
EXPLORATORY STUDY ON THE IBERIAN UNION IN SECONDARY TEXTBOOKS OF PORTUGAL 
AND SPAIN: STUDENTS' IDEAS ABOUT THIS HISTORICAL PROCESS FROM THEIR USE

Glór ia  So lé ( C IEd,  Univers i ty of Minho,  Portuga l )

gso le@ie.uminho.pt

Cosme Gómez (DICSO,  Univers i ty of Múrc ia ,  Spain)

c j gomez@um.es

	

mailto:gsole@ie.uminho.pt
mailto:cjgomez@um.es


INTRODUCTION 

This exploratory study is part of Research project EDU2015-65621-C3-2-R "The

evaluation of competences and the development of cognitive abilities on

history in Compulsory Secondary Education“.

• Comparative analysis of curriculum, History textbooks, historical learning.

• Perception on the evaluation of historical competences by students.

• Analysis of historical narratives.
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INTRODUCTION 

This issue (Iberian Union) is common to both countries (Portugal and Spain).
Iberian Union is the historical period that goes from 1580 to 1640 in which
Portugal was governed by the kings of Spain (Philip I, Philip II and Philip II- a
king for two countries), giving rise to the Philippine dynasty in Portugal.

Mains goals:

Understand how this historical process is covered in textbooks in Portugal and
Spain, and how these influence the historical ideas of Portuguese and Spanish
students.

As the students think the possibility of not having been given the Restoration
of Independence (separation of the two crowns in 1640, Spain and Portugal) as
would be the History of Portugal and Spain today (counterfactual).
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Theorycal Background  
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Usually textbooks play a transmitting function of knowledge and sense of hegemonic
reality by the authorities or power. Foster (2011) suggests it is a powerful cultural artifact
that contains ideas and values that influential sectors society expect that students learn.

Is key to analyze the construction of that narrative in the approache proposed by
Chartier (2007), but remembering authors as Apple & Christian-Smith, 1991; Paxton,
1999; or Porat, 2004. They indicate that the content shown by the textbooks are not
literally reproduced by teachers or students without processing with his previous
knowledge of the subject (Létourneau, 2014; Pla, 2012).



Theorycal Background  
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The analysis of the construction of collective identities through textbooks has
produced a large bibliography: example of special issue of International Journal of
Historical Learning (2002), special issue of Educational Inquiry (2012), book
coordinated by Foster and Crawford (2006).

George Eckert Institute is a reference for the large library and mobilizing funds of
international projects.

In Europe the analysis of textbooks has focused on the tensions between the
teaching of history and its relationship to power, curricula, building identities and the
historical, social and cultural context: Aubin (2000), Cajani (2006), Estivalèzes (2011),
Höpken (1996), Pingel (2000), Stöber (2013), Solé (2014); Wilschut (2011) and Zachos
& Michailidou (2014).



• How the historical process of the Iberian Union is constructed in textbooks
in Portugal and Spain?

• What ideas do students construct about the concept of Iberian Union based
on textbooks?

• How do students interpret the textbook sources (about this historical
process)?

• What consequences of Union Iberian do students envisage for Portugal and
Spain if the independence of the restoration had not taken place in 1640?
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 



First step- Analysis of the texbooks

The sample- 3 Portuguese textbooks

3 Spain textbooks

Data analysis- Content Analysis (Bardin, 2004); Inductive analysis (inspired by

Grounded Theory, Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
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The empirical study- study of an essentially qualitative nature (with an
additional quantitative approach).

The sample- 22 students (9 girls and 13 boys, 13-14 year olders) attending 8th
grade) in a Portuguese urban school.

Instrument- individual questionnaire (paper and pencil task).

Data analysis- Inductive analysis (inspired by Grounded Theory, Corbin &
Strauss, 2008).
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How the historical process of the Iberian Union is constructed in textbooks in
Portugal and Spain?

Portugal

• Iberian Union appears in the theme of Union of peninsular empires and restoration of independence.

• Succession problem - dynastic crisis (Death of the king d. Sebastião (young) and King Cardinal D. 
Henrique).

• Various candidates- (genealogy).

• Support for Philip II of Spain by the nobility and clergy (Iberian Union-1581).

• The successors of Philip II did not fulfill the sworn promises in the court of Tomar (taxes, military 
service, War of 30 years, political office delivered the Spanish, did not defend our conquests from 
other empires ... financial and political crisis).

• 1640 - Portuguese revolt and acclamation of King João IV of Portugal (Restoration of Independence).
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How the historical process of the Iberian Union is constructed in textbooks in Portugal
and Spain?

Spain
• Iberian Union appears in the theme of the Iberian Monarchy.

• Politics of Catholic Kings: external politics- agreements and political alliances through marriage (D. 
Manuel marriage with Isabel the Aragón  and Maria the Aragón. (source genealogy); Philip II inherited the 
Portuguese crown. 

• The Hispanic monarchy (Carlos V; Philip II; III and IV).

• In 1580 the king of Portugal died without heirs. Annexation of Portugal. Philip II claims the right to the 
crown as the son of Isabel of Portugal.

• Internal Problems- Wars, Bankruptcy and internal wear - War of 30 years; union of arms (1626- all the 
kingdoms of the Spanish monarchy had to contribute to the wars in Europe). 

• Rebellions- Appointment of a King in Portugal.
• Defense of the Iberian Monarchy against other powers (Holland, France and England).
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The students were asked about the meaning of Iberian Union and its possible

consequences for Portugal and Spain if it had not happened the independence of the

Restoration in 1640, using the interpretation their textbooks sources. Examples:

1- What do you know about what was the Iberian Union from the history lesson?

2 - Observe your textbook historical sources 1 and 2:
2.1- What events led to the Iberian Union?

3 - Observe your textbook historical sources 3 and 4:

3.1- What will have led to the Restoration of the Independence of Portugal?

4- If the Restoration of Independence had not happened in Portugal what do you think would
be different and what would remain in the History of Portugal and Spain? (a hypothetical

question about the past).

5. Imagine that you had to tell a foreigner what the Philip Domain in Portugal was, what would
you tell him?

13

METHODOLOGY - THE QUESTIONNAIRE 
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METHODOLOGY – TEXTBOOK SOURCES DISPLAYED IN THE  QUESTIONNAIRE 

Cirne, J. & Henriques, M.  (2016). Viagem na História 8 , 8.º ano. Porto: Areal Editores. 

Source 1- Candidates for the 
Portuguese throne in 1580

Source 2-Chronology - Dynastic 
Union and the Restoration Source 4-The battles of the 

Restoration War

Source 3-The Philip Domain
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DATA ANALYSIS  

Table 1- Students' ideas on the concept of Iberian Union 

1- What do you know about what was the Iberian Union from the history lesson?

Categories Descriptors Example- Students' responses Number of 

occurrences

Alterative answer Answers that express alternative ideas to the 

substantive concept.

The Iberian Union is Portugal and Spain together separated 

by the Pyrenees. (A5)

3

Subjectivized

answer

Answers that simply repeat the concept of 

union between Portugal and Spain.

What I know about the Iberian Union was that Spain wanted 

to stay with Portugal, so they could stay with Portugal, which 

would be bad. (A4)

1

Tautological  

answer

Answers that simply repeat the concept of 

union between Portugal and Spain.

The Iberian Union was the union between Portugal and 

Spain. (A7)

8

Approximate  

answer

Answers that point to an approximate 

substantive knowledge of the substantive 

concept.

The Iberian Union was the Union between the kingdoms of 

Portugal and Castile in which we were ruled for 60 years by 

Spanish kings. (A19)

4

Contextualized 

answer

Answers that explain and contextualize the 

historical process.

After the crisis of Succession due to the death of D. 

Sebastião Portugal began to be governed by the Spanish 

kings. The Spanish kings did not conform to what they had 

said when D. Philip I was elected. That is why the Portuguese 

revolted and there were some wars. After the wars they 

wrote a peace treaty that they call the Iberian Union. (A6).

5

No answer 1

Total 22
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DATA ANALYSIS  

2-What events led to the Iberian Union?

Table 2- Students' ideas on causality of the historical process of Iberian Union

Categories Descriptors Example- Students' responses Number of 

occurrences

Alternative Confuse causes with consequences. The Spanish army invades Portugal and defeats 

the troops of the Prior of the Crato, Restoration 

of the independence, Peace with Castle. (A5)

7

Single event Focus on the crisis Dynastic with the 

death of D. Sebastião.

The events are the crisis of succession (A14) 5

Two or more 

events

Ex. Dynastic Crisis and support of the 

nobility and the Clergy to the Iberian 

Union.

What led to the Iberian Union was, first the 

death of D. Sebastião, the invasions of the 

Spanish armies and later the death of the king, 

Cardinal D. Henrique. (A3)

7

Contextualized 

Causality

Multiple interconnected events. The death of D. Sebastião led to a dynastic crisis 

between D. Filipe II, D. António Prior do Crato

and D. Catarina. Who won was D. Philip II having 

thus united Portugal to Spain. (A22)

2

No answer 1

Total 22
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DATA ANALYSIS  

Table 3- Students' ideas on causality of the historical process of Portugal's Independence

3- What will have led to the Respect of Portugal's Independence?

Categories Descriptors Example- Students' responses Number of 

occurrences

Single event They just indicate a cause. What has led to the Restoration of the Independence of 

Portugal was the discontent of the Portuguese with the 

actions of the Philips of Spain. (A14)

5

Causality based on mere 

reproduction of 

information

They list various causes by simply stating 

them without any explanation or simply 

copying the information from the 

documents.

King Philip IV did not come to the defense and recovery 

of our conquests, he afflicted and vexed peoples with 

unbearable tributes, spent common incomes in foreign 

wars, sold for money the offices of justice and the 

Treasury, and provided for unworthy and incapable 

persons. (A9)

6

Contextualized Causality They contextualize some of the causes by 

relating and explaining them.

IT was the unfulfilled promises of the Spanish kings, 

important posts of Portugal were handed over to 

Spanish, increased taxes. (A3)

6

Causalidade 

multiperspetividade 

Causality of multiperspectivity The Restoration of Independence happened, the people 

were unhappy because they were being nominated 

Spanish instead of Portuguese for the most important 

positions. Spain was having more benefits and the 

monarch was spending the Portuguese money. (A10)

4

No answer 1

Total 22
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DATA ANALYSIS  

Table 4 - Substantive concepts presented by Portuguese students

Portugal and Spain would continue their conflicts.

The Portuguese would react and resist regardless of the restoration of 

1640.

The countries would be together, they would be one country.

It was still a monarchy.

Portuguese wealth and colonies would be from Spain.

Loss of cultural identity (language, customs, traditions, etc.)

4. If the Restoration of Independence had not happened in Portugal what do you 

think would be different in the History of Portugal and Spain?



19

DATA ANALYSIS  

4. If the Restoration of Independence had not happened in Portugal what do you think would 

be different in the History of Portugal and Spain?

Table 5 - Metahistorical ideas suggested in substantive answers-contourfactual exercice

Categories Descriptors N.º

Fixed past- absence of alternative

scenarios

Students indicate the restoration of independence as certain regardless

of when it will have taken place. Like something that would inevitably

happen. Projecting the idea of resistance.

6

Alternative scenarios - one country Students integrate Portugal into the Kingdom of Spain as a possible

scenario of the formation of a single country.
8

Alternative scenarios - changes at the

political level

Student’s present alternative scenarios at the political level,

recognizing that it might be possible to be a single country today, but

they have political consequences and express negative ideas for this

scenario associated with the usurpation of territory and wealth on the

part of the Spanish.

5

Alternative scenarios - cultural and

identity changes

The students present alternative scenarios, recognizing that it might be

possible to be a single country today, but they express ideas of loss of

identity (culture, language, traditions).

3

Total 22
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DATA ANALYSIS  

Table 6 - Metahistorical ideas suggested in historical narratives 

5. Imagine you had to tell a stranger what was the Philip Domain in Portugal, what would you say to 

him? Table 6 - Metahistorical ideas suggested in historical narratives (Rüssen, 2012) 

Categories Descriptors Example- Students' narratives N=

Traditional Narrative Narratives that value traditions, origins as 

indispensable elements in the orientation of 

practical life. A static view of history emerges, of 

traditional legitimization of what was the 

Philippine Domain.

The Philip Domain was the period when Portugal was dominated 

by the kings Philip II, Philip III and Philip IV of Spain. (A 1)

8

Exemplary Narrative Narratives as a reminder of the past, which gives 

us lessons for the present. That point to an 

approximate substantive knowledge of the 

substantive concept, integrating the multiplicity of 

external actions.

The Philip Domain happened on the death of and D. Sebastião

who had no children. As there was no king invaded Portugal and 

then remained as a single country. After 3 Philip kings passed and 

they did not obey what King D. Philip I said the Portuguese 

managed to win in the restoration of Independence. (A20)

3

Critical Narrative Narratives that integrate opinions. The notion of 

rupture in continuity prevails, presenting 

contradictory experiences of the past.

That Spain wanted to stay with Portugal to keep the expenses of 

the war and that it would be bad for us. (A4)

5

Genetic Narrative Narratives that explain and contextualize the 

historical process. In this narrative structure, the 

change that occurs after the restoration of 

independence emerges as rupture, with a 

dynamic view of time.

I would say that the Philip Domain in Portugal was that, our king 

died, we were ruled by Philip II of Spain who came to rule 

Portugal and Spain, he had promised several things but 

throughout the third Philippine reign they failed to fulfil the 

various things promised, and then there was a revolt and has 

ended the Philip reign. (A7)

3

No answer 3

Total 22



PROVISIONAL REFLECTIONS ON RESULTS
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• Students use some previous knowledge when answering to question 1.

• Those initial expressions of ideas about the Iberian Union (1 and 5) appear to be
enlarged and refined when looking at textbook sources (from generic or tautological
ideas to more detailed ones and contextualized).

• Many students confuse causes with consequences relate with the historical process
of Iberian Union or list more than two causes by reproducing information from
sources.

• Sources interpretation appears too simplistic in many cases (descriptive or just
focused in a single idea).



PROVISIONAL REFLECTIONS ON RESULTS
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• Concerning past and present relationships students gave counterfactual pictures
which pose some perplexities in terms of historical plausibility (question 5).

• A significant number of students do not present alternative scenarios and those
who present express ideas of loss at the political and identity level.

• The conceptual categorisation of those answers will be carried on with add of
follow-up interviews if possible.

• Although most of the students present a traditional narrative about this historical
process there are others that reveal a critical narrative, prevailing the idea of
rupture with this traumatic past for the Portuguese.

• The data of the Spanish students could give another vision on the construction of
this historical process common to both countries.
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