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In the last years, history education has become a highly developed field, which 
is receiving considerable attention not only from educators but also from 
historians, philosophers of history, and social scientists in general. In this vein, 
seminal empirical and theoretical papers have focused on how history is taught 
to students and what are the different abilities that should be developed with 
the end to critically understand historical processes. These abilities are related 
to key concepts in the field such as historical thinking, historical consciousness, 
and historical culture. The aim of this paper is to focus on a matter not much 
considered in any of these approaches. This is to say, “where” the historical 
processes occurred. Usually the “where” implies a specific territory that is under 
dispute. In this vein, territories and their transformation through different time 
periods are represented by historical maps reproduced in atlas and textbooks. 
But these representations could have several bias and also tend to provide a 
number of incomplete ideas among the students and citizens in general. In 
relation to this, it is necessary study not only the features of historical maps but, 
also, how students appropriate them. This appropriation could be  influenced 
by an essentialist view of the nation through historical master narratives. This 
is what we have found in our initial empirical studies in Spain and Argentina. 
Additional empirical studies are needed to improve history education studies 
from the point of view of the development of historical thinking and historical 
consciousness taking into account how historical maps and territorial changes 
are represented by both students and textbooks.
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1 Introduction

In the last decades, there has been a considerable development in research on history 
education. Some works have referred to the great number of scientific studies under the term 
History Education that have been published in the last 15 years (Epstein and Salinas, 2018). On 
the other hand, a great number of the research from this field are intended to design and apply 
instructional strategies not just to transmit historical facts and dates, but also to analyse how 
encourage the development of historical thinking (Peck and Seixas, 2008; Lévesque, 2011; 
Seixas and Morton, 2013).
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Works on historical thinking intend mainly to be  a reaction 
against traditional history education that places the student in a 
passive position. According to this approach, the student must learn, 
usually by rote memory, facts, dates, and concepts about the past, as 
well as a given historical master narratives they must internalize. In 
opposition to this, the new approach proposes a more active history 
education that incorporates learning second order concepts, which 
articulate the historical thinking and mirror historian’s procedures to 
produce narratives about the past (Van Boxtel and van Drie, 2018; 
Thorp and Persson, 2020). From this new approach, historical 
knowledge is understood not as a mere description of what happened 
in the past, but as something that also incorporates the knowledge of 
the processes from which what happened in the past is interpreted and 
understood (Lee, 2005). The past is qualitatively different from the 
present and requires a specific methodology of history to 
be interpreted and understood, in a way historians do (Wineburg, 
2001). To this end, it is necessary to apply the second order concepts 
or the “historical thinking concepts” (Seixas, 2017, p.  597), like 
historical significance, primary source evidence, continuity and 
change, cause and consequence, historical perspective, or the ethical 
dimension on the past (Seixas, 2004, 2017; Seixas and Morton, 2013).

The two approaches above – traditional and new – correspond to 
the distinction established between the romantic and enlightened 
objectives present in the teaching of history (Carretero, 2011). A 
teaching of history with romantic objectives has a more social 
character and tries to promote in the students the national identity 
from a positive assessment of the past, the present and the future of 
the national group; from a positive assessment of the political 
evolution of the country; and from the identification with the facts 
and characters of the past. However, a historical education with 
enlightened objectives, more focused on historiography and critical 
rationality, tries to favor in students the complex understanding of the 
past and the development of historical thinking. All of this from the 
knowledge of historical periods; from the understanding of historical 
causality; from historical consciousness and from an active approach 
to the methodology used by historians. Although the romantic and 
enlightened objectives often coexist in historical education, 
nevertheless, the romantics have been predominant from the late 
nineteenth century until the 70’s in which the enlightened objectives 
begin to receive attention. Despite this, the presence of romantic 
objectives for identity purposes in the teaching of history in many 
countries is still very noteworthy (Carretero, 2011; Berger, 2012).

The historical knowledge that is taught and learned in school 
contexts is articulated around narratives, that is, schemes of 
representation of the past that allow to organize in an integrated whole 
a group of interrelated facts (Wertsch, 1998, 2002). In traditional 
romantic history teaching, students do not necessarily learn historical 
thinking, as they reproduce and internalize an already elaborated 
master narrative about the nation. This master narrative is a cultural 
tool that incorporates information from a given community and 
guides how to think and act to be a good member of that community 
(McLean and Syed, 2015). National master narratives create a cohesive 
community of understanding from a common interpretation of the 
past that provides to the one who adopts it with a sense of belonging 
to the group, as well as of past and shared future perspective (Wertsch, 
2018). This narrative gives meaning to human action and national 
identity (Wertsch, 2021). The national master narrative is not only 
present in the teacher’s discourse, but also in educational resources, 

such as textbooks (Alridge, 2006); in school and extracurricular 
activities, such as reenactments (Carretero et al., 2022); and in other 
products and cultural and institutional contexts of the community 
(Wertsch, 2021). The fundamental point is that the already elaborated 
national master narrative that students must internalize simplifies the 
interpretation of the past, denies students a complex understanding of 
it (Alridge, 2006), and prevents students from developing critical 
rationality and historical thought.

However, in the teaching of history for enlightened purposes students 
generate actively narratives and construct them from historical thinking, 
working, for example, on different narratives of different social groups, on 
sources and evidence, on causes and consequences, as historians do. The 
construction of narratives is central to historical knowledge and, therefore, 
narratives must receive greater attention in the models of historical 
thinking (Zajda, 2022). The narrative about the nation and about the 
national territory varies depending on the approach from which the 
teaching of history is undertaken, which can be romantic or enlightened 
(López et al., 2015; Rodríguez-Moneo and López, 2017).

In that way, an element present in historical master narratives is 
the territory. In narratives, the territory can either be the place where 
historical events take place, or a land wanted by the nation that has 
been conquered or taken by another group and is intended to 
be  recovered. In this sense, the knowledge of the territory where 
events occur provides important information to understand and 
analyse the outcomes (Bednarz et  al., 2006; Bednarz, 2016). Even 
more, the territory is transformed because of human actions and, in 
this vein, it helps us understand better changes in society and history 
itself. However, despite the central position of the territory for 
historical master narratives, we think that its relevance to understand 
the past has not always been properly appreciated in history education 
research. Although in recent years there have been several studies 
reflecting on the importance of historical maps in history education, 
they have underestimated students understanding of the place where 
such historical events took place and how students represent the 
national territory and its transformations in the past (Carretero, 2018). 
In this sense, we think that it is necessary to do more research on the 
features of historical maps that go with historical master narratives 
and are used to represent the territory in which the events occurred, 
or how events have transformed the territory.

To this end, in this paper and within the framework of research in 
history education, we will firstly consider the importance of reflecting 
on “where” historical processes took place and how are they 
represented in historical maps. Secondly, we will analyze the features 
of cartographic images used at school to represent national historical 
processes. Then, we will present data from our research in Argentina 
and Spain about how students represent the territory in the past and 
its transformations when they produce a historical national narrative. 
Finally, we will present some considerations about the importance of 
working with historical maps at school, to encourage students to 
develop a historical thinking about cartographic images.

2 School historical maps and changes 
in the territory

As we  have mentioned above, the relationship between the 
territory and events from the past is bidirectional. On one side, the 
territory has a great value to explain the facts that have occurred in 
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it; on the other side, the events from the past transformed the 
territory. Thus, when a historical process takes place on a certain 
space, the territory can be a key factor in the course of events, and 
also, it may be  transformed as a consequence of the events. For 
example, after the two World Wars, or after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
some national territories and, thus, their representations in maps had 
changed drastically. Even more, in some cases as Poland and Korea 
the national territory changed dramatically after foreign invasions. In 
the case of the first by Germany and USRR and in the case of the 
latter by China and Japan. In the same way, after independence wars 
in the 19th century, the maps of America were considerably changed. 
Several state units which did not exist before independence events 
appeared. In this sense, it should also be observed that after certain 
historical events, many states around the world have changed their 
frontiers through the passing of time. In the classroom, one of the 
sources that can help students understand these transformations are 
historical maps. A historical map is defined as a group of cartographic 
representations designed in the present in order to represent the 
territory of the past and the changes it has undergone. In addition, 
these maps tend to appear in student’s textbooks and atlases 
(Kamusella, 2010).

The maps students use in class, either printed or digital, are 
external visual–spatial representations and they are used to create an 
internal representation in the students in an analogous format. The 
analogous representational format is combined with the historical 
information students usually incorporate in a propositional format 
(Aparicio Frutos and Rodríguez-Moneo, 2015), derived from the 
historical information in textbooks and in their teacher’s speech.

In general, historical maps used at school are divided by 
geographical or political borders to show political, social, cultural, and 
economic activities. These borders help to develop the identity of the 
people included within those limits and, at the same time, it excludes 
everyone who is a foreigner in that limited territory (Agnew, 2008). 
The territories bounded by the borders are linked to the nation-state 
and the maps about the nation are very present both inside and 
outside the school, so that students develop their national identity 
linked to the territory of the nation reproduced on the map and tend 
to reproduce essentialist biases about the national space, often induced 
by school materials, as will be seen below.

As we mentioned above, maps are associated to master narratives, 
and they help understand them better (Caquard, 2013). It could 
be said that historical maps play a key role in the history teaching field, 
together with the narratives: they actively help to produce an effect of 
reality and credibility in the master narratives they go with. However, 
in the same way, maps not only help to legitimize the content of 
narratives, but they also create and foster national historical narratives 
(Craib, 2002). For example, after Iraq troops invaded Kuwait in 1990, 
the government of that country produced two atlases to shatter Iraq 
government’s intentions to reclaim Kuwait as a part of their territory 
(Culcasi, 2011). These atlases included maps from the 19th century 
where Kuwait was a state unit independent from the Mesopotamia 
Region. This example shows how historical maps interact with 
national master narratives. Maps are a guarantee of the veracity of the 
narratives, and they carry national narratives that reflect a certain 
group’s perspective about the space and hide other narratives and 
cartographic images they would be in conflict with. Even more, after 
the decolonization period in the 19th and 20th centuries, many 
American nation states produced their own national historical maps 

in order to delete their colonial past and to highlight their existence as 
an entity prior to the colonization period (Dym and Offen, 2011).

As well as with master narratives, maps can be used according to 
the principles of traditional or romantic history teaching (Carretero, 
2011). From this approach, the information included in the historical 
map and the transformations in the territory are meant to be learned 
just as they appear in the representation, learning dates and events by 
memory, and justifying them based on the present political map, on 
the national identity, and on the master narrative it is included in. 
Even the sequence in which maps are presented in a textbook or a 
historical atlas may be a product of a narrative web used to legitimize 
certain actions through the visualization of the space involved in the 
national narratives (Herb, 2004). However, it is also possible to use 
maps with a more Enlightened approach and based on historical 
thinking. In this case, the historical map is considered as a complex 
document that may trigger questions for reflection and critical 
thinking (LeBlanc, 2016). In this sense, maps are considered a source 
to be analyzed, that can be compared with other maps or sources; a 
source from which we can explore the historical significance of the 
events that can be  inferred from the map; their causes and 
consequences; continuity and change in time. It can also be used to 
analyze the historical perspective and the relationship between past 
events and present reality, and a projection of the future.

3 Historical representation of the 
national territory

Let us mention a specific anecdote, which could be  useful to 
describe lay representations about the national territory in the past. 
Some years ago, in a documentary about Arizona Border Recon1 
group, which can be seen on internet,2 one member of the group said 
they defend the borders because without them, they would be lost as 
a nation. For him, and according to his words, the disappearance of 
the frontier would imply a loss of sovereignty, of identity, and of their 
culture. The interviewee seems to confuse the concepts of territory, 
sovereignty, identity, and even culture in his speech. On the other 
hand, it is worth mentioning that the present territory of Arizona was 
added formally to the United States territory in 1848, because of the 
Guadalupe-Hidalgo Treat, that ended the war between Mexico and the 
United States. This shows the importance of considering how the 
territory is represented in historical maps and the transformations it 
undergoes. This analysis may help us understand the importance of 
advocating for the development of historical thinking in school 
contexts, so necessary and relevant now that we are witnessing several 
territorial and migration conflicts.

In this vein, it would be interesting to ask ourselves: How was this 
border established? Which are the causes that led to its constitution? 
Has the border line dividing Mexico and the United States always been 
there, or has it been changing for a long time? Even when the answers 
to these questions apply specifically to the territorial history of the 

1 The Arizona Border Recon is a group of more than 200 former by Americans 

military men patrolling and checking on the limits between the United States 

and Mexico in Ariyaca, Arizona State.

2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-C7CjduCjVI
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United  States of America, we  deem it necessary to make these 
questions and to encourage our students to think about them in the 
classroom when we are teaching the configuration of the national 
territory, as they can lead students to a better understanding of the 
relationship between past and present.

As a consequence of human actions, the borders of national 
territories change. However, we think that school historical maps do 
not show the complexity of these transformations and they tend to 
show an atemporal representation of the territory. Figure  1 is an 
example of the historical maps we can usually find in textbooks when 
the territorial transformations in the United States are made explicit. 
The interest on the contents of historical maps is because they are a 
graphic representation used to make the contents of the master 
narrative more concrete in school contexts, either through textbooks, 
historical master narratives or some other source (Pérez-Manjarrez 
and Carretero, 2021).

As we can see, in the previous map, the current limits and state 
borders are mixed with the territorial transformations that took place 
during the 19th century. The map shows the expansion of the territory 
of the United States and each color represents a stage in the expansion 
process. However, each of those processes was carried out through 
specific actions against different peoples and the territory changed 
after each process. Now, in the historical map it seems that this is a 
logical evolution as the transformations are represented on the current 
map, as if the current limits of the United States already existed in 
those days, and this makes it more difficult for students to understand 

the differences in each historical moment. We think this confusion 
may be based on the essentialist conceptions students develop about 
the national territory, as we will see below.

On the other hand, in the different periods the map refers to, 
many of the states that form the United States today did not exist, not 
politically, nor territorially. However, they are mentioned in the map 
and, hence, made concrete providing a sense of permanence in time. 
The map not only shows the idea that the United States existed with 
its current external limits, but also with it current political and 
administrative division. Thus, the cartographic image mixes past and 
present, but it also implies that the national territory has maintained 
its essence, as it is presented as an unmodified space despite the 
transformations it pretends to show. These features of historical maps 
are not only observed when teaching the expansion of the American 
territory. In our research, we  have found similar patterns in the 
historical maps of Argentina (Parellada et  al., 2020) and Mexico 
(Pérez-Manjarrez and Carretero, 2021). In the next sections, we will 
analyze the representation of Argentina’s territorial expansion in the 
historical maps used in school contexts.

4 Historical maps in schools in 
Argentina and the territorial evolution

Argentina became an independent state on July 9th, 1816. 
However, in those days, the new nation state had a different territory 

FIGURE 1

Historical territorial expansion of the United States of America from Carretero (2018). Available in https://vividmaps.com/the-united-states-of-
america/.
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and a different political and administrative organization (Lois, 2014). 
After de afore mentioned date and over more than 40 years, there were 
several civil wars to define what the political organization of the new 
state would be. Finally, once the civil wars ended by the end of the 19th 
century, and politically organized as a nation state, several military 
campaigns, known as the Conquest of the Desert (1878–1885) to 
expand the territory were undertaken. These campaigns were done in 
order to conquer Patagonia lands, at the south of the line of latitude 
42, which were at that moment under the control of the aboriginal 
peoples (Lois, 2014). In other words, until 1885, when the Conquest of 
the Desert ended, Argentina did not have any sovereign right over the 
lands of Patagonia. Even more, there was an international dispute over 
those territories with Chile, country that gave up its rights on the 
territory in 1881, when they signed a territorial treat with Argentina 
(Orrego Luco, 1902). In Figure 2, we can see a map exhibited nowadays 
in the National Historical Museum of Argentina in 2022, which 
illustrates the territorial situation of the different political units that 
were being established as a consequence of the independence wars, in 
the southern part of America. Specifically, in the map the parts named 
Indigenous Territory [Territorio Indígena] show a part of the current 
Argentinian territory, which was not colonized until the end of 19th 
century. As a matter of fact, this territory was not part of the Spanish 
Viceroy of the River Plate, by 1810–6 when the independence of 
Argentina as a nation started. As can be seen in the map, this process 
of independence took place at the same time in two different 
territories, the United Provinces [Provincias Unidas del Sur] and Liga 
de los Pueblos Libres [League of the Free Peoples or Federal League]. 
Thus, the territorial representation of these political units coincide 
with documented historical atlases as the World Historical Atlas 
(Duby, 2000).

However, despite these considerations, the maps used in schools 
in Argentina to represent the national territory of the beginning of the 
19th century and to illustrate the military campaigns for South 
American independence, are very different from the one we have just 
seen. They do not show the territorial configuration of the time. The 
map in Figure 3 shows the current limits of Argentina and, just as 
we  commented above about the United  States, it reproduces an 
essentialist image of the national territory, showing that the current 
frontiers were already set even before the country became 
independent. In other words, the map shows the current external 
limits of Argentina, and the rest of the countries in South America, as 
if they had existed by the time each of them became independent. 
Even when the image is trying to show historical processes that 
occurred before Argentina and the other countries become nation 
states. Thus, there is a significant difference between well-known 
world history atlas [i.e., for example, the atlas by Duby (2000)] and the 
ones used in some countries, as Argentina.

Also, present and past are so mixed in the historical map that 
we can even read the phrase (Arg) on the Falkland Islands. This is a 
territory in dispute at present between Argentina and the 
United Kingdom, and Argentina does not have any right upon it. 
However, the historical map includes a reference to these islands 
belonging to Argentina, even when the map, as we mentioned above, 
represents a historical period in which Argentina did not exist yet, and 
so, it could not have any claim of sovereignty over that territory.

To understand where the reference to the Falkland Islands as 
Argentinian in a historical map comes from, it is necessary to mention 
that in Argentina there is a legal regulation called Ley 22,936 de la 

Carta [Law 22,936 of Charter]. This law establishes that the national 
state can forbid the commercialization and reproduction of 
representations of the Continental, Insular and Antarctic Territory of 
the Argentinian Republic that do not comply with the norm set by the 
National Executive Power through the National Geographic Institute. 
In 1941, Argentina passed Law 12,969 of Geodetic Works and 
Topographic Surveys. It required that maps that were published in the 
national territory and that totally or partially reproduced a sector of 
the Argentine territory had to incorporate part of the Antarctic Sector 
and the Falkland Islands as territories belonging to the nation state. 
Then, in 1983, Law 22,963 of the Charter was enacted, which modified 
the afore mentioned Law 12,969 and had the objectives of 
consolidating a national awareness of the territory and avoiding 
differences in geographic information about the Argentine Republic. 
The regulations specify that the only valid cartographic representation 
is the version made by the national government. At present, this law, 
with some minor modifications, continues to be applied in Argentina. 
In other words, in the maps used for school context, publishers can 
only reproduce the official map of the Argentine Republic by law. On 
the contrary, if the cartographic images do not adjust to the official 
cartography and are not reproduced based on the official map, which 
includes the Falklands as part of the territory, the publisher may 
be  sanctioned, and the commercialization of the book may 
be forbidden.

5 Student’s representations about the 
historical national territory

The persistence of atemporal representations of the national 
territory may be related to the still strong presence of national contents 
within school history contents (Van Sledright, 2008; López, 2021). 
From the beginning, the territory has been present in the national 
master narratives about the 19th century. Sometimes, it is represented 
as a space that had to be liberated or recovered for the nation, from an 
external enemy’s threat. Wertsch (1998), for example, claims the 
presence of the territory to be a key element of the Russian historical 
master narrative that he called Triumph against alien forces. According 
to the author’s proposal, most of the Russian historical narratives 
produced by the subjects interviewed developed over four steps: (1) 
an initial situation in which Russians live pacifically in their territory; 
(2) a threat to the territory from alien forces; (3) as a consequence, 
there is a time of crisis and suffering for the Russian people who resist 
the invasion; and 4) the triumph over alien forces by the Russian 
people, that heroically defended their territory from the invasion. On 
the other hand, within the field of social psychology, Billig (1995) 
thinks that the territory is one of the elements over which the 
development of a banal nationalism is consolidated. In the same sense, 
Anderson (1983) considers the territory to be the place over which the 
members of an imagined community, independently of whether they 
interact daily with the place or not, experience a feeling of belonging.

These events show the importance and the presence of the 
territory in national historical master narratives. Moreover the 
representations of the space, far from being in conflict, strengthen 
and legitimize the master narratives (Parellada et  al., 2020). 
Therefore, when students study national history, they are in touch 
with a cartographic image that reproduces the shape of the national 
territory. Also, the same shape is not only in school context, but it is 
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FIGURE 2

Map presently exhibited in the National Historical Museum of Argentina. Retrieved from https://museohistoriconacional.cultura.gob.ar/media/uploads/
site-6/multimedia/tiempo_de_revolucion_infografias_descargables.pdf.
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reproduced in multiple objects as well, providing what Anderson 
(1983) calls logo-map. This means a simple way of drawing the shape 
of the nation that can be reproduced infinitely, through different 

objects of our everyday life, such as billboards, stamps, banknotes, 
regional products, and textbooks, among others. The logo-map, 
which is easily recognized by the citizens, becomes a national symbol 

FIGURE 3

Map included in an Argentinian current textbook that show South America’s liberation campaigns in the early 19th century. Available in https://www.
educ.ar/recursos/125203/mapas-de-america-de-temas-historicos.
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of the territory. So, when we refer to a state, many times, it tends to 
be associated by students in particular, and people in general, to the 
territory represented by the logo-map and, consequently, that map 
becomes a symbol to the nation.

In our research, we  have analyzed the concept of nation and 
territory. Specifically, our investigations show that very often students 
with no specific education in history or cartography assign the same 
features to the nation and to the national territory. In other words, in 
the research carried by our team, we found that most of the subjects 
interviewed in both Spain and Argentina, consider their own nation 
and the national territory associated to it as a fixed and immutable 
entity (López et  al., 2015; Carretero, 2018; Carretero et  al., 2018; 
Parellada et al., 2020).

In a research of our team carried out in Argentina, we asked thirty 
Argentinian university students to produce a narrative about their 
country’s independence, on July 9th, 1816 and the transformations of 
the national territory caused by the Conquest of the Desert (Parellada, 
2019). In such study, we asked them to produce a narrative about de 
independence of Argentina by drawing the borders of the territory 
that became independent in 1816, in a map of Latin America, all of 
that based on their knowledge on the topic, and then produce a 
narrative about the Conquest of the Desert, in order to understand if 
they recognized the expansion of the territory. As we  mentioned 
above, the territory that became independent in 1816 is very different 
from the current one (see Figure 2). Most of the subjects interviewed 
draw maps very similar to Figure 4. As you can see, the map shows the 
current borders of Argentina, but the students were using it to refer to 
the territory that became independent at the beginning of the 19th 
century (Figure 4). Also, when students saw maps produced in the 
19th century that show the Patagonia was not part of the Argentina’s 
territory in those years, the majority of they had not changed their 
considerations. Specifically, most of they considered that the 
cartographer was wrong because maybe “he forgot represent the 
Patagonia as part of Argentina” (Parellada, 2019, p. 219). In other 
words, for most of the students interviewed, the essentialist 
representation of the national territory remained unchanged even in 
the presence of data that contradicted it.

The cartographic images drawn by the students reproduce the 
current national borders and show some kind of atemporal space for 
the Argentinian territory. In other words, students seem to think that 
the Argentinian territory has remained unchanged for more than 
200 years, instead of considering its transformations through the 
years as a product of a series of multicausal changes. Paradoxically, 
recognizing there is a continuity and the change as a consequence of 
historical processes is one of the abilities of historical thinking, but 
far from that, students tend to reproduce a model of continuity of the 
nation based on a nationalist approach. According to this model, the 
aim is to establish a continuity between past and present in national 
terms, so that the citizens identify themselves with certain groups 
from the past and they can lead their actions in the present and in 
the future.

Also, after drawing the maps, the students interviewed were 
shown different cartographic images from the end of the 19th 
century, where they could see the differences between the current 
national territory and the past one. However, even when they had 
information about the territorial transformations, most of the 
subjects interviewed did not change their initial representation and 

they provided arguments such as the cartographer who produced the 
map at the end of the 19th century forgot to include the Patagonia in 
the shape of Argentina (Parellada and Carretero, 2022). So, we can 
say there is an essentialist connection between the territory in the 
cartographic representations and the arguments provided, and this 
connection seems to outweigh the information that shows the 
historical transformations in the shape of the territory. We found 
similar results in Spain when students were asked to produce a 
narrative and a map about the Reconquest of Spain (López et al., 
2015). This concept includes the historical period and process from 
the arrival of Muslim peoples to the Iberian Peninsula in 711 to their 
defeat in Granada in 1492 under the rule of the Catholic Monarchs. 
When Spanish university students were asked to draw a map about 
this historical process, most of them drew a map with the present 
borders of Spain, France, and Portugal, as if these countries had 
existed in the 8th century. We think that, even when more empirical 
work on this is necessary, it seems clear that the subjects have 
difficulties to understand the processes of territorial change of their 
own nation. So, we think it is necessary to reflect on the importance 
of the historical maps used in history teaching with the complexity 
of the historical processes related to the transformations of the 
national territories.

6 Final comment: thinking historically 
with maps

As we have tried to show in this article, considering the national 
territory and its transformations is an issue that has not been properly 
considered in school History teaching and learning yet. Historical 
maps show where historical processes occurred or how the territory 
has changed. However, as we have shown, the maps used in school 
textbooks and atlases usually tend to reproduce the present borders, 
and this produces a wrong idea that the national territory has 
remained as an immutable entity through the years. In this sense, 
we think it is important to reflect on historical maps to encourage a 
better understanding of the historical processes in the students and to 
favor the development of historical thinking. In other words, 
we should not only expect students to look at a map and reproduce it 
as it is. Instead, from a historical thinking perspective, they should 
be expected to consider it as a complex source they can question to 
understand the past better. Also, it is important to consider that in 
order to fully understand how both students and textbooks represent 
territorial changes across times it is necessary to take into account the 
contribution of research on geographical representations in general 
and studies on spatial patterns in particular. For example, Gersmehl 
and Gersmehl (2011), from the point of view of neuroscience, define 
eight features in the development of spatial thinking. No doubt these 
features could possibly have an influence on how human beings 
represent the territory of our own countries. Further research is 
necessary to draw clearer conclusions about this matter. But anyway, 
in this paper our main point is related to how cultural devices such as 
textbooks and other related territorial representations, very often 
presented by media, foster biased and essentialist views of 
historical maps.

As we said above, historical maps can be analyzed as sources. They 
were produced in a certain historical and social context and, thus, they 
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offer information about the society that produced them. Presenting 
students with activities to question maps may improve the 
development of historical thinking. In this sense, maps as 
documentary sources help us understand how a society understands 
or understood space in a certain historical time (Harley, 1988). We can 
understand continuity and change not only in the way space is 
represented, which could be technical knowledge, but also in the way 
a certain society represents the space and what territories they 
consider important to represent and which they do not. If students 
learnt to ask these questions to historical maps, they could stop 
conceiving the territory as the shape of the present national state, and 
they could be able to understand that this is just one way, among many 
others, to map the space and to make sense of it historically. The shape 
of the nation state in historical maps seems to condition the subject’s 

historical interpretation about the territory, but we do not think that 
producing maps without this shape is enough. It is important to 
question de image and to analyze why the space is being represented 
in that way and how that information can be  related to other 
historical documents.

The way in which subjects understand maps and how they 
interpret them is mediated by their perspectives and considerations 
(Jacob, 2006). Thus, school teaching centered on historical thinking 
should consider studying historical maps, as it could enable a different 
context of meaning to interpret them better than the one provided by 
the nation state. The use of comparison activities between different 
cartographic images may help students understand why some sectors 
of society tend to intervene legally in cartographic representations, as 
it is the case in Argentina, and encourage the reproduction of the 

FIGURE 4

Essentialist map limits of Argentinean territory by 1816 (date of the independence) drawn by an Argentine university student in our study.
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current frontiers, even in periods where they did not exist. For 
example, they may question what territorial disputes of the present are 
related with this representation of space in a historical map. As 
students question cartographic images and compare them with others 
from different historical periods, or even from other societies that do 
not have their borders in dispute, they might be surprised, and they 
may even start to interrogate images with questions similar to the ones 
a historian would ask.

From this point of view, the purpose of working in a classroom 
with historical maps should not only be that students solve historical 
problems. They should be encouraged to take critical distance from 
the cartographic images and from their own conceptions about the 
territory in the past, trying to develop a consciousness of historicity 
about the territory and the different forms of representation there may 
be as part of a particular historic moment. Also, these activities in 
which students interrogate the map are a great opportunity to reflect 
on the narrative that builds identity, and also to reflect on some 
historical concepts and their evolution. All these, considered from the 
point of view of the different social groups coexisting in the territory 
and considering the conflicts between groups for power, territorial 
expansion, or any other conflict. The analysis of the conflict from the 
point of view of different groups makes it easier for the student to see 
multiple perspectives in the conflict and to consider arguments and 
counterarguments about it.

In other words, working historically with maps and questioning 
them may challenge national historical narratives and the 
understanding of the national territory when they are in tension with 
some official historical explanations. Seeing cartographic 
representations as constructions and analyzing them as historical 
sources may contribute to change how our conception of the territory 
affects our perception and our relationship with it, its borders and 
with others, that we  consider foreigners. Students need tools to 
develop their historical thinking, but these are not general abilities. It 
is also necessary to reflect on historical maps specifically to question 
them and to challenge the hegemonic historical master narrative.
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