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The conversation in education around the need for a decolonised curriculum has 

intensified recently, especially within British universities (Charles, 2019), but I would 

argue that this movement has yet to truly find its way into secondary school 

classrooms. A more practical understanding of decoloniality is needed in secondary 

education to help curriculum leaders and teachers answer the calls of academics 

and activists.  

In this paper, I will present some work on the Spanish conquest of Mexico, which I 

planned for Year 8. While not a traditional topic in the curriculum, it is one where 

many of the principles of decolonial pedagogy are relevant. It is my hope that in 

presenting this work, I can expose some of the techniques that history teachers can 

use to bring decoloniality to the history curriculum. This unit fits into a wider project to 

“decolonise” the Key Stage 3 curriculum (see appendix 1), which I hope to present in 

future papers.  

My aim was to introduce multiple perspectives to my students and challenge a 

Eurocentric teaching of the Aztec.  Much of my initial thinking was based on my 

readings of Edward Said, who warned so articulately about viewing other cultures 

from purely Western lenses. Said describes the western notion of the orient; a site of 

deep and “recurring images of the Other” (Said, 1979 p.10). In creating these sites, 

Europe has defined itself as contrasting, and ultimately superior to places with 

differing cultures, beliefs, and aesthetics.  

In the case of the Aztec, it is all too easy for British teachers to present the history 

exclusively through the lens of the Conquistadores. students should be taught why 
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Cortes and his men found themselves amongst the Aztec in 1513. To bring these 

perspectives to the classroom, I tried to help students view the world of the 1500s as 

polycentric, introducing an Aztec lens to the enquiry and encouraging students to 

consider the long-term consequences of colonialism in contemporary Mexican 

society. 

A Polycentric World 

Walter Mignolo has observed that the world of the 1500s was polycentric, containing 

several co-existing civilizations (2011). I believe that students must grasp this point 

clearly, to allow them to see that Europe was not the only global site of technology 

and culture. While some of groundwork for this idea was laid prior to teaching the 

Aztec, by studying different empires from antiquity to the 1500s including Benin, 

China and the Arab Empire, it was very important that students viewed the Aztec as 

coexisting with Europe and as its own centre of culture before Europeans landed in 

the Yucatan. To help students see this, we introduced the polycentric world (figures 

1a-d), which helped challenged the traditional, colonial European gaze. This learning 

also disrupted the highly problematic notion that countries were “discovered” by 

European explorers, favouring an understanding that these locations were already 

populated by indigenous peoples, nations, and empires. (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 1 - Establishing the existence of multiple co-existing worlds. 
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Figure 1b – Establishing the existence of multiple co-existing worlds. 

 

 

 

Figure 1c – Situating the Aztec in the polycentric world. 
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Figure 1d – Student discussion to emphasise that the Aztec world was 

independent from the West. 
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Figure 3 –Deconstructing colonial discourses of discovery. 

 

Disrupting Shallow Diversity 

When writing about “the orient,” Said talked of the orient as “an idea, or a creation 

with no corresponding reality” (Said,1979, p.14). This is a constant issue with 

teaching “diverse topics”. In our case, as British teachers have little knowledge on 

the Aztecs without the European gaze, the temptation is to teach through common, 

easily accessible, western accounts of the period such as Hernan Cortes’ diary and 

letters, or sources by other conquistadores like Bernal Díaz del Castillo. In addition, 

a principal archive on Aztec culture, politics and aesthetics is the Aztec Codices, 

written by a range of Spanish and indigenous authors shortly after the fall of the 

Aztec Empire. Notable among these is the Florentine Codex by Bernardino de 

Sahagún, which provides a written and visual record on the Aztec religion but only in 

retrospect, and from the point of view of someone who considered the Aztec faith to 

be heretical. Therefore, providing students with a sense of the Aztec Empire as its 

own distinct world, which had almost no contact with Europeans prior to 1519, 

means relying on artefacts, oral histories, and traditions that predate the Spanish 

colonisation.  Through images of surviving Aztec constructions, artefacts relating to 

religion and everyday life, alongside examples of Aztec writing and mathematics, 

students can begin to build up a sense of the rich and complex nature of the Aztec 
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Empire on its own terms rather than through the gaze of a European coloniser 

(Figures 3a-c). While some might argue that this is a trivial step, it is a habit that 

teachers must from to consistently decolonise their approaches to non-European 

societies. One the one hand, this approach forces us to investigate cultures in more 

depth to seek out indigenous sources but in addition, this helps ensure a diversity of 

perspectives in the curriculum. 

 

Figure 3a– Using sources to investigate Aztec construction. 
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Figure 3b– Using sources to study Aztec Religion, Science and craft 

 

 

Figure 3c – Investigating Aztec language and numbers 

 

In addition, by revealing to students that there are a limited range of sources by the 

Aztec themselves, a conversation that examined how colonialism can damage or 

destroy the culture of the colonised. This helped students reflect further on the 

nature of colonialism both in Mexico and throughout the world. Furthermore, we then 

began to critically discuss the modern impact, the destruction of sources has had on 

Mexico by showing how Aztec culture survives through oral traditions and Spanish 

sources but also in European museums (Figures 5a-c). 
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Figure 5a – Discussing the complexity of preserving indigenous culture 

through oral history and colonial sources. 

 

 

Figure 5b – Discussing the complexity of preserving indigenous culture 

through oral history and colonial sources. 
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Figure 5c – Approaching contemporary debates around reparations and 

repatriating artefacts. 

 

Through these discussions, students began to see the Aztec world as more than just 

separate from Europe, but also distinct. Furthermore, we started to question the 

impact Europe had on Aztec culture both at the time of the conquest, but also in 

contemporary Mexico. 

 

Critiquing Colonial Discourse 

An important purpose of a decolonial pedagogy is to give students a way to critique 

the actions of colonisers, and the narratives that have developed to justify, apologise 

for, and in some cases, further coloniality.  

Jared Diamond asserted that “history followed different courses for different peoples 

because of differences among peoples' environments, not because of biological 

differences among peoples themselves” (1997 p.25). This view clarifies that when 

civilizations such as the Aztec and the Spanish met, the factors which determined 

the outcome of these interactions scarcely more than luck. Yet, a Eurocentric 

explanation of the Spanish victory over the Aztec is often focused on the inferiority of 

Aztec weapons, which could not defeat the hardened steel of the Spaniards. Indeed, 
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Aztec weaponry and warfare did not ultimately defeat the Spanish, although it is 

often overlooked that many rebel armies from within the Aztec empire such as the 

Confederacy of Tlaxcala fought with the Spanish, more than doubling the numbers of 

Conquistadores. In addition, smallpox, which decimated the Aztec people was also a 

huge factor. 

However, the colonial narrative encourages us to believe the Aztec were primitive in 

comparison to the Europeans. Armed with western discourse on the clash of 

European colonial powers and the indigenous, students are often inclined to argue 

for superior Spanish technology as a factor for the Aztec fall. In fact, the Spanish had 

different technology, rather than better technology. For example, students should be 

challenged with the scale of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital, which was at least four 

times more populous than London, built of stone, with a temple at its centre which 

would have dwarfed the proudest European cathedrals. So, while technology was a 

reason for the Spanish defeat of the Aztec, it is not evidence of Aztec primitivism or 

Spanish modernity.  

I also challenged students to consider the motivations for the Spanish conquest of 

Mexico. Why, for example, did the Portuguese empire choose not to conquer Benin 

in West Africa? Why, did the Dutch Empire choose not to attack Japan, upon first 

contact in 1634? The answers lie in judgements made by European colonial powers 

about whether they could overwhelm the indigenous cultures they found. Elsewhere 

in our curriculum, students learn that the Portuguese chose to trade with Benin 

because the work of Benin’s craftspeople could not be easily reproduced and due to 

the slowly increasing supply of enslaved peoples, captured in the mainland, and 

traded at the coast. In Asia, Japan was far too politically robust and martially capable 

to justify an attempt at invasion by the Portuguese and Dutch, who favoured 

diplomacy to secure their profits (Olusoga, 2018). The Aztec, on the other hand, had 

advanced buildings and culture, but presided over a politically fragile empire that 

could be destabilised and an army that with help, the Spanish could ultimately defeat 

(see figure 5). These are examples of how perspectives can help students move to 

critique colonial discourse through a decolonial approach to the curriculum. 

 

 



 

11 
 

Critiquing Colonisation 

Colonialism weighs heavily upon contemporary American cultures. Not only did 

colonialism repress “specific beliefs, ideas, images, symbols or knowledge”, but it 

replaced them with the “imposition of the use of the rulers’ own patterns of 

expression, and of their beliefs and images with reference to the supernatural” 

(Quijano, 2007 p.169). So, although decolonisation has taken place as a physical 

process, it has also “mutated into decoloniality”, meaning that in the present, 

coloniality is an “epistemic rather than a geographical issue.” (Mignolo, 2011 pp. 53-

54). Therefore, another vital perspective in our curriculum was that of a colony in the 

postcolonial era.  

In Mexico, colonialism has left a deep scar. Indigenous Aztec languages such as 

Nahuatl are still spoken by an estimated 1.45 million people (INEGI, 2000), but 

Spanish remains the most spoken language by far. Descendants of the Aztec must 

rely on Spanish sources, and oral histories to understand some lost aspects of 

indigenous culture. The colonial caste system that divided Creoles (descended from 

the Spanish), Mestizo (mixtures of Spanish and Indigenous) and the Indigenous but 

also allocated privilege along racial lines remains entrenched in contemporary 

Mexico (Mercado, 2017). Today, lighter skinned Mexicans have higher educational 

outcomes, are wealthier, and are likelier to have access to running water than darker 

skinned Mexicans (Zizumbo-Colunga, 2017). For me, it was critical that after 

studying the Aztec and the story of colonisation, students considered the impact of 

this history on the contemporary so that students could assess modern complicity in 

coloniality and consider a modern indigenous perspective (figures 6a-c).  

This process has led me and my students into new, interesting, and often 

challenging conversations about the complexity of colonialism and the nature of 

coloniality. In addition to being the most nuanced conversations on imperialism that I 

have had with students of this age group, they have set the tone for a deeper, more 

critical, and broader exploration of Empires, colonialism and coloniality.  
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Figures 6a - Reflecting on the impact of Spanish colonialism on people, 

culture, and the economy.  
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Figures 6b - Reflecting on the legacy of Spanish colonialism.  
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Figures 6c – Investigating the influence of Spanish Colonisation on Culture  

 

Conclusion 

For Jeffrey Boakye, the lack of diversity in his education taught “the myths of Empire, 

erased the unpalatable truths of this country’s colonial past” (Boakye, 2020 n.p.). If 

history does not speak to members of minoritized groups and their perspectives in 

history, then the curriculum does indeed need to become “a site of decolonisation” 

(Ibid.). While I agree with Boakye, I argue that we must take the idea of 

decolonisation further, into an act of decoloniality, a process which involves 

exposing, and unpicking the prevalent narratives of western modernity. In addition, 

these decolonial acts must take our students across the globe, to deepen their 

understanding of Europe’s impact on history. 

My hope is that this work draws practical conclusions from theory, which will allow 

decoloniality to flourish within the classroom. While the development of a complete 

toolkit for decoloniality in the classroom is far beyond the scope of this work, I hope 

that the presentation of my lessons on the Aztec and the Spanish conquest of 

Mexico can lay a foundation for a wider discussion into the classroom techniques of 

a decolonial pedagogy. 
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Appendix – Y8 History Curriculum 

  

 


