano, 1973; Quijano, 

1968), economy (Marini, 1972), and philosophy (Dussel, 1973). 
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In recent decades, critical geographic productions have taken many different approaches that 

have their origin in the dependence theory and the radical Marxist geography tradition. There 

is a vast literature related to political ecology and postcolonial and decolonial geographies 

(Leff, 2015; Machado, 2012; Toledo, 1999), opening debates on themes associated with the 

production of geographies of social injustice and discriminatory practices, such as racism, 

classism, gender discrimination, and so forth. Overall, these works advocate for the 

geographies of the victims of the system: indigenous peoples (Bidaseca & Laba, 2016; Ulloa, 

2012), peoples of African descent (Serrano, 2013), women (Ibarra García & Escamilla Herrera, 

2016), migrants (Álvarez-Velasco & Fagetti, 2018), etcetera and are part of the critical research 

agenda in the Latin American region.  

Within this frame, the development of critical thinking in geography education at the 

University of Buenos Aires, Argentina, is especially relevant to my work. As part of critical 

academic geography productions, these works have an emancipatory intention, focusing on 

territorial and environmental issues. They are a landmark in geographical education thinking 

in the Latin American region. 

 The Argentinean Experience. Imagining a Critical Geographic 

Education 

The Argentinean geography educators’ work is relevant to this research because it offers an 

example of a three-decade process of consolidating and implementing a critical geography 

curriculum. This case is also relevant because of the centrality of its knowledge questioning, 

and it’s reflective critical orientation when selecting the epistemic forms of the disciplinary 

concepts.  

The Argentinean geography education literature selected here belongs to a tradition within 

geography education that sees geography as an intellectual tool to reach understandings beyond 

the limits of each context’s specificities (Gurevich et al., 1998). It also maintains the school 

subject’s disciplinary and ethical rigour because it can distance itself from common sense, 

prejudice, and stereotypical discourses while questioning it (Fernández Caso, 2007).  

While the Argentinean scholars selected here are interested in the epistemic form or geography, 

the approach to education and pedagogy remains following a constructivist philosophy. Based 

on Vygotsky’s propositions, they argue that the structures of meaning provided by the 

discipline give pupils ways of organising, interpreting, and making sense of their experiences 
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through reflexive practice (Castro and Minivielle, 2010; Benjam & Pagés, 1997, cited in Castro 

and Minivielle, 2010). 

However, these Argentinean geographers carefully point out the importance of engaging pupils 

and teachers in reflecting on the learning process and avoiding generating a binary division 

between academic thought and social practice. Instead, they suggest developing strategies that 

can lead to pedagogy with social intention. They argue that focusing on knowledge can create 

a curriculum grounded in a conceptual framework that may allow problematizing aspects of 

society from a geographical perspective (Castro and Minivielle, 2010), which means that, in 

curricular reflections, the question of ‘what’ of knowledge comes in hand with the question of 

‘what for’. 

Within the reviewed Argentinean literature, school is the socially agreed place for knowledge 

transmission. However, the political stand and a transformative social function in the curricular 

text’s formal discursive positioning provide an educational rationale based on identifying 

conceptual problems of reality and identifying the educational subject as a combined pupil–

community figure.  

Developed at the University of Buenos Aires, the educational research in geography education 

examined in this section gives predominance to searching for the conceptual territorial and 

environmental problems emerging from social reality. It is a work founded in critical 

reflections seeking to identify young Argentinean’s generations needs and how geography, as 

an academic discipline, helps them meet these needs through critical pedagogic practice (Castro 

and Miniviell, 2010; Gurevich et al., 1998).  

 The historical context of the emergence of a geography education research field at 

the University of Buenos Aires, Argentina. 

Argentina shares with Mexico it’s colonial past. Both countries share historical parallelism 

since the Spanish invasion of the American continent in 1492. Both territories were the Spanish 

Crown’s viceroyalties, one the Viceroyalty of Peru and the other the Viceroyalty of New Spain. 

Their independence movements also coincide, both marked in 1810. Under the ‘criollos’4 

govern in the nineteenth century, Argentina and Mexico went through half a century of socio-

 

4 Criollo: people born in América with Spanish ancestry  
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political unrest with civilian uprisings and territorial conflicts before consolidating a liberal 

economy project on the eve of the twentieth century.  

Once consolidated as modern nations governed by a small elite, the two countries implemented 

liberal economic policies accompanied by social inequity and governmental corruption, giving 

way to radical social-political movements. The twentieth century was, for both countries, a 

time when social institutions consolidated. However, as I will describe in what follows, it is 

worth examining the Argentinean context’s particularities that led to the knowledge-based 

critical curriculum that interests this research. 

As a research field in Argentina, geography education emerged until the early years of 1990 

decade. The timing of this emergence contrasts with Britain’s, where curricular questions in 

school geography occurred after the end of the Second World War. Figure 2 helps to have a 

panoramic view of the historical context. The production of the current geography curriculum 

in Buenos Aires was impulsed in the 2000 decade by the Geography Education Research and 

Development Group. The time map shows how throughout the twentieth century, until its 

democratic opening in 1983, Argentina’s national history is marked by a succession of 

consecutive military coups and democratic elections, creating a particular context for academic 

knowledge production in that nation. The censure and persecution of dissident intellectuals 

during military coups showed as the red dots on the timeline produced an intellectual exile. 

Part of the Argentinean intellectuals exile and other persecuted scholars from different 

countries found refuge in Mexico and its public universities.  
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Figure 2-2 TimeLine. Studying the Geography curriculum in Argentina 

 

Source: Author 
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Much of the work within social sciences and humanities produced by the Argentinean exile 

was critical about existing theoretical frameworks used to think and make interpretations of 

reality (Dussel’s, 1978). Overall, the institutional settings where Argentinean’s intellectual 

activity took place over a period that lasted more than two decades were universities in 

sheltering countries, international organisations, and various institutions within Argentina with 

different autonomy levels as dictatorships passed by (Suasnabar, 2016). 

Following Trombetta (2016), the 1983 democratic transition marked the beginning of the 

possibility of revising the recent dictatorial past (1976-1983) and creating a democracy project 

for Argentina. In this process, the role of its social actors needed to be revised. Intellectuals 

started to revaluate their place and function in the Argentinean society, fundamentally 

concerning their political position in previous dictatorship political regimes. In geography, this 

resulted in developing a radical school of thought where the forms of space and territory 

production were questioned. The 1993 educational reform came after a decade of these 

reflections leading to a re-examination of the educational content.  

The reform opened a debate among geography educators about the geography traditions 

considered best to build the curricular text (Duran, 1996; Duran et al., 1993).  Until then, the 

Argentinean Society of Geographical Studies (GAEA), funded in 1922, had established a 

traditional geography line of thought. Throughout most of the twentieth century, GAEA 

influenced the selection of conventional research topics, methods, and epistemologies, in 

institutionalised knowledge production settings. Until the 1993 reform, it had also directly 

influenced the elaboration of primary and secondary education geography programmes and 

texts (Cicalese, 2007). 

The debate emerging from the 1993 educational reform led to creating prescribed knowledge 

contents for secondary schools, referred to as Basic Common Contents (CBC), aiming to 

integrate all provinces and regions into a national education project. The resulting CBC 

embodied a new repertoire of geography knowledge attuned to the new and growing Latin 

American critical geography epistemology, mainly following Milton Santos and Antonio 

Carlos Robert Moraes epistemologies (Escolar, 1994; Fernández Caso & Gurevich, 2017). The 

epistemological proposal of these geographers draws from Marxist philosophies. It focuses on 

the socio-territorial condition of space and territory, mainly in the Latin American region, 

giving special attention to the political economy of space (Moraes, 1991; Moraes & Messias 

da Costa, 1999; Santos, 1990). 
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At the University of Buenos Aires, the introduction of critical traditions into the geography 

curriculum created an opportunity to develop a field of though on geography education. Since 

then, a small but active group of scholars has produced an essential corpus of literature on 

critical geography education, focused on changing the naturalised visions of school geography 

imaginations as a way of building critical citizenship in the Argentinean context (Castro, 2011; 

Duran et al., 1993; Gurevich et al., 1998). Their work is rooted in critical traditions of pedagogy 

and geography and has a sound theoretical grounding. As their work is explicitly political, these 

authors argue that educational innovation and development of pedagogical practice is rooted 

in analysing and selecting socially relevant theory concerning the changing knowledge needs 

of Argentinean society: 

Innovative [educational] proposals are ideas and projects that materialise in objects, in 

[classroom] constructions, in various forms of teaching aids, and depend on the 

production of historical and technological conditions to express themselves. Therefore, 

these proposals condense socio-political positions, intellectual lines of thought, 

approaches to the discipline, teaching theories, and learning models. (Fernandez y 

Gurevich 2019:8; my translation) 

Today, the Argentinean advances on geography education do not define themselves only by 

the epistemic examination of the theory that sustains its propositions—see, for example, the 

Geography Education Research and Development Group (Fernández Caso, 2007, 2019). The 

academic proposals produced at the University of Buenos Aires have the sign of being a 

continuous examination and questioning of the historical and educational role of knowledge in 

the process of what Lambert and Morgan (2010) call “curriculum making.”  

The Geography Education Research and Development Group was formed in 2006. The national 

education law changed, making secondary school compulsory and opening debates on 

education contents.  Argentinean geography educators from the University of Buenos Aires 

brought into their discussions focalised reflections of problems emerging from contemporary 

territorial and environmental concerns (Castro, 2011; Fernández Caso, 2007; Gurevich, 2015). 

Working with teachers, teachers in training, and researchers, since then they have developed 

four projects, schematised in figure 2:  

• 2006-2009 “Recent transformations in the school geography agenda. A diagnosis of the 

conditions of change in the conceptions and teaching practices in the secondary school 

of the City of Buenos Aires, since the mid-1990s.” 
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• 2010-2012 “Geography and practice in the secondary school. A study on pedagogical 

problems and alternatives for educational practice in developing environmental 

content.” 

• 2013-2016 “Approaches to school geography and teachers’ decisions. Annual plans as 

articulators between theory and practice.” 

• 2017-2019 “Teaching assessment processes in school geography. A field of debate, its 

formative meaning, work proposals, and criteria involved.” 

These projects follow a clear political definition when identifying the specific needs of their 

national geography education. Fernández Caso (2007) points out that geography in Argentina 

is one of the school subjects most substantially impacted by the passing of curricular reforms. 

With each change, both disciplinary contents and teaching strategies have gone through 

thorough examination and transformation. Each of these projects' priority is to ensure that the 

school curriculum's transmission of geography knowledge relates to relevant socio-territorial 

problems in peripheral capitalist countries. They focus specifically on Latin America and 

Argentina, and their theoretical offer comes from a reflection of the conceptual geographical 

issues that limit their explanation. Overall, their task is to have a curriculum and teaching 

practice that can explain and trigger thinking about the realities of social injustice, inequality, 

and environmental degradation. For Blanco (2007), what matters is introducing young 

generations in solidarity and a responsible way to comprehend contemporary society.  

Also, Argentinean geography educators’ describe the role of knowledge within the narrative of 

social inclusion. For Gurevich (2015), the educational mission of geography education is to 

help today’s children and young people make sense of the world they “have to” live in. Central 

to her work is the portrayal of a world that she describes “as diverse as it is unequal.” She 

makes a point that school geography has the goal of providing learners with conceptual and 

methodological tools to critically and fundamentally intervene in contemporary socioterritorial 

problems (Fernández Caso & Gurevich, 2017, p. 214).  

In this way, for them, geography education should draw from territorial representations and 

environments so that students can learn to problematize them (Fernandez Caso & Gurevich, 

2017). For Fernandez Caso (2007), it is essential to create a kind of school geography that 

brings together territories, words and meanings; an education that strengthens the “semantic 
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fields of geography as a privileged activity to produce learnings and experiences about the 

world and its representations” (Ibid p. 4). 

The curricular experience in Argentina adds significantly to this research in many ways. First, 

social problems arising from shared histories of colonisation and consolidation processes as 

modern states are similar and tightly connected in the twentieth century. Second, Argentina 

and Mexico share a critical geography theory that informs geographical reflections in national 

education and the curriculum. Third, the Argentinean curricular experience adds to the 

sociology of the curriculum theory that emerged from the British context debates. Parting from 

the question of “what” to know that is central to the Social Realism agenda, it also focuses on 

the “what for” problem putting forth curriculum knowledge’s political nature. In the face of a 

gap in Mexican geography and education research in curriculum studies, the Argentinean 

experience brings the needed localised knowledge and reflections that this research requires to 

strengthen its theoretical basis and its critical approach that, with the British experience alone, 

would be incomplete. 

 Geography and Geography Thinking. The approach to examine the 

condition of school geography in this research 

One interesting feature of the Buenos Aires experience is that since the 1990s, scholars have 

moved away from proposing a geography education based on essentialist thought about the 

discipline's nature. Instead, they moved towards an ongoing reflection on the systematisation 

of geographical thinking. Their curricular considerations have led them to produce a distinctive 

geographical knowledge for the school curriculum with a clear, socially-oriented agenda.  

As Gurevich et al. (1998) point out, geography knowledge is a product of social and political 

practices historically situated in space, providing an empirical experience of time (Santos, 

2004). Harvey (2001) points out the military, supranational and non-governmental 

organisations, the state, the media, etcetera, as some of the many knowledge-production 

institutions that have specific political agendas in the production of geographic knowledge. He 

also recognises that geography is produced within other academic fields and as part of the 

everyday social life organisation (Harvey, 2001). 

INEGI in Mexico, for example, is an institution that generates knowledge for policy planning. 

It is a public site to reach a specific legitimised geographical knowledge situated in the nation’s 

context. State-produced knowledge also includes school geography, which can relate, more or 
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less, to the knowledge activities in university departments. The university, as a knowledge 

institution, is a site where geography gains its academic label. However, as one of many 

institutional locations where geographic knowledge is produced and distributed, it also has its 

specificities as a way of geographical thinking imbued in specific agendas and its practitioners’ 

institutional affiliations.  

Involved in the coordination of academic programmes and teaching, the geographers and 

geographer educators Gurevich and Fernández Caso have institutional affiliations to the 

University of Buenos Aires, where they have been part of the disciplinary debates in the context 

of historical changes in the Latin American region. They also connect with the Argentinean 

department of education by coordinating education management and curricular programmes, 

teacher training, and other activities that impact state geography education. 

Argentinean geography education advances are an example of what Harvey (2001 p. 209) 

points out about the importance of distinguishing between “geography as a distinctive 

discipline, and geography as a way of assembling, using and understanding information of a 

certain sort in a variety of institutional settings”. Harvey warns us that judgements “situated at 

the confluence of a vast array of geographical discourses, constructed at quite different 

institutional sites with often seemingly incomparable rules of operation” (Ibidem p. 218), may 

be confused with irreconcilable geographical knowledge. He suggests that the geographer’s 

job is to make sense of “strong ideas” that make propositions geographical. He offers four 

structural elements that constitute all geographical thought: Cartographic identifications, the 

measure of space-time, place-region-territory and their environmental qualities, and ideas of 

the relation between society and nature. In this sense, 

Thinking like a geographer then entails an understanding in each one of these operations 

of how the four structural pillars of geographical knowledges can be worked and woven 

together in specific instances and settings to produce profound insights into socio-

ecological conditions and processes of change. (Íbidem p. 229) 

As a method of examining geographical thinking, these four structural elements help to avoid 

essentialist definitions and create the possibility of analogical reasoning through the translation 

of different modes of thought (Harvey, 2001). This idea is similar to what Beuchot (2014) 

refers to as “analogic hermeneutics”, which gives different icons, models and paradigms 

practical use to raise knowledge about reality.  
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The emancipatory interest of knowing guiding my research compels me to address the present 

historical moment of humanity, the rapid changes in the global system, the interconnectedness 

of peoples, fluxes and places; its political relations; economic logics; cultural expressions; and 

environmental realities, in the frame of critical geography. There is a political basis in all forms 

of institutionalised geographic knowledge. Recognising it in the multiple forms of geography 

thinking is core to any knowledge proposal that wants to find new ways of raising knowledge 

questions.  

 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I sustained that we should understand geography (and school geography in 

particular) as responses to modernity’s ongoing project. As societies change, there are both 

physical and cultural changes. Landscapes are transformed, new ways of working and living 

come into view, and, just as importantly, new ways of thinking and feeling. In one way or 

another, willingly or not, education responds to these changes, and we can understand the 

constant tension between traditional and modern aspects of the curriculum is in them. 

Geographical knowledge in the official school programs can be understood as part of the 

changing processes. However, because modernity is an uneven process, there exist multiple 

and differentiated expressions of those tensions. To illustrate this, in this chapter, I focused on 

debates about geographical knowledge in two nation-states—England and Argentina. In the 

next chapter, I will explore the curriculum as an ethical-political arena that will help me reflect 

on the condition of school geography in Mexico.   
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THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM AS THE CONTESTED ARENA FOR 

ETHICAL–POLITICAL PROJECTS  

After having framed the historical condition of my object of study, I continue in this chapter to 

explain how school geography is a product of debates in the curricular arena and how, 

presently, these debates focus on a conflict between educational neoliberal hegemonic 

discourses and its critical counterparts. This allows me to introduce social realism as a 

theoretical tool within the sociology of education that analyses the capacity of knowledge 

relativisation and student-centred pedagogies to construct young people’s consciousness of 

reality. I focus on the relevance of what social realists see as a third way or Future 3 in their 

claim for knowledge as a way for social justice. I continue to draw the limits in using this theory 

to answer my research question and describe a theoretical gap in its failure to contribute to the 

study of the political condition of school geography. In the last section of the chapter, I provide 

theory from the pedagogy of liberation and Dussel’s work on political philosophy to address 

this issue. This theory offers ways to counteract the subordination effect of the systemic 

hegemonic powers in young people through school geography curricula and provides the 

standpoint I need to make sense of my object of study from a political perspective. I end the 

chapter by reflecting on the politics of the curriculum and the implications of critical geography 

education in Mexico. 

 The School Curriculum 

The concept of the curriculum is complex. It can refer to many things (Bolivar, 1999). The 

definition of Lundgem (1997, cited in Bolivar, 1999) is close to the concept most usually used 

in scholarly educational literature. He describes the curriculum as a selection of content ends 

for social reproduction and organisation of knowledge and abilities, along with a pedagogical 

prescription of those selected contents.  

The fundamental debate around the curriculum relies, however, on its political nature. As part 

of the debates within the sociological field, the questions about knowledge in the school 

curriculum, raised during the 1970s by the new sociology of education (Young, 2002), focused 

on whose knowledge is the knowledge in schooling programmes, and the issue of power and 

control over it (Whitty, 1985; Young & Whitty, 1977). These critical works established the 

theoretical foundations to sustain the argument that curriculum subject knowledge was the 
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knowledge of the powerful produced and selected to maintain and reproduce society's unjust 

social structures (Young, 1971). The questions about who makes the curricular choices, the 

choices of content, and who is the recipient of those curriculum choices opened a political 

debate in a field that until then had addressed technical pedagogic matters.  

From then, approaches to the curriculum divided, in a broad sense, into two different 

perspectives: one, a view that sees it as being neutral and having an independent form and 

existence, and the other that regards it as a sociohistorical product (Apple, 1986; Casimiro 

Lopes, 2013; Escudero, 1999; Macedo, 2006; Morgan & Lambert, 2005). Within the second 

vision, Apple argued in 1988 that the school curriculum reifies the society's social struggles 

that produce it. Understanding the curriculum implies understanding it relationally by 

examining the connections and complex configurations that emerge from the social structures 

of the nation as a whole and each region or school in particular (Apple, 1988). In this way, he 

advances the propositions of the 1970s, recognising that the curriculum cannot be a pure 

expression of society's dominant powers.  

Following this view, according to the level of authoritarianism of the state, contestant 

ideologies may be included to a greater or lesser extent and surface within the educational 

narratives, in the form of what Apple (1988) calls “curriculum accords” among hegemonic 

powers that last throughout periods of consensus. For Apple, as a social product, the curriculum 

is dependent on the weight of contending forces at the time of production. He lists, for example: 

the often competing functions the state is under pressure to perform, functions that are 

made even more contradictory in times of crisis in accumulation and legitimation, 

tensions between residual and emergent cultural forms and groupings; the process of 

class conflict and compromise that ultimately results in the formation of a temporary 

accord on curricular and teaching policy; and the significance of multiple sets of power 

relations. (p. 201) 

In this sense, a thorough examination of the curriculum will expose the social complexities of 

the society that produced it. Gilbert (1984), in his The Impotent Image, points out that: “In the 

quest to understand any society, nothing could be more revealing of its values, its central 

beliefs, its dominant ideologies, than the way the society explains itself to its initiates” (p. 1). 

Like other authors of the early 1980s, Gilbert stresses the importance of paying attention to 

school narratives about society embedded within the national education programmes. These 

narratives show a picture of how legitimised conceptions about reality build up in accordance 
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with the social meanings of formal knowledge in particular moments in time. For him, “all 

educational prescriptions are informed by some concept of human interest, most often a view 

of the needs of the individual or society” (p. 2). 

This move, supported by broader reflections of critical pedagogy (Apple, 1979; Freire, 1970; 

Giroux, 1983; McLaren, 1998) from a technical model of instruction to politicising curriculum 

studies, remains fundamental to the works of sociology of education. However, with the start 

of the new millennia and with the rise of the knowledge-society discourse taking strength in 

educational debates and policy development, a theoretical movement arose signalling a need 

to return to a focus on what is taught and learned in school as a matter of social justice (Young, 

2008). This movement has been recognised within the contemporary sociology of education 

research as social realism (Morgan, 2017). 

 Social Realism  

Social realism is a philosophical movement within the sociology of education that has 

established its epistemological contours throughout the last two decades. It developed in an 

Anglophone context, mainly through the works of British authors (Maton & Moore, 2010; 

Moore, 2000; Young, 2008; Young & Lambert, 2014) but also with active input from South 

Africa (Muller, 2009; Young & Muller, 2013), New Zealand (McPhail, 2015; Rata, 2012; Rata 

& Barrett, 2014) and Australia (Wheelahan, 2007). This theoretical approach's main 

characteristic is that it puts knowledge at the centre of their discussions, and curricular 

discussions are a central feature in their research agenda (McPhail, 2016; Rata et al., 2018; 

Young & Lambert, 2014).  

Whereas, since the early 1970s, it has been assumed that school knowledge is a social 

construction that reflects the interests and world views of dominant groups in society (Apple 

& King, 1977; Freire, 1970; Young, 1975), social realists have argued that knowledge, though 

socially produced, has stable and enduring features and a core curriculum of disciplinary 

knowledge should be provided to all students (Moore, 2004; Young, 2008; Young & Lambert, 

2014; Young & Muller, 2013).  

At a global level, the Mexican input is not present in ongoing academic debates about curricular 

models, one of which severely questions the neglect of disciplinary knowledge within national 

curricula worldwide (Lambert & Morgan, 2010; Moore, 2000; Morgan, 2008; Rata, 2012). The 

philosophical reflection of social realism starts by pointing out a false dichotomy between 
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positivist absolutism that views knowledge as fixed truths and its relativist counterpart 

responses, suggesting that knowledge cannot speak for the truth outside its social context of 

production. In contrast to these two positions, social realists indicate that knowledge is 

provisional, fallible, and socially produced and has emergent properties that allow judgment of 

its truthfulness and explanatory possibilities (Young & Lambert, 2014). 

As a sociological philosophy, social realism has its roots in the early years of the new sociology 

of education movement in the 1970s (Morgan, 2017) from which the phenomenologist 

paradigm arose, establishing knowledge as produced and selected to maintain and reproduce 

the unjust social structures of society (Young, 1971). By the ends of the 1960s, the previously 

applied sociology of education proved to be incapable of breaching the inequality gap that 

continued to widen years after the war. Sociology theorists turned to question the school 

experience, arguing that the “real” education in school was happening “outside” the formal 

educational text, in the “hidden” curriculum (Dreeben, 1968; Giroux, 1978), that the formal 

knowledge contained in the curriculum was aimed to attend to the needs of the hegemonic class 

and to reproduce the system inequalities (Young, 1971).  

From the perspective of the new sociology of education, knowledge is knowledge of the 

powerful, and thus, debates during the 1970s questioned the role of the state in capitalist 

societies (Young, 1976; Whitty, 1977). During the 1980s, most educational left works moved 

from a focus on knowledge reproduction to a focus on processes of learning and the education 

needs of specific groups or individual learners within their particular social and cultural 

contexts (Pinar, 1998). This new wave of reflections questioned education in terms of the 

condition of the students, using lenses of class, gender, ethnicity, and so on, grounded in 

different sociological perspectives. Overall, these approaches became the mainstream of 

sociological reflections, which led to open neglect of the disciplines and their methods, not 

only within the academic debate but also in the planning, design, and making of the curriculum 

in schools. By the end of the 1990s, however, the knowledge problem in the curriculum, which 

related to its capacity to influence social change, had not been solved.  

The shifts that started to occur during the 1980s from the prevalent Fordist economy to the 

post-Fordist economy changed the new generation's social conditions in many countries around 

the world. This social change impacted education in many ways. Moore (1996) exposed this 

issue in his paper “Back to the Future: The Problem of Change and the Possibilities of Advance 

in the Sociology of Education.” Using Bernstein’s argument that schools could not compensate 
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for society's problems, Moore analysed the relationship between the historical changes in 

school attainment and the broader changes in society. He did not find a direct connection 

between the works of schooling and the more general development of the social conditions of 

schooling. His finding led him to conclude that: 

The sociology of education should support schools in doing most effectively the things 

they can do best rather than endorse positions constructed as ideologically significant 

within the professional field but of limited material effect in the classroom or beyond. 

(p. 159) 

Within the same line of critique, Young (1998) published The Curriculum of the Future. In his 

book, he noted that although the vast amount of writing since the new sociology of education, 

the reality of the economy, the society, and their relationship with the curriculum showed little 

change. In his work, Young made a meaningful statement about the need to re-engage with the 

sociology of knowledge. 

In the same period as Young, Moore, and Muller produced a series of works drawing on the 

problem of knowledge. “The Discourse of ‘Voice’ and the Problem of Knowledge and Identity 

in the Sociology of Education” (Moore & Muller, 1999) was a seminal work that deepened the 

differences between epistemological approaches to knowledge in the sociology of education. 

In their article, Moore and Muller (1999) pointed out that since the 1970s, with the new 

sociology of education, and up to that date with postmodernist approaches, the primary trend 

in sociological, educational works had been to question any epistemology that supported the 

objectivity of knowledge. However, for them, what they called the “voice discourse” is not 

theoretically sustainable.  

At the start of the new millennium, these authors, who later became the founders of the social 

realist theoretical project, started to make a case for the social value of disciplinary knowledge 

and reclaim its place in education sociology. With titles such as Reclaiming Knowledge 

(Muller, 2000), “For Knowledge” (Moore, 2000), and Moore and Young’s 2001 influential 

paper “Knowledge and the Curriculum in the Sociology of Education: Towards a 

Reconceptualisation,” this group of authors identified that: 

In education, there is no language whereby a knowledge-based curriculum supports 

socially progressive purposes. The default settings of the field of educational discourse 

assume that the “progressive” position must be equated with epistemologically weak 

modes of curriculum and pedagogy. (cited in Morgan, 2014, p. 12) 
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In 2008, Young published his book Bringing Knowledge Back In, establishing the theoretical 

grounds of the social realist approach (Moore & Young, 2001; Young, 2008). He drew from 

Durkheim, Bernstein, and Vygotsky’s works to make the case of the “better” knowledge for 

teaching in schools, a knowledge that while being socially produced was epistemologically 

robust, allowing reliable explanations about the world. According to Young, this knowledge 

was disciplinary knowledge, and it held an intrinsic power that, for him, was an entitlement of 

all members of society.  

Bringing Knowledge Back In is a landmark in the establishment and recognition of social 

realism. Through an intense academic discussion (Barrett et al., 2017; Maton & Moore, 2010; 

Rata & Barrett, 2014), and creating and examining empirical curricular experiences, for 

example, the “Geocapability project” (Lambert et al., 2015) and the works on the music 

curriculum in New Zealand (McPhail, 2017), social realists engaged with developing a specific 

epistemology (Maton & Moore, 2010), with which to test the theory.  

 The Social Realist Future 3 and Social Justice  

An essential contribution of social realism to this research is the schematic device they use to 

envisage what they call “three educational futures.” They identified an absence of sociological 

discussions among educationalists and pointed out that in “globalisation” and “knowledge 

society” discussions, there was little questioning of the meanings of knowledge (Young & 

Muller, 2009). In their analysis, social realists identify a dominant idea of change in education 

that addresses an unproblematised reality in which school, which is seen as an archaic 

institution with “medieval origins,” is incapable of meeting the needs of society in the rapidly 

changing world (Young & Muller, 2010). From their perspective, developments in social and 

educational research, such as constructivist/postmodernist views of knowledge and 

sociopolitical theories of learning, dominate educational research parallel to much of the 

contemporary developing of neoliberal policy (Young & Muller, 2010).  

However, advocates of the social realism movement argue that, as a progressive movement 

seeking to differentiate from conservative views of knowledge, relativist approaches fail to 

offer what they see as the needed fundamental qualities of school knowledge within the frame 

of social justice. For social realists, knowledge is a historical production and it is necessary to 

acknowledge 

a) the necessary objectivity of knowledge as a condition for any kind of enquiry or 

reliable prediction about the future, b) that knowledge is emergent from and not 
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reducible to the context in which it is produced and acquired. (Young & Muller, 2010, 

p. 14) 

These essential qualities of knowledge deny the possibility of supporting neither “progressive” 

nor “conservative” trends. Social realists reject the tendency towards neglecting knowledge 

with universal explanatory applications, either because the focus of education has moved away 

from knowing about something to knowing how to learn something, or because knowledge is 

said to be tied to its context of production and therefore can only educate towards reproducing 

such context. They also disagree with conservative trends of knowledge in education, such as 

the idea that the emergent quality of knowledge clashes with its positivistic ideas of absolute 

notions of the truth. In this context, neither progressive nor conservative trends of knowledge 

in education programmes seem to meet a quality of knowledge with the epistemic 

characteristics to be useful as an intellectual tool for all society members. In light of this 

situation, Young and colleagues proposed a third way as an alternative. Continuing with their 

future-thinking scheme, they named the current trends and their alternative view “Futures 1, 2 

and 3,” accordingly.  

Thus, in pursuit of a sociological theory of the curriculum that views knowledge as an 

entitlement of all students, social realists have, since 2010, set out to explore the meanings of 

knowledge within a future-thinking framework: 

Future 1—Boundaries are given and fixed—the “Future” is associated with a 

naturalised or “under-socialised” concept of knowledge; 

Future 2—The end of boundaries — the “Future” is associated with an “over-

socialised” concept of knowledge; 

Future 3—Boundary maintenance as prior to boundary-crossing. In this “Future”, it is 

the variable relation between the two that is the condition for the creation and 

acquisition of new knowledge (Young & Muller, 2010, p. 16). 

Focusing on the epistemic condition of knowledge, in Future 1, knowledge boundaries are 

given and fixed. There is a naturalised or under-socialised perception of the concept of 

knowledge. In opposition, in Future 2, boundaries of knowledge are blurred, disciplinary 

knowledge is equivalent to other types of knowledge, and, thus, Future 2 parts form an over-

socialised concept of knowledge. Future 3, as an alternative to the latter, proposes knowledge 

boundary maintenance before boundary-crossing. In this view, the variable relation between 

maintaining and crossing is the key to creating and acquiring new knowledge. (Young & 
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Muller, 2010). Drawing from this categorisation, social realists observe that the current trends 

in curricular policy align with Futures 1 and 2, are correspondently knowledge-centred, and 

context-based approaches in their curricular proposals, and are either “under” or “over” 

socialised (Young & Lambert, 2014). In this view, Futures 1 and 2 are “epistemological mirror 

twins: they differ in their proclaimed rhetoric, their means, and desired goals, but the result is, 

uncannily, the same” (Young & Muller, 2010, p. 19). Neither of the two allows epistemic 

access to knowledge for all students. The limitations of the first are the absolutist condition of 

curriculum content and skills, offered as unproblematised and ahistorical, and therefore isolated 

from society. The second reduces choices of knowledge to specificities of the learners' context 

and, thus, loses its universal explanatory capacity. Moreover, the result is a differentiation of 

the individuals and groups of learners' educational opportunities and achievement.  

The alternative proposed by social realists (Young, 2011; Young & Muller, 2010) envisages a 

curricular form that, while maintaining disciplinary rigour, also opens a way for social justice. 

Their proposition of a Future 3 refers to the possibility of universal epistemic access to 

knowledge in which students and teacher “engage” with disciplinary knowledge (Lambert et 

al., 2015). They propose access to a selection of generalisable knowledge. The difference of 

this proposition with what they acknowledge as Future 1 is that, in this third scenario, choices 

of curricular knowledge, rather than being based on using knowledge to perpetuate the 

traditional elite system, start from establishing an epistemological basis to determine curricular 

relevance. In their academic rhetoric, social realists name disciplinary knowledge contents as 

“powerful knowledge,” and they argue that it is the only type of knowledge capable of fulfilling 

the purpose of the school; that is, taking students beyond the limits of their experience (Young 

& Lambert, 2014).  

To explain the social realist philosophy of the potential of subject knowledge in the context of 

schooling, Wheelahan (2010) argues that: 

The purpose of education is to help students with the knowledge and capacities they 

need to make their way in the world. If the world is characterised by complexity, 

stratification and processes of emergence, then a key role for the curriculum is to 

provide students with access to and the means to navigate this complexity. (p. 70) 

In this sense, disciplinary knowledge is the means, and the curriculum the vehicle, to access 

this complexity. In terms of future thinking, always, but especially in moments of crisis 

(biological, social, economic, environmental), they believe that the experienced changes are 

not natural nor inevitable (the conversion to a digital education due to the Covid-19 crisis, for 
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example). Reality requires problematisation, and school, at present, remains the social 

institution that can facilitate access to knowledge for society as a whole. Through their Future 

3 conceptualisation of knowledge, social realists propose a possibility of knowing through the 

school curriculum that can benefit humanity in the present and future. 

 The Limits of Social Realism and the Political Condition of School Geography  

The propositions emerging from social realism align with the critical approach of this research 

when referring to the recognition of the unique cognitive possibilities of the epistemic 

disciplinary form of the subject knowledge (Lambert & Morgan, 2010). Overall, social realists 

engage in reflections on access to disciplinary knowledge as a way of social justice. I agree 

with the social realism political commitment and adopt the critical realism arguments about the 

ontological condition of such knowledge as part of my theoretical framework, as they believe 

it can “potentially provide humankind with a greater understanding of the world and enrich our 

capacity to live equitably, sustainably, purposively and creatively in that world” (Wheelahan, 

2010, p. 67). I also agree with viewing knowledge as having a transforming nature in the 

context of academic disciplines and society, as recognised by the Future 3 curriculum (Morgan 

et al., 2019). For that, social realists see the school curriculum as a medium to achieve the 

purpose of education, arguing that: 

The purpose of education is to help students with the knowledge and capacities they 

need to make their way in the world. If the world is characterised by complexity, 

stratification and processes of emergence, then a key role for curriculum is to provide 

students with access to and the means to navigate this complexity. (Wheelahan, 2010, 

p. 70)  

Social realist theoretical propositions contribute to the arguments I need to explore to expand 

knowledge on the emancipatory possibilities of geography knowledge in the school curriculum 

in Mexico.  

However, the meanings given by social realism to the term “powerful” in relation to knowledge 

are not part of the arguments that sustain this thesis. This study will not use the term powerful 

(Young, 2009) as an exclusive categorical adjective. My research does not see geography 

knowledge as having a privileged quality emerging from its essential epistemological 

condition. Instead, as I explain in the following sections of this chapter, this work recognises 

geography knowledge as having specific structural qualities that are useful to help develop 

young students' cognitive capacity to enhance transformative action. 
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Instead of powerful, I use the term “critical.” This term allows me to signal geography 

knowledge contents that have both the epistemic characteristics indicated by social realists and 

the political and ethical intention that meets a specific need to know geography in the context 

of the Mexican national curriculum in its particular historical moment production.  

In Chapter 6 of this thesis, I discuss the political and ethical condition of school geography in 

Mexico and describe its power not as a privileged quality of a specific type of knowledge 

epistemology but as potestas (reified potential) (Dussel, 2006) in its capacity to fulfil its 

educational purpose as an intellectual tool. While it may be a subtle difference, it helps to grasp 

the changing needs to know in the context of the present of the schooled society. The dangers 

of doing otherwise are that in recognising power as the capacity to provide the best explanations 

about reality, it may eclipse its ability to fulfil the changing needs of knowing of the society it 

serves. 

 School Geography and the Politics of School Knowledge in Mexico  

The sociological problem raised by social realism arises from a context that has local 

specificities. As a country that, in its particular way, has been part of the history of modernity 

in the world, Mexico has a parallel development in its progression from being an industrialised 

economy to following neocapitalist schemes. However, the relation between the production of 

intellectual work in education and pedagogy and the school curricula' changes follow different 

logics. 

In countries where social realists developed their theory, the sociological critiques and 

academic examinations of the education systems are influenced by the design and application 

of national policy to official curricular programmes. As examples, Muller and Young worked 

in South Africa in the post-apartheid period. The focus on cultural diversity created a 

curriculum that privileged a focus on contextual knowledge and was in tune with the 

sociopolitical momentum of validation (Muller, 2000; Young, 2000). The same thing happened 

in New Zealand, where the developing of a Māori theory (Pihama, 2012) in schools, and the 

inclusion of epistemic forms based on cultural heritage at the university level, laid the ground 

for a social realist criticism about the relativisation of knowledge (McPhail, 2015; Rata, 2012). 

In Mexico, sociological debates do not have the same impact on the curricular constitution. It 

is true that since the 1970s, and from the late 1970s and 1980s, there has been a vibrant 

production of critical sociological works, and they have nourished the field of curriculum 
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studies (Bojalil, 2009; Á. Díaz Barriga, 2003, 2014; F. Díaz Barriga, 2016; Guevara Niebla, 

2013; Latapí Sarre, 1999, 2008). However, the corporatist condition of the schooling system 

has a complex dynamic of its own. In Mexico, the basic education curriculum does not have a 

history of reforms based on educational and sociological research (F. Díaz Barriga, 2016; Pinar, 

2011). Otherwise, changes traditionally link to political agreements and technocratic needs 

among the system's dominant forces, namely, the teacher union, the state administration, and, 

by the end of the century, the financial capital stakeholders (Scott et al., 2018).  

As a result, Mexico has never had a state-run “de-facto” secondary education curriculum 

influenced by theories derived from the new sociology of education movement. During the 

1970s, the secondary school system did transform into a curricular scheme with disciplines 

blurred into “study areas.” Still, it was not comprehensive, and the contents of those state-

funded schools that followed the study-areas model remained defined within the disciplinary 

boundaries of their knowledge contents.  

Therefore, Mexico’s curriculum configuration is different in many ways from the curricula 

experienced and examined by social realist theorists. It belongs to an education system in which 

national social problems and their history are very different. When focusing on curricular 

knowledge, the issue at the heart of the Mexican curriculum is not the relativisation of what 

counts as knowledge but the contradiction between student-centred philosophical rhetoric and 

a de-facto disciplinary-based structure.  

Thus, the political struggles of social realists cannot transfer to the case of Mexico; what social 

realism curricular theory can provide is its realist philosophy concerning the ontology of school 

knowledge. The sociological and political analysis needs to start from the contextual 

specificities of the Mexican school curriculum. 

 Ethics and Politics of Liberation 

The ethics of liberation is a contemporary philosophical proposal largely developed by the 

Latin American philosopher Dussel (1973, 2013; Mills, 2018). It is the foundation of critical 

thinking and aims to formulate an emancipatory narrative to confront ethical problems of 

today’s reality, which is marked by neoliberalism and globalisation. 

From a Habermasian perspective, the “critical” condition is a product of an interest in knowing 

that drives knowledge production. Critical thinking emerges from an interest in creating 

explanations that allow humans to control, objectively, processes within reality and maintain 
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communication while practising a reflexive appropriation of life (Habermas, 1972). The 

interest in reason is located in human beings' capacity for self-reflection to act rationally, which 

provides them with autonomy and responsibility. This is, according to Habermas, an 

emancipatory interest in knowing. From this reflexive appropriation of life emerges the 

possibility of transformation. Continuing with Habermas (1972), the emancipatory interest 

arises from the knowledge, will, and consciousness of social groups about their reality, 

structure and processes, and possibilities of change. Consciousness enables the capacity to 

change the living conditions of communities (Freire, 1970). The critical pedagogy that 

appeared in the 1970s reflected the interest in knowing that informed schooling systems. 

Critical educators observed the interpretation of reality transmitted through formal education 

and the mediums of social organisation—instrumental action, interaction through language and 

the asymmetric power relationships that generate constrictions and dependencies.  

However, the Habermasian ideal of a reflexive appropriation of life can be subsumed in broader 

ethics of praxis. According to Dussel (2016), “critique” is a practical judgement about a 

domination system in which the subject of enunciation of such judgement is the “victim of the 

system,” the oppressed. There is a foundational ethic in all critical action. This ethics stands on 

the most fundamental needs of human life: from basic requirements to maintain the 

reproduction of biological existence of the human body, to requirements for the reproduction 

of communitarian life—meaning that humans need to sate thirst, eat or shelter, as much as they 

need justice and education systems that can secure the reproduction of their society as a human 

community. 

For Dussel (2013), mainstream intellectuals have not gone beyond outlining ethics of discourse 

based on the exchange of linguistic experiences that neglect attention to human beings' practical 

primordial needs. For him, it is clear that capitalism and colonialism are driving humanity to a 

“collective suicide” (p. 105), and, to imagine a revolutionary utopia, he argues that we must 

recreate new ethics based on the principle of the affirmation of life (Dussel, 2013). His 

philosophical project confronts the need to create ethics for a world divided in its origin and 

takes the role of the “victims” as his point of departure. In doing so, his work includes a long-

term history of the distribution of power “to lay the bases for new horizons of strategic and 

tactical ethical reasoning, grounded in the metaethics of liberation” (p. xvii). Therefore, the 

negation of modernity becomes what Dussel believes comes first in the rebuilding of a new 

and genuine ethics of liberation. 
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Dussel’s (2016) work is deeply political. While developing his method, he establishes a 

procedural criterion of ethical validity, in which “The matter of truth (and validity) of the 

victim, questions the non-truth (non-validity) of the current system” (p. 332). The ethical–

material critique made by Dussel, what he calls “negative thinking,” follows a dialectic format 

in which he challenges the mere existence of the system. His ethic is universal and stands on 

ethical–material principles. He maintains that social norms, mediations, goals, and values come 

from pre-existent universal material principles and ethics embedded within corporeal and life 

values. He argues that: 

Quien procede éticamente debe ... producir, reproducir y desarrollar 

autorresponsablemente la vida concreta de cada sujeto humano en una comunidad de 

vida, a partir de una “vida buena” cultural e histórica ..., que se comparte solidariamente 

teniendo como última referencia a toda la humanidad, lo cual es un enunciado 

normativo con pretensión de verdad práctica y, además, con pretensión de 

universalidad. 

[Who acts ethically must ... self-responsibly produce, reproduce, and develop the 

concrete life of each human subject within a communitarian life, starting from a cultural 

and historical “good life” ..., which, shared in solidarity, is a normative statement with 

pretensions of being a practical truth and that also aspires to be universal]. (Dussel, 

2016, p. 140) 

Hence, the ethics of liberation is an everyday-life ethics, because it recognises the right to a 

community and a life project for all victims of the system. In this way, Dussel’s critical ethics 

allows an understanding of the internal rules of the globalised capitalist system that only exists 

while being able to produce victims. Practising critical ethics enables a process of Freire’s 

(1970) idea of conscientizaçao, a consciousness of being that allows the creation of different 

realities in which victims are no longer such. The ethics of liberation is rooted in many ethical 

traditions that go from ancient Egyptian philosophy to Rigoberta Menchu’s voice. It is also 

influenced by a reinterpretation of Marxism and the “face-to-face” philosophy of Emmanuel 

Levinas, Dussel’s teacher. 

In Dussel’s ethics, moral judgements do not emerge from values. Instead, his ethics is an ethics 

of principles in which values are determined by their practical capacity to fulfil an end. 

“Justice” is a good example. For Dussel, the moral value of justice emerges insofar as it allows 

communitarian life within frameworks of consensus and feasibility. Otherwise, a given justice 
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system can be immoral. Hence, Dussel (2016) proposes three ethical principles. The first 

principle is the affirmation of life in which human actions and social institutions must affirm 

the production and increase of singular and communitarian life (Dussel, 2016; Mills, 2018). 

The second is the principle of political legitimacy, which emerges from questioning how to 

validate action choices of the affirmation of life in the context of society. For Dussel, the ethical 

choices or practical judgements must arise from communitarian consensus taken in 

symmetrical participation based on rational argumentation. Only in this way will decisions be 

ethically valid for all. The third constitutive ethical principle is about the feasibility of actions. 

It is a principle of the reality of possibilities of action. According to Dussel, there is no ethics 

of an impossible action, and thus the feasibility principle sustains a critical realist position when 

confronting reality. 

 About the Critical and the Political  

The political field touches most aspects of social life, its institutions and institutional products 

and practices, such as the school curriculum and the education practice. Dussel (2006) 

recognises that there are normative principles of politics that are implicit in all actions and 

institutions and, I would add, institutional products such as the school curriculum. 

First, there is a material determination of political action. Humans have a will for life and are 

communitarian beings. Political power resides in the impulse for the life of its members. The 

capacity to create and use the mediums of existence is already power. In Dussel’s (2006) words: 

“politics is an activity that organises and promotes production, reproduction and increase of 

the life of its members [of a community]” (p. 24). However, the conventional notion of power 

in political philosophy is an idea that, as a product of European modernity, conceives political 

power as domination. For Weber (1968), the definition of power is the possibility for an 

individual in a social relationship to achieve his or her own will even against the resistance of 

others; that is, power as a form of domination of obedient subjects. This definition applies to 

all sorts of power relations, from the power of the congress to limit the actions of the president 

of a country to parents or teachers obliging children to follow certain behaviours. Challenging 

this notion, Dussel (2006) argues that power, as domination, is a corrupted version of power. 

For him, if following critical ethics, political power must emerge in the first place as the 

impulse for the life of the community and its members (p. 24). 

Continuing with Dussel (2006), the second normative principle of politics relates to rational 

consensus. All communities, be it a loving personal relationship between two humans, or a 
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neighbours’ organisation, or a university community, are based on communication structures; 

they are linguistic communities. It is within the communication frames of society that 

argumentation arises. From myths, religious scripts, and art to science or school knowledge, 

all are forms of human expression through which communities put forward arguments to reach 

consensus. However, the only way for consensus to occur is through the symmetric 

participation of all community members. In Dussel’s politics, communicative power can only 

exist if there is a reasoned certainty or conviction of all participants having an equal capacity 

for rhetoric intervention. Consensus can never be a product of violence. 

Finally, the last determination of political power in Dussel’s philosophy is its feasibility. In 

everyday reality, possibilities to fulfil a communitarian consent inclined towards a will for life 

are limited. Dussel (2006) argues that within a legitimation system, the existent social 

mediations, which are instrumental, technical or strategic, limit the possibility of fulfilling 

purposes of human life and its historical development. The feasibility of carrying out a critical 

education geography programme, for example, is determined by institutions, intellectual 

resources, political culture, the prevailing social project and the availability of knowledge. 

The Mexican ethical–political system was challenged in 2018 in a moment of ethical critique. 

It was a critical moment because it included the three ethical principles pointed out by Dussel 

(2016). First, the drive was an affirmation of life: Mexican society could not survive any longer 

with the current situation of corruption, violence, and poverty that led to a state of death and 

suffering for most communities. Second, the democratic mechanism of the state system 

allowed a legitimate judgement. The voting process reflected a social consensus on the need 

for a political change. 

Furthermore, implementing a new political proposal came in a moment of feasibility in which 

the political transition became possible. A new government took office, and the material 

conditions for reproducing life, including institutions and regulations, changed. However, in 

the process of transformation of reality, some things changed drastically, but lots of others 

remained or developed at a different pace and in different ways. The political discourse turned 

towards a socially-oriented platform in which the poor were put at the centre subject of the 

political narrative.  

With the discourse also came a series of institutional transformations. However, changes can 

never occur in isolation. Change occurs within the context of a complex flow of analogical 

historical developments. Mexico's capitalist reality remains rooted in many of its former 
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institutions and practices. Cultures continue to develop in particular ways, playing their role in 

the constitution of the Mexican’s experience of the real day-to-day life. 

The critical–political project that, before the 2018 election, was in opposition to the system 

became, after winning the election, the new valid prevailing system. However, there are always 

certain degrees of overlap between new social institutions and practices and previous ones. 

Even after the most radical revolution, such as the 1810 independence revolt that abolished the 

Spanish crown’s Laws for the Indies, Mexico being a young nation as it was, maintained a 

historical legacy. This legacy reflected not only in the narratives and meanings about reality 

but also in aspects of social institutions and practices. 

The question is, in the context of a juxtaposition of political discourse and institutions, with 

continuity of the culture and social practices of a previous prevailing system, how critical can 

the school curriculum aspire to be? For the curriculum to be critical, it needs to be provisional 

because the political reality of the historical moment of the valid prevailing system determines 

the ethical condition of the critical action. The curriculum is a space of complex political 

interactions. The creators of a critical school curriculum must assume themselves to be political 

actors knowing that their knowledge selection is ethical in its time and place.  

Incorporating an ethics of liberation in this study advances the social realist aspiration of 

rationality in making an alternative proposition of how to discern different epistemological 

forms of a theory-based geography curriculum. However, it also differentiates from social 

realism in its focus on the ethical–political aspect of knowledge. Thus, this thesis, applying 

critical ethics to conduct curricular reflections from a realist perspective, has a practical goal 

of looking for a theory, that through negating modernity and capitalist frameworks, open loci 

for alternative future thinking.  
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SCHOOL GEOGRAPHY IN MEXICO AND THE HISTORY OF THE 

MEXICAN STATE FORMATION 

This chapter aims to elicit the role of school geography in the formation of the Mexican state 

to set the historical context for the analysis of school geography in the present neoliberal time. 

This chapter will argue that schooling in general and school geography is a Mexican modernity 

project. The sections that follow offer a broad historical review. This chapter first provides a 

short note about narrative form in writing. Then, it presents a history of the origin and 

consolidation of Mexico's mass schooling system, geography as an academic discipline, and 

school geography. It starts during the Porfirian regime, after the 1910–1917 Mexican 

Revolution, and ends in the period that comes after the 1982 economic crisis when the shifts 

towards a neoliberal economic model led to a national education project change.  

 “Once upon a time…” About the narrative form 

I started this dissertation in Chapter 1, offering four stories of the past. With them, I presented 

myself as a writer to the reader, providing him/her/they with contextual elements of the place 

of enunciation of my theses. This chapter also offers a type of writing that is historical. It aims 

to give my investigation rich historical support and find meaningful connections that will allow 

me to make sense of the present condition of school geography in Mexico.  

The historical form of a narrative has the quality of telling temporarily sequenced stories about 

events, real or fiction happenings, that tied together in causal connections can provide unique 

explanations of temporally located situations. According to Stueber (2015), ‘narratives play 

their unique epistemic role in allowing us to grasp the individuality of persons, events and more 

generally, of any chosen topic by providing us with an account of their unique development’ 

(p. 395). This thesis is interested in understanding the Mexican geography curriculum’s 

particularities and, therefore, a narrative that allows advancing its causal understanding. 

Reflecting on these connections, in the early 1970s, Louis Mink (1970) recognised a cognitive 

function of the narrative form, arguing that it utilises theoretical, categorical, and 

configurational modes of comprehension. In his explanation, he related these three modes to 

scientific, philosophical, and historical thinking, respectively. While pointing out that the 

configurational mode is the relevant mode to a story, he also emphasised that what this mode 

illuminates ‘cannot be clearly stated except by contrasting it with the alternative modes’ (ibid, 
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1970 p.549).  For him, narratives allow a way of understanding that helps ‘grasping together’ 

in a single act of thinking complex relations that can only be experienced in a series. Narratives, 

as explanations, are ‘not to prove the necessity of events but to make them intelligible by 

unfolding the story that connects their significance’ (íbidem p.545). 

Adding to these reflections, Valleman (2003) argues that the causal connection is not the only 

characteristic of the narrative form. He recognises that there are also emotional triggers that are 

part of their constitutional nature within narratives, noting that ‘any sequence of events, no 

matter how improbable, can provide material for storytelling if it completes an emotional 

cadence’ (ibid p.6). He argues that ‘we understand stories viscerally with our bodies’ in cycles 

of tensions and relaxations guided by our emotional sensibility (Íbidem p.13). 

The historical writing form of this chapter has a double task. On the one hand, it aims to fulfil 

a cognitive function in the overall understanding of school geography’s condition by pointing 

out casual relations between political forces and social projects that have informed the 

geography curriculum's meanings throughout time in Mexico. On the other hand, it provides 

emotional cadence. Throughout the chapter, this cadence unfolds in different levels on a 

storyline providing, beyond the mere causal explanation, a disposition, an impulse that I wish 

to share with the reader to give meaning to the discussions about the critical/uncritical condition 

of geography education in the secondary school in Mexico, in following chapters.  

The figure below (Figure 3) is a graphic summary of the Mexican historical periods covered in 

this chapter. It serves as a general reference to locate chronologically the historical narrative of 

this chapter. It has two parts. The first commences with the pre-revolutionary origins of the 

national education system in the 19th century and the post-Revolution decades, from the 

establishment of the national education system to the creation of a new institutional order. The 

second focuses on the context that the Second World War brought about with the change in the 

balance of political forces within the state’s upper echelons and the official political party. It 

covers the decades of industrialisation and economic growth under a model of state-oriented 

capitalism. The chapter ends with a narration of the transition in the 1980s to a neoliberal 

economic model and the establishment of a new narrative regarding the meanings of education. 

I conclude this chapter by reflecting on modernity's overall idea that permeated Mexico’s 

educational discourse and school geography’s role in normalising this process.  
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Figure 4-1 Historical periods in Mexican History. From the Porfirian Regime to 

Neoliberalism 

 

 



  

60 

 The Imagined Country of School Geography 

Figure 4-2 Geography and the Modern Geographical Imagination 

Figure 4 is the cover of a school textbook for Mexican secondary school students, published in 

1971. The cover page on González -Blackaller et al.’s school geography textbook Geografia 

General Dinámica [General Dynamic Geography] shows three images that suggest a Mexican 

school geography geographical imagination of the time (Figure 3). On the top right, these 

pictures show the vast, barren desert and an ancient rock formation in the distance as a silent, 

lonely witness of the passage of time. Below the title on the top left, the images show the beauty 

and stillness of a mirror-like lake in which the sky reflected in the water frames the passiveness 

Figure Historical context. Time line 
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of two fishers in their wooden boats, with nets, in an idyllic landscape. At the bottom of the 

page, there is a picture of the 1952 Mexican Secretariat of Communication and Public Works 

(SCOP) building, exhibiting a superb sample of Mexican nationalist art. O’Gorman’s (1954) 

“Independencia y Progresso” [Progress and Independence] and Soto’s (1954) “El Trabajo 

Obrero y Campesino” [Campesino and Industry Worker Labour] feature among other artworks, 

which cover the entire façade. The murals are a history of Mexico fixed in stone, stories of 

national identity that cover the walls of a robust functionalist architecture, a symbol of 

modernity and a country in full progress. 

The triptych on the cover conveys a storyline about the world's progression sustained and 

validated by the modern subject's scientific condition and its educational purpose (see a review 

on the subject in Chapter 2). First, we see a display of an origin, a savage world, nature in its 

raw form. Then we see an idea of domestication, still a moment in the past, where humans and 

nature blend harmonically in a rural scene. Finally, the bottom image shows the pinnacle of 

human splendour—the city as an expression of the present and achievement of the desired 

future: civilisation, at the peak of progression. This story is about a specific manifestation of 

modern reality as imagined and idealised in official discourses in the 1970s. Told and 

legitimised by the national state, the ultimate social institution in Mexico, the narrative suggests 

a Mexican national identity constructed as part the modern world.  

The SCOP building and many others displaying murals are a conclusive expression of modern 

rationality and development in Mexico and, depicted on its walls, the land and people's 

signature. The mural artwork, displayed with coloured stones collected from all over the 

country, brings together a material element of the Mexican condition, the national subsoil as 

the canvas on which the official Mexican history unfolds.  

The cover of González-Blackaller et al.’s (1971) book summarises the narrative of school 

geography in Mexico throughout the 20th century. Since its inception as a school subject, 

geography has played a particular role in state formation and in building a modern national 

identity. From the declaration of independence in the first decade of the 19th century, a 

European utopian project started to inform the Mexican liberal imagination. During the 20th 

century, the 1910 Revolution provided the needed nationalist narrative to uphold the modern 

dream within a Mexican social project and its institutions. The next half a century of state 

formation following the time rhythms of the modern world capitalist system developement, the 
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textbook depicts an “imagined country,” a geographical reality legitimised by the state’s 

official education discourse. 

 Modernity 

As a social project, Mexico emerged from specific ideas of being, particular time-space 

experiences and a conception of a world that associates with philosophies of modernity. As an 

intellectual construct, the modern condition represents an ontological change from traditional 

forms of social reproduction to societies in which judgements about reality are set based on 

human action and the future as the temporal parameter. Modernity brings a new political order 

and new possibilities for social transformation. As Berman (1983) argues, modernity is a “vital 

experience,” a form of social life that allows specific ways of interpreting reality. In the modern 

experience, reality takes its validation from scientific reasoning and technological 

development, and individual rights and freedom are the final goal or raison d’être of social 

institutions. 

However, as a cultural product of Europe, in Mexico, modernity has a particular historical 

form. Dussel (2008) refers to the historical nature of modernity as the “real modernity.” 

Conceived as a perception of reality that permeates all forms of dominant political ideology in 

Mexico, modernity is related to the country’s colonial past. Beyond its philosophical 

characteristics, the modern condition is part of a historical process that originated with the 

Americas' invasion, starting in Mexico in the 15th century.  

The relevance of this historical event is fundamental. It marks the moment of a global 

geopolitical shift towards a European world centrality. From this moment onwards, the 

imposition and reproduction of dominant forms of European culture in the territories of the 

Viceroyalty of New Spain created a colonial culture, rooting and strengthening throughout the 

300 years of Spanish colonisation. Structures of domination and exploitation in colonial social 

relations; relations between society, land and nature; the establishment of power institutions 

such as the Catholic church; the power relations among social subjects in the colonial society; 

and other cultural products and practices created a particular form of original capitalist logic 

and its wealth accumulation ethos.  

After independence in the early decades of the 19th century, modernity, now clearly recognised 

as a political philosophy through European philosophers such as Rousseau, Kant and Hegel, 

became crucial in constructing  Mexican nationalist ideals. Later, the reform war in Mexico 
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(1858–1862) set the foundation for establishing this modern narrative through the birth of a 

liberal constitutional republic. After the 1910 Revolution, the narrative of modernity prevailed 

through the consolidation of the state institutions that developed throughout the 20th century 

and that evolved into what we have nowadays.  

 Part 1. Origin of institutions. Form the 19th Century to the post-

revolution.  

 The 19th Century 

As a discipline and school subject, the history of Mexican geography originates in the need to 

build an idea of territorial identity after the Conquest of Tenochtitlan (1519–1521), during the 

period of colonial rule of the Viceroyalty of New Spain in Mexico (1535–1821). The Novo-

Hispanic identity emerged from a territorial rationale that legitimised ownership of the land 

and its resources connected with the consolidation of a distinct geopolitical force in the context 

of changes in the world power system. The foundation of this colonial rationale was a racial-

oriented ideology and it was also at the core of the production of all forms of dominant 

institutionalised geographical knowledge. The Novo-Hispanic identity dominated, and in this 

dominant imagination the indigenous population was seen as either “good savages” or 

belonging to a land that was in itself “savage” (Bartra, 1992).  

The work of the German explorer Alexander von Humboldt (1811), carried out in Mexico 

during the second half of the 18th century, is an excellent example of the latter. His work is an 

integrated account of the land and its people made by a European, whose writings became 

cornerstone ideas to the nation's construction in the following century. He wrote, in a 

description of the non-European inhabitants of the Spanish colony: 

It is a pleasure for the traveller to follow this peaceful conquest of agriculture to 

contemplate the numerous Indian cottages dispersed in the wildest ravines and necks of 

cultivated ground advancing into a desert country between naked and arid rocks! The 

Indian cultivator is poor, but he is free. (1811, p. 57) 

In the context of the slave trade in the British colonies, the depiction of otherness related to 

human condition levels. In this view, indigenous peoples, although regarded as human, existed 

in an inferior state of development to Europeans, although superior to African slaves and their 

descendants. These racial ideas are core to understanding the condition of school geography in 

Mexico because they set foundational ethical explanations of reality through which the 

discipline and the subject evolved throughout time. 
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The influence of Enlightenment philosophies offered a rational and totalising view of reality 

by dominant forms of geographical thought. During the independence war period against the 

Spanish crown, Humboldt (1811) published his Essai Politique sur le Royaume de la Nouvelle 

Espagne [Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain]. Humboldt provided detailed 

descriptions of American lands. His work provided a unique overview that nourished the faith 

in the land as the ultimate source of wealth. As a systemic account of the country’s “richness”, 

Humboldt’s work provided the rationale that Creoles5 needed to legitimise the movement for 

independence (Salmerón -Sanginés, 2003). 

Humboldt’s observations, alongside many others from Creole writers, served to support the 

primary argument for the independence movement. The positioning and definition of society 

over the existence of a natural order of nature provided a modern ideal of progress essential to 

building a new national identity. As authorised geographical ideas, these works played a 

determinant role in how the modern ideology defined Mexican society's condition. 

Fernández-Christlieb (2011) describes the 19th century as the golden age of Mexican 

geography. Throughout those years, Mexico saw an extensive production of geographical 

works and profound philosophical reflections that addressed the ruling elite's fundamental 

social-political need, which was to consolidate a new territory as a geopolitical unit and as a 

place on which to build a national identity. While adopting a Western-cultured project of 

modernity, the foundation of geography as an academic discipline and a school subject created 

a territorial imagination as institutionalised knowledge and an idea of the world paired with a 

national historical narrative production. As Craib (2004 p. 40) points out:  

History and Geography were more than beautiful sciences. They were national sciences, 

two sides of a single complex that gave a territorial expression its historical legitimacy 

and history to a territory upon which to unfold. Together, they wrote a narrative around 

which modern Mexico could cohere.  

After independence in 1821, the idea that nature was an infinite wealth source remained rooted 

in the nationalist narrative. However, the period that followed was one of political and 

economic instability. With constant wars between conservative and liberal groups, foreign 

interventions, and the loss of almost two-thirds of the territory, explanations about the relation 

 

5 During colonial times, New Spain Creoles were of direct Spanish descent or white people from Europe born in 

the American continent. In a cast-like classification, Creoles were considered second to the top of the social 

structure just below Europeans.  
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between nature and society changed. For instance, three decades after the independence revolt, 

Lucas-Alaman (1849), an intellectual of the time, argued in his History of Mexico that 

Mexicans were “incapable of taking advantage of the country’s natural gifts” (cited in 

Salmerón- Sanginés, 2003 p. 7), and thus supported the return of a conservative regime. The 

influence of Auguste Comte’s positivist philosophy during the second half of the 19th century 

provided the theoretical base to claim that it was an “indisputable truth” that there was a 

relationship between humans’ inner moral and intellectual qualities and the soil and climate of 

the region they inhabit (Aragon, 1902 cited in Salmerón- Sanginés, 2003, p. 145). Even after 

the victory of the liberal movement and the establishment of a Mexican republican constitution 

in 1857, the dominant belief was that non-European races were intellectually limited and could 

not reach superior levels of civilisation and knowledge.  

During the first half-century, after the independence movement, the development of academic 

institutions was limited. However, within the context of international military interventions, 

civil uprisings, profound economic crisis and constant political instability, geographic 

knowledge responded to the “technical and regulatory needs of those in power” (Craib, 2004, 

p. 21).  

Geographic knowledge was essential for any administration. Despite the lack of a formal 

academic geography discipline, the need for scholarly reflections, and geographical products, 

such as maps and detailed surveys, led to the creation in 1833 of the Mexican Statistics and 

Geography Association (SMGE) (Azuela- Bernal, 2003). After the educational reforms of 

1833, establishing an official engineering geography graduate diploma at the Mining College 

(later the National School for Engineers) marked the beginnings of geography as a formal 

academic discipline in Mexico (Moncada-Maya & Escamilla-Herrera, 1993).  

The geographical-philosophical reflections that came with the cartographical production were 

laid down in educational texts. These were essential reads for young scholars receiving elite 

foundational knowledge and a wider international audience looking for reliable sources of 

information about the country, its administration, and its potential for investment in Mexican 

vast natural resources or engaging in other commercial opportunities. 

The first signs of a national basic education project appeared in the 1857 Constitution. 

Following its liberal spirit, the document portrayed education as an individual right and a way 

of setting the country onto a “civilisation path.” It thus served as the basis for constructing the 

ruling elite's moral and social code to shape the young country into a modern nation-state. 
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However, the conservative powers, notably the Catholic Church (an essential source of cultural 

and economic capital), played a crucial role in defining and implementing the national 

education project. From the 1880s, efforts to build a modern liberal nation with a separation of 

the state powers from the church led to the creation of state-sponsored public schools in urban 

areas. Only a small percentage of the national population had access to these schools. The 

state's capacity was limited compared to the church's power and reach, which had been the 

primary educational institution for the mass population for centuries. In this context, the 1857 

Constitution, proclaiming for education a classical liberal ideal of individual rights, fell short 

in naming the state as its provider (Aboites -Aguilar, 2012), responsible for educating all 

society members.  

 The Liberal Regime of the Porfiriato Period 

The last decades of the 19th century in Mexico correspond to the “Porfiriato” (1876–1911), the 

30-year presidential rule of Porfirio Díaz. During these years, Mexico experienced its first 

period of social, economic and political stability after its independence. The liberal government 

organised in a de-facto dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz and his close circle of intellectuals known 

as the “scientists”. This ruling group, while developing a liberal economy, held on to 

production practices and land ownership models based on the latifundio 6  and hacienda 7 

systems leftover from colonial times.  

However, the liberal state headed by Porfirio Díaz had a modernising impulse. National 

construction was a priority. As an emergent form of a capitalist economy, the accumulation of 

wealth and power allowed the establishment of knowledge institutions such as the National 

University and the foundation of a state-funded schooling system. Also, education was 

considered a way to progress. With no open war and social, economic and political stability 

controlled by the state, the Porfirian regime sought to adapt education to the new needs of a 

country that was trying to define and position itself geopolitically as a modern nation within 

the global capitalist powers of the world. A unified education was thus fundamental to ensure 

loyalty to the state project (Bazant, 1993).  

 

6 The latifundio refers to a pre-revolutionary agrarian structure based on a land tenure conformed by large 

estates, farmed by labourers who frequently lived in very small land holdings inside it, paying a rental fee to the 

owner. Latifundios were part of the Mexican social-political organisation during the Porfiriato period, in which 

there was extreme inequality of wealth and land distribution (Estavenhagen, 1966).  
7 The hacienda is also a concept that relates to land and estate tenure; however, it does not reduce to it. As 

Oweneel (1997) points out, the hacienda refers to an enterprise, an estate or farm in active operation, its 

structure had the hacendado (the owner of the hacienda) at the top and the peones (workers) at the bottom. 
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To organise and unify the different education proposals made by theorists, state administrators, 

teachers and jurists, the state administration organised the first National Public Instruction 

Congress in 1888. This congress and the one that followed in 1889 served to set out the school 

curriculum's foundational outline and the ideology behind school subjects and teaching 

methods that later became the basis of the Mexican schooling system (Bazant, 1993).  

In the gendered society of the time, post-primary education was, for women, a continuation to 

a final stage of education or “secondary” school, while for men, studying “preparatory” 

education was the bridge to a profession. Both structures provided a liberal elite humanistic 

culture, that included geographic knowledge acquisition and was regarded as civilised and 

superior (Meneses- Morales, 1991, 1998; Zorrilla, 2004). At school geography has a positivist 

philosophy foundation that provided the schooled society with intellectual tools to produce, 

maintain and legitimise particular interpretations of reality. Over time, this objective approach 

of knowledge in the school subject remained the philosophical canon of geography in the 

national schooling system.  

The rule of Porfirio Díaz ended with the 1910 Mexican Revolution, that transformed the 

national narratives and state culture in many ways. However, access to school remained the 

privilege of a small minority and contents of the curriculum catered to that specific social 

group's needs. Schooled education and access to geographic knowledge were aimed at the 

children of the elites in power who reproduced the system, its social and material structure, and 

its dominant political ideologies. 

 Post-Revolution and the Socialist Project 

The Mexican Revolution broke out in 1910, marking the end of the Porfirian regime. Starting 

with claims towards a democratisation of the political system, the official discourse shifted 

from the 19th-century liberal ideals to a socially-oriented state narrative. The 1917 constitution 

that emerged from the revolutionary movement had a social orientation and established new 

forms of nationalist ideology. Education, recognised after the revolution as a social right, 

played an important role (Aboites-Aguilar, 2012).  

The Plan de San Luis Potosí, a key revolutionary document, stated that two fundamental social 

problems that demanded attention were land and education. Attending land issues would do 

justice to the working class, primarily peasants and hacienda menial labourers, and education 

would bring a cultural integration to Mexican society (Padilla-Arroyo, 1998). With the 
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establishment of the revolutionary 1917 constitutional law, the state took full responsibility for 

providing education to all members of Mexican society.  

 The Humanist and the Technical Projects 

The 1917 constitution demanded that all state-funded primary education be secular, free of 

charge, and public 8 . However, the project emerging from the Revolution retained many 

elements of the philosophical educational framework established during the Porfiriato period, 

or what Aboites -Aguilar (2012 p. 367) calls the “liberal ambiguity” of the 19th century that 

placed the government as mere “inspector” of the schools, mostly run by religious 

organisations, that remained outside state jurisdiction. 

Jose Vasconcelos, the first Minister of Education after the Revolution, took office in 1921 and 

embarked on an ambitious national project that revolved around two axes. The first axis was 

to re-fund the National University and expand the preparatorias (upper secondary schools 

associated with the university), allowing the production of a professional and middle-class 

intellectual elite, with the cultural capital needed to run the country (Loaeza, 1983; Posner, 

2002). The second axis was to drive a literacy campaign through the so-called “cultural 

missions,” which aimed to raise education standards in rural areas and unite an ethnically and 

culturally diverse population. Education thus had the potential to create a national narrative 

that would create cultural cohesion and legitimise the prevalence of the ruling powers and 

temper the possibility of civil strife (Loyo-Bravo, 1999; Moraga-Valle, 2016; Scott et al., 

2018). 

At a secondary school level, education remained aligned with the elite's class needs (Castañeda 

-Rincón, 2006). In the context of state formation, secondary school was still accessible only to 

small intellectual social class; thus, the first 1925 programme aimed to meet this group's 

educational needs by providing a classical humanistic education. The arts and science subjects 

were a vital part of the curricular structure, while technical education was limited to 3 hours a 

week in the first year, and the options were limited to two trades. The Revolution brought the 

abolition of the gender distinction that previously provided secondary school to women and 

preparatory education to men. However, the differentiation between the two types of studies 

 

8 In Mexico and in this work, the term “public education” refers to a school that belongs to the state, runs on 

public funds and belongs to the state education system. 
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remained. Secondary school or “basic middle school” was a terminal level of education, and 

the path towards university studies was the preparatory or “higher middle school.”  

However, the subjects' selection did not adjust with the administration's political goals and 

discourses after Vasconcelos. The radicalisation towards the successive government 

administrations' socialist cause led to a change in the secondary programme in 1928. The idea 

of separating secondary from preparatory school was to create a general plan for secondary 

school that would be a terminal education option for people entering the growing industrial 

workforce. The programme pointed towards a technical education project that has influenced 

the secondary school curriculum ever since.  

 School Geography 

School geography in the post-revolutionary period continued to play an essential role; however, 

this time, as part of the government impulse to massify education. Geography textbooks and 

atlases became part of the teaching equipment taken into rural areas of the country by teachers 

involved in the state-run “cultural missions.” As portrayed in school textbooks, geography 

education was part of the reproduction of a moral discourse that portrayed young people's 

obligation to become part of a civilising movement (López, 1944). In a multiethnic country, 

dominated by an elite of European descent with Catholicism as the only ideological cohesion, 

geography provided a homogenised landscape of national belonging and an ethical concept of 

society aligned with the civilisatory ideas of modernity. 

 Geography in Crisis 

During and after the revolutionary period, geography as a university discipline went through a 

severe crisis. In Mexico, geography had been fundamentally an engineering profession that 

aligned well with Comtean positivism (Moncada Maya, 2004). However, the revolutionary 

social movements of the 20th century also brought an ideological shift within university 

settings. The liberal model embraced by the so-called scientists’ group of the Porfiriato became 

a project of a university with social commitment influenced by historicism and possibilist 

philosophies (Fernández- Christlieb, 2011; Garciadiego & Kuntz-Ficker, 2010). 

In the 1920s, the relevance of geography had become instrumental. Geographic philosophical 

reflections mainly were an activity of historians and geography educators, while geographic 

products, in the form of maps and surveys, were geography engineers' work (Salmerón -

Sanginés, 2003). Geography remained a complementary regional geography course influenced 
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by Vidal de la Blanche (Fernández- Christlieb, 2011), in the social sciences department of the 

newly formed National Faculty of High Studies. The geographic knowledge production, 

mainly cartographic, came from outside the university, primarily developed in state 

administration institutions (ibid, 2011). In the two decades that followed the end of the 

Revolution, this situation almost caused geography to disappear from university settings (Coll- 

Hurtado, 2008).  

However, outside the university academic environments, geographic knowledge still had an 

important social function. The newly formed state institutions such as the departments of 

agriculture and defence continued to promote cartographic development. The national borders 

definition was still a matter of national security, both north and south (De Vos, 1993). 

Governance and state management needed traditional technical geography as practical and 

strategic knowledge for government administration. Therefore, in 1930, Mexico offered to host 

the Pan-American Geography and History Institute (IPGH), offering, for this purpose, a 

building in Mexico’s city capital, where it continues to be hosted to this day. 

 Socialist Project 

During the 1930s, specifically during the presidential period of Lázaro Cárdenas, the state 

social project focused on recognising the agrarian problem that had been at the heart of the 

revolutionary movement. The official discourse supported a vision of the future where the way 

for social justice was to support production and industrialisation in the cities and through the 

creation of class consciousness to embrace nationalist values. As President Cárdenas (1934-

1940) noted, the territory of Mexico had been “colonised” for too long, so there was a need for 

“hard-working people” committed to the country who would bring progress to society as a 

whole. The socially-oriented state administration favoured the consolidation of labour unions 

(including teacher unions) and productive cooperatives that later became strong power forces 

in the country's state administration. During the 1930s, Mexico continued its process of 

industrialisation. The nationalisation of the oil industry and the railway system, and agrarian 

reform, alongside the construction of other transport and communication infrastructure, created 

the need for knowledge and technology and a trained workforce.  

In 1934, a constitutional law reform gave the state the full responsibility for education, 

fulfilling in this way its revolutionary promise. Education in Mexico became free-of-charge, 

secular, and public. The legislation added explicit limitations to religious and commercial 

private agents and declared all state education “socialist” (Aboites & Loyo, 2010; Latapí- Sarre, 
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1999). Also, while taking responsibility for the universalisation of the school enrolment, the 

state committed to providing an education ground for those who, after finishing primary school, 

aspired to either get a final course qualification, pursue a vocational career, or continue their 

studies into university. Also, secondary school as the post-primary level of instruction had the 

purpose of educating the youth to become a specific type of moral human being; a “virtuous” 

citizen that would be up to the mark of building a nation of civilisation and progress (Gámez -

Jímenez, 1979; Tedesco, 2001; Torres, 2008; Vera y Zapata, 1982).  

Despite the later removal in 1941 of the “socialist” term, this education project remained to 

influence Mexican education throughout the rest of the 20th century by signalling it as an 

obligation of the state and its society's entitlement. 

 Consolidation of Geography as a Discipline in University Settings 

In 1933, while remaining a state-funded organisation, the National University transformed into 

an autonomous institution and became the National Autonomous University of Mexico 

(UNAM). As a result of the restructure, there was intense debate about where to lodge 

geography as a scientific discipline. It could be in the Faculty of Sciences, or, along with 

history, in the Faculty of Philosophy (Fernández- Christlieb, 2011). Until 1939, the Faculty of 

Sciences included geography in its taught graduate courses. The works of Emmanuel de 

Martonne, a disciple of Vidal de la Blanche, influenced the geography course (ibid, 2011). Its 

physically oriented approach was well suited to the scientific productions of the Faculty of 

Sciences.  

Geography as an academic discipline regained its lost scientific legitimacy by establishing a 

graduate geography course in 1943 and the inauguration of the university’s geography research 

institute (IG-UNAM) in a designated building at the main university campus. However, the 

low numbers of registered students led the graduate geography course to separate from the 

research activity and move to the Faculty of Philosophy's humanities department, where it 

remains today (Coll-Hurtado, 2008).  

 Part 2 Rise and decay of state institutions. Building a Capitalist system 

 The National Unity 1940–1960 Project  

A unique aspect of the Mexican process of modern-state consolidation is its extended period 

of continuity and relative political stability in the state administration throughout most of the 

20th century (from the end of the 1920s to the year 2000). Throughout that long period, Mexico 
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consolidated into a corporatist system in which society's power forces revolved around the 

social legitimacy of one political party. This political party became the source of the political 

narrative legitimised by the state throughout the century. In its first period, from 1929 to 1938, 

known as the National Revolutionary Party (NRP), it hoisted a national populist narrative. In 

its second, from 1938 to 1946, as Party of the Mexican Revolution (PMR), it subscribed to a 

socialist ideology; and from 1940 to 2000, hoisting a nationalist flag of development and 

modernity, the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) became the centre of national political 

power until the end of the century. 

Throughout the 20th century, while other Latin American countries experienced consecutive 

military and democratic government administrations, Mexico consolidated around this political 

party. One civilian authoritarian regime that emerged from the Mexican revolutionary 

movement as a political institution that bound together dominant society sectors. With time, 

the political allegiances among different social sectors converging in the party ranged from 

remaining capitalist elites and religious organisations to worker and peasant unions. The party 

became the support of a corporatist state system developing a particular political culture that 

played a fundamental role in shaping the state and its institutions (Aguilar-Camín & Meyer, 

1993; Loaesa, 2010).  

By the end of the 1930s, after the nationalisation of the oil industry, diplomatic affairs were 

delicate. As Koppes (1982) points out, it was the first time that a country of the “third world” 

took control of a strategic sector in the centre of the world capitalist system. As a result, the 

United Kingdom cut diplomatic relations with Mexico. The US imposed a trade embargo, and 

the Soviet Union recalled its ambassador after Mexico granted political asylum to the Russian 

politician Leon Trotsky. 

In this scenario, the inertia of the WWII period influenced the official state culture. Mexico 

joined the war. While its military participation against the Axis Alliance was minimal, Mexico–

US economic relations became crucial in providing critical resources for the war, such as 

minerals and oil, and a sustained workforce. This situation changed Mexico's position in the 

international context and the development of its internal national narrative. Until this moment, 

the official nationalist discourse had been about guarding a revolutionary history, but after 

1940, this “patriotic vanguard” role of the state changed. Now, the discourse was about being 

“the heir to a former history; the history that started with independence” (Aguilar-Camín & 

Meyer, 1993, p. 159). This discursive change distanced the revolution as an iconic identity. In 
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this way, the official national narratives went from being an ideological source for national 

transformation to a historical myth to validate the developing of a Mexican version of a 

capitalist economy that had its eyes set on the future (Loaesa, 2010). 

Under the banner of “national unity,” the war also influenced the balance of the state's powerful 

forces. Following an import substitutions model, the project of industrialisation developed into 

a corporatist model with sharply differentiated hierarchical systems (Schneider & Soskice, 

2009). A newly imagined idea of a modern world transformed into a legitimised knowledge of 

reality through policy implementation and the creation of new nationalist discourses that 

translated into a profound change in Mexican social live. Where to live, what job to take, how 

to plan a family, how to live in a modern democracy, how to relate with the environment, the 

meanings of having an education; these and many other aspects of everyday life became part 

of the national state project.  

 Geography During the 1940s 

By the beginning of the 1940s, the political tensions between national powers led to a 

reformulation of the national education discourse. In the 1940s, although battered by the 

Revolution, conservative forces remained to play an essential ideological and economic role in 

Mexican society. They gained strength in the period that coincides with the post-war years. 

The role of geography was crucial in developing this narrative. In the early 1940s, geography 

texts in schools included phrases such as:  

Mexico is a country of contrasts, both physical and economic. This is the country that 

interests us the most because today’s pupils may develop here their activities as the men 

of tomorrow. (López, 1944, p. 9) 9  

Geography was a subject that provided the picture of the material reality where students would 

strive and achieve the modern national utopia of a world of “tomorrow.”  

 Education in the Industrialisation Period 

In the three decades that followed, economic growth reached its highest levels. By 

administering national institutions, in political allegiance with other private and public 

stakeholders of society (e.g., worker unions, religious groups, and private corporate 

organisations), state social control was strengthened and its corporate nature consolidated. In 

 

9 “México es un país de contrastes, tanto físicos como económicos; es el que más nos interesa conocer, ya que lo 

probable es que aquí se desarrollen las actividades de nuestros discípulos de hoy, los hombres del mañana” 

(López, 1944, p. 9). 
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1949, the government-appointed national teacher union (SNTE), whose leaders, associated 

with the upper echelons of the (PRI), started playing a crucial role in administering the 

education system and remained a fundamental power force throughout the 20th century.  

As the population and economy grew, the education system maintained its bureaucracy's 

continuous expansion by creating new educational institutions. The federal teacher-training 

institute, which was a committee in charge of the creation of new schools, or the Textbook 

Commission in charge of selecting and pricing the school text materials are examples of two 

new subsystems that opened positions for education stakeholders and political groups pledging 

alliance to the ruling party (Scott et al., 2018).  

The expansionist model built on political alliances worked well for the next three decades. 

However, by the end of the 1950s, the education landscape was discouraging. With the 

explosive population growth, 92% of the system's enrolled students were still in primary 

school, while only 2.2% and 1.2% in secondary and high school, respectively. Illiteracy rates 

were growing faster than the growth in school numbers and beyond the state's capacity to 

provide qualified in-service teachers to meet the education demand. According to statistics of 

the time, each year, approximately three million children were left out of the system (Greaves-

Laine, 2001, 2010). 

Manuel Cosio Villegas, a prominent intellectual of the time, noticed that the so-called 

“Mexican [economic] miracle” did not do justice to the reality of the unfulfilled revolutionary 

promises. In his essay “The Crises of Mexico,” Cosio Villegas pointed out that after the 

Revolution, the accumulation of wealth among a small elite was:  

A cruel paradox in which a government that waved the poor's vindication flag was 

indeed who created a new bourgeoise class that would end up dragging the Revolution 

and the country, again, through the abyss of social and economic inequality. (Cosio 

Villegas, quoted in Salmerón -Sanginés, 2003, p.149) 

In this situation, Jaime Torres Bodet, an intellectual and education official in a previous term, 

took office for a second period at SEP. After his first round as head of the education department, 

he held a post at the UNESCO, which provided him with a broader international view and 

experience. To address the growing inequalities, Torres Bodet took up Vasconcelos’ textbook 

project and launched a much more ambitious national programme in which the state took 

control of all primary education textbooks' production and distribution. Textbooks became 

compulsory and free of charge for all primary school students. The aim was to provide equal 
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access to the material means of education in all social sectors and continue to consolidate a 

unified nationalist culture (Dussel & Ydesen, 2016; Greaves-Laine, 2001).  

In the 1960s, the introduction of television for educational purposes was used to expand the 

secondary school system, particularly in rural areas. In 1965, due to the lack of schools, 37% 

of primary school graduates could not undertake the secondary education level (Mayo et al., 

1975). The telesecundaria programme, established in 1967, aimed to complement the national 

education system, making the secondary school accessible for students that did not have school 

infrastructure in their localities. Both the textbook initiative and the telesecundaria became 

milestones in providing access to formal education for all Mexican children to maintain the 

state's educational hegemony.  

 Geography 1950s–1960s 

During the 1950s, after decades of uncertainty, academic geography found purpose and identity 

within the quantitative scientific impulse. It was an epoch where modelling and planning made 

the perfect niche for geography knowledge production. An essential figure in this period is 

Jorge A. Vivó-Escoto, a Cuban geographer dissident of the communist party, exiled in Mexico 

at the end of the 1930s (5 years before the 1953 Cuban Revolution), who committed his life in 

his Mexican exile to the development of geography in the country (Jeifets & Jeifets, 2014). He 

was central to establishing the Geography Institute (GI) and developing the undergraduate 

geography programme at UNAM. In Mexico, Vivó-Escoto contributed fundamentally to 

creating a characteristic form of geographic, disciplinary practice that adjusted to the state's 

industrialisation project and helped project the country internationally. Vivó-Escoto’s (1956, 

1958) work was fundamental in launching an influential geographical education tradition that 

reached the whole Latin American region, creating a solid foundation for school geography 

and its pedagogic practice. (UNESCO, 1966, 1975)  

During this time, geographical works were close to state interests. The expansion of the 

education system and the growing demand for post-primary education created a space for 

geographers to participate in some of the educational experiments of the 1950s as in-service 

geography teachers in pre-university settings, and at normal schools for teachers (Gámez- 

Jímenez, 1979). These generations of geographers/educators developed the educational 

programmes, wrote school textbooks, trained geography teachers, and produced what became 

the establishment form of school geography in Mexico. 



  

76 

The academic works of the time were primarily regional economic geography productions 

inspired by Emmanuel D’Marttone, and Soviet regional geography. In general, geographic 

works were mostly thematic maps and monographic descriptions portraying the territory as a 

mere mosaic of activities (Fernández -Christlieb, 2011). 

In that period, “milieu” was the central geographical concept, represented either as the 

“scenario in which men act” (Benitez-Delorme, 1949, p. 12), the “Earth’s landscape” (Vivó-

Escoto, 1945, p. 13), or “the dwelling of mankind” (González- Blackaller et al., 1971, p.12). 

For example, in the following translated passage from a geography textbook, it is possible to 

recognise each of these concepts: 

Mexico! A country of wonder and contrast. With its cultivated and fertile lands, it also 

has ignored regions that, nevertheless, can become work fields where, in the future, 

men and machines will come together. Because of its geographical situation, the 

Northwest of the Republic, its altitude or the orientation of its mountain ranges, offers 

the character of the globe's semidesert regions. At first sight, a country with poor 

resources had its primitive inhabitants fed on wild dates, jojoba, zacate and pronghorn, 

thus their low level of culture. However, to present here the development of the 

productive forces in that distant shred of our homeland, called Baja California, it is 

necessary to analyse the conditions of its geographic milieu.10 (López, 1944, p. 63) 

From this text, two features stand out related to core geography concepts. First, through the 

study of the geographical milieu, geography provides a way of knowing the national wealth 

inventory and, consequently, the country's possibilities of development. Second, the country is 

the homeland, a totality that has some “savage” regions with abundant resources for 

exploitation that need to “catch up” with desirable levels of “culture” or “civilisation” through 

the progressive impulse of technology.  

The text concludes by saying: 

The only way to obtain the development of the productive forces and the consequent, 

so much needed, population increase in the peninsula is by intense mining, the 

 

10 ¡México! País de maravilla y de contraste, presenta junto a tierras cultivadas y feraces, regiones ignoradas 

pero que pueden llegar a ser también campos de trabajo adonde, en lo futuro, se agrupen los hombres y las 

máquinas. El noroeste de la república, ya a causa de su situación geográfica, ya por su altura, o por la posición y 

orientación de sus cordilleras ofrece el carácter propio de las regiones semidesérticas de Globo. País de pobres 

recursos a primera vista, sus primitivos pobladores se alimentaban del dátil cimarrón, la jojoba, el zacate y el 

berrendo justificando así su bajo nivel de cultura, pero para poder presentar aquí dialécticamente el desarrollo de 

las fuerzas productivas en ese lejano jirón de nuestra Patria que se llama Baja California, es necesario analizar 

las condiciones de su medio geográfico. (López, 1944, p. 63)  
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construction of a higher number of scientifically distributed irrigation systems, and the 

sorely needed extensive communications network. Filling these deficiencies, the 

Government of the Republic with a clear vision and a worthy effort comes to the aid of 

this forgotten region of our homeland.11 (López, 1944, p. 65) 

In this way, the school curriculum's central place of geography was legitimised by providing 

the geographical milieu as its object of study, fulfilling a purpose in the national project through 

delivering a narrative of development and civilisation and defining its education recipient 

profile as a homogenous cultured society.  

 The 1970s and 1980s. The Economic Crisis 

The relative stability of the system lasted until the late 1960s. The increase in the demand for 

secondary, bachillerato, and upper levels of education was evidencing students' overproduction 

for the professions (Greaves-Laine, 2001; Scott et al., 2018). The massification of education at 

all levels led to increasing competition for positions. The middle classes, who had been the 

author and developer of the education system, gradually began withdrawing their children from 

the state sector. Parallel to the country's economic development, the system's authoritarian 

nature, based on an exercise of systematic privilege schemes and the arbitrary rule of law, led 

to many social upheavals throughout the post-war decades, many of which were controlled 

through repression. However, the student massacres in 1968 and 1971 and the political 

persecutions of intellectuals attacked a social group that directly influenced the system's power 

balance.  

In 1968, President Díaz Ordaz interpreted the student movement as part of an international plot 

against the state, signalled the national education system as responsible and announced a 

reform. However, the government administration's growing pressure to attend to the middle-

class sector’s demands for a democratisation of education led to a change in the official 

discourse. The announced reform came in 1973 with a new president in office, Luis Echeverria. 

Instead of confronting, the political rhetoric tone of Echeverria’s administration sought to 

reconcile contesting forces by introducing a new educational narrative. The government 

presented a proposal for a reform in the primary and secondary school curriculum, this time 

 

11 De lo anterior se desprende como una consecuencia, que el desarrollo de las fuerzas productivas, y con éste el 

aumento de la población que tanto necesita la península de que nos ocupamos sólo podrían obtenerse por la 

intensa explotación minera por la construcción de un número mayor de sistemas de riegos científicamente 

distribuidos y por una amplia red de comunicaciones que tanta falta le hacen. Al llenar estas deficiencias tiende 

el loable esfuerzo del Gobierno de la República, que con clara visión se ha dado cuenta de la imperiosa 

necesidad de acudir en ayuda de esta región tan olvidada de nuestra Patria. (López, 1944, p. 65)  
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adopting a constructivist discourse (Fuentes-Molinar, 1978). The educational discourse had a 

political intention. The 1973 reform could only materialise if it reached adequate accords with 

the power structures of the state. In a corporatist system, the implementation of administrative 

policy was not always the result of educational or economic development criteria but the result 

of political agreements that allowed state institutional control to be maintained.  

For example, one political accord that marked a turn in the development of the primary 

education system was the ministry's response to the teacher union after intense protests related 

to salary increases and work conditions. Instead of raising the teachers’ salaries, the 

government offered to reduce the number of school hours without reducing the total wage but 

with the possibility of a double workday. The union accepted this condition, as Covarrubias 

and Brito (2007, p.70) point out:  

Instead of fighting for the salary improvement, the union accepted the occupation of 

the double position, supposedly solving, in this way, the government's budgetary 

problem and the economic needs of teachers, while in fact, condemning them to 

intellectual stultification and suppressing the already damaged quality of education.12 

The result was not only what Ornelas (1998) pointed out as a “dumbing down” of the education 

of most students in Mexico, but also a mass exodus of the middle classes from the state sector 

into private schooling (Scott et al., 2018). As Posner (2002) points out, the middle classes' 

effective abandonment of the system had significant consequences in the future. 

The 1970s also marked the beginning of educational research in Mexico. Latapí-Sarre (2008) 

points out that educational research in Mexico was born from a spirit of hope that arose from 

the social movements of the 1970s. For him, from the 1930s to the 1960s, educational thinking 

focused exclusively on classroom practice and thus, until then, education had been solely the 

“science of the teachers” (ibid p. 284). In the 1970s, the growing social critiques of the current 

system and the need to plan a new education system attracted intellectuals' interest from 

different academic fields to reflect on curricular matters (íbidem, 2008). This interest gave 

momentum to the development of critical movements in the field of education at universities. 

 

12 En vez de pugnar por la mejora salarial, aceptó la ocupación de la doble plaza resolviendo así, supuestamente, 

el problema presupuestal del gobierno y las necesidades económicas de los profesores, condenándolos al 

embrutecimiento intelectual y suprimiendo la calidad de la educación de por sí ya muy dañada. (Covarrubias & 

Brito, 2007 p. 70) 
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Discussions took elements from the new sociology of education, Marxism and critical Latin 

American education research and praxis to question the purpose of schooling in Mexico. The 

discussions brought to the fore problematics of imperialism and the United States ideological 

hegemony in Latin America (Díaz-Barriga, 2014). The impact of these movements influenced 

the development of new models of higher education (Bojalil, 2001, 2009) and the creation of 

the Adult Education National Institute (INEA) (Larentes-da-Silva, 2018).  

However, although there were changes at primary and secondary educational levels, curricular 

studies did not significantly impact transforming and creating alternative education models at 

basic and middle education levels. While intellectuals at universities were advancing 

educational research, the state increased its efforts to systematise educational planning. Rather 

than influenced by academic debates, the expansionist impulse of education, particularly 

regarding secondary school, responded to the long-lasting utopia of the state, which saw the 

increase of schooling as a precondition for development and, at the same time, the only 

alternative to a democratic façade of social mobility for the wider population (Fuentes-Molinar, 

1978).  

 The 1973 Secondary School Reform 

The secondary school education reform consisted of transforming the traditional subject-based 

curricular structure to a programme based on “study areas.” According to the official discourse, 

this change “would remove the encyclopaedist approach that had characterised secondary 

school since its origins” (Fuentes-Molinar, 1978, p. 18). However, different groups within the 

system had different views on the effectiveness of the reform. Some sections of the teacher 

union and private education providers refused to follow the new proposal.  

In 1973, to reconcile the different demands, the secondary school curriculum was transformed 

into two different educational programmes: one remained following its traditional subject-

based structure. The second was transformed into a study-areas design. Two curricular models 

allowed different teacher union sectors in public schools and private education providers to 

choose at will. The core subjects (Spanish, mathematics and foreign language) and physical 

and technological development remained, as before, in both proposals. The study-areas 

proposal's change was in the amalgamation of biology, physics and chemistry into natural 

sciences and history; and geography and civic education into social sciences. The reform was 

primarily administrative, but the consequences for some subjects, like geography, were 

catastrophic.  
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In the subject-based programme, school geography maintained its traditional format, contents 

and practices. Geography specialists who developed a sound regional geography subject 

epistemology and pedagogy had trained geography teachers during the 1950s and 1960s. Thus, 

the teacher union in Mexico City supported this scheme. Teachers followed the model they 

knew how to teach best and continued training to teach their subject, supported by their old 

teaching materials, until 1982. This year, teacher education study plans finally adapted to the 

study-areas curricular model. While private schooling retained the choice between curricular 

orientations, all public secondary schools undertook the study-areas format (Castañeda -

Rincón, 2004).  

The 1973 reform created a rupture between the development of the discipline and geography 

as a school subject. Within the study-areas programme, geographic contents became an array 

of concepts disseminated throughout social and natural sciences curricula. According to 

Castañeda-Rincón (2006), these curricular arrangements led geography to occupy a marginal 

position ahead of history and biology contents. 

 The Economic and Demographic Context 

During the 1970s, Mexico experienced an exponential population growth, which went from 25 

million in 1950 to 81 million in 1990. Urban concentration and rapid growth of the most 

populated cities was accompanied by an increase of a scattered rural population that, in fact, 

had a differentiated benefit from the industrialisation process.  

By the end of the 1970s, 42% of the national labour force remained dedicated to agricultural 

activities. Simultaneously, the production of that sector dropped, from representing 15% of the 

total national wealth in the 1940s to 8.2% in the 1970s, falling further to 5% one decade later 

in 1990 (Rodríguez -Kuri & González -Mello, 2010). This trend resulted from moving from 

being a primarily rural economy in the first decades of the 20th century to an economy driven 

by industry and services development. The abandonment of rural areas led to creating visible 

contrasts in the landscape between wealth and poverty in the country.  

During the international crisis of the balance of credit payments in the late 1970s, Mexico’s 

strategy differed from other countries of the region. Countries like Brazil, with a military 

administration, sought external legitimation through strengthening their economic 

development. However, Mexico's priority continued to be the discretional distribution of 

wealth as a means of maintaining control of the hierarchical structure of the state (Bizberg, 
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2014). Wealth redistribution was possible due to the discovery of vast oil reserves in 1976, 

which created a climate of economic security. In this year, President Jose López Portillo 

announced that Mexico should have to “learn to administrate the abundance.” Based on the 

belief that oil exports would sustain the economy, there was an increase in government 

expenditure, including spending on university circles, peasant organisation representatives, and 

labour union leaders (Hernández -Chávez, 2006; Mena, 2004). However, to maintain its 

corporate structure, and based on this seeming economic security, the state drastically increased 

its external debt.  

 The 1982 Economic Crisis 

In the 1970s, the politicisation of economic and social decisions influenced the Mexican 

capitalist model (Bizberg, 2014). Rodríguez- Kuri and González- Mello (2010) refer to the 

history of Mexico’s capitalist development during the authoritarian years as a story of a “failed 

success.” These authors contrast the sustained growth from 1961 to 1982, when the GDP 

reached a 6.7% annual growth average, with a sharp fall to 0.1% between 1983 and 1988. 

(Rodríguez- Kuri & González- Mello, 2010).  

In the early 1980s, the international oil crisis drastically affected the country’s economy. In 

1982, incapable of maintaining its international credit repayments, Mexico signed an 

agreement with the IMF. Aligning with its liberal policies, the Mexican administration took 

the IMF's economic recommendations and the World Bank as the primary driver determining 

public money destination (Maldonado, 2000). By implementing new neoliberal policies, the 

Mexican state moved away from its traditional leading role in the country’s economy (Bizberg, 

2014). These changes also transformed the state culture, reflecting the emergence of new 

institutional meanings and practices.  

 Geography at the university in the 1980s and 1990s: New Paradigms 

The intellectual exiles from Latin American dictatorships brought a new perspective to 

Mexican academic life at universities. In the case of geography, the influence of Graciela Uribe 

(1990), a Chilean geographer exiled in Mexico in 1979, set a milestone in the academic 

development of Mexican geography. In the late 1980s, the work of Uribe at the Faculty of 

Philosophy, as a lecturer of a political geography course, influenced a small group of teachers, 

who engaged with undergraduate students in readings of British and Brazilian radical 

geographers, to question the current status quo of the discipline at the School of Geography in 

Mexico. 
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In 1986, as part of the introduction of neoliberal initiatives in the country, the announcement 

of a university reform to eliminate its free-of-charge status and the so-called “automatic pass” 

from its incorporated colleges (National Preparatory School and Sciences and Humanities 

College) triggered the rise of an opposition student movement. The creation of the University 

Student Council (CEU) promoted reflections on many issues of university life. At the School 

of Geography, three undergraduate students, Federico Fernández-Christlieb, Marcelo Ramírez, 

and René Ceseña were involved in the movement, and seriously questioned the current 

academic administration in the geography department. Tutored by Graciela Uribe and Georgina 

Calderón, the graduate theses of these three young geographers pioneered in Mexico the 

application of radical Marxist and humanist theory (Ceceña, 1990; Fernández Christlieb, 1990; 

Ramírez, 1991). During those same years, Harvey’s books Explanation in Geography and The 

Limits of Capitalism were translated into Spanish in 1987 and 1992. Santos’s Por Uma 

Geografia Nova was translated from Portuguese in 1990. These books became fundamental 

texts of the radical teachers’ lectures.  

However, as Fernanez-Christlieb (2011) points out, during the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

geographical academic works came from what the French geographer Claude Bataillon called 

“non-geographers,” mainly historians who developed geographic reflections related to spatial 

issues. They were the Mexican conversation partners of foreign geographers who wished to 

have academic discussions. Most of the geographers at the Faculty of Philosophy and the 

Geography Institute remained firmly rooted in the old French regional geography (Fernández-

Christlieb, 2011).  

 Neoliberalism 

At the beginnings of the 1990s, the neoliberal turn led to a structural state reform that marked 

a break from the educational rationale that had driven education policy in Mexico throughout 

the 20th century (Díaz-Barriga, 1994). According to Aboites -Aguilar (2012), the constant cuts 

in the national budget to mitigate the international debt crisis created a reduction in education 

funding and the beginning of a change in understanding its social purpose during those years. 

During that time, official education slogans read, “accomplishing more with less,” contrasting 

with the “education for all” of previous decades. This change meant refocusing on optimising 

resources on behalf of efficiency rather than on their distribution to accomplish equity (Díaz- 

Barriga, 2006). With the implementation of neoliberal policies, the educational discourse that 

historically had its foundation in the state's social commitments with the Mexican Revolution 
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shifted from the goal of “access” to a renewed concept of “quality.” The idea of education as a 

social right gave way to a renovated liberal vision of the individual, and the focus on a new 

approach to the meanings of a “modernising” project pointed towards creating new conditions 

for the reproduction of economic capital (Aboites- Aguilar, 2012; Bolaños- Guerra, 1996).  

As a historical juncture, the path from state-oriented capitalism to the economy's liberalisation 

opened the way to the last period of this historical narrative. The story about the previous 30 

years of school geography in Mexico builds on its 200-year history but has particular discursive 

elements that have gradually naturalised a new imaginary of reality. This last period tells the 

story of the present condition of school geography in Mexico. Throughout the nearly 200 years 

of school geography in Mexico, it has served as a representational aide to reproduce an 

institutionalised narrative about the country and the place of its peoples as individuals and as a 

society within the specific hegemonic ideologies of each moment in time.  

The national education system has developed different education proposals throughout time 

(Álvarez et al., 1999), As official projects, they reify textual forms and pedagogical practices 

that, in greater or lesser extent, transcended the specific government periods in which they 

emerged. What they all have in common is their aspiration to be modern. Chapter 5 analyses 

four curricular proposals that shaped school geography during neoliberalism, producing the 

geography curriculum that all young Mexican society members study as legitimate 

geographical knowledge in the schooling system nowadays. 
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SCHOOL GEOGRAPHY CURRICULUM IN THE NEOLIBERAL ERA, 

1993–2016  

Chapter 5 focuses on the last stretch of the history of school geography in Mexico. It analyses 

the epistemological changes in the geography education programme resulting from the 

neoliberal social project from 1993 to the present. Here I offer an examination of the last four 

proposals for geography education in secondary school represented by four education policy 

documents published in 1992, 2001, 2011, and 2016, their correspondent geography syllabuses, 

and a selection of officially approved school textbooks as examples in each case. Below, I 

provide a figure of the neoliberal period's timeline (Figure 5), and at the beginning of each 

section, a map of the analysed syllabus. I hope these figures serve as schematic tools to guide 

the reader through the chapter. 

5.1 Analysing the geography syllabuses  

My aim in analysing the geography syllabus in each of the four moments of curricular reform 

in the neoliberal period is, on the one hand, to identify the epistemic nature of the curricular 

proposals and their geography contents. On the other hand, to understand how they connect 

with the social project from where they emerge, and reflect on their education role. 

I examine the documents that contain the syllabus and analyse its configuration contrasting it 

to the education rhetoric, offered in official correspondent documents (e.g. SEP 1992, 2001, 

2011c, 2016a), official textbook sections (e.g. Ayllon y Lorenzo 1994, 2017) and within the 

curricular proposals themselves (SEP 1993, 2006, 2011b, 2016c).  I used the syllabuses’ 

structure as the grid to design each of the foldable maps presented in figures 5 to 8. As visual 

aids, these maps help to identify structural, curricular components such as subject content, 

geographical thinking guidelines, and pedagogical specifications in each case.  

To find out what curriculum elements gave the school subject its disciplinary legitimacy, I look 

for core geographic concepts to relate them in each case to their epistemic origins within the 

disciplinary field of geography. I observe these components in tandem within the curricular 

design visible in each map. As a visual resource, the maps show the selection and distribution 

of geography education prescriptions (concepts, skills, values and pedagogic practices). They 

allow recognising how, as structural elements of the education program, they connect and the 

way they are hierarchised. I examined this last aspect in two ways. First, I question the 
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educational validity of geographic concepts by observing how they are presented in each 

program: plainly as a concept or accompanied by a skill prescription, pedagogical or moral 

justification. Second, examining the location of contents within the syllabus plane with other 

concepts, competencies, skills, or moral prescriptions. Finally, I reflected on the context of 

elaboration, publication and implementation of each proposal and examined them together as 

the educational product of a moment in history, the neoliberal period. 

The timeline (Figure 5) helps to open the chapter by locating and giving a time dimension to 

significant moments of transition in the meanings of school geography in Mexico described in 

detail throughout the chapter. Each colour of the bar represents the duration of each curriculum 

accord proposal. There is a significant moment of change in the subject vocabulary, expressed 

in the substitution of the term milieu for geographic space, which designates, in two different 

periods, the study object of geography in the education discourse. This change is signalled in 

the transition from the 1993 curriculum to 2006. The red brackets mark three types of 

knowledge regarded as the purpose of education during periods of curriculum accords—the 

first values disciplinary contents, the second competencies, and the third the geography 

student’s experience.  

Figure 5-1 Timeline, School Geography Knowledge and Curriculum Accords.  

 

Source: Author 

The chapter is organised as follows. After a short account of the historical context in which the 

neoliberal education project emerged, it describes the curricular structure of the four syllabuses 

proposed in the official curricular documents. I focus on the selection, organisation and 
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hierarchy of the prescriptions of knowledge for each of them. The following section offers an 

interpretation of these documents to highlight how the condition of school geography in 

Mexico fits the needs of a modern (neoliberal) society. The chapter concludes by describing 

the core findings of this analysis. 

 The Historical Context 

I have stressed how school geography plays a central role in state formation. In 1993, this 

project resumed under the new logic of market liberalisation. In Mexico, as in other Latin 

American countries, neoliberal philosophies changed the ideology behind the state-oriented 

capitalist project that had dominated the 20th century. Education policy played an essential role 

in the neoliberal reforms of the 1990s and 2000s (Aboites -Aguilar, 2012).  

In the 1980s, the debt crisis that affected peripheral countries like Mexico led to the adoption 

of policies dictated by the IMF and the World Bank. This alignment with international financial 

organisations' needs became the primary driver determining the destination of public money.  

The result was a decline in public schooling quality by the end of the 1980s (Scott et al., 2018). 

The reforms prompted social discontent after cuts in state expenditure to social programmes. 

After decades of expansion, the system had not been able to accommodate the increased 

demand for education and it had reached its limits of absorption of professionals produced by 

the education system.  

During the 1980s, the educational discourse that historically had its foundation in the state's 

social commitments with the Mexican Revolution marked a radical turn. The revolutionary 

idea of society as the basic political unity, and education as a social right, gave way to the 

liberal notion of the individual as the centre of political action, and education as training to 

compete and participate in the neoliberal economy (Aboites-Aguilar, 2012; Bolaños-Guerra, 

1996). The educational reform of 1993 sought to modernise the system to meet these neoliberal 

goals (Díaz-Barriga, 2006; Guevara-Niebla, 2013). The curriculum became central to 

legitimise the market's liberalisation project.  

However, the modernising educational discourse of 1993 was conservative in that it contrasted 

itself against the progressive educational discourses of the 1970s. Whereas in the 1970s, the 

influence of critical social theory was present in official rhetoric, in some of its pedagogical 

texts, the 1993 reforms referred to the liberal distant past, before the Mexican revolution, that 

fitted well with international financial corporations' requirements (Maldonado, 2000). The 
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structural reforms included the long-sought decentralisation of the educational system, the 

establishment of secondary schools as part of the basic education system, changes in the labour 

conditions of teachers, a new school curriculum, and didactic materials as textbooks, teaching 

manuals, and other resources. The remainder of this chapter explains how these changes were 

reflected in the school geography curriculum.  

  The 1993 Curriculum: The Return of School Geography  

The 1993 geography curriculum emerged as a product of the National Accord to Modernise 

Basic Education (ANMEB) (SEP, 1992), a political accord between the central government, 

the federation, and the teachers’ union. The 1993 education reform was primarily 

administrative. In terms of the curriculum, this reform extended what counted as basic 

education from primary to secondary school, meaning that, from this year onwards, studying 

the state's subject-oriented secondary programme became compulsory for all Mexican children. 

Geography became an independent core school subject again. Grouped alongside history and 

civic education as social science, geography became a 2-year course of Universal Geography 

and Geography of Mexico in Year 1 and Year 2 in the secondary school curriculum. 

 The Purpose of the School Subject and its Object of Study 

In introducing the geography programme, the curricular document justified the importance of 

the subject by explaining that: 

Teaching geography will allow students to systematise their knowledge previously 

learned in primary school and develop skills that will enable them to identify the 

relationship between society and the geographical milieu, how it influences social life 

and the milieu's transformations due to human action. (SEP, 1992, p. 114)  

As narrated in Chapter 4, the concept of “geographical milieu” was dominant in the Mexican 

academic geography after the consolidation of the Geography Institute at UNAM from the 

1950s to the 1970s. The geography textbooks of that time reproduced this idea, portraying it as 

the physical stage where observable facts and phenomena took place: the “home of man” 

(Andrade et al., 1993; González- Blackaller et al., 1971; Sánchez & Saldaña, 1961; Vivó-

Escoto, 1975), It is significant, then, that in 1993, after forty decades, it remained as the object 

of study for geography. The official geography textbook for the telesecundaria system read: 

As milieu, geography allows a better understanding of what happens, offering the 

observation and analysis of the relationships occurring in a specific geographic context. 

(Vega- Carmona & González- Perez, 1994, p. 27) 
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As the aspect of reality addressed by geography, the milieu was consistent with the school 

subject's instrumental purpose. As the official curriculum document reads: 

[The geography course has been] chosen to centre the programmes in their more 

important physical and political aspects that constitute a basic geographical knowledge 

framework to locate the contemporary world's economic and social processes. (SEP, 

1993, p. 116) 

The acquisition of a “knowledge framework” in this statement resembles the same purpose of 

school geography since its inception in the 19th century when geography was offered as 

background knowledge to make sense of the world, understood as the scenery of human action. 

Ayllón, a scholar and a geography teacher in secondary and higher education since the time of 

Vivó-Escoto, co-wrote with Lorenzo one of the first official geography textbooks of the 1993 

reform. They introduce their Year 2 Geography of Mexico textbook, saying: 

Geography of Mexico is a fundamental subject within the basic education curriculum. 

As Mexicans, we must know our country: its landscapes, the dynamics of its population, 

the problems that arise at the national level, and its accomplished progress to learn to 

cherish and love it. (Ayllón & Lorenzo, 1993, p. 5) 

In the 1993 curriculum, geography appears to continue earlier versions of school geography 

and maintains its historical state formation form and function. However, the social context was 

different, and the rhetoric behind the selection and organisation of geography contents reflected 

the drive to liberalise the national economy.  

 The Approach to Controversy  

The official curricular document of 1993 acknowledges the development of new theoretical 

approaches within academic geography but signals that they are pedagogically “problematic” 

and thus excluded from the underlying study programme. The official text explicitly retains the 

rationale of the old regional geography, which accommodates well the need for a teaching 

method for the subject: 

The developing tendency of geography in the last decades has made it an increasingly 

broad discipline [theoretically] that tackles themes previously associated with the fields 

of geology and biology and others that can be called generically “socio-geography.” 

This integral conception … presents a complex problem in planning and organising the 

learning process. (SEP, 1993, p. 114)  

This call to limit the definition of school geography is justified on the grounds that the 

pedagogical nature of school geography requires “less complexity” to provide all young 
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Mexicans with a selection of the “essential knowledge” needed to meet the “transformative 

goals of education”. (SEP, 1993, p.1)
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Figure 5-2 1993 Curriculum: Year 1 General Geography and Year 2 Geography of Mexico 
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 The New Syllabus, Old Content Structure 

The education reform of 1993 created the space for geography to return as a subject to the 

comprehensive curriculum. However, after 20 years without geography education development 

(as discussed in chapter 4), the geography syllabus understandably borrowed contents and 

structure from the old school geography format (See syllabus map in Figure 5). As a core 

subject at the secondary level, geography became a 2-year course portraying the “physical and 

political” aspects of the “geography milieu.” Year 1 explained the Earth’s physical phenomena 

and then gave a detailed description of each of the five continents and their countries. Year 2 

started with a definition of Mexico's territorial characteristics and followed the same 

descriptive format. However, with some new theme additions. 

 New Themes: Wellbeing Indexes and Overt Environmental Morality  

A new feature in Year 1 was the inclusion of two new themes as part of the subject vocabulary. 

For each continental description, there were two added topics, one on “changes in the 

environment as a result of human action” and the second on “development indicators.” In 

subsequent reforms to the geography curriculum, these themes assumed greater importance. 

However, in 1993 they served a rhetorical purpose, reflecting the environmental and economic 

development discourses that dominated the political agenda. 

Studying “wellbeing indices” in each continental monographic section allowed for new 

elements of comparison and the division of the world into “underdeveloped” and ‘developed” 

countries. For example, a textbook of the time notes that: 

Most means of production (capital, technology, infrastructure) are concentrated in a 

small group of countries called developed, which only host a quarter of the population, 

while the majority of the global population that integrates the underdeveloped countries 

has scarce capital, and only contributes 20% of global production. (Ayllón & Lorenzo, 

1993, p. 113) 

This “development” narrative is not new to Mexican school geography since the history of the 

subject is based on the idea of chasing a European and US-oriented modern ideal (using 

concepts such as “civilisation,” “progress”, and “modernisation”). In the first year of the 1993 

geography programme, Mexico is described as belonging to the Latin American and Caribbean 

regions, which “show characteristics of underdevelopment” (Ayllón & Lorenzo 1993, p. 136).  

Also, in 1993, environmental issues were gaining strength as part of the political agenda and, 

thus, were added to the curricular document, not as just another descriptive element but as the 
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introduction of an environmental morality that continued to develop in the following years. 

The curricular document stated that “the aim [of the curriculum] is that the pupil will value the 

rational use of natural resources and environmental preservation” (SEP, 1993, p. 116). From 

this moment onwards, rather than studying geography for its own worth as a disicpline, the 

environment, became the explicit source of validity for the subject. As Ayllón and Lorenzo 

(1994) explained in the introduction section of their geography of Mexico textbook: 

This text leads to analysis and reflection on the irrational exploitation and waste of 

natural resources to foster in students a critical spirit that, despite their young age, leads 

them to acquire new attitudes manifested in taking responsibilities in their immediate 

surroundings. (p. 5) 

Adopting an environmental morality as an “official” curriculum goal brought to the fore 

nationalist sentiments in the same way that it had done in the geography textbooks in the past 

decades of fast industrialisation and economic development.  

 Echoes of Race 

Another fundamental feature in the 1993 study programme was the requirement to study the 

“ethnic composition and cultural diversity” of the country. Under a different term, this content 

selection gave continuity to the racial characterisation in the past geography programmes. With 

a new inflexion, it remained to provide a qualitative differentiation between groups of human 

beings and their role in society.  

Divided into two sections, “Main indigenous groups” and “Indigenous tongues” (SEP, 1993), 

this unit references recurrent topics in traditional Mexican geography texts about the mixed-

race condition of the Mexican being (Delgadillo, 1938; González Blackaller et al., 1971; 

Sánchez & Saldaña, 1961). This time, though, the term race does not appear explicitly in the 

official curricular documents. Instead, as part of the initial use of new geographic vocabulary, 

the programme refers to the “cultural diversity of the population.” This ethnic diversity, 

however, adapts to a racial division. As Ayllón and Lorenzo (1994, p. 90) explain in their 

textbook, “The Mexican population is composed of three ethnic groups, indigenous, mestizo 

[mixed], and white, with well-defined physical and cultural characteristics”. About the 

indigenous group, they write: 

The aboriginal ethnic groups that are located in the national territory are numerous. 

Many of them live in areas that are not very hospitable, where they took refuge fleeing 

from the Spanish conquest … the standard of living of these groups is meagre. Most 
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live in ranches that lack all public services and are marginalised from the country’s 

political, economic, and cultural life. (Íbid)  

According to the same authors, the second group is the mestizo group, which makes up most 

of the population, over 90%, both in rural and urban areas. In this section, the authors introduce 

a new concept in the school geography vocabulary, transculturation, saying that:  

The mestizaje [miscegenation] of the Mexican population began during the colony 

between Spaniards and indigenous people. These ethnic and cultural groups are the 

basis of the Mexican nation, whose merger has forged a culture of its own through 

transculturation processes. (Íbid p. 93) 

Finally, referring to the “white” people from the third group, the authors write:  

It is the least numerous of the population (less than 1% of the total population). It is 

composed of foreigners and children of foreigners residing in the country. The most 

numerous are European […] United States citizens and Canadian. Despite their small 

number, this group has a significant influence on the economic activity of the country. 

It is mainly dedicated to industry, commercial and financial activities. It has a high 

standard of living and lives in large cities. (Íbid) 

This characterisation of the Mexican population shows a long-lasting idea of racial 

classification in which “Mexicans” seem to be differentiated from indigenous, portrayed as a 

reminiscence of the past, and from white foreigners still dominant in the pictured image of 

Mexican society. 

Overall, the return of geography as a subject in 1993 came hand in hand with the beginning of 

a new educational discourse in the policy rhetoric: competencies as the purpose of education. 

The irony was that the old school geography vocabulary that structured the new proposal 

represented the very thing that the competency discourse sought to overcome and lasted for 

more than 12 years until the 2006 curriculum reform.
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Figure 7 

The 2006 Syllabus: Geography of Mexico and the World 
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 The 2006 Curriculum: Change of Pedagogic Prescriptions 

The 2006 reform was a product of the Integral Reform of Secondary Education (RIES) that 

emerged from the “Programa Nacional de Educación 2001–2006” [National Program of 

Education 2001–2006] policy document (SEP, 2001). This reform sought to bring about a 

radical turn in how the curriculum was conceptualised, integrating this time the idea of 

“competency.” The competency perspective represented an alternative in the field of education 

to better the performance and academic achievements of Mexican students. The new 

educational discourse (SEP, 2001) explicitly neglected disciplinary knowledge, tagging it 

pejoratively as “encyclopaedic” and “academicist” (SEP, 2001). However, when implementing 

the 2006 reform, the competency approach was scarcely developed in Mexico's curricular field. 

Consequently, its application was partial and superficial (Díaz-Barriga, 2006). As this section 

shows, the 2006 geography curriculum is an example of the latter.  

In 2006, the focus moved from the rhetoric of teaching “essential knowledge” (SEP, 1993) to 

the rhetoric of learning “competencies for life” (SEP, 2006). This shift was reflected in the 

organisation and content of the geography curriculum. The 2-year course divided into content 

units changed into a 1-year programme divided into five thematic blocks. This time, the official 

discourse about the purpose of secondary schooling was to “acquire and develop knowledge, 

skills, values and competencies” that would allow students to keep on learning “throughout 

life” (SEP, 2006, p. 5). These changes can be seen as part of the ongoing effort to align the 

curriculum with the neoliberal economic project. The development of competencies as the 

curriculum goal gave equal value to developing concepts, skills and attitudes. With no clarity 

of what a competency was in the context of the geography curriculum, these amounted to what 

counted as geography knowledge.  

Between 1993 and 2006, the official idea of what modern education should be and what 

counted as valid knowledge changed. The 2006 reforms established a new educational 

ideology, and in turn, a new doctrine of geography was required to justify its place as a school 

subject. Organised lists of facts, descriptions of regions, explanations of processes could no 

longer be the basis of the geography programme's curricular organisation.  

In 2006, for the first time, specialists from different schools of thought were asked to propose 

a new geographical terminology to help adapt the syllabus into the new constructivist 

pedagogical discourse (Ibarra, personal communication, 2015). This process of consultation 

applied to each secondary school subject. In the case of geography, however, the process was 
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problematic. The lack of a robust theory of geographical education in Mexico meant that it was 

difficult to create a geography educational programme proposal from within the university. The 

result was a curriculum that while adopting a new pedagogical discourse, had a selection and 

display of geography concepts that were directly transferred from the 1993 programme. 

However, while bringing in the old selection of contents, the 2006 official programme 

established a new geographic study object: the geographic space. The concepts of diversity, 

temporality, change, relation, and interaction, set as disciplinary analytical tools, provided the 

needed legitimation to geographic concepts. The curriculum document signalled observation, 

analysis, integration, representation, and interpretation as subject skills, all of which remained 

connected with a disciplinary understanding of geographical thinking. Finally, the introduction 

of subject values framed the whole moral discourse that was to be reproduced through the 2006 

geography curriculum. 

Table 1 shows how the idea of competencies was interpreted conceptually in the 2006 

geography curriculum.  A geographic competency was any of the items in the lists of five 

concepts, skills or values. 

Table 5-1 Interpretation of Competencies in School Geography in the 2006 Curriculum 

Proposal  

Adapted from SEP (2006) 

The lack of precision surrounding the term geography competency meant that, when it came to 

developing the curriculum contents, the syllabus maintained much of the conceptual nature of 

the 1993 curriculum, to the extent that its authors explicitly acknowledged that the structure of 

the geography programme was built on a “selection of the primary themes” of the 1993 

geography course (SEP, 2006, p. 9).  

Competencies in school geography 

Concepts Skills Values 

Diversity 

Temporality 

Change 

Relation 

Interaction 

 

Observation 

Analysis 

Integration 

Representation 

Interpretation 

The consciousness of geographic space 

Spatial (geographical) belonging 

Appreciation of spatial (geographical) diversity 

Assumption of changes in geographical space 

Know how to live in the geographic space 
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To condense the 1993 contents into the 2006 newly named “Geography of Mexico and the 

World” course, the regional descriptions of continents and the astronomical contents were 

removed along with a selection of the Year 2 programme units, including the unit on 

“Distribution of Education in Mexico.” The result was a programme divided into five thematic 

blocks: (1) Geographic space and maps; (2) Natural resources and environmental preservation; 

(3) Population and hazards; (4) Economic spaces and social inequality; and (5) 

Multiculturalism and politics (See Figure 7, foldable 2006 syllabus map). 

An essential feature of the 2006 curriculum reform was its combination of what, at first glance, 

were more progressive elements of school geography and further development of the 

environmental and socioeconomic themes introduced in 1993. The school subject needed fresh 

core vocabulary to validate its curricular relevance in the context of the (once again) 

“modernised” education programme.  

 Geographic Space 

Before 2006, geographic space was not a predominant concept in Mexican school geography, 

but, from that moment onwards, it became the study object that provided geography’s 

disciplinary validation. The first line of the 2006 geography curriculum document begins:  

The geography programme is based on the concept of “geographic space,” understood 

as the perceived, lived, constantly transformed space that is the product of the 

interaction between society and its environment. (SEP, 2006, p. 9)13 

The concept of geographic space and the idea of its “production” seemed a reference to its 

origin in critical theory. The idea of space production links to a Marxist influence (Lefebvre, 

1991; Smith, 2008), which in Mexico also relates with the development of Latin American 

critical geographical thought (Moreira, 2018; Santos, 1990). As it appeared, it meant that 

geographic space allowed for the inclusion of both critical and humanistic discourses and was 

in line with the growing dominance of constructivist pedagogies in the 2000s. However, a more 

in-depth look shows that the term space is ambiguous in the curricular narrative. Although it 

was central to the critical debates sustained by some geographers in Mexico that rejected the 

hegemony of regional positivist theories (Hiernaux-Nicola, 2002; Ramírez & Calderón, 2003; 

Uribe, 1990), space is also central to the quantitative new geography movement of the 1960s. 

 

13 El programa de geografía se sustenta en el concepto de espacio geográfico, concebido como el espacio 

percibido, vivido, continuamente transformado, producto de la interacción de la sociedad y su ambiente, y no 

solo como el escenario geográfico donde habita el ser humano. (SEP, 2006, p. 9) 
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As discussed in chapter 4, this movement's influence strongly impacted the ongoing 

development of traditional disciplinary epistemologies and the school subject in Mexico. Thus, 

in 2006, in the absence of a precise epistemological definition, the introduction of ‘space’ 

became a syntax change rather than a new concept to define the geographical study object. At 

best, geographic space became a substitution of the traditional geographical milieu. 

 Curricular Incoherence, a Methodological Proposal, and a New Legitimising 

Geographical Rhetoric 

Instead of changing the curriculum content, the 2006 geography proposal introduced new terms 

and re-organised its pedagogical proposal. Thus, each of the five thematic blocks was divided 

into three parts. First a selection of the 1993 discipline vocabulary and conceptual explanations. 

Children would learn these before embarking on the second part, which introduced new subject 

vocabulary. The third and final part of the programme was a pedagogical prescription to select 

and study a case. Although no detail was provided on what this case study would be or how to 

select it, this prescription helped to support the subject's constructivist pedagogical approach.  

An example of this arrangement is Study Block 3. The first part offers a selection of the 

contents of the population units of the 1993 curriculum (e.g., growth, distribution, population 

composition, and migration patterns) (see together figures 4 and 5). The second part introduces 

a new theme, “hazards and vulnerability”, which, while introducing two new terms to the 

subject vocabulary, directly relate to the demographic contents offered before. The final part 

concludes with a case study. One official textbook proposes the development of a case study 

in the following way:  

Because of their location in a strip of high seismicity in our country, Secondary 79 

students know that their locality is in danger of suffering a natural disaster. For this 

reason, they decided to carry out the necessary actions to be prepared for an earthquake. 

These actions were organised in three phases: before, during, and after. (Fernández & 

Hernández, 2006, p. 202). 

The text describes these phases and urges all students to make a similar plan for their school. I 

want to emphasise that rather than using a case study as an example to examine the 

geographical theory or concepts, this example suggests that the case study promotes the 

instrumental use of the curriculum to prescribe civil actions. The official curriculum document 

explicitly says: 
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It is essential to know the Civil Protection System plans and those of other non-

government organisations to analyse information and combat people's apathy through 

knowing and assessing their vulnerability in the face of risks. Students can investigate 

civil protection actions carried out by the population and the institutions in the face of 

any disaster occurring in their environment’ (SEP, 2006, p. 42).  

I argue that this activity, accepted in an official geography text as the equivalent of a case study, 

is one example of the significant confusion in the curriculum between geography education 

and civic performance training.  

Overall, despite the structural changes and the instrumental rationale for teaching the subject, 

the curriculum's geographical condition offered little more than a diluted version of the 

Mexican traditional school geography. What covered up the curricular incoherence was the 

moral rhetoric in phrases such as “adolescents will deepen their knowledge on the geographic 

space, and adopt a commitment with sustainable development and cultural diversity” (SEP, 

2006, p. 7). 

The concept of sustainable development provides a neat illustration of how the curriculum 

document could serve to paper over very different understandings of the term. While 

sustainable development aligned with the OECD capitalist ecological morality, radical 

geographers also used geographic space to discuss social inequality's materialisation in space 

and people's lives. Cultural diversity echoed the postmodern critiques of the fixed narratives 

of structuralism. These are examples of how new geographical concepts seem to suggest a very 

different approach to the subject, yet, traditional forms of school geography remained to create 

tensions and contradictions between the need to have an innovative competency-based 

curriculum and the traditional geography that, in practice, remained, counting as school 

geography. 

The 2006 reform, rather than changing the epistemological nature of what existed up to that 

point as school geography, represented a transformation of school geography validation 

parameters. The lack of geography education theory did not allow for transforming the subject's 

rationale. The full implementation of a competency-based versus a traditional format did not 

happen until the following 2011 curriculum restructure. 
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Figure 5-3 The 2011 Syllabus: Geography of Mexico and the World 
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 The 2011 Curriculum. Development of Geographic Competencies 

The concept of competency was coined in management and business circles to refer to the skills 

required to undertake productive labour (Díaz-Barriga, 2006; Moreno-Olivos, 2012). Aligned 

with the state's neoliberal economic project and the economy-oriented rhetoric, its adaption 

into the education programmes represented a challenge for educators and curricular planners. 

In the years after the 2006 curriculum reform, the critiques of the inconsistencies between the 

pedagogic narrative and the role of the disciplinary contents and the lack of clarity in the 

concept of competencies in education led to further restructuring of the geography curriculum.  

The Basic Education Integral Reform took place during the next presidential period (2007–

2013). Defined as:  

a public policy that promotes the comprehensive education of all preschool, primary 

and secondary students to encourage the development of competencies for life and the 

achievement of the graduation profile, based on expected learning and the 

establishment of Curricular Standards, of Teaching Performance and Management 

(SEP, 2011a, p. 9). 

Its purpose was to integrate the basic education programme from kindergarten to secondary 

school, creating a new competency-oriented geography curriculum format. This proposal was 

informed by a document produced and published by the state (SEP, 2011) entitled Challenges 

of Geography in Basic Education. Teaching and Learning. This document outlined the 

meaning and purpose of geography in the basic education state programme, the type of society 

it was serving, the relevant contemporary geography themes, and how to be a geography 

teacher using and developing competencies. Its significance is that it was a clear statement of 

school geography's aims and purposes in Mexico. Overall, it portrayed what the contemporary 

vision of school geography was, providing a definition of five geography-specific 

competencies for basic education: geographic information management, the value of natural 

diversity, appreciation of social and cultural diversity, reflection on socioeconomic differences 

and involvement in the lived space. The columns in Table 2 show how these five geographic 

competencies replaced the ‘concepts’, ‘skills’ and ‘values’ scheme of 2006. Instead, concepts, 

skills and values became the education goals for each competency, represented this time, in 

table 2, as rows.   
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Table 5-2 The 2011 Competency Programme 

 Competencies 

 Geographic 

information 

management 

Value of 

natural 

diversity 

Appreciation of 

social and 

cultural 

diversity 

Reflection on 

socioeconomic 

differences 

Involvement in 

the lived space 

Concepts Location Distribution Diversity Change Relation 

Skills Observation Analysis Integration of 

information 

Representation Interpretation 

Attitudes Consciousness 

of geographic 

space 

Spatial 

identity 

Appreciation of 

diversity 

Assume changes 

in geographic 

space 

Know how to 

live within 

geographic 

space 

The year 2011 saw a new study programme publication aiming to integrate the three basic 

education levels, incorporating the new geography competencies. In this new 2011 geography 

curriculum, each competency was assigned to one of the old 2006 blocks, which became 

thematic axes, but kept, in considerable measure, their previous thematic contents (See Figure 

7, foldable 2011 syllabus map).  

The official curricular documents defined the purposes of geography as part of the 

comprehensive basic education of all Mexicans and mainly its purpose as a secondary school 

subject. For the comprehensive programme, it portrayed three main aspects: (1) explaining the 

relations between components of geographic space; (2) mobilising knowledge as concepts, 

skills and attitudes in everyday-life situations; and (3) participating in the inhabited space, 

caring for and preserving the environment and contributing to disaster prevention (SEP, 2011, 

p. 3). For the secondary school context, it established that the purposes of geography were to: 

(1) deepen the study of Mexico and the world through the relation of geographic space 

components; (2) strengthen national identity through valuing natural diversity, population 

dynamics and cultural manifestations in Mexico; and (3) consciously participate in the 

proposition of measures that contribute to environmental preservation and disaster prevention 

in Mexico and the world (SEP, 2011b, p. 14). This section will briefly summarise these themes 

and offer comments on the geographical ideas they promote. 

 Thematic Axis 1: Geographic Information Management 

The first thematic axis, informed by Competency 1: geography information management, 

offers a disciplinary method by establishing categories of geographic analysis. As in 2006, the 

concept of geographic space remains the overarching subject concept—the container of all 
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definitions and geographical categories—but there is a significant change in its presentation as 

a subject narrative. In 2006, geographic space was defined as:  

The perceived, lived, constantly transformed, space, a product of the interaction 

between society and its environment, and not only the geographic stage where human 

beings live. (SEP, 2006, p. 9) 

In this way, the description of geographic space served to negate the earlier conception of 

geography. In contrast, the 2011 definition sought to be meaningful in its own right, and the 

term became plainly: 

The socially constructed space, perceived, lived, constantly transformed by the relation 

and the interactions of its components throughout time. (SEP, 2011, p. 15) 

The shift in the narrative from 2006 to 2011 shows a maturity in the competency curriculum. 

The conceptual treatment of the subject vocabulary developed and was assimilated as part of 

the technocratic education rhetoric. Another example of the latter is the role of cartography as 

subject content which, in 2011, acquired the status of geographic competency.  

It is important to note that in Mexico, the maturity of the competency curriculum did not mean 

that, in every case, it facilitated a “learning how” of the proclaimed competency; a good 

example is the same theme of cartography in the curriculum. At first glance, it would be easy 

to imagine that, with the status of geography-specific competency, the education programme 

would focus on teaching students in Mexico how to produce maps and other cartographic 

materials, creating generations of Mexicans with basic cartographic production competency. 

However, this is not the case. The curriculum maintained its former contents of location, 

projection, scale, and representation contents. The addition is an informative section about the 

available technologies of spatial information collection and management. This information 

introduces a technical vocabulary that refers to a specific world view in which technology has 

a predominant role. Still, teaching cartographic competency is not a curricular prescription. 

(see the section circled in red in the foldable 2011 syllabus map, Figure 7). 

 Thematic Axis 2: The Earth’s Natural Diversity 

The second competency is about valuing natural diversity. Here, as before, the curriculum 

contains the traditional selection of physical geography contents. Since 1993, the 

environmental contents related to the environment's physical aspect were the only ones that 

maintained their internal theoretical consistency. However, under the competency discourse, 

theoretical consistency was not sufficient to fulfil the educational purpose, for example, while 
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delivering the vocabulary and disciplinary explanations about the planet's physical workings. 

The validation of the curricular contents in 2011 appears interwoven through explicit 

statements about the importance of some of the contents, such as water distribution and 

biodiversity (see blue shade in the foldable 2011 syllabus map, Figure 7). Adding the 

prescribed curricular topics' importance qualifier translates into a subject-specific moral 

discourse in school geography teaching materials. For example, they are visible in the 

following textbook section on the importance of water catchment and availability: 

The last factor that seriously affects water availability in Mexico and the world is the 

high population growth. There are more and more of us in this world, and we all have 

a huge need for water. What will happen in the future? One hope lies in technology. 

However, no method guarantees the availability of water for the entire population. At 

the moment, we have an urgent need to care for and value it. Your attitude and 

conviction are essential to achieve a hopeful future. (Guzmán, 2013, p. 90) 

The moral message is clear. The value is set on water, and its scarcity is due to the world's 

overpopulation. The geography student is guilty in principle for being part of an overpopulated 

society and for needing water for survival. The solution is set in the availability of technology, 

an intangible idea that leaves Mexican geography students with the only choice to assume their 

original sin and convert their faith to technology if they do not wish to perish in thirst.  

 Thematic Axis 3: Population Dynamics 

Standing out from the rest of the 2011 competency-based curriculum sections, the third 

thematic axis of population dynamics starts with a short syllabus section that seems to have a 

different curriculum rationale (see white shade in the foldable 2011 syllabus map, Figure 7). 

Here, topics are not treated as fixed neutral concepts, as in the traditional curriculum. Also, 

there is no technocratic justification for their inclusion, as in the cartography and geographic 

information section, nor does it centre attention on the moral value given to the contents as it 

does in most other curricular themes. While the content is similar to before, the initial topics 

are selection four conceptual, social problematics, which provide the rationale to support the 

prescription of disciplinary contents.  

The first problematic, the “social and economic implications of population growth”, serves to 

sustain the concepts of population growth, composition, diversity and distribution. The second, 

“interactions between rural areas and cities,” is the heading of a section about the characteristics 

and relationships between rural and urban milieu and urbanisation processes. The third 
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problematic, “social problems of Mexico and the world,” addresses topics related to poverty, 

malnutrition, discrimination and social injustice. Fourth, “migration policy and social, cultural, 

economic consequences” provide the context for teaching the migration topic. The selection 

and treatment of geography contents in this small section seem to belong to a different 

education project: one more critical and less inclined to develop competencies. However, it is 

just an isolated section within the rest of the competency-based syllabus. 

The prescribed “appreciation of social and cultural diversity” competency appears at the end 

of the fifth and sixth parts of the Thematic Axis 3. Here, there is a moral narrative emerging 

from the concept of human coexistence that presents itself addressing topics of multiculturalism 

and diversity, as in the following textbook example: 

Interculturality refers to the idea that we live in a globalised and interdependent world, 

without putting one’s culture, however dominant, over the other. This causes a true 

integration of cultures, based on equal rights and the recognition that all people—

regardless of who they are, where they come from, whether they are citizens or not—

must be included in the countries' social life, with the rest of the population. (Guzmán 

2014, p. 147)  

The narrative tries to create an idea of a homogenous society in which difference is 

unproblematic. Also, as an interesting note, the indigenous matter that in 2006 was explicit 

under the topic of multiculturalism, in 2011, disappears entirely as a curriculum content under 

the overarching umbrella of “traditional, contemporary and local cultures” (see the last column 

in the foldable 2011 syllabus map, Figure 8). 

 Thematic Axis 4: Economic Spaces and Social Inequality 

The fourth section on economic spaces and social inequality, while bearing a title that refers to 

the fourth subject competency, “reflection on socioeconomic differences,” does not change 

much from the old regional geography format, including its comparative methods. However, 

as in 2006, it identifies different types of economic spaces. The official prescription establishes 

that the purpose of this section is to  

Recognise the relationship between natural resources and economic activities, their 

local and global location and distribution and the responsible use of them. This thematic 

axis addresses the economic differences of Mexican and the world’s population; to 

gradually make students conscious of them. (SEP, 2011b, p. 33)  
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Also, as in Axis 2, there is specific attention to the importance of each space at the end of each 

subsection (see blue shade in the foldable 2011 syllabus map, Figure 8). However, what 

matters, different from the subject validation purpose it had in 2006, is to highlight the 

economic system's legitimacy as the better way for society. It does that by giving economic-

oriented statements of truth about reality.  

The competency that informs this section is reflection, and it aims to portray a critical approach 

through addressing the topic of social inequality. The official curricular document points out 

that this competency: 

Contributes to allowing students to relate geographic space components that affect 

economic spaces and recognise social inequality in contemporary societies. It also 

contributes to allowing students to analyse socioeconomic conditions in local contexts 

and make decisions in their everyday life for their personal development, their families 

and their communities, and intelligent and responsible consumption habits. (SEP, 

2011b, p. 19)  

What counts as “critical” in this proposal does not relate to a problematisation of the current 

system. The curriculum here is about the recognition and capacity of adaption to it at individual 

and local levels.  

 Thematic Axis 5: Our World  

The last section of the 2011 geography programme, “Our world,” starts with “Life quality and 

environmental sustainability,” which sets the moral frame and the instrumental justification of 

geography as a socially relevant subject in the comprehensive basic education curricula. The 

prescribed competency that as a whole defines an accepted way of being in the world, 

“Involvement in the lived space,” focuses on two main topics. The first is the environmental 

prescriptions grounded on the idea of life quality, which relate to sustainable development, 

environmental policy and clean technology contents (see section circled in green in the foldable 

2011 syllabus map, Figure 8). The second has to do with disaster prevention, mainly presenting 

the contents as instrumental resources to promote governmental civil procedures (see section 

circled in yellow in the foldable 2011 syllabus map, Figure 8). The last section strengthens 

state institutions' social legitimacy by defining institutions' roles and individuals’ actions at a 

local scale.  

Overall, the 2011 curriculum removed the explicit subject-justification urge so evident in 2006 

and transformed it into an official prescribed morality overtly outlined at the end of Section 3 
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and throughout Section 5. Consistent with a technocratic function, the systematisation of the 

competency approach in 2011 finally allowed to consolidate the geography curriculum's 

validity under competency rhetoric. However, school geography's format maintained its 

disciplinary form based on two pillars: a substantial section related to the physical aspects of 

the planet and the description, location and comparison of productive activities worldwide.  
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Figure 5-4 The 2016 Syllabus 
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  The 2016 Curriculum: The 21st-Century Student-Centred Approach 

The results of the 2012 presidential election in Mexico brought a shift in the state's political 

powers. The right-wing political party that won the election in 2000 returned the political power 

to the traditional party (PRI). The new president soon announced a structural reform of the 

state, which included the education system. Following the neoliberal agenda, the reform came, 

including changes in teachers' labour conditions blaming them for Mexican students' poor 

performance in international standardised assessments.  

In 2016, SEP (2016a, 2016b, 2016c) published the 21st-century student-centred approach to 

education in a series of three documents, one of which contained the “key learnings to integral 

education” (SEP, 2016c). This document contained a detailed description of the basic education 

curriculum, including what it set out as the ends of education in the 21st century. According to 

the document, these ends are founded on the currency of humanism and values and the 

challenges of the knowledge society (SEP, 2016c). 

One feature of the new official pedagogic rhetoric is that it removed the idea of competency 

from its discourse. The section dedicated to geography outlines the specificities of the school 

subject curriculum. It starts by outlining the purpose of the subject:  

Geography contributes to comprehending relations and interactions between society 

and nature, forming and transforming the geographical space. [Geography] contributes 

to allowing students to construct a critical knowledge, develop skills in the use of 

geographical information, and make responsible decisions that will improve their 

surroundings in the global context. (SEP, 2016c, p. 161) 

The competency project that started in 1993 as part of the curricular rhetoric disappeared in 

2016. The education discourse offered an approach that moved towards a student-centred 

constructivist pedagogy focusing on purposes and objectives. As a way of modernising 

education, the official documents urged teachers to focus on “learning to learn” pedagogic 

mechanisms rather than focusing on the transmission of knowledge (SEP, 2016). This is the 

geography curriculum that is current today. 

The idea of thematic axes prevailed as an essential element of the new geography curricular 

structure. In the 2016 reform, the goal of integrating basic education programmes translated 

into a 4-year geography course that included Years 4, 5, and 6 of primary school and Year 1 of 
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secondary school. The axes organising this overarching programme covered three grand 

themes: (1) social analysis and cartography, (2) society and nature, and (3) geographic space 

and citizenship. Running across this 4-year programme, they sought to provide coherence in 

the progression of the subject contents. The three thematic axes contain 13 selected topics, all 

except two, are introduced as key geography vocabulary and concepts during the first three 

years of the course. In the fourth year of the programme, the only year where a specialised 

geography teacher teaches the subject, these topics serve as guidelines to develop a course 

based on learning experiences rather than on gaining new subject knowledge (see 2016 foldable 

syllabus map, Figure 9). 

The 2016 model also brought the idea of “fundamental knowledges” back into the curricular 

logic. However, different from the “essential knowledge” of the 1993 geography programme 

(see the initial section of this chapter), what counted as knowledge this time included the 

conceptual contents and a series of instrumental and moral prescriptions. The result was a 

curriculum that prescribed expected educational outcomes in actions before learning 

geographic disciplinary content. Table 3 shows the curricular themes selected for each of the 

three thematic axes. 

Table 5-3 The 2016 Thematic Axes Programme 

Thematic Axis 1. 

Spatial analysis and 

cartography 

Thematic Axis 2. 

Society and nature 

Thematic Axis 3. 

Geography space and 

citizenship 

Geographic space 

Cartographic representations 

Technological resources 

Natural processes and biodiversity 

World hazards 

Population dynamics and its 

implications 

Cultural diversity and 

interculturalism 

Natural resources and economic 

spaces 

Territorial conflicts 

Global interdependency 

Life quality 

Environmental sustainability 

Local challenges 

Drawing from the sociological arguments of the Freirean tradition criticising dominant forms 

of “banking education,” the 2016 curricular document aims to differentiate itself by announcing 

that: 

This plan left behind a rigid and saturated curriculum focused exclusively on the 

accumulation of knowledge to offer another one that allows each school community to 
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deepen into the students’ key learnings and even gives them the autonomy to define 

part of the contents. (SEP, 2016c, p. 83)  

Therefore, the prescriptions of subject vocabulary and conceptual explanations included in the 

three primary school courses contrast with the secondary school programme that suggests 

mobilising learned knowledge. The 4-year curricular design is validated by a neurocognitive 

argument that says that, as they grow, children “move from concrete to abstract thinking” (SEP, 

2017, p. 176), and thus, the programme builds on an idea of “going more in-depth into contents 

rather than expanding them”. (Íbid, p. 102) 

Following the same logic, the secondary geography programme puts forward the analytical 

method sketched out in 2006 by introducing the geographic space concept and its rework as 

competency in 2011. This method starts with observing given situations of geographical space 

or landscapes containing observable geographic components, recognised as natural, social, 

economic, cultural, and political. According to the official document (SEP, 2017), through the 

identification of these components, students will “know and apply the key ‘geography 

concepts’ of location, distribution, diversity, change and relation” and therefore “will 

understand the relations that happen within geographical space” (SEP, 2016c, p. 173). 

The secondary school geography programme takes specific aspects of primary school contents, 

such as population dynamics. In this case, the attention falls on allowing students to argue about 

the environmental, social, and economic implications of population growth, composition, and 

distribution. The same happens with the concept of geographic space defined in the primary 

school Year-6 course. In secondary school, the expectation is to allow students to “argue that 

biodiversity on Earth is the result of relations and interactions between natural components of 

geographic space” (SEP, 2016c, p. 172).  

To resume, the education expectation in the 2016 secondary school geography curriculum (see 

foldable 2016 syllabus map, Figure 8) is that pupils will learn to analyse, interpret, argue, 

explain or assume most of the primary school geography content. They will use statistical 

comparisons, describe distribution patterns, and study a textbook or teacher-appointed 

materials, and local examples.  

As in its 2011 version, the programme is also limited in its capacity to provide the technological 

skills announced as core to the education programme.  

Nowadays, everyday use of technology is a constant, and geography information is no 

exception. This is why it is useful that students recognise its application in the 
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knowledge and analysis of geography space. To do so, students can consult 

bibliographic information and internet resources that describe GPS and SIG 

characteristics and their use to analyse and solve everyday situations. (SEP, 2016c, p. 

174) 

The secondary programme unit on cartographic interpretation and use of technology reaffirms 

the notion of geographic skills. It also explicitly states that access to technology in Mexico is 

differentiated. Thus, while learning about its existence and given importance, students are not 

expected to learn to use geographic technology. 

The few new concepts introduced in the secondary programme belong to the overarching 

curricular theme of hazards and introduce risk and vulnerability concepts. These ideas are 

grouped under the theme of global interdependency. This theme is one of only two that are 

exclusive to the secondary programme and the 2016 curriculum. In this section, the programme 

introduces networks by examining the concepts of commerce, communication and transport. 

The second exclusive secondary school theme is territorial conflicts, focusing on a de-

historicised selection of cases and a description of the causes and consequences of conflicts in 

general.  

The geography course closes with the prescription of values that define an explicit subject 

morality and address expected subjective perceptions and behaviours related to social 

relationships, including conceptualisations of society and nature. For example, socially 

unproblematised, the idea of intercultural coexistence prescribes an a-critical notion of a 

society in which all cultures live together in harmony. An official geography textbook affirms 

the latter through a three-premise syllogism that starts by explaining that: 

An intercultural country comprises the cultural groups born there and the immigrant 

cultural groups, in a coexistence where the customs and traditions of all are mixed. 

(Ayllón & Lorenzo, 2017, p. 127)  

In the next paragraph, the text acknowledges that: 

Sometimes relations between cultures can provoke conflicts and tensions due to the 

difficulty of understanding other cultural manifestations, leading to attitudes of 

intolerance and discrimination. (e.g., Yugoslavia and Rwanda).  

It concludes by saying: 

Currently, multicultural countries try to promote the appreciation between cultures to 

create spaces for coexistence. (e.g., Switzerland and Canada).   
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Another fundamental moral prescription relates to environmental problems and an idea of 

society supported by the official geography programme. This official validation of a defined 

social model is also present in the final part of the transversal theme of environmental 

sustainability, through the exposition of the last curricular prescriptions about responsible 

consumption, use of clean technologies, and recognising environmental services. The focus on 

the physical world and the emergent environmental narratives of sustainability, see nature  first 

as a natural resource to secure economic production and, second, in the latest versions of the 

curriculum, as a service provider, arguing that in the past:  

[Environmental services] were not valued from an economic perspective. However, 

when confronted with natural resources overexploitation and the possibility of their 

disappearance, it became essential to create mechanisms for their conservation. (Ayllón 

& Avendano, 2018, p. 207)  

The moral prescription is evident when in the third axis, geographic space and citizenship, the 

environmental narrative explicitly sets pupils' responsibilities. It starts in primary school Year 

4 establishing environmental responsibility as a curricular “expected learning” through 

preventing and mitigating environmental problems at local and national levels. Then continues 

into primary Year 5 by prescribing that students should learn to develop prevention actions. In 

Primary Year 6, the curriculum prescribes the exploration of ‘cases’. Finally, in secondary Year 

1, the program requires students to make comparisons at a global level and to argue in favour 

of sustainability.  

 The New Condition of Old Geographic Concepts  

I hope that in setting out the four curricular proposals of the neoliberal period chronologically, 

we can chart the process of consolidation of the form and meaning of contemporary school 

geography in Mexico during this period. Between 1993 and 2016, the role and purpose of 

school geography in the national education programme changed. It moved away from the 

traditional transmission of geography explanations, facts, and data and went through an 

unsuccessful educational notion of geography as a competency for life.  

Finally, geography in the school curriculum is presented as a skill and moral reference for all 

young people. However, while the subject's role and purposes as taught in schools have 

changed, much of the actual content, what counts as geography (with a capital G), remains the 

same. The analysis of each curricular structure also shows a specific selection of disciplinary 

knowledge that, disregarding new concepts and changes in the school subject vocabulary, 
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remains constant in its intrinsic theoretical coherence. This selection groups around four main 

themes: cartography, physical aspects of the environment, population and regional economic 

geography, all of which are characteristics of what throughout the 20th century became the 

traditional form of school geography (for more detail, see Chapter 3). These contents create a 

sort of theoretical grid on which all changes of vocabulary happen. 

The changes described in detail throughout the chapter align directly with the ideological 

imperative in each moment of curricular reform. They are explicitly outlined and validated 

through arguments of their social relevance within the education policy documents. Each 

curriculum is a product of its present historical time, subject to contextual meanings of 

education, and, as such, each is a means of pedagogical legitimation. Apple (1988) refers to 

them as “curriculum accords” that, to a degree, mirror the interests of power groups in society 

at each moment in time. 

However, the choice of what stays constant as factual knowledge is not discussed. Throughout 

the analysis of the four curriculum proposals of the neoliberal period, I have identified the 

foundational geography contents in Mexico’s school curriculum, including the ones that have 

been removed, the new additions, and the geography knowledge that throughout time remains 

as the disciplinary foundation of the subject. Together they portray the underlying geographical 

imagination rooted in geography education in Mexico, akin to a common knowledge fixed in 

an official truth that continues throughout time, disregarding changes in the subject vocabulary 

and its underlying historical/political circumstantial discourses. This means that school 

geography in Mexico, regardless of the changes in its pedagogical discourses and vocabulary 

use, is founded on four constant disciplinary themes.  

The first is basic cartographic notions. Cartography has always been featured in the initial 

sections of geography school courses. Initially, it was accompanied by astronomy and 

mathematics notions, which originated as curricular contents in the late 19th century but were 

removed from the programme in 2006. Geography students have always been expected to learn 

about types of cartographic projections and coordinates and notions of the advancement of 

geographical representation technologies of each historical time. Second, school geography 

prescriptions have always required students to understand aspects of the Earth’s physical 

dynamics, movements of the Earth and the atmosphere, oceans and continental water 

distribution and climate (elements and factors), and biodiversity and learn descriptions of its 

natural regions. Third, the geography of the human population is a school content that refers to 
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demographic information: statistical data and comparisons of growth, composition, 

distribution, migration, and cultural diversity, which is the same content that in the past was 

referred to as race or ethnicity of the population in Mexico and around the world. Finally, the 

description of the characteristics and distribution of economic activities concerning natural 

resources availability signals and differentiates primary, secondary, and tertiary activities. As 

part of this theme, school geography has always provided, at different moments, different 

socioeconomic indicators to classify developed and developing countries (also classified as 

first world or third world countries).  

These themes are the same as in the time of Vivó-Escoto in the 1950s and 1960s when they 

were a theoretically advanced school curriculum for Mexican secondary school students. 

Overall, school geography remains rooted in the same regional tradition influenced by the 

descriptive methods of the works of Vidal de la Blanche and Emmanuel de Martonne and the 

economistic approaches that influenced school geography in the middle of the 20th century.  

Presently, the reduction of disciplinary, geographical contents on behalf of transmitting an 

institutionalised moral framework and civic behaviour does not mean that the curriculum is 

emptied of geographic knowledge with explanatory value. On the contrary, in the next chapter, 

I argue that this selection has a core education function in transmitting a mythical narrative 

that, as a statement of truth, legitimises ontological preconceptions about the self, the other, 

society, and nature. 
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ABOUT IDEOLOGY, MYTHS, AND EMANCIPATION. POLITICS 

AND ETHICS IN A CRITICAL SCHOOL GEOGRAPHY FOR MEXICO 

With the theoretical and empirical support presented in previous chapters, in this chapter, I 

develop final arguments to support my thesis about the ethical-political condition for a critical 

school geography in Mexico. Here, I discuss two aspects of school geography's ontological 

constitution in Mexico: its institutionalised form and the narrative of the knowledge contents 

immersed in the geography curricular subject as an officialised geographical imagination. The 

chapter is divided into three parts. In Section 1, I address the historical relationship between 

the selection of knowledge contents in school geography and the Mexican official pedagogical 

prescriptions. Summing up my reflections of the research results in Chapters 4 and 5, in this 

section, I identify and describe three historical periods with unique epistemological 

characteristics in their knowledge–pedagogy relationship. I focus on the last historical period 

of school geography and point out that, in the present, the pedagogical prescriptions of the 

curriculum and its knowledge contents are inconsistent with the explicit educational function 

announced by the official educational rhetoric. I also point out that currently, there is a 

dislocation between the producers of the geography curriculum and the actual recipients of 

school geography. These remarks conclude that the institutional social functions of school 

geography in the neoliberal period are an ideological fable that does not correspond with the 

institutional function of what counts as geography in the school curriculum. 

Section 2 focuses on the five particular geography contents I identified in the course of the 

research that, in contrast with the discursive changes described above, throughout time, have 

maintained a fixed epistemic form. In this section, I argue that this specific selection of 

geography contents provides particular representations of society and nature that, while 

adapting to each examined historical period's dominant ideology, help reproduce old 

geographical narratives. I also argue that, as part of these underlying narratives, there are 

specific meanings in the school curriculum that depict an unchanged institutionalised 

geographical imagination. To exemplify the latter, I identify two old geographical myths and 

describe how they translate into contemporary narratives. Finally, in this section, I maintain 

that these myths align with the philosophical tenets of classic liberalism and are part of an 

overarching, legitimised story of modernity, sketching ideas about self and the other, society 

and community, nature and civilisation. I conclude the section by pointing out that in Mexico's 
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specific case, geography's role in making a modern reality contains core elements that emerge 

from its history of colonisation.  

The third and final section in this chapter discusses the role of these neoliberal-modern school 

narratives of reality as part of school geography's institutional function, questioning their 

effectiveness in providing society with transformative intellectual tools for Mexican society’s 

affirmation of life as a human community. Focusing on three moments of politic processes 

described by Dussel (2006), I argue that school geography is, and always has been, 

depoliticised and conservative. It provides a discussion about the ethical and political social 

implications of this type of institutionalised knowledge in the context of the present. While I 

write these words amid a worldwide systemic crisis raised by the Covid-19 pandemic that is 

marking a historical juncture that evinces the injustices and unethical condition of the world 

under capitalist systems, I stress the urgency of an auto-critique of the institutionalised 

structures of the system. In other words, a critique of the system from within the system. After 

the 2018 democratic political transition, for the first time in a century in Mexico, it might be 

possible and, thus, continue with an argument about school geography's historical 

responsibility at the present crossroads of humanity.  

I end the chapter by arguing that a radical transformation of school geography in Mexico is 

needed. It requires politicising school geography in favour of the Mexican community to whom 

it belongs. It is crucial to raise questions about its effectiveness in completing education goals 

towards a democratic society and a healthy environment. School geography needs to contribute 

to building a Mexican society where the power of affirming life resides with the people and is 

reified as praxis through its institutions, such as the national education system and geography 

knowledge choices in its school curriculum. I close my thesis, maintaining that critical 

geography can provide the necessary intellectual tools to contend, in a way favourable to social 

justice and environmental sustainability, with the present ethical and political problems of 

society. It contributes, in this way, to the development of a pedagogy for an emancipatory 

geography education in Mexico. 

 Section 1. The Institutional Form of School Geography 

As an intellectual object of the world with emergent explanatory qualities, geography in the 

school curriculum exists in the empirical reality realm, providing explanations about the 

relationships between society and nature and the qualities of space. As a selection of knowledge 

proposed and distributed through the national educational programme, school geography has 
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an institutional pedagogic function that offers future citizens a way of locating themselves in 

the national and global space. School geography belongs to the basic education federal 

programme. It is part of an institutionalised selection of pedagogised geography knowledge 

and, as such, is the entitlement of all young Mexicans. However, as this research shows, school 

geography in Mexico offers a fragmented view of the world that prevents students from using 

new knowledge acquired through the curriculum to make sense of the systemic reality. Instead, 

its sole acquisition as an end—vis à vis a transformation through the knowledge end—makes 

it mythical and selective, contrary to the rational democratic educational goal it proclaims.  

 Prescribed Educational Function: Knowledge and Pedagogy 

As narrated in Chapter 4, school geography originated with the creation of the public school as 

a social institution of the Mexican state to validate and transmit a particular type of knowledge 

to young generations of society. The national schooling system in Mexico has its origins in the 

last decades of the 19th century. It has consolidated its institutional structure and functions over 

more than a century of existence. Through the school curriculum, the state distributes the 

selection of knowledge regarded as the relevant intellectual foundation for all its peoples.  

School geography has had three periods of historical contextual significance related to the 

geographical knowledge/pedagogy relationship and the national social project that produced 

the school curriculum, as illustrated in Figure 10.  
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Figure 6-1 TimeLine: Time Periods in Mexican School Geography 
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School geography has seen three historical periods (marked in the timeline with solid brown 

squares, Figure 10). The first and second periods show a direct connection between the state's 

interests and the geography curriculum contents in terms of knowledge epistemology. At the 

right corner of the timeline, the third isolated brown square represents the present neoliberal 

period in which such a connection has been broken. Between the first two periods (brown 

dashed line), there is a continuity of the educational function of the geography contents in the 

context of the creation of state institutions after the Revolution war; this represents a period of 

transition between the first and the second moments. In the first and second periods, there was 

a connection and coherence between the reasons for knowing geography as a discipline in the 

university spheres, the state development project, and the selection of curricular contents, 

which the neoliberal period does not have. 

Period 1: Geography for the Conservation of a System for the Ruling Elite. The first period 

corresponds to the pre-revolutionary epoch in the late 19th century and beginning of the 20th; 

during this time, access to school geography was a privilege of the children of the ruling elite 

that spoke Spanish, who could read and write, had a primary school education, lived in the 

cities. For whom the curriculum was explicitly tailored.  

Period 2: Geography for the Creation of a Modern State. During the years of 

industrialisation, school geography was for the secondary school students that chose to 

continue their education above the compulsory primary education level. In the context of a 

growing population and the rapid expansion of the state system, geography was taught as a 

specialised school subject. Young people who accessed secondary school were a selection of 

the population that would join the growing qualified workforce within the state institutions. 

During the industrialisation years, to contribute to the consolidation and growth of the state’s 

social system, school geography and the curriculum were built in accord with the geography 

productions of other public institutions of the state, like the UNAM, geographical associations, 

or government ministries and organisations that required geography knowledge. 

In Periods 1 and 2, the producers of academic geography had a direct affiliation with the state 

and were also involved in creating the schooling system and the curriculum itself. School 

geography thus was a creation of, and for, the same sectors of society. School and curriculum 

in both cases served to provide geographical, intellectual tools for the reproduction of the 

current system at the time. In these two periods, the educational function of geography 

knowledge was explicit; its role was to reinforce a national narrative by recognising its physical 
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and territorial qualities as assets for its economic development and as the material base for 

constructing an institutionalised national identity. Studying geography was to know about the 

geographical milieu that provided objective regional accounts as fixed images of the territory. 

These images were taken as necessary knowledge to reinforce an official narrative of a Mexican 

reality and the country's place in the capitalist world. 

Period 3: A Moralised and Diluted Geography of the Masses. The third period of school 

geography in Mexico corresponds to the current neoliberal historical period. Unlike the 

previous two, here, with the incorporation of secondary school into the basic education system, 

school geography became an entitlement of all young Mexicans. Meaning that, in principle, all 

Mexicans of school age must receive a minimum foundational notion of geographical theory 

through the school curricula. 

However, the patterns of attendance in public schools were not the same as before. While 

access to public schooling was reaching almost its universal capacity, the increase of private 

schooling options and the private sector's participation in the creation of education policy 

widened the gap between access to knowledge in private and public schooling. Also, the change 

of the educational constitutional law that allowed private corporations' participation in the 

national education system (including the planning of the school curriculum) broke the alliance 

between the producers of school knowledge and its recipients: today’s Mexican mass 

population. The interests behind the school curriculum's production in this period come from 

the state’s allegiance with financial corporations' interests and private capital. In contrast, the 

recipients of school geography are now the totality of the mass population's youth sector 

enrolled in the public education system. These young people are the majority of the children 

who belong to the social sector close to becoming the workforce in the country's neoliberal 

economy (Álvarez -Mendiola, 2006; Solis, 2013, 2014).  

From the perspective of a critical realist politics, institutions are necessary. School geography, 

as institutionalised knowledge, is conditioned by the politics that drive curricular development 

moments. However, as Dussel (2006) points out, there are no perfect institutions. He argues 

that as historical productions, institutions have an entropic tendency, throughout time, to 

exhaust their capacity to fulfil their prescribed function; they “always reach a moment in which 

they must be transformed, changed, or destroyed” (p. 57). 

The three grand periods of school geography presented above represent three contexts in which 

school geography's social-educational purpose has emerged and been transformed. However, 
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contrary to what I might have expected following Dussel’s argument when looking into the 

geography curriculum changes as an institutional object throughout time, these curricular 

changes have not ultimately affected all geography contents. The persistence of specific 

geography notions about the world throughout time shows that some geography contents have 

had an independent evolution throughout time. Separated from the periodical changes in the 

curriculum's institutional life, a selection of school geography contents remains constant. This 

geography is a type of knowledge that exceeds the timeline of the schooling system itself; it 

has a centenarian life vindicating a deeply rooted aspiration for the Mexican society—the 

ambition of an everlasting project of modernity. 

 The Neoliberal Pedagogical Fable of Modernisation 

In the neoliberal period, knowing about the world stopped being an explicit education priority. 

Instead, the official rhetoric encouraged an idea of knowing the world as a personal experience 

and skill, leaving the outside world (or the inside world of Google) as the primary source of 

geography information if needed. Before, school geography was part of an education 

programme that saw the educated being as someone that knew facts about the world as the 

necessary condition of being aware of the form and working of that world. Morality was also 

part of the programme but was regarded as a result of knowing. For traditional Mexican 

textbook authors, geography students learnt about their country, its peoples, and its resources, 

and as consequence, they learnt to love it (Blackaller et al., Sánchez & Saldaña, 1961). 

However, the value of geography education after 1993 became the development of skills to 

manage geography information. The prescription of civic values became separated from 

knowledge and was given as expected behaviours and attitudes, consolidating a morality that 

accepts and aligns with the neoliberal economic project.  

As described in Chapter 4, the Mexican state administration turned to the neoliberal project 

after the 1982 debt crisis. After that year, the state started developing state policy following the 

mandates by the IMF and the World Bank that led to the implementation of the structural 

adjustments to the benefit of economic capital. During most of the 1980s and the beginning of 

the 1990s, the new monetary policy reified in a redistribution of wealth and power that radically 

transformed its systemic reality. 

However, in the period in which these changes took place, geography was not part of the school 

curriculum. The school subject's development had stopped abruptly at the pinnacle of its 

institutional coherence in the early years of the 1970s. School geography at that moment had a 
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regional economic, geographical epistemology that aligned well with the dominant forms of 

academic geography produced at the UNAM and research centres. It was a geography that 

followed the state's civilising project to pass from underdeveloped to a developed status within 

the world economy. Fixed as an institutional idea, and with no development of geography 

education in 2 decades, this geography was the only disciplinary alternative when the subject 

returned to the curriculum in 1993. During its 20 years of stagnation, the state had ended the 

promotion of revolutionary nationalist ideology and had aligned with a discourse focused on a 

new form of liberal capitalism. With this two-decade gap, in 1993, when geography returned 

as a curricular subject, there was a misalignment between the historical context and the 

geography curriculum contents.  

This situation was addressed with the implementation of the curriculum reform in 2006. 

However, the primary curriculum problem did not emerge from the 40 years obsolescence of 

the geography contents. The main issue was the inconsistency between those contents and the 

national education project's rhetoric to build life competencies. First, at the level of ideology, 

supported on a progressive discourse that promised to hold the key to greater social equality 

and betterment of life for most Mexican people, it favoured the consolidation of a knowledge 

institution favouring capital holders' interests. The second contradiction was the proposal of a 

constructivist practice rejecting factual knowledge transmission at the pedagogy level while at 

the same time promoting at national and international levels standardised assessments. 

Nowadays, the constructivist pedagogic discourse remains neglecting knowledge as the core 

of the curriculum. School geography's educational purpose focuses on developing civic 

behaviours and moral values to advance an unequal capitalist project. As examined in Chapter 

5, in the present, the humanistic approaches, the change in the subject vocabulary, and the focus 

on pedagogy contribute to the transmission of an acceptable way of being in the world that 

progressively, from the 1993 proposal to the current 2016 syllabus, has ended up depicting a 

society that no longer pursues a civilisatory project. Instead, school geography narratives 

nowadays stress a need for reform to move out from what is seen as a naturalised endemic 

crisis. For de–Sousa-Santos (2020, p. 31):  

The crisis is, by nature, exceptional and temporary and constitutes an opportunity to 

overcome to create a better state of affairs. … when the crisis is temporary, it must be 

explained by the factors that cause it. However, when it becomes permanent, the crisis 

becomes the cause that explains everything else …; thus, it prevents asking about the 

real causes of the crisis.   
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In the context of school geography, this crisis is portrayed in the selection of themes related to 

environmental degradation, social inequality, war and conflicts, and other social problems 

naturalised as characteristic of the world. In each curricular reform since 1993, the arguments 

for reforming the curriculum advocate for increasing the quality of education to attend to the 

crisis that continues to drag along. However, as demonstrated in Chapter 5, addressing quality 

has never implied changing the curricular geography's epistemic structure on offer. Instead, it 

has meant introducing new subject vocabulary and changing the pedagogic rhetoric to adapt to 

the circumstance. No curricular reform in Mexico has implied providing tools to explain the 

causes of the present crisis. Still, all have adapted to the overall perception and dominant 

narratives about the current system and its neoliberal imaginary of the world.  

However, the way to address the crisis has shifted over the years in the official neoliberal 

discourse, and so have school knowledge narratives. In the 1993 curriculum reform, the 

justifications for the shift in economic policy focused on addressing the country's problems as 

products of its obsolete model of state-oriented capitalism. The structural reforms that took 

place then—including the education reform that brought geography back into the school 

curriculum—were the first of many to come in the following three decades. The reforms were 

introduced with the optimistic tone of the progressive spirit that seeks to achieve a civilisatory 

goal. As pointed out by President Carlos Salinas de Goratri in his 1988 (n.p.) inauguration 

address:  

We [Mexicans] are the children and grandchildren of generations who fought their 

battle with nobility and generosity. Ours is different but no less arduous. We have the 

opportunity again [to have] a magnificent encounter with the future.  

In this discourse, modernising was the way to reach the future, as he pointed out in a later 

discourse: 

Countries that do not manage to adapt their economic structures in time will not be able 

to seize the opportunities of global transformation and may risk their viability of 

existence. (1990, n.p.) 

It was a matter of life or death. Globalising the economy was seen as the only effective remedy 

to outpace underdevelopment and become, indeed, a modernised country. In 1993, close to the 

end of the presidential period of Carlos Salinas de Gortari, the official narratives where 

portraying an imagined country that was just one step away from becoming finally modernised. 

The development of economic indicators was promising. Mexico had managed to become part 
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of the OECD. With the NAFTA signature, it had entered the first world as part of a powerful 

economic block. This was the context of the 1993 geography curriculum implementation. 

However, one year after the reform that brought geography back into the curriculum, the 

Zapatista declaration of war against the neoliberal state exposed the economic model's 

perverseness. In 1994, the Zapatista movement evidenced the existence of two very different 

civilisatory horizons of neoliberalism and humanity (Ceceña, 2001). It became the first political 

movement overtly against neoliberalism. From that point onwards, the Zapatista movement 

also became a critical reference for intellectuals, educators, and activists from Mexico and 

worldwide.  

These critiques did not change the economic narrative at the state national administration level, 

nor did the social, political and economic crisis cease to intensify during the 1990s. Instead, 

there was a change in the political powers of its administration towards a progressive right. The 

neoliberal discourse in 2000 in Mexico reloaded with the entry to the office of President 

Vicente Fox Quesada, a former Coca-Cola CO. He blamed the crisis (again) on the inefficiency 

of the old administration. The 2006 education reform that experimented with a curricular 

implementation of the idea of competencies for life in education picked up postmodern 

approaches to knowledge as its rhetoric's main argument. In the early 1990s, for geography, as 

Harvey (2017, p. 132) points out, the spatial dimension in social relations had become a tool to 

“to dismantle and undermine metatheories”. Geographic space became the new core of school 

geography narratives. As an essential dimension to the world's perception, using the term space 

fitted the contemporary neoliberal administration discourse in promoting a still optimistic 

narrative of developing competencies to be competitive in the world economy (see results in 

Chapter 5). 

The 2008 world economic crisis came in the middle of adjusting the competency model to be 

implemented in 2011. In 2012, the political disputes and the worsening of the crisis led to a 

shift in the political power behind the state's administration. The incoming government 

administration belonging to the traditional party (again) announced a new structural reform and 

a renovated politics of austerity that (again), far from moving away from an economic system 

in decay, sought to push it to its limits, using the same arguments of modernisation. In the 

context of education, just like in 1993, the reform included a renovation of the school 

curriculum. However, the situation was different from the 1990s. This time, there was no new 

economic development model to follow as the panacea for the future. Instead, the neoliberal 
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narrative focused on naturalising social and environmental problems as endemic to the world’s 

reality. This is the contemporary form of the neoliberal narrative told by school geography 

today. 

The more geography theory is neglected on behalf of learning experiences, the less we are close 

to having a geography programme that can contribute to solving the crisis. The hidden purpose 

behind the institutional function of school geography today is to prevent change. What we have 

as geography knowledge in the school curriculum supports an institutionalised fable, with the 

neoliberal moral at the centre. School geography, as it is, is not needed as an intellectual tool 

to solve the endemic crisis because crises are part of the capitalist logic. While it exists, it 

continues to legitimatise the obscene concentration of wealth and the disregard of effective 

measures to prevent the already present ecological catastrophe, and the workings of capital 

accumulation can continue to go unnoticed by the dispossessed mass population. 

In the present, the dominant curricular narrative maintains that it is impossible to have sound 

knowledge about the word. According to the official discourse, in the age of knowledge, when 

information is produced instantly and is available at the click of a button, or the slide of a finger 

on a screen, the school curriculum format containing disciplinary knowledge becomes obsolete 

(SEP, 2001, 2017). However, geography provides a theory to explain the world, and this 

research has shown that, although in the past 30 years the neoliberal curriculum has buried 

what was left of geographical knowledge under the competencies, skills and values models, 

there is a selection of geographical knowledge that remains fixed in time. In the education 

programme background (for details, see Chapter 5), these contents hold up a defined epistemic 

structure giving the school subject theoretical worth and worthiness. I argue that school 

geography is far from becoming obsolete; it is as contemporary as ever because it provides the 

foundational subjectivity to modern reality's meanings. 

In the next section, I will reflect on the educational role of the selection of geography theory. I 

will argue that its explanatory condition, rather than providing intellectual tools for reflection 

about the world, helps to consolidate a unique geography imagination that has permeated the 

school narrative throughout its existence. 
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 Section 2. Geographical Imaginations. School Geography Narratives of 

Reality 

The historical overview carried out in this research widened its scope from being purely an 

epistemological examination of its apparent inconsistent curricular features to drawing out the 

shape and function of the geography contents in the broader context of the production of ideas 

about the Mexican nation through its national education projects. The historical examination 

manifests the connection between the state ideology and official social project and geography 

knowledge choices in certain moments in time. It also shows a long-term geographical 

narrative that remains anchored to a particular selection of geography contents. These contents 

have influenced the meanings of reality, creating a naturalised geographical common sense. 

Through these geography concepts, less tangible ideas come to the fore as images about reality. 

As institutionalised myths, they mirror a cultural, political and material reality in which 

Mexican society exists. 

 The Five Underlying Geography Themes—Change in Vocabulary, Same Meaning 

• Basic cartographic skills: projection and localisation. Geographical technology. 

• Description of physical aspects of the environment, volcanism, seismicity and relief; 

oceans and continental water distribution and climate (elements and factors); and 

biodiversity. 

• Demographic information. Growth, composition, distribution, migration, and cultural 

diversity. 

• Natural resources and economic activities. 

• Socio economic indicators.  

The list above is the selection of geography knowledge contents that gives the curricular 

structure to school geography; they are the foundation of the overarching geographical 

narrative that has been present throughout the history of school geography in Mexico. 

However, while in the first two epochs, geography knowledge was at the centre of the education 

programme, in the third, they were relegated to the curriculum's background. Undermined by 

the focus on learning, what counts as content depth in the third epoch of the curriculum, refers 

to the level and forms of experience that corroborate the already given knowledge.  

The origins of this selection locate alongside the creation of school as a modern institution. 

Geography as a school subject is part of a social project inspired by the European 
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Enlightenment and classical liberalism ideals of civilisation and progress (as narrated in 

Chapter 4). In the second half of the 19th century, Mexico's school curriculum emerged 

drawing a nationalist imagination of the territory, its people, its history, and its aspirations. 

Geography knowledge appeared not only as an intellectual practise but also as the production 

of a legitimised set of meanings, signs and practices that had direct consequences in all spheres 

of social life. School geography marked the canon of how reality was to be understood by 

posing judgements on the past, prescriptions of life in the present, and a project for the future. 

Throughout the two moments of consolidation of the school geography in Mexico, geography 

education was not only about the formulation of an epistemic form, but about establishing 

particular meanings, signs and practices as conditions of truth outside the boundaries of theory, 

in the realms of common knowledge, and everyday life.  

 The Perception of Historical Time in Geographical Narratives 

One relevant feature of school geography in Mexico is its narratives about time. School 

geography portrays the world in the present, a moment in a progressive timeline that moves 

away from the past into the future. However, in each of the three periods of school geography, 

the relationship between the present and the future is portrayed differently. In the 19th century, 

under liberal ideologies, the official discourse sustained the idea of a start, a beginning of a 

timeline. Mexico and its geography were born and found its place in the “concert of nations” 

(García- Cubas, 1874). In school geography texts, Mexico was portrayed as a wealthy country 

in terms of its abundance of natural resources ready and waiting to be exploited and 

transformed, using science and technology, into a civilised capitalist utopia of unlimited wealth 

accumulation.  

During the second period of school geography, the cultural shift into a modern way of life, 

including incorporating everyday-life practices into circuits of capital, the national school 

geography narratives included a perception of time in which the present had already an aura of 

the future. Mexico had gone through a revolution that provided foundational social elements 

to establish a nationalist narrative in its political constitution. In the post-war period, the 

narrative was that civilisation was finally here. Mexico was no longer a new-born country. On 

the contrary, the past became a reference to proclaim the achievements of the present. Science 

and technology, hard work, love for the territory as a generous land successfully led the country 

closer to the future through nature's domination.  
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Finally, in the neoliberal period, the present dominates the narrative. With no outlined past or 

a future project, the geography narrative portrays an image of a world where the time 

progression helps to evidence a pang of guilt. The passage of time in the present has become 

part of the neoliberal fable turning it into a moral narrative in which the present is the reminder 

of a continuation of the past's dire conditions. Overcrowded cities, forced migration, conflicts, 

global warming, pollution, poverty, violence, all are aspects of the world today and, as the 

narrative explains, can only be attended to through good civic behaviours, implementation of 

adequate state policy and legislation, and use of a moralised idea of technological development.  

In all periods, the idea of progressive development is present. However, while the first two 

have a clear picture of an aspiration for a civilizing project supported by school geography, in 

the last period, there is a sense of having reached the aspired utopia but not having managed to 

be fit as a society, to fulfil its requirements. School geography in the neoliberal period builds 

its social validation discourse in pointing towards a crisis and gives remedies at the level of 

attitude changes towards compliance and good behaviour. For example, the way school 

geography reinforces moral discourse through the use of scale. 

A) At the local scale, children learn the meanings of risk and vulnerability in the face of 

natural disasters by creating the school’s civil emergency procedures to combat apathy 

and indifference (Ayllón & Lorenzo, 2018).  

B) At the national scale, showing examples of green technologies as curricular contents. 

In this way, school geography contributes to portray the benefits of certain types of 

economic projects a priori justifying them morally, such as the wind farm in La Venta 

in Juchitan de Zaragoza, Oaxaca (Ayllón & Lorenzo, 2018). 

C) On a world scale portraying the UN as the world organisation that brings peace when 

countries of the world “sometimes have disagreements” (Ayllón & Lorenzo, 2018).  

School geography in this way supports the image of a world in crisis portrayed by the neoliberal 

discourse, changing the view of a construction of the future to one of a reform of the present to 

adapt, in a more efficient way, to the seemingly inevitable naturalised condition of the world.  

 Representations of Society, Nature and Technology in School Geography 

The current curriculum signals the term region as one out of five analytical categories of 

geographic space (SEP, 2016); however, it remains used as the privileged geographical unit. 

The traditional geography themes that remain in geography programmes help support the use 

of the concept. The most consistent disciplinary contents relate to the physical environment's 
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description, population demographics, and economic activities: their description, distribution, 

and location. The physical environment remains portrayed as the background of human 

activity. Following a format of contemporary environmental determinism, it sees the key to 

development in societies' capacity to possess or develop adequate technology. 

The concept of geographical space retains a direct physical condition when providing 

explanations of social and cultural reality, as in the following paragraph of a 2019 textbook: 

Social effects include changes in lifestyles and customs derived from the increase in 

the urban population and the rural population's decrease. The economic repercussions 

relate to the higher costs of the products by increasing the necessary travel distances to 

bring them to consumers, adding, among others, the expense involved in the 

construction of road infrastructure. (González et al., 2019, p. 129)  

In this example, the distance, distribution, and infrastructure are aspects of the physical space 

that determine the economic phenomena, explained as the “higher cost of products.” The 

sketched-out idea of the geographical reality is a binary relationship between humans and a 

naturalised physical environment. Nature is the raw material and the source of wealth of 

society, and the built infrastructure and human activities are naturalised elements of the 

environment.  

 Myths and Official Geographical Imaginations 

Myths annihilate time; environmental ideologies reify space 

Short (1993, p. 55) 

Curricular texts contain a selection of geographical myths supporting the moral foundation of 

geography’s ideological prescriptions and its selection of knowledge. For Ricoeur (1960, p. 

18), myths can be seen as 

a species of symbols, as symbols developed in the form of narrations and articulated in 

a time and space that cannot be co-ordinated with the time and space of history and 

geography according to the critical method. For example, exile is a primary symbol and 

not a myth, but the history of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise is a 

mythical narration of the second degree, bringing into play fabulous personages, places, 

times, and episodes. Exile is a primary symbol and not a myth, because it is a historical 

event made to signify human alienation analogically, but the same alienation creates 

for itself a fanciful history, the exile from Eden, which, as history that happened in illo 

tempore, is myth. 
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Similarly, each geography concept selected as a core knowledge of the geography curriculum 

directly relates to social data, population dynamics, exploitation of natural resources, etc. Still, 

it expresses a system of affirmations about the ultimate reality of things that belongs to a 

collective imagination. In their selection, hierarchical organisation, and delivery of subject 

contents, curricular texts tell mythical geographical stories that create an official ideological 

prescription's moral foundation. They make a legitimised narrative of reality. Myths are as 

crucial as the rationalised geography concepts that build the school curriculum. Geographical 

concepts repeat themselves with different names. Over and over, with each curriculum reform, 

they disregard the pass of time and the differences in the context. They are sustained by myths 

that reproduce unquestioned archetypes of the world in a timeless instant that cannot be 

explained like history. In their own way, myths are statements of truth about moral principles 

that govern the course of cosmic and human life as natural laws. 
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Figure 6-2 Quality of Life. 

Note: Example of a school geography myth in a visual text in a school geography 

textbook.  

Myths have the enormous advantage of being simple, clear and easily understandable (Short, 

1993). School geography, narrated in geography texts as a myth, serves as an ancient fable that 

contains messages that tend to bring together whole stories in the form of conclusive 

statements. As Short (1993) points out, their comprehensiveness presents taken-for-granted 

notions that require neither in-depth explanation nor direct acknowledgement. Therefore, 

myths are easy to identify within examples, images, and captions that serve to explain 

overarching geographic ideas, such as characterisations of the idea of “Mexico”. Figure 11 is 

an example of a school geography myth in a visual text taken from a school geography textbook  

In Spanish, the caption of the image reads, “Mexico has made progress in the last decade to 

improve the quality of life of its inhabitants, especially in the areas of education, health and 

employment” (Guzmán, 2012, p. 219). The image is divided into sections; first, we see three 

well-groomed, happy children looking directly into the camera lens in what seems to be an 

urban context. They are ready for school with their school bags on their shoulders and dressed 

accordingly. They seem to represent the aspiration of what can be achieved through education. 

The middle part shows what looks as an operating theatre, portraying an idea of “health” as an 

institutionalised, scientifically advanced medical practice. The rest of the image refers to 
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“employment” and directly relates to the industrial workforce involved in technological 

development's technical and managerial aspects. 

The mythical story here uses three fundamental wellbeing indicators to narrate an idea of 

development and society. Mexico is or must aspire to be a developed country. The story I read 

form this image is one that talks about a happy society that sends its young generations to 

school. It tells the reader that our community's well-being and health are determined and reliant 

on science and technology advancement. Being an employee in the hi-tech industry is what 

everyday children like those smiling in the picture above should aspire to achieve. This 

mythical story and other similar throughout the geography textbooks build on two grand 

geography myths that Mexico's school geography continues to reproduce: nature as the origin 

of wealth and the overpopulation myth.  

In the context of the school curriculum, myths have an explanatory role. In the narrative of the 

origin of wealth, or what Salmerón (2003) identifies as the “riches of the country” myth, nature 

has an intrinsic economic value. It is, at the same time, richness and resource. In this myth, the 

origin of wealth relies upon possessing nature as the key to the attraction and development of 

capital and technology (Figure 12)  

Figure 6-3 Richness of the Country 

Note: Example of school geography myth in a visual text in a school geography 

textbook. The caption translates as: “The activities that produce raw materials are 

developed in countries with sufficient natural resources. Sometimes the countries that 

practise this type of activity have their own economic and technological resources and 

other times only with the resource. Still, investment and technology come from other 

countries.” (Fernández & Hernández, 2006, p. 212) 
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This fable's implicit moral is that in a country with natural resources (as Mexico does), 

underdevelopment comes from the “bad” social attitudes and people’s ignorance. In the context 

of an educational programme, this myth, as a fable, also tells young Mexicans that development 

can be achieved with “good” national and international economic policies and good practice of 

social values and behaviours.  

The second myth mentioned above is the myth of overpopulation. This one justifies, by 

explanation, the sacrifice of the victims of the system: people living in vulnerable settlements 

in the face of hazards, young people in the streets involved in violence and drug consumption, 

women exploited to the death in assembly plants, migrants arrested and abused for looking for 

a better way of living, elders, forgotten as valuable members of the community, indigenous 

peoples made invisible to the system, etcetera. As common knowledge, school geography 

remains accepting neo-Malthusian naturalistic explanations about social and environmental 

problems based on ideas connected to population growth. For example, a geography textbook, 

selected by the SEP as a valid teaching aid for geography teachers, explains to students that: 

The growth, composition and distribution of the population have environmental, social 

and economic consequences as the exploitation of natural resources increases to satisfy 

the demands of the population, […] The population's distribution has environmental 

costs due to the replacement of natural spaces by urbanised spaces with the consequent 

loss of biodiversity and all the benefits it provides us. (García, 2019, p. 128) 

Malthusian theories have long been rejected in the academic field for not being able to explain 

reality. However, in official school geographies, they remain used as an explanatory tool, not 

to understand better but to make definitive moral claims. These claims are accepted as the 

critical readings of the world, instead of a theory that could explain, continuing with the 

textbook example, the production of the city and the impact on the environment brought about 

by capital accumulation that is product and consequence of urban processes. School geography, 

in this way, has the role of reaffirming capitalist moral myths.  

In this way, the different forms of curriculum morality in Mexico are built on the philosophical 

tenets of modern European Enlightenment regardless of the changes of the rational criteria of 

curricular configuration in each moment of curricular change. Throughout time, school 

geography texts contain systems of symbols that build up a foundational myth, the myth of 

Mexico and its modern society, restless and endlessly moving towards thriving as a developed 

country. The thread, is the narrative of modernity.  
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Geography knowledge, as a legitimate school subject, has, throughout time, contributed to 

establishing parameters of truth in a way that allows the viability of the Mexican state as a 

modern institution. Embracing a modern narrative as common-sense notions about the official 

representations of reality, school geography in Mexico builds on linear progressive time ideas, 

the individual as the ultimate social unit against the traditional community, and technology 

associated with controlling nature. Understanding myth as a rational narrative based on 

symbols core to culture, the narrative in Mexican school geography includes, on top of the 

distinctive notes of its modern condition, other symbols that create a cultural singularity that 

relates to its colonial past.  

 The Historical Condition of the Mexican Myth of Modernity: Coloniality 

The modern idea of the world portrayed in Mexican school geography does not rest on the 

Habermasian notion of fulfilling a project that until now has been incomplete (Habermas, 

1981), nor Bolivar Echeverria’s (1991) aspiration of modernity outside capitalism, nor does it 

address modernity as a spirit that can be embodied differently by each culture, as Taha 

Abdurrahman (2009) suggests.  

The grand narrative of modernity in Mexico starts before the Mexican state's existence and its 

schooling system. School geography is grounded in its particular experience of colonisation 

and the geographical imagination that created the foundation to support the philosophical 

meanings of what is modern today. Subsumed in the myth of Western modernity, it has 

characteristics related to the political portrayal of the self (the student, the Mexican, the citizen 

being) that constitutes the core of the Mexican form of modern narrative itself. As explained 

in Chapter 2, until recently, with the development of Latin American and Mexican decolonial 

theory (Dussel, 2016; Esteva, 2013; Escobar, 2004; Maldonado-Torres 2007; Mignolo, 2011), 

this characteristic has not been part of the philosophical tenets of modernity.  

During the research process, this particularity became evident when giving school geography 

a historical treatment; some elements could not be explained under the light of philosophical 

arguments in the synchronic analysis of each curricular form but stood out when providing an 

overarching story of its history.  

The first thing to note was that the future-focused nature of the modern myth, in the Mexican 

context, was shown as a present state of the world to which we do not belong, an ontological 

anxiety of being something that we are not. Never civilised, never developed, never central. In 
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the 19th century, school textbooks using deterministic arguments explicitly portrayed this state 

of being, offering scientific explanations about it. However, in the present, the answer to why 

we are not modern is still set in the perception of an ontological condition of those that are not 

modern. There is underlying moral blame in the narrative that locates responsibility, within the 

same victims, for running out of natural resources, for being poor, less powerful, or more 

vulnerable, making an ontological differentiation between an imagined and moral “us” and the 

real and blameful “others.”  

The philosophy of modernity is constitutive to the way reality is portrayed in school geography. 

It is visible in its economistic theoretical propositions, its faith in technology, and its 

developing aspirations. However, school geography in Mexico is marked by the history of the 

first invasion and conquest of the American continent and the constitution of a global system 

with Europe as its political, economic and ideological centre. This narrative is still present in 

its economic, political and ideological representations of what is modern, building a double 

narrative of the Mexican self, sometimes as more and sometimes as less, civilised, developed, 

and central. This dual-narrative, characteristic in Mexican school geography, is not part of 

modernity's philosophical myth yet is core to understanding the modern condition of Mexico's 

history.  

From the perspective of economic representations in school geography texts, the original 

accumulation of wealth that made possible the emergence of the modern condition came from 

the extraction of wealth from the colonies. This element is visible in the way the contemporary 

economistic view of contemporary school geography. The focus almost exclusively points 

towards notions of extraction and exploitation of natural resources. There is no explanation of 

how the value of nature and work is produced within the circuits of capital, nor mention the 

places and ways in which wealth is accumulated.  

From the political perspective, the colonial experience in America gave modernity its method 

of domination, which later continued to improve with Africa and Asia's colonisation (Dussel, 

2016). This method is based on the normalisation of hierarchies of all sorts, gender, racial, 

ethnic, language, knowledge and more, as patterns of domination and exploitation (Grosfoguel, 

2011). As a result, the selection of school geography regarding knowledge about peoples 

reproduces these forms of classification in how they are classified and treated differently: 

according to race in the 19th century, ethnicity in the industrialisation period, and cultural 

categories in the present. While racial reflections on what makes the Mexican self are no longer 
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a theme in contemporary textbooks, there are unique differentiation and classification forms 

that remain. These forms are visible through a dominant ideal of citizenship that contrasts with 

representations of its own indigenous, migrants, young people, poor, women or other groups 

of peripheral condition. 

From the perspective of ideological representations of modernity, the global north is 

represented as the centre of the world system, naturalising a perception of universal history that 

starts from this centre, eliminating all other intellectual constructions. This representation is 

apparent in how school geography depicts the Mexican collective forms of organisation, local 

economies, and subsistence production systems as images of the past. In contrast, there is a 

modern aspiration of being of the country, which is depicted mirroring the developed countries 

of the global north.  

The theoretical revolutions of the Enlightenment period and the Industrial Revolution resulted 

from the developing of modernity that intellectuals signalled as distinctive notes of the modern 

condition. Still, they alone cannot explain the modern condition of Mexican school geography. 

These notes, following Enrique Dussel, are the “analogic distinction” from which the 

singularity of the modern condition of Mexico can be recognised but not defined. The anxiety 

of school geography resides on an impulse to imitate a modern paradigm without realising the 

impossibility of its realisation. The fault in school geography relies on the assumption that the 

country's uncivilised condition, underdevelopment, and poverty is natural when it is indeed 

historical. 

 The Ethical–Political Condition of School Knowledge  

I argue that school knowledge plays a role within the institutional field of politics of Mexican 

society. As described above, school geography has served different groups within Mexican 

society as an intellectual tool to think about the world throughout time. School geography in 

Mexico indeed served its political purpose in providing the intellectual knowledge to secure 

the reproduction of the privileges and dominance of the small group in power before the 

Mexican Revolution. Later, with the consolidation of the Mexican public education system, 

school geography provided a knowledge foundation for the country's growing intellectual class 

that reproduced a homogenised modern perspective of reality as the truth about the nation and 

the Mexican being. Nowadays, school geography still has a political role. However, this role 

is no longer about creating a knowledgeable society that can reaffirm what is given as the 

world's reality. Currently, school geography denies the possibility of equal access to 
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disciplinary geography knowledge. Its political role is about excluding any form of intellectual 

construct that can challenge the prevalent system structures. 

As I have demonstrated, school geography has been pedagogically and epistemically consistent 

in two of its historical moments. However, it has not been critical in any of the three historical 

scenarios. In its moments of stronger curricular coherence, school geography has served only 

its purpose of consolidating pre-established knowledge structures. It has helped students 

recognise the world portrayed in official narratives, only to learn how to navigate it better.  

In the section that follows, I will argue that critical geography education is possible and 

necessary. On top of navigating the world as it is, it can open the possibility of making sense 

of the systemic reality and maybe provide knowledge that will facilitate navigating between 

possible worlds. For this, school knowledge needs to be regarded not only as belonging to the 

political field but as being a critical–political tool that aids the possibility of emancipation.  

 Section 3. In Making School Geography Critical. Dussel’s Proposal of 

Three Moments of Critical Politics Applied in the Selection of 

Knowledge About the World in Official Education Programmes 

When considering school knowledge as having an institutional function—as I do in this work—

we need to ask ourselves about the contingent moment in which knowledge will enhance 

political action. It is crucial to understand what I have tried to signal throughout this work. The 

dimensions of contingency vary greatly, from epochs and periods of crisis in society's life to 

repeated problematic situations within a geography classroom's everyday life. It is essential to 

identify what is the moment of politics in which knowledge is needed.  

This section will explain how geography content's critical–political condition is not intrinsic to 

the epistemic form of school knowledge itself. In their condition of tools, geography contents 

can only facilitate the possibility of transformation through helping to understand the world's 

workings. They can only have transformative power in the context of the place, and historical 

moment, in which they happen. About the latter, Dussel (2006) proposes that political action 

is a contingent moment, an instant, that, if repeated throughout time and given a 

systematisation, becomes materialised as an institution. These institutions are potestas or the 

medium conditioned by, and conditioner of, political actions. Dussel suggests that critical–

political change processes need to develop in three moments: a) critical, b) transformative, and 

c) creative.  
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 First Moment. The Moment of Critical Action 

The critical moment is when power contradictions in everyday life and official discourse and 

practice emerge and can be the object of reflection. For Freire (1970), identifying these 

contradictions is an essential step to reaching consciousness and being able to formulate a 

language of liberation. This language must allow us to question the tendency to preserve and 

continue the system, institutions, and institutional devices, such as the curriculum and the 

power discourses they represent. In this way, as part of the system’s institutions, school 

geography and its contained notions of the world need questioning.  

The possibility of critical school geography production as an institutional construct starts as 

moments of collective reflection in locations belonging to the educational field. These can be 

universities, schools or any place in which members of the Mexican society as a national 

community gather to reflect and discuss their needs for geographical knowledge. Mbembe and 

Meintjes (2003) refer to politics in this moment of critique as “necropolitics.” At this moment, 

the subject who suffers the system's dominance has to become aware of the life she/he/they 

lives. The cry of pain and protest is a sign when the system not only fails to provide essential 

services such as drinking water, public services, social security, or education, but also denies 

the existence of other ways of being that can enhance these human needs. 

In this way, the first moment of politics is a moment of activism. This moment reminds me of 

the day in 1999 when geography students, part of a student movement against the privatisation 

of the UNAM, gathered in their faculty's gardens. They were there to have a conversation with 

Neil Smith, Graciela Uribe, and other critical geographers about their profession's meanings 

and their role as geographers in providing readings of the system's contradictions from a 

geographical perspective.  

Freire (1970) talks about the need to become conscious of these contradictions to transit into 

the second moment of politics. 

 The Second Moment. The Moment of Transformative Action  

The second moment goes beyond the critical. It is no longer just about signalling the faults that 

lead to social injustice, suffering and the destruction of nature. It is a moment of possibility, of 

hope in the philosopher Baruch Spinoza's sense (Bahr, 2005). The hope of the system victims 

allows transformation (Santos, 2020), not only to protest but also to change the current 

dysfunctional structures (Escobar, 2016; Freire, 2014). It is the step from criticism (first 
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moment) to transformative hope (second moment). It is the transition towards giving empirical 

existence to new institutions.  

The continuous production of reflection within the transforming historical context (Moment 1) 

can come to a point where it opens a possibility of structural change (Moment 2). If the moment 

is taken, a revolutionary event happens, as in the “Ya basta!” (Enough!) of the Zapatista 

movement that, in 1994, marked the start of the indigenous rebellion in Chiapas that led to the 

third moment of critical politics, the moment of creation.  

 The Third Moment. The Moment of Creative Action 

The third moment is the moment of creation, the moment of building what is empirically 

possible. For the Zapatista communities and the indigenous movement worldwide, this meant, 

among many other things, the creation of autonomous communities with a new institutional 

order. However, Dussel (2006) reflects on this moment and points out that the experience of 

transforming always creates contradictions that, within a framework of critical politics, also 

need to be signalled and made conscious, making this a moment of crucial relevance. As a 

social production, no institution is perfect. Reflections that become proposals with a 

materialised institutional form need to be constantly revisited and questioned. In the context of 

a national school programme of the state, critical school geography can only exist when the 

state itself, as the foundational social institution, is capable and in the process of recreating 

itself. Therefore, critical politics in the curriculum need to be profoundly auto-critical and 

purposeful at the same time to allow the transforming movement to continue. If not, the first 

two moments of politics will disappear, and we will end with a fetishised institutionalised 

knowledge, in which self-preservation becomes its primary purpose and function (Dussel 

2006). 

In the context of the curriculum, and specifically of school geography in Mexico, we are only 

scratching the surface of a Critical Moment 1 (e.g., this research), but the current situation of 

the life of the community regarding its need to know about the systemic reality is, in my belief, 

a pressing demand. Two elements are essential to make a door to develop a geography 

curriculum directed towards critical thinking. The first is the human need and capacity to think 

about its life conditions. Having the power and possibility of having these reflections is 

pressing under the liberal capitalist system, which has led to the impoverishment of most 

Mexicans' capacity for life-affirmation. The second is a change in the institutional discourse 

that legitimises critical institutionalised actions. The change of political power towards the 
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political left in 2018 institutionalised a discourse that has the victims of the system at the centre. 

Under this discourse, national institutions acquired a new legitimised purpose. This purpose is 

to prioritize bettering the life of the peoples of Mexico, supporting communitarian life as a 

whole (Obrador, 2020). 

 Critical Ethics in School Geography  

The ethical refers to the foundational critical principles that are in play within the different 

fields of action. It is a theory of interpretative reflection of concrete human actions (Dussel, 

2016). For Dussel (2016), the dominant conception of ethics conceives it as an ethics of the 

discourse, referring to what, in his view, is the morals of the current system. This ethics is an 

ethics of values trapped in the ontological web of the singularity of a capitalist, liberal, modern 

or any other discourse. Thus, it does not have the ethical–critical categories to confront its own 

contradictions (Dussel, 2016). Hence, Dussel proposes an ethics of praxis as a general theory 

applicable to all practical fields of communitarian life, including politics and education. 

For Dussel (2016), the essence of critical thinking relies on the differentiation between two 

types of realities of human beings. The first type is built by the objects of the world, and the 

second, by other human beings that are not just other objects but also the centre of many other 

worlds. Critical ethics emerges from the proximity between human beings and their worlds. 

The ethical foundation for critical school geography is to secure that the world's representations 

allow the possibility of proximity, a “face to face” with the human Other. The “Other” is the 

human being and her/his/their worlds that, while not conforming to what is the social norm, by 

her/his/their existence is removed or diminished from the current system. The self-ness of the 

Other represents an unknown framework of being (Levinas, 2003). With its recognition and 

the possibility of proximity comes the application of ethical principles that will allow raising 

critical questions with the potential of transforming the sustainability of life in the current 

system in any place and historical context. 

In other ways, closeness with the Other, as Bartra (1992) illustrated in his book The Savage in 

the Mirror, has implied in dominant narratives the representation of the human being and the 

world founded on one dominant notion of the self, alienating other concepts of self and world. 

This alienation can go from an imposed state of being of the Other that fits into the imagination 

of the dominant self—as in the case of the textbook that differences between the human 

condition of European, Asian, and African (see Chapter 4)—to the disappearance or non-

recognition of existence of the Other (De Sousa Santos, 2010), for example, women and the 
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worlds of unpaid labour that have never figured in school geography representations of the 

systemic reality.  

Starting with this proximity, Dussel (2016) proposes three fundamental principles that are 

analogue in all fields of concrete social action and that mutually condition each other in 

determining if an action can be considered ethically good. The first is the material principle, 

and it relates to the affirmation of human and communitarian life in harmony with nature. The 

second is the formal principle, which requires mechanisms of symmetrical participation of 

communities and their members in procuring the material principle. Finally, the feasibility 

principle establishes the limits of what propositions and actions can actually be achieved.  

In the case of school geography's institutionalised condition, these ethical principles must first 

transform into a political normativity that will guide curriculum choices. Later, once geography 

curricular contents have been made accessible to all young people, they can be adapted in each 

field or context of their practical communitarian life. Presently, we need a critical–political 

moment to begin a change in current school geography towards the ends of social justice and 

sustainability of life on the planet. However, to open this moment, it is necessary to set 

ourselves within Moment 1 of politics with a clear ethical-political intention to confront the 

world's currently established meanings preserved by dominant hegemonic institutions. At the 

moment of writing this thesis, I am entering this moment. Once proximity is conquered, 

transformative hope and creative action will develop as the second and third political moments 

towards the critical possibility for critical school geography in Mexico. However, this needs to 

be a collective effort. I hope that the motion of history will make this intellectual work a useful, 

ethical-political tool to travel to Moments 2 and 3 of school geography's critical politics. 

 School Geography as a Political Tool  

Throughout the chapters of my thesis, I have argued that school geography has an institutional 

nature. As part of the national education programme, it offers future citizens a way of locating 

themselves in the national and global space. Using the arguments of social realism (See Chapter 

3), I have pointed out that to fulfil the democratic principle that sustains the Mexican 

institutional discourse, access to sound epistemic forms of geography knowledge is an 

entitlement of all young Mexicans. It is also a matter of social justice, as geography knowledge 

can provide intellectual tools to help all students make sense of the workings of the systemic 

reality in which they live and of which they are part, beyond each individual's everyday 

experience. 
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However, this research's emancipatory interest requires seeing egalitarian access to disciplinary 

geography knowledge as one of three requirements to achieve a systemic critical geography 

education in Mexico. Knowledge in its material condition as an intellectual tool facilitates 

rational reflection; however, it does not determine the limits of legitimacy and feasibility of its 

use to transform society.  

I have argued that any selection of knowledge for a national education programme is 

ideological as it represents the most powerful discourses determinant of specific social projects. 

However, if the power of choice is determined by the interests of capital accumulation, or by 

the dominant interests of a minority elite, or by the inertia of a corrupted education institution, 

knowledge, even when having internal epistemic consistency, will not be legitimate. Thus, 

even if it can be used politically, it will not have an instituted political condition. In order to be 

critical, school geography needs to belong to the political field and serve as a political tool, 

usable in any of the three moments of political action.  

Figure 6-4 School Geography: From Belonging to the Political Field to Being a Political 

Tool 
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Figure 13 shows a summary of the reflection process that, throughout the chapters, led to the 

ethical-political argument for critical school geography. School geography needs to represent 

the interest of knowing for the betterment of society's life as a whole to be political. Critical 

geography in the school curriculum is only possible if the choices of knowledge represent the 

interests of the system's victims, the vast majority of the population. This representation is the 

condition of legitimacy of school geography and is reliant on broader contextual institutional 

structures allowing ways of legitimate consensus. In other words, the critical condition of 

knowledge is not fixed, it relies on the historical momentum in which the organisation of the 

system opens spaces to raise critical voices with enough power to materialise into institutional 

forms.  

Also, critical school geography needs to exist in the time and place of possible transformative 

action. It needs to be realistic in its capacity to fulfil its goal. As Moore commented in 1996, 

school cannot compensate for all society's problems and cannot be the sole origin of change; 

change emerges from all the different places of social organisation. Disciplinary geography in 

the national school curriculum only facilitates knowing about the systemic reality. It does not 

produce change. However, having the tools to think geographically, increases the latent 

possibility for reflection, leading to political action. Moments of reflection happen in each 

classroom and later can continue in the lives of Mexicans, who, as a community, are owners of 

that knowledge and intellectually capable of using it in their transformative practice as citizens 

of the country and inhabitants of the world. 

 Conclusion 

I started this research by asking the question about the condition of school knowledge in 

Mexico. I began assuming that to think geographically was crucial to understanding the world's 

workings as a shared systemic reality and that universal access to geography knowledge was 

urgent in Mexican education. This concern was current in the context of the present. Today, 

the capacity of affirmation of the lives of the majority of peoples in the world and Mexico has 

become severely damaged due to a system that, while displaying and perusing narratives of 

development, prioritises capital accumulation over affirming the life of society as a whole.  

At the start of my research, I believed that understanding the condition of what we have as 

school geography in Mexico would help me to argue in favour of a specific epistemic form of 

disciplinary knowledge that could help resolve the curricular inconsistencies that I recognised 

in the selection of curricular geography vocabulary and its pedagogical propositions. Through 
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the research process, I realised that school geography's institutional condition, apart from its 

disciplinary form's explanatory potential, is historically determined. It became clear that, 

although the epistemic structure of school geography is fundamental as an intellectual resource 

to think the world, its prescribed educational function is not conditioned to it. Instead, school 

geography's educational effectiveness relies in a broader set of meanings about society and 

community, self and other, behaving and thinking, embedded in the symbolic aspects of its 

historical condition. Both elements of form and symbolic narrative make what constitutes the 

condition of school geography and its Mexican particularities. School geography is an 

institutional device built on a selection of disciplinary knowledge that helps recreate reality as 

the imagined world validated by overarching social institutions such as the state.  

I argue that a radical transformation of school geography in Mexico is needed. It requires 

politicising school geography in favour of the Mexican community to whom it belongs. It 

requires seeing institutions as necessary mediums to reify the power of society to determine its 

own existence. As critical geographers and teachers, we should not try to “go around” the 

curriculum in our pedagogical practice but put it at the centre of our teaching in the best 

possible way. We need to tackle it and make it better. In this sense, it is crucial to continue 

raising questions about the effectiveness of school geography in completing the goals of 

education towards a democratic society and a healthy environment. For that, school geography 

needs an epistemically coherent and reliable theory that might create a society that can think 

geographically about reality and holds the power of affirming its communitarian life. The 

selection of school knowledge must be based on the aspiration to provide tools that, through 

explaining the world, can question, transform and examine reality permanently, assuming that 

its institutional existence is only provisional, lasting only while it meets the needs to know of 

the society to which it belongs.  

I close my thesis arguing that critical geography can provide the necessary intellectual tools to 

contend, in a way favourable to social justice and to environmental sustainability, with the 

present ethical and political problems of society, and contribute in this way to the development 

of a pedagogy for emancipatory geography education in Mexico and the world. 
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 . 

LAST THOUGHTS AND GENERAL CONCLUSIONS  

To conclude this thesis, I offer an overall reflection about the research process and outcomes 

and highlight the original contribution my thesis makes to the understanding of Mexico's school 

geography educational potential. I elicit the newly raised knowledge propositions related to the 

condition of school geography in Mexico and reflect on their usefulness in opening new 

research perspectives and possibilities for critical thinking in geography education in Mexico. 

I also explain how I achieved my discursive coherence by highlighting the ethical–political 

knowledge learnings that allowed me to formulate my final theses. I also present ways in which 

the knowledge presented in this work may contribute to transformative action through 

geographical thinking in the context of the present in Mexico. Finally, I point out how this 

work helps an international readership interested in critical education debates. 

After many years of reflection and practice as a geographer and geography educator, this thesis 

was conceived using critical geography knowledge to make sense of reality. In the context of 

my political convictions and my professional commitment to teaching geography in secondary 

schools in Mexico, I developed an interest in understanding school geography's potential in 

transforming society (see Chapter 1). My last academic work was about the development of 

the pedagogical experience of the geography curriculum. It focused on creating linguistic 

interpretations of geography knowledge to “go around” the curriculum. However, as much as 

that research provided strong arguments that geography teaching could lead to emancipatory 

practices, it did not support a proposal for the betterment of the secondary education 

programme that all young people in Mexico, by law, are entitled to experience.  

By understanding that disciplinary knowledge is a social product and that within the field of 

geography, there is a broad spectrum of theoretical approaches that call themselves 

‘geographical’, I realised that to better understand the condition of school geography in 

Mexico, it was necessary to investigate further the epistemic form of what was actually 

accessible to all Mexican students as geography in the comprehensive curriculum. From the 

perspective of social justice and the national project of democracy that in principle underlines 

the Mexican education system, I identified the necessity to understand the geography 

curriculum's potential in providing the possibility of a geographical–intellectual foundation for 

Mexican society as a whole. These reflections led to the emergence of the core question that 
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guided this research: What is the condition of school geography in Mexico? Hence, my first 

quest was to identify what counts as geography knowledge in the school curriculum. My second 

quest was to analyse and interpret how such knowledge contributes to young people's 

geographical, intellectual development in Mexico. 

My research has an emancipatory intention to understand school geography's function as part 

of the Mexican state’s institutionalisation of a basic education programme. The explicit purpose 

is to educate the Mexican society towards a democratic ideal of citizenship (SEP, 2017). At 

present, the Mexican state is the highest and most concrete institution representing, in principle, 

the whole of Mexican society.14 In this thesis, I argue that providing the state functions on 

democratic mechanisms of social consensus, the geography curriculum within the national 

education system has the potential to become a locus of feasible possibilities of social change 

with broad legitimation. 

Therefore, in looking for an explanation for the seemingly incoherent form of the current 

geography curriculum found through this study, I analysed it as a historical construct. In this 

way, I have sought to produce knowledge that can be used to influence systemically how the 

national geography curriculum is thought, produced, and practised in the context of historical 

change. As I will explain in what follows, I achieved these goals by widening the view of 

school geography as an object of reality that has: a) an epistemic institutional form and b) a 

symbolic nature. Together, form and symbol give school knowledge its particular functional 

and representational condition. Thus, I argue here that school geography requires to be thought 

of in its full intrinsic explanatory potential and chosen according to its pertinence and 

usefulness for the idea of reality it is helping to construct. 

 Form and Symbol in School Geography  

This research focused on analysing the prescribed contents, curricular structure, and official 

policy about Mexico's school geography. I examined a set of official school texts that reify the 

institutionalised versions of what counts as geography in the national education programme at 

different moments in Mexico's school geography history. To analyse the content of geography 

school texts, I required knowledge of school geography in Mexico. I found out that there is 

only one historiographic work (Castañeda Rincón, 2001) about this topic. Castañeda Rincón’s 

 

14 This is why, during the 2009 SarsCoV2 epidemic in Mexico, shutting down the whole educational system 

accounted for about a 40% decrease in people’s mobility: about 30% of the Mexican population are students 

(INEGI, 2015). 
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(2001) work did not help construct the historical account I needed since it is mainly a 

chronological description of the education programmes throughout the 20th century. To fill 

that knowledge gap and as one research outcome by itself, in Chapter 4, I produced a historical 

account of school geography in Mexico. This account allowed me to launch, in Chapter 5, the 

analysis of school geography in the present historical context of neoliberalism.  

In constructing this overarching story, I identified long-term elements of the condition of 

school geography in Mexico that otherwise would have gone unnoticed. The production of a 

timeline depicting school geography's evolution in three grand historical periods from the 19th 

century to the present became a crucial finding in itself. This periodisation allowed me to 

identify overarching systemic characteristics of school geography related to specific social 

projects. I could then argue that the constitutional elements of Mexican school geography are: 

a) explicit in the geography education outlines provided in official documents and textbooks in 

particular moments in time, and b) implicit in the taken-for-granted portrayals of reality that 

are legitimised in the geographical narratives offered by the geography curriculum. These two 

elements (form and symbol) gave me a new lens to analyse the contemporary curriculum policy 

documents, syllabus, and textbooks (Chapter 5).  

 About the Form 

Regarding the epistemic form of geography, this research unveiled that beneath the humanist 

approach of the current education programme (SEP, 2017), the geography curriculum is 

sustained by the same set of disciplinary geography contents that have always been the core of 

the subject.  

In the origins of school geography and throughout the two periods of school geography 

development (see the timeline in Chapter 6, Figure 9), the school subject had a solid traditional 

epistemic structure:  

a) Cartographic knowledge and skills 

b) Description of physical aspects of the environment 

c) Demographic information  

d) Natural resources and economic activities 

e) Socioeconomic indicators  

However, these contents have weakened their epistemic form in the last period and ended up 

in a subordinated place in the official pedagogical prescription.  
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As described in Chapter 1, four basic concepts make different geographies geographical within 

the myriad of approaches to geographic thinking. These, according to Harvey (2001), are the 

pillars of all geographical constructs. In the case of school geography in Mexico, they have 

remained consistent as a particular structure of geographic thought throughout time. This 

consistency reflects the curricular contents' historical permanence, identified above (physical 

aspects of the environment, demographic information, natural resources and economic 

activities, and socioeconomic indicators). This specific selection provides insight into the basic 

structure of what makes the geography curriculum in Mexico geographical.  

Cartography. As a subject theme, cartography in all geography courses is offered at the start, 

as a fundamental part of the different introductions to the subject. With this, school geography 

affirms itself through the disciplinary-specific practice of location and establishes the 

predetermined spatial order in which phenomena will be observed. Within the historical 

framework of modern sciences in which Mexican school geography develops, the cartographic 

endeavour is set within the mathematical rationality of space organisation (e.g., projections, 

coordinates and scale measurements). In this way, cartography serves as the convergence point 

for an objective form of representation. 

Space/Time Concept. The concept of space is so broadly used in geography that it allows for 

multiple uses and interpretations. As argued in Chapter 6, the differentiated linguistic use of 

the concept has served to adapt the curriculum into contemporary pedagogical narratives using 

it as a linguistic resource rather than conceptual development. However, independently of the 

way and motives of using the term space in the geography curriculum, there is a form of 

geographic thought that remains anchored in a specific way of conceptualising the spatial and 

temporal dimensions. This form is visible in the two-dimensional representations of the 

cartographic imagination in all geography programmes, the factual nature of the physical, 

demographic, and economy contents, and the perennial linear narratives of progression. In 

Mexican schools’ geographic thought, space has been portrayed as absolute and relative, but it 

has never been imagined relationally, nor historically. 

The Geographical Spatial Unit. The cartographic representations, explanations of Earth’s 

dynamics and descriptions of the physical environment, and the depiction of economic 

activities throughout time have been located within a regional framework. The region, as 

portrayed in Mexican school geography, helps essentialist definitions that allow spatial 

differentiation. In the history of school geography in Mexico, the terms landscape, place, 

territory, and milieu used in different moments as curricular contents are, at all times, subsumed 
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in a regional depiction where the geographical object remains the sum of physical, 

demographic and economic, elements in fixed spatial continuity.  

Relationship Between Society and Nature. In Mexican school geography, there is a specific 

notion of the relationship of society and nature that remains anchored to geographers' naturalist 

geography traditions from the 18th and 19th centuries that sought to provide a systematic 

depiction of the earth, as a repository of use-values. This is evident in the use of the term natural 

resource in all curriculum proposals in which its use provides common-sense economic notions 

about the meaning of nature.  

 About the Symbol 

I focused my attention as much on the curricular structure and epistemic form of geography 

contents as on their selection, organisation and hierarchical disposition—among themselves 

and in relation to the pedagogical prescriptions. School geography in Mexico is, and always 

has been, a mechanism to depict the world as imagined by the Enlightenment project—the 

foundation of Western modernity—and its creation of knowledge institutions within 

universities and schooling systems. However, in the case of Mexico, this geographical 

imaginary was specific to its context. It portrayed an idea of the modern condition. This idea 

validated the external imposition of a fixed worldview about society's workings and its material 

existence by constructing imagined depictions of the world that were dys-chronic and dys-topic 

regarding Mexican reality. 

There are conceptualisations of reality in the geography curriculum that belong to ideas of the 

territory and its people, which have a colonial imagination. Through the domination and 

imposition of a single narrative, this geographical imagination includes remnants of the 

historical absence of the Other in the world. In this narrative, the perception that territory exists 

as the fixed entity containing the source of accumulative wealth that can be exploited or taken. 

What makes this colonial narrative different from the imperialist geography in schools that the 

radical geographers in Britain criticised in the 1970s within their imperial contexts is that in 

Mexico, the same geographical traditions are used for the colonised. In other words, school 

geography throughout time has served a social purpose of teaching the colonised to become 

civilised (in 1918), the first world (in 1940), developed (in 1970) and, in all moments in history, 

a modernised (in 2016) society. 

Hence, in recreating a contemporary idea of colonial modernity and validating the neoliberal 

ways of production, Mexican school geography supports a depiction of the world where there 
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is only one possibility: a capitalist reality in which geography students are not portrayed as 

transformative agents. As I argued in Chapter 6, even when the explicit pedagogic discourse 

prescribes that school geography should “provide a frame of reference to analyse and 

understand what is happening in the world” (SEP, 2017, p. 163), this understanding has no 

transformative intention. Instead, it implies a normalisation of the world as it is. 

Furthermore, in the current geography curriculum narrative, the idea of the world is portrayed 

as a “world in crisis.” Through its pedagogical priority in teaching values, it makes students 

responsible for it. School geography, in this way, contributes to imposing a priori moral guilt 

on young Mexican people. For example, if students do not pursue responsible consumerism, 

embrace clean technologies, or align with the capitalist ethics of development, they become the 

reason for the problems of the world. In sum, school geography does not help to explain the 

world in crisis, but it reaffirms it as the state of reality, legitimising the official neoliberal 

narrative.  

Consequently, I argue that the contemporary Mexican school geography curriculum, aiming to 

educate the mass population, achieves its purpose of building consensus by offering a 

framework to educate the labour force into accepting their role in capital accumulation and 

reproducing the modern/postmodern capitalist system. 

As a concluding metaphor, I present here a fable. Inspired by the Honduran/Guatemalan writer 

Augusto Monterroso (1969), I offer the reader this last image to summarise my thesis: 

‘The fable of the country that longed to be authentic’ 

Once upon a time, a modern country was created in the image and likeness of an 

authentic modern country.   

At birth, she received a silver mirror. Every day for 200 years, the modern country 

looked into the mirror for her authenticity. For more than a century, the country 

practised the skill of self-portrait drawing to find it.  

She surveyed every mountain, forest and desert, and organised every living being in her 

body into boxes.  

Over and over, she studied her drawings with awe.  
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The drawings were a vivid expression of civilisation. They looked authentically 

modern, so they were exhibited in elegant halls proving how modern the country could 

be.  

But the mirror would still not reflect her authentic modern self.  

The modern country was determined to be even more authentically modern, a country 

of the first world 

Now that she had become a master of self-portrait, she worked out every day to make 

herself fit and to develop an authentic first-world figure. 

The country trained hard for 50 years and, again, contemplated her body. She admired 

how her economy had shaped into a vivid expression of modernity. She looked into the 

mirror again, but the mirror still did not reflect her authentic modern self.  

One day the modern country realized that those who had given her the mirror most 

admired her soil and water, her working peoples, her oil and minerals, her projects and 

aspirations. Willing to do anything to be authentically modern, the country let them 

carve up her body and rip out her heart - and those who had given her the mirror ... they 

feasted.  

Bitterly, she still managed to hear them say, "What a good country! So uncivilised, so 

underdeveloped."  

"A third world country ... great for investment!" 

Once upon a time, a modern country was created in the image and likeness of an 

authentic modern country.  At birth, she was given a silver mirror. Every day for 200 

years, the modern country looked into the mirror for its authenticity. For over a century, 

to find it, the country practised the skill of self-portrait drawing, surveyed every 

mountain, forest and desert, and organised into boxes every living being in her body. 

Over and over, she looked at the paintings with awe. They were the vivid expression of 

civilisation. They looked authentically modern, so they were exhibited in elegant halls 

proving how modern the country could be. But the mirror would still not reflect her 

authentic modern self.  
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The modern country was determined to be authentically modern, a country of the first 

world. So, now that she had become a master of self-portrait, she worked out every day 

to make herself fit to have an authentic first-world form. The country trained hard for 

50 years and, again, contemplated her body, admiring how her economy had shaped 

into the vivid expression of modernity. She looked into the mirror again, but again the 

mirror did not reflect her authentic modern self.  

One day the modern country noticed that what those who had given her the mirror most 

admired about her was her soil and water, her working peoples, her oil and minerals, 

her projects and aspirations. Willing to do anything to be authentically modern, the 

country let her body and her heart be ripped off… and the others ate them. Bitterly, she 

still managed to hear when they said that, what a good country! so uncivilised, so 

underdeveloped. A third world country, great for investment! 

This is what I see as the long narrative of school geography in Mexico, school geography in 

Mexico is knowledge that reproduces ideas of nation, nationhood, and, overall, normalises a 

myth of a modern Mexican being. 

 Notes on the Method 

Consistent with this research epistemology, I regard my research methodology as another 

illuminating outcome. My guiding research questions and working objectives helped me 

organise the research as a fluent non-linear methodological process that developed through a 

series of content analysis–interpretation–theory elaboration cycles. Each of them resulted in 

new empirical and theoretical reflections to add in the next step, constantly returning to the 

already studied and the renewed contents and contexts.  

Although my three research questions, (1. What kind of geography knowledge counts as school 

geography in Mexico? 2. How has geography been constructed as a school subject in Mexico? 

3. What are the possibilities of change for school geography in the context of Mexico now and 

towards the future?) were presented at the start of my research, it took until the very end of my 

thesis writing to pose them coherently with the onto-epistemic nature of my research (for 

details see chapter 7). As mentioned in the introduction, I did not follow any conventional 

social science method, nor signed into a specific Methodological paradigm.  My study is and 

continues as a reflection journey based on using theory to ‘plug in’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1988) 

into aspects of reality to question it.  
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In other words, a “let the data speak with theory” method created a reflection spiral that led me 

to develop theory conforming to qualitative inquiry’s principle that good qualitative work seeks 

detailed and contextualised sets of in-depth, coherent data that can make sense of complex 

phenomena of reality socially and historically located (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). This research 

epistemology and disruptive methodology helped me grasp deep ethical and political meanings 

in school geography texts.  

With the aid of the developing of a history of school geography in Mexico in Chapter 4 as an 

interpretation tool written for this purpose, I provided a historical perspective of present school 

geography contents supporting a neoliberal agenda, demonstrating contradictions and 

continuities in curricular contents in the historical timeline, and I discussed ethical and political 

implications of such findings.  

      Answering the research questions.     

I started this research questioning the possibility of a critical geography curriculum in Mexico. 

To look for the answer, I posed three working questions: 

•  Question 1. What kind of geography knowledge counts as school geography in 

Mexico? 

• Question 2. How has geography been constructed as a school subject in Mexico? 

• Question 3. What are the possibilities of change for school geography in the context of 

Mexico now and towards the future? 

At the close of this work, I can say first that the foundation of school geography lies in 

disciplinary knowledge. However, during the last thirty years of neoliberal policies and its 

underlying capital-oriented philosophy, the subject's purpose is no longer to know geography. 

Through school curriculum, what young people receive is knowledge to repeat official 

narratives about reality, perform in specific approved ways, and behave within a tight 

institutional morality.  

Second, school geography has a history that aligns with the Mexican national formation history 

playing a fundamental state project validation role. It has had three moments of epistemic 

configuration (see figure 10). One in the nineteenth century, during the Porfiriato period, the 

second after the Mexican Revolution during the period of the Mexican state Institutional 

consolidation, and the third and last, commencing in the 1990s with neoliberal policy 
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implementation and state structural reforms and up to date. However, only in the two first 

periods, the curriculum is a product of a coherent connection between school geography 

recipients and the producers and interests behind the education program. In the present third 

period, school geography is a compulsory subject that all young Mexicans will experience 

through the basic education system. However, with the legislation changes allowing external 

actors and corporations into the national education scene and a focus on economic 

development, the geography curriculum that we have nowadays is an alienated institutional 

product that does not belong to the Mexican's needs and projects society as a whole.  

Third. The geography curriculum and the condition of school geography need radical 

rethinking. While there are needs to know and ways of institutional legitimation, thinking the 

curriculum is possible. However, ethical proposals can only emerge within communities of 

reflection that are inclusive, their members have an equal capacity of participation, and are, in 

the context of the present, possible.  

As all academic reflections, these answers are provisional and are waiting to be examined and 

questioned. However, they allowed me to find some insight into the possibilities of critical 

school geography in Mexico.  

 The Possibility of Critical School Geography in Mexico 

This research's general objective was to analyse and interpret contemporary school geography 

curricular contents in Mexico within its historical context and under the light of critical 

education, elucidating its condition and educational potential. My work's vision is that the 

current world system functions on the ethics of capital accumulation destructive of 

communitarian life through its predatory relationships with human beings and other species 

and elements of nature. The results of the research and supporting arguments of the thesis 

presented here allowed me to argue not only that school geography is an intellectual foundation 

that can help new generations of students to become knowledgeable about the systemic reality 

they live in, but also that a geographic intellectual foundation can help students to situate 

themselves in it as ethical-political beings aware of the production and consequences of social 

injustice. School geography has the potential to help students make sense of their world and 

participate in its sustainability and transformation towards a better place to live for the present 

and future generations. 
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School geography's critical potential resides in institutional processes as much as in the 

epistemic form of its knowledge contents. It is essential to bear in mind that school geography 

in the Mexican national schooling system is a geography of the state. Thus, the validity of the 

curricular contents resides on their educational function located in time and place within a 

national project. In this case, Mexico in the present moment. Therefore, critical school 

geography requires a national institutional framework of validation based on the principle of 

bettering the lives of all people. It is also crucial to remember that the critical condition of 

knowledge does not emerge from knowledge itself. As an intellectual tool, geography can be 

used critically. However, its usefulness depends as much on its reliability as an epistemic 

construct to provide geographical explanations, as on what it serves to explain. Knowledge is 

only critical if it challenges knowledge structures and creates consciousness as a possibility for 

transformative action. Therefore, to achieve critical, transformative knowledge results through 

school geography, I propose assuring four conditions: 

A) So that the selection of contents provides an epistemologically consistent and useful 

intellectual foundation, it must be based on an ethics of praxis that permits the 

analogical coexistence of worlds while affirming the life of all. For that, curriculum 

reflections need to start by paying attention to the narrative of reality that the knowledge 

choices will help sustain and then ask what knowledge problems need to be attended 

to.  

B) A national geography curriculum needs to be built on the logic of providing overarching 

tools to solve knowledge problems through a selection of contents that can provide 

explanations and basic disciplinary vocabulary to talk geographically about the 

systemic reality. Geography must provide the abstract notions of the working of the 

world that can be applied to any situation of the systemic reality. Theory-rich school 

geography can help teachers and students make sense of local singularities in the 

context of the world's broader workings. The epistemic form of critical school 

geography serves to explain unethical processes that, in turn, limit the political 

capability of young Mexicans to transform their world. 

C) A knowledge-based geography curriculum requires that teachers develop expertise in 

their subject knowledge. Geography teachers must know the subject vocabulary, 

understand the theory, and have the pedagogic expertise to translate and communicate 
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curricular knowledge to create unique learning experiences day to day in each 

geography classroom. 

D) Geography specialists, researchers, and teachers need to create communities of 

reflection with institutional legitimacy to systemically develop and question 

geography's usefulness as a thinking tool. Specialists in geography, through their 

affiliation as Mexicans to the national community of critical geographers and the state 

system—as subject consultants and geography teachers—can evaluate the quality of 

what is being taught as geography through recognising the principles of geographic 

thought in the context of schooling. It is crucial that these communities of critical 

geography thinkers represent the Mexican community's interests at large. Therefore, 

such communities must come together as part of the knowledge-production system 

(universities) and knowledge-reproduction institutions (schools) that represent social 

interests. That is why state-funded universities and public schools are so important. 

These social institutions are places where geography and school geography can be 

produced and questioned, providing a social–historical consciousness that can only 

emerge within democratic institutions. Public institutions are places of possibility, 

where society, in a more democratic way, can reify its potential to think towards ways 

of affirming its life as a community in the present and for the future. 

School geography created for and directed to the young generations of Mexicans is an 

intellectual tool that can help them face the uncertainties of the future in the immediate term. 

Secondary-school-aged people (12–15 years) are one step away from becoming active citizens 

in a highly interconnected reality. Hope is at the core of critical ethics, it emerges from the need 

to affirm the life of the victims of the system, and young generations require it to be 

transformative agents of the world. Parents looking for their disappeared children, indigenous 

communities fighting for ancestral lands, women organised to stay alive in their workplace, 

people without dignified work opportunities are just some of those victims of the system from 

a list that grows every day, including our young generations. These young Mexicans are already 

tackling an unjust world that denies the affirmation of their life in all its forms and 

manifestations. Children that are growing into adulthood are a powerful force and a source of 

hope for transformation in the short term; however, they need as many tools as they can get to 

confront problems of reality in a sustainable collective way. Geography knowledge is an 

essential one. Disciplinary geography can nourish the geographic understandings that all 

peoples have and help society gain consciousness in a Freirean sense of themselves, their 
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communities, and the world. The school curriculum is the institutional mechanism through 

which Mexican society can provide an educated geographic consciousness as a social 

entitlement of all its members.  

However, to be a thinking tool, school geography needs to change radically. The urgency rests 

with examining its fundamental structure. School geography needs an evaluation of its 

cognitive pillars. It needs to re-examine the implications of its cartographic imaginary and its 

connections with the conceptualisations of time, space, and scale in school geography 

representations. For example, it is crucial to ask about the best way of considering the present 

in school geography narratives. The present, as a historical moment, can be framed in many 

different ways, within geological periods, by technology development cycles, or rhythms of 

economic development, to name some. We need to reflect collectively on the time frame we 

what to use that better allows ways of historical transformation. 

Similarly, the perception of the self and other, the community and the environment, is crucial. 

We need to be clear about who is you, we, us, they and the neutral it in school geographical 

narratives, as the implications of each choice can radically transform institutional world 

visions, and the social projects and expected civic actions and omissions behind geography 

education. Thinking geographically within a different framework that departs from what is 

presently available for young people will result in fundamentally different imaginaries of the 

systemic reality and, thus, the possibilities to raise critical questions that can make possible 

emancipatory imaginations.  

These ideas will be enriched in future research. I hope that, with the input of the academic 

community of geography teachers and researchers interested in developing different ways of 

thinking the curriculum and the importance of geography education as a whole, this research 

will support a national education programme that includes a kind of critical geography 

education that is ethical, hopeful, and that, at its core, serves the purpose of affirming the life 

of the Mexican society, as a human community. 



 

159 

REFERENCES 

Aboites, L., & Loyo, E. (2010). La constitución del nuevo estado, 1920–1945 [The 

constitution of the new state, 1920–1945]. In El Colegio de México, Nueva historia 

general de México (pp. 595–651). El Colegio de México. 

Aboites Aguilar, H. (2012). El derecho a la educación en México: Del liberalismo 

decimonónico al neoliberalismo del siglo XXI [The right to education in Mexico: 

From 19th century liberalism to neoliberalism in the 21st century]. Revista Mexicana 

De Investigación Educativa, 17(53), 361–389.  

Aguilar-Camín, H., & Meyer, L. (1993). In the shadow of the Mexican revolution. 

Contemporary Mexican history 1910–1989. University of Texas Press. 

Álvarez, I., Cassigoli Perea, I. E., Topete Barrera, C., & Rosas, L. (1999). Educación básica 

en México. experiencias, modelos y alternativas [Basic education in Mexico. 

experiences, models and alternatives]. Limusa/Noriega editores/IPN. 

Álvarez-Velasco, S., & Fagetti, V. G. (2018). Niños, niñas y adolescentes migrantes y 

productores del espacio. Ana aproximación a las dinámicas del corredor migratorio 

extendido región andina, Centroamérica, México y US [Migrant children and 

adolescent producers of space. An approach to the dynamics of the extended 

migratory corridor in the Andean region, Central America, Mexico and the US]. Entre 

Diversidades, 11, 37–70.  

Anderson, P. (1984). Modernity and revolution. New Left Review, 144(1), 96–113.  

Andrade, V., Valle-Gómez, H., Sánchez, H., & García, N. (1993). Geografía de México. 

Texto y actividades [Geography of Mexico. Text and activities]. Trillas. 

Apple, M. W. (1979). Ideology and curriculum. Routledge & K. Paul. 

Apple, M. W. (1986). Teachers and texts: A political economy of class and gender relations 

in education. Routledge & Kegan. 

Apple, M. W. (1988). Social crisis and curriculum accords. Educational Theory, 38(2), 191–

201. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-5446.1988.00191.x 

Apple, M. W., & King, N. R. (1977). What do schools teach? Curriculum Inquiry, 6(4), 341–

358. https://doi.org/10.2307/1179656 



 

160 

Aragón, A. (1902) México y su evolución social [Mexico and its social evolution]. In J. 

Sierra (Ed.), México y su evolución social (pp. 7–9). Ballescá.  

Ayllón, T., & Avendaño L. (2018). Geografía [Geography]. Primer grado. Trillas.  

Ayllón, T., & Lorenzo, I. (1993). Síntesis de geografía [Synthesis of geography]. Trillas. 

Ayllón, T., & Lorenzo, I. (1994). Síntesis de geografía de México [Synthesis of geography of 

Mexico]. Trillas. 

Ayllón, T., & Lorenzo, I. (2017). Geografía. Primer grado [Geography. First grade]. Trillas. 

Azuela Bernal, L. F. (2003). La Sociedad Mexicana de Geografía y Estadística, la 

organización de la ciencia, la institucionalización de la geografía y la construcción del 

país en el siglo XIX [The Mexican Society of Geography and Statistics, the 

organization of science, the institutionalization of geography and the construction of 

the country in the 19th century]. Investigaciones Geográficas, 52, 153–166.  

Bahr, F. A. (2005). Spinoza. El miedo, la esperanza y la vida política [Spinoza. Fear, hope 

and political life]. Magister: Revista miscelánea de investigación, 21, 43–56. 

Ball, S. J. (2018). Vale Geoff Whitty (1946-2018). Critical studies in education, 59(3), 382–

385. 

Bartra, R. (1992). El salvaje en el espejo [The savage in the mirror]. UNAM-ERA. 

Bell, L. (2014). Ethics and feminist research. In S. N. Hesse-Biber (Ed.), Feminist Research 

Practice: A Primer (pp. 73-106) Sage Publications. 

Berman, M. (1983). All that is solid melts into air: The experience of modernity. London: 

Verso. 

Beuchot, M. (2014). Epistemología de la hermenéutica analógica para los estudios sociales de 

la ciencia [Epistemology of analogic hermeneutics for social studies of science]. 

Sociologia y Tecnociencia, 4(1), 29–37.  

Bidaseca, K., & Laba, V. V. (2016). Feminismos y (des) colonialidad. las voces de las 

mujeres indígenas del sur [Feminisms and (de) coloniality. the voices of indigenous 

women from the south]. Temas De Mujeres, 7(7), 24–42. 

Bizberg, I. (2014). Types of capitalism in Latin America. Revue Interventions Économiques. 

Papers in Political Economy, 49. 

http://journals.openedition.org/interventionseconomiques/1772.  



 

161 

Blanco, J. (2007). Espacio y territorio: Elementos teórico-conceptuales implicados en el 

análisis geográfico [Space and territory: theoretical-conceptual elements involved in 

geographic analysis]. In M. V. Fernández Caso & R. Gurevich (Ed.), Geografía. 

Nuevos Temas, Nuevas Preguntas. Biblos. 

Bojalil, L. F. (2001). El sistema modular: 25 años de experiencias educativas en la UAM-

Xochimilco [The modular system: 25 years of educational experiences at UAM-

Xochimilco]. Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana. 

Bojalil, L. F. (2009). Sistemas modulares y modernización académica [Modular systems and 

academic modernization]. Reencuentro. Análisis De Problemas Universitarios, 56, 

24–27.  

Bolaños Guerra, B. (1996). El derecho a la educación [The right to education]. ANUIES. 

Bolivar, A. (1999). El currículo como ámbito de estudio [The curriculum as a field of study]. 

In J. Escudero (Ed.), Diseño, desarrollo e innovación del currículo (pp. 267–290). 

Grao. 

Cantú, F. (2019). The fingerprints of fraud: Evidence from Mexico’s 1988 presidential 

election. American Political Science Review, 113(3), 710–726. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055419000285 

Cárdenas, L. (1966). Discurso del General Lázaro Cárdenas al protestar como presidente de 

la república ante el congreso de la unión el 30 de noviembre de 1934 [General Lazaro 

Cardenas' speech when protesting as president of the republic before the union 

congress on November 30, 1934]. In XLVI Legislatura de la Cámara de Diputados, 

Los presidentes de México ante la nación: Informes, manifiestos y documentos de 

1821 a 1966. informes y respuestas desde el 30 de noviembre de 1934 hasta el 1 de 

septiembre de 1966 (pp. 11–15). Gobierno de México. 

Carrol, W. E. (2008). The legend of Galileo, icon of modernity. Sapientia, 64(224), 5–22.  

Carroll, N. (2001). Beyond Aesthetics: Philosophical Essays. Cambridge University Press. 

Casimiro Lopes, A. (2013). Teorías pos-críticas, política e currículo [Post-critical theories, 

politics and curriculum]. Educação, Sociedade & Culturas, 39, 7–23.  

Castañeda Rincón, J (2001) La geografía escolar en México: 1821–2000 [School geography 

in Mexico: 1821–2000]. Doctoral thesis. UNAM. 



 

162 

Castañeda Rincón, J (2004). Formación de profesores en la Escuela Normal Superior de 

México. Una visión retrospectiva: 1924–2000 [Teacher training at the Escuela 

Normal Superior de México. Hindsight: 1924–2000]. Revista Mexicana de 

Investicación Educativa, 9(23), 975–1004. 

Castañeda Rincón, J. (2006). La enseñanza de la geografía en México: Una visión histórica, 

1821–2005 [The Teaching of Geography in Mexico: A Historical Vision, 1821–

2005]. Plaza y Valdés. 

Castro, H. (2011). Naturaleza y el ambiente. Significados en contexto [Nature and the 

environment. Meanings in context]. In R. Gurevich (Eds.), Ambiente y educación. una 

apuesta al futuro (pp. 43–74). Paidós. 

Castro, H. and Miniviell, S. (2010). El rol de los problemas en la elaboración de contenidos 

escolares de la geografía. Reflexiones desde la reforma educativa Argentina. 

Documents d’Análisi Geográfica, 56, 2, 267–86. 

Castro-Gómez, S. (2000). Ciencias sociales, violencia epistémica y el problema de la 

invención del otro [Social sciences, epistemic violence and the problem of the 

invention of the other]. La Colonialidad Del Saber: Eurocentrismo Y Ciencias 

Sociales. Perspectivas Latinoamericanas, 91, 145–161. 

Ceceña, A. E. (2001). Por la humanidad y contra el neoliberalismo. Líneas centrales del 

discurso zapatista [For humanity and against neoliberalism. Central lines of the 

Zapatista discourse]. Observatorio social de América Latina, 3, 25–30. 

Ceceña, R. (1990). Los espacios y los hombres [Spaces and men]. Bachelor thesis. UNAM. 

Ciccariello-Maher, G. (2014). Decolonial realism: Ethics, politics and dialectics in Fanon and 

Dussel. Contemporary Political Theory, 13(1), 2-22. 

Cicalese, G. G. (2007). Ortodoxia, ideología y compromiso político en la geografía argentina en la 

década de 1970. Biblio3W Revista Bibliográfica De Geografía y Ciencias Sociales, 12(767. 

Covarrubias, F., & Brito, O. (2007). Una pálida sombra. La identidad del profesor mexicano 

[A pale shadow. The identity of the Mexican teacher]. UPN/Más textos. 

Cloke, P. J., Philo, C., & Sadler, D. (1991). Approaching human geography: An introduction 

to contemporary theoretical debates. Chapman. 

Coast, E., Florida, G., & Sigle, W. (2014). Education reform act of 1988. https://splash-

db.eu/policydocument/education-reform-act-1988/ 



 

163 

Coll Hurtado, A. (2008). La geografía mexicana a principios del siglo XXI [Mexican 

geography at the beginning of the 21st century]. Paper presented at the Anales de 

geografía de la Universidad Complutense, 28(2) 191–204.  

Craib, R. B. (2004). Cartographic México: A history of state fixations and fugitive 

landscapes. University Press. 

De Sousa Santos, B. (2010). Descolonizar el saber, reinventar el poder [Decolonize 

knowledge, reinvent power]. Extension-Trilce. 

De Sousa Santos, B. (2020, March 20). Virus: todo lo sólido se desvanece en el aire [Viruses: 

Everything solid vanishes into thin air]. La Jornada, 31. 

De Vos, J. (1993). Las fronteras de la frontera sur [The borders of the southern border]. 

CIESAS/UJAT.  

Deleuze, G., & Guattari, F. (1988). A thousand plateaus: Capitalism and schizophrenia. 

Athlone Press. 

Delgadillo, D. (1938). La República Mexicana. Geografía elemental [The Mexican Republic. 

Elementary geography]. Herrero Hermanos Sucesores. 

Descartes, R. (2006). A discourse on the method of correctly conducting one’s reason and 

seeking truth in the sciences (I. Maclean, Trans.). Oxford University Press. 

Díaz Barriga, Á. (1994). Una polémica en relación al examen [A controversy regarding the 

exam]. Revista Iberoamericana De Educación, Mayo-Agosto, 5, 161–181.  

Díaz Barriga, Á. (2003). La investigación curricular en México. La década de los noventa. 

[Curricular research in Mexico. The decade of the nineties]. COMIE.  

Díaz Barriga, Á. (2006). El enfoque de competencias en la educación: ¿Una alternativa o un 

disfraz de cambio? [The competencies approach in education: an alternative or a 

disguise for change?] Perfiles Educativos, 28(111), 7–36.  

Díaz Barriga, Á. (2014). Construcción de programas de estudio en la perspectiva del enfoque 

de desarrollo de competencias [Study programs construction from the perspective of 

the competence development approach]. perfiles educativos. Perfiles Educativos, 

XXXVI (143), 142–162.  

Díaz Barriga, F. (2014). Curriculum research in México. In W. F. Pinar (Ed.), International 

handbook of curriculum research (2nd ed., pp. 329–339). Routledge. 



 

164 

Díaz Barriga, F. (2016). Comprender la teoría del currículum como una conversación 

complicada: Surgimiento, crisis, reconceptualización e internacionalización 

[Understanding curriculum theory as a complicated conversation: Emergence, crisis, 

reconceptualization and internationalization]. Revista Mexicana De Investigación 

Educativa, 21(69), 641–646.  

Dreeben, R. (1968). On what is learned in school. Addison Wesley Publishing Company. 

Duran, D. (1996). Geografía y transformación curricular [Geography and curriculum 

transformation]. Lugar. 

Duran, D., Lara, A., & Daguerre, C. (1993). Cambios mundiales y la enseñanza de la 

geografía [Global changes and the teaching of geography]. Troquel Editorial. 

Dussel, E. (1973). América Latina: Dependencia y liberación [Latin America: Dependency 

and liberation]. Fernando García Cambeiro. 

Dussel, E. (2000). Europa, modernidad y eurocentrismo [Europe, modernity and 

eurocentrism]. In E. Lander (Ed.), La Colonialidad Del Saber: Eurocentrismo Y 

Ciencias Sociales. Perspectivas Latinoamericanas (pp. 41–53). CLACSO.  

Dussel, E. (2005). Transmodernidad e interculturalidad. Interpretación desde la filosofía de 

la liberación [Transmodernity and interculturality. Interpretation from the philosophy 

of liberation]. http://ceapedi.com.ar/imagenes/biblioteca/libros/105.pdf 

Dussel, E. (2006). 20 tesis de política [20 theses of politics]. Siglo Veintiuno, CREFAL. 

Dussel, E. (2008). Meditaciones anti-cartesianas: Sobre el origen del anti-discurso filosófico 

de la modernidad [Anti-Cartesian Meditations: On the Origin of the Philosophical 

Anti-Discourse of Modernity]. Tabula Rasa, 9, 153–198. 

https://doi.org/10.25058/20112742.344 

Dussel, E. (2013). Ethics of liberation in the age of globalization and exclusion. Duke 

University Press. 

Dussel, E. (2016). 14 tesis de ética: Hacia la esencia del pensamiento crítico [14 ethics 

theses: Towards the essence of critical thinking]. Trotta. 

Dussel, I., & Ydesen, C. (2016). UNESCO and the improvement of history textbooks in 

Mexico,1945–1960. In P. Duedahl (Ed.), A history of UNESCO (pp. 231–256). 

Palgrave Macmillan. 



 

165 

Echeverría, B. (1991). Modernidad y capitalismo: Quince tesis [Modernity and capitalism: 

Fifteen theses]. Review (Fernand Braudel Center) 471–516. 

Ejercito Zapatista de Liberación Nacional. (1994). Declaración de la Selva Lacandona. Hoy 

decimos ¡basta! [Declaration of the Lacandon forest. Today we say enough!] 

http://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.mx/1994/01/01/primera-declaracion-de-la-selva-

lacandona/ 

Escolar, M., Quintero, S., & Reboratti, C. (1994). Geographical identity and patriotic 

representation in Argentina. In D. Hooson (Ed.), Geography and national identity. 

Blackwell. 

Escudero, J. (1999). Diseño, desarrollo e innovación del currículo [Design, development and 

innovation of the curriculum]. Grao. 

Fernández Caso, M. V. (2007). Geografías y territorios en transformación. Nuevos temas 

para pensar la enseñanza [Geographies and territories in transformation. New topics 

to think about teaching]. Noveduc Libros. 

Fernández Caso, M. V., & Gurevich, R. (2017). Ciencias sociales y contenidos escolares 

geográficos en clave de inclusión [Social sciences and geographic school contents in 

key of inclusión]. Acta Geográfica. Special edition, 213–225.  

Fernández Christlieb, F. (1990). El automóvil y los espacios de la Ciudad de México [The 

automobile and Mexico City’s spaces]. Bachelor’s thesis. UNAM. 

Fernández Christlieb, F. (2011). Paradero 2010: La geografía universitaria en México setenta 

años después [Whereabouts 2010: University geography in Mexico seventy years 

later]. In G. Bocco, P. Urquijo S., & A. Vieyra (Eds.), Geografía y ambiente en 

América Latina (pp. 87–126). Instituto Nacional de Ecología. 

Fernández, M., & Hernández, A. L. (2006). Geografía [Geography]. Larousse. 

Finn, J. C., & Hanson, A. (2017). Critical geographies in Latin America. Journal of Latin 

American Geography, 16(1), 1–15.  

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogía del oprimido [Pedagogy of the oppressed]. Tierra Nueva. 

Freire, P. (2014). Pedagogy of hope: Reliving pedagogy of the oppressed. Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 



 

166 

Fuentes Molinar, O. (1978). Enseñanza media básica en México: 1970–1976 [Basic 

secondary education in Mexico: 1970–1976]. Cuadernos Políticos, 15, 90–104.  

Galeano, E. (1973). Open veins of Latin America; five centuries of the pillage of a continent. 

Monthly Review Press. 

Gámez Jímenez, L. (1979). La organización de la escuela secundaria mexicana [The 

organization of the Mexican secondary school]. Galpe. 

García Cubas, A. (1874). Atlas metódico para la enseñanza de la geografía de la República 

Mexicana [Methodical atlas to teach Mexican Republic’s geography]. Sandoval y 

Vázquez. 

Garciadiego, J., & Kuntz-Ficker, S. (2010). La Revolución Mexicana [Mexican Revolution]. 

In El Colegio de México (Ed.), Nueva historia general de México (pp. 537–594). El 

Colegio de México. 

Gilbert, R. (1984). The impotent image. Reflections of ideology in the secondary school 

curriculum. The Falmer Press. 

Gilbert, R. (1988). Curricular contradictions and the social purposes of geography teaching. 

New Zealand Journal of Geography, 85, 12–16.  

Giroux, H. A. (1978). Developing educational programs: Overcoming the hidden curriculum. 

The Clearing House, 52(4), 148–151. 

Giroux, H. A. (1983). Theory and resistance in education: A pedagogy for the opposition. 

Bergin & Garvey. 

Gómez Unamuno, A. (2009). Narrativas marginales y guerra sucia en México (1980–1994) 

[Marginal narratives and dirty war in Mexico (1980–1994)] (Unpublished doctoral 

thesis). University of Pittsburgh. 

González Blackaller, C. E., Guevara Ramírez, L., Pernet, L., & Rampa, A. (1971). Geografía 

general dinámica [Dynamic general geography]. Kapeluz Mexicana. 

Goodson, I. (1983). Subjects for study: Aspects of a social history of curriculum. Journal of 

Curriculum Studies, 15(4), 391–408.  

Goodson, I., Anstead, C., & Mangan, M. (1998). Subject knowledge. Readings for the study 

of school subjects. Falmer Press. 



 

167 

Graves, N. (1979). Curriculum planning in geography. London: Heinemann Educational 

Books. 

Greaves Laine, C. (2001). Política educativa y libros de texto gratuitos. Una polémica en 

torno al control por la educación [Free educational policy and textbooks. A 

controversy around control by education]. Revista Mexicana De Investigación 

Educativa, 6(12), p. 0. 

Greaves Laine, C. (2010). La búsqueda de la modernidad [The search for modernity]. In D. 

Tanck de Estrada (Ed.), La educación en México (pp. 188–216). El Colegio de 

México. 

Grosfoguel, R. (2011). Decolonizing post-colonial studies and paradigms of political-

economy: Transmodetnity, decolonial thinking, and global coloniality. 

Transmodernity: Journal of Peripheral Cultural Production of the Luso-Hispanic 

World, 1(1). 

Guevara Niebla, G. (2013). La disputa por la educación [The dispute over education]. Nexos: 

Sociedad, Ciencia, Literatura, 35(422), 54.  

Gurevich, R. (2015). Temas ambientales y aristas educativas: Sociedades, ambientes y 

políticas en debate [Environmental issues and educational edges: societies, 

environments and policies under debate]. Revista De Geografía Espacios, 5(10), 94–

106.  

Gurevich, R., Blanco, J., Caso, M. V., & Tobío, O. (1998). Notas sobre la enseñanza de una 

geografía renovada [Notes on teaching a renewed geography]. Aique. 

Guzmán, E. (2013). Geografía de México y el mundo. Libro del maestro. Conociendo mi 

espacio. Enfoque por competencias [Geography of Mexico and the world. Teacher's 

book. Knowing my space. Competency-based approach]. Fernández Editores. 

Habermas, J. (1972). Knowledge and human interests. Polity Press. 

Habermas, J. (1987). The philosophical discourse of modernity: Twelve lectures. MIT Press. 

Haesbaert, R. (2007). Território e multiterritorialidade: Um debate [Territory and multi-

territoriality: A debate]. Geographia, 9(17), 19–46.  



 

168 

Haesbaert, R. (2011). El mito de la desterritorializacióndel fin de los territorios a la 

multiterritorialidad [The deterritorialization myth: From the end of territories to 

multiterritoriality]. Siglo Veintiuno. 

Haggett, P. (2015). Madingley: Half-century reflections on a geographical experiment. 

Geography, 100, 5.  

Hallaq, W. (2019). Reforming modernity: Ethics and the new human in the philosophy of 

Abdurrahman Taha. Columbia University Press. 

Harvey, D. (1973). Social justice and the city. Edward Arnold. 

Harvey, D. (1984). On the history and present condition of geography: An historical 

materialist manifesto. The Professional Geographer, 36(1), 1–11.  

Harvey, D. (1989). The condition of postmodernity: An enquiry into the origins of cultural 

change. Blackwell. 

Harvey, D. (2001). Spaces of capital: Towards a critical geography. Routledge. 

Harvey, D. (2006). Spaces of global capitalism. Towards a theory of uneven geographical 

development. Verso. 

Harvey, D. (2016). The ways of the world Profile Books. 

Held, D. (1990). Introduction to critical theory: Horkheimer to Habermas. Polity Press. 

Hernández Chávez, A. (2006). Mexico. A brief history. University of California Press. 

Hiernaux D. (2002). Hacia una geografía de la globalización. In A. Correa & R. Gutiérrez 

(Eds.), Tendencias de la globalización en el nuevo milenio (pp. 49–72). UAM-X. 

Huckle, J. (1983). Geographical education. Reflection and action. Oxford University Press. 

Huckle, J. (1985). Geography and schooling. In R. J. Johnston (Ed.), The future of geography 

(pp. 291–306). Methuen. 

Huckle, J. (1987). What sort of geography for what sort of school curriculum? Area, 19(3), 

261–265.  

Ibarra García, M. V., & Escamilla Herrera, I. (2016). Geografías feministas de diversas 

latitudes. Orígenes, desarrollo y temáticas contemporáneas [Feminist geographies of 

various latitudes. Origins, development and contemporary themes]. UNAM/Instituto 

de Geografía. 



 

169 

Jackson, A. Y., & Mazzei, L. A. (2012). Thinking with theory in qualitative research. 

Viewing data across multiple perspectives. Routledge. 

Jeifets, V., & Jeifets, L. (2014). La odisea roja. Varias líneas al retrato político de Jorge Vivó 

d’Escoto [The red odyssey. Lines in the political portrait of Jorge Vivó d’Escoto]. 

Revista CS, 14, 167–200.  

Johnston, R. J. (1997). Geography and geographers: Anglo-American human geography 

since 1945. Arnold. 

Kant, I. (1929). Immanuel Kant’s critique of pure reason. Macmillan. 

Koppes, C. R. (1982). The good neighbour policy and the nationalization of Mexican oil: A 

reinterpretation. Journal of American History, 69(1), 62–81.  

Lambert, D., & Balderstone, D. (2015). Learning to teach geography in the secondary 

school: A companion to school experience (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

Lambert, D., & Morgan, J. (2010). Teaching geography 11–18: A conceptual approach. 

McGraw-Hill Education (UK). 

Lambert, D., Solem, M., & Tani, S. (2015). Achieving human potential through geography 

education: A capabilities approach to curriculum making in schools. Annals of the 

Association of American Geographers, 105(4), 723–735.  

Lander, E., & Castro-Gómez, S. (2011). La colonialidad del saber: eurocentrismo y ciencias 

sociales [The coloniality of knowledge: eurocentrism and social sciences]. CICCUS/ 

CLASCO. 

Larentes-da-Silva, A. (2018). Paulo Freire, el INEA y la educación de jóvenes y adultos en 

México [Paulo Freire, INEA and the education of youth and adults in Mexico]. 

Revista Iberoamericana De Educación Superior, 9(24), 173–188.  

Latapí-Sarre, P. (Ed.). (1999). Un siglo de educación en México [A century of education in 

Mexico]. Fondo de Cultura Económica. 

Latapí Sarre, P. (2008). ¿Recuperar la esperanza? la investigación educativa entre pasado y 

futuro [Regain hope? Educational research between past and future]. Revista 

Mexicana De Investigación Educativa, 13(36), 283–297.  

Lefebvre, H. (1991). The production of space. Blackwell. 



 

170 

Leff, E. (1993). Marxism and the environmental question: From the critical theory of 

production to an environmental rationality for sustainable development. Capitalism 

Nature Socialism, 4(1), 44–66.  

Leff, E. (2015). Encountering political ecology: Epistemology and emancipation. In R. 

Bryant (Ed.), The international handbook of political ecology (pp. 44–56). Edward 

Elgar. 
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