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Abstract 

This text draws on the Peruvian case to illustrate that the achievement of goals relating to citizenship education 

requires the concomitant development of abstract thinking skills, overcoming parochial biases, and the provision 

of a rich learning environment. These elements become particularly relevant where the social settings are not 

characterised by attributes that are conducive to these types of learning. Thus, citizenship education efforts will be 

fostered or restrained by factors within and outside of the school setting that go well beyond the scope of typical 

civic education initiatives.  

German Synopsis 

Dieser Beitrag betrachtet die Fallstudie Peru, um darzustellen, dass die Erfüllung von bürgerschaftlichen 

Bildungszielen die begleitende Entwicklung des abstrakten Denkens sowie die Überwindung von parochialen 

Vorurteilen und die Verfügbarkeit eines allgemein reichhaltigen Lernumfeldes verlangt. Diese Bestandteile sind 

von besonderer Wichtigkeit, wo das soziale Umfeld nicht von Eigenschaften die diese Arten des Lernens 

unterstützen geprägt ist. Daher werden Bestrebungen der bürgerlichen Bildung von Elementen innerhalb und 

außerhalb der Schulumgebung, die über den Umfang üblicher politischer Bildungsinitiativen weit hinausgehen, 

unterstützt oder eingeschränkt. 
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Introduction 

Social sciences have addressed, from very different perspectives, the relationship between how 

a society operates, including its political dimension, and its educational systems. Some authors 

have stressed the socialising attributes of education, focusing on how schooling plays a role in 

making people internalise society’s values and rules (Berger & Luckmann, 1984; Parsons, 

1959) and, consequently, considering schools as a ‘reflection’ of society (Durkheim, 1951, p. 

373). Others have suggested that in order to modify a society, the education of its young people 

is a critical task, as illustrated in Mandela’s frequently quoted statement, ‘Education is the most 

powerful weapon we can use to change the world.’1 

It goes without saying that this relationship is much more complex than any 

unidirectional link, not only because those who educate should, in turn, be educated (Marx, 

1845, para. 3), but also because this relationship entails both a contextual and an intentional 

component (Apple, 2012, 2013). Thus, in order to unravel this relationship, we need a 

sociologically-informed approach that focuses on cultural elements and their linkages with the 

institutional and political world as advanced by Archer (1995b, 1995a), and illustrated by her 

empirical study of the origins of educational systems (2013). Such an approach takes social 

reproduction and social change (continuity and change) as realities equally calling for an 

explanatory effort. 

The pages that follow arise from a long-held interest in how education is related to the 

weaknesses of the Peruvian democratic polity and some attributes of Peru’s political culture. 

This paper has been written in a peculiar context where we can celebrate that our last coup 

d’état happened 26 years ago and that the authoritarian government established through it ended 

18 years ago; yet, Peruvian democracy does not show many elements of maturity and, on the 

contrary, shows several signs of poor health. Moreover, this situation clearly illustrates that the 

unusually successful cycle of economic growth experienced by the country since the beginning 

of the twenty-first century falls short of what we need to create a decent life for everyone, since 

economic growth has not been accompanied by anything that could resemble institutional 

development. 

While this paper is rooted in the Peruvian situation and illustrated by Peruvian realities, 

it connects some conceptual elements in order to provide an interpretative framework that can 

1 16 July 2003; Address at launch of Mindset Network, Johannesburg: Lighting your way to a better future. Available at: 

http://www.mandela.gov.za/mandela_speeches/2003/030716_mindset.htm 



Guadalupe, C. (2019). Upstream with tiny oars: Promoting citizenship education within a non-democratic culture and in low-

cognitive-demand school settings. In E. Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, H. J. Abs, & P. Müller (Eds.), Thematic papers based on 

the Conference “Migration, Social Transformation, and Education for Democratic Citizenship” (pp. 161-175). University of 

Duisburg-Essen: DuEPublico. doi: 10.17185/duepublico/47640 

164 

be useful in other contexts, not only to understand important issues relating to democratic 

education, but also to promote citizenship education in general. 

Democracy in Peru: Franchise and Much More 

Democracy is not only a political regime that enables its citizens to authorise governments and 

enact a legal system to regulate their public affairs. Democracy is also a way of living together 

based upon internalising and asserting that we are all citizens because we are all equals in the 

dignity and liberties (and consequent responsibilities) associated with our human condition. 

Thus, democracy is, essentially, a universal value (Sen, 1999) because we are all human 

beings.2 

Several authors have identified evidence of the weak presence of democratic values in 

Peruvian society. For instance, Abugattás (1983) highlights how difficult it can be for Peru to 

become a republic comprising citizens in the classical sense because social interactions are 

usually founded in parochial identities (which prioritise individual’s own small groups, groups 

he calls mini-corporations, in order to safeguard the supremacy of parochial interests). Vergara 

(2013) has identified several critical issues in the connections between the condition of 

individuals as citizens and the polity that supposedly guarantees it: a republic. Everyday debates 

on public issues both at national and local levels seem to be consistent with Abugattás’ views 

and are also illustrative of the issues highlighted by Vergara. 

While a detailed, long, and probably tedious debate on this issue is feasible, for the 

purposes of this paper, consulting the results of the Peruvian participation in the 

AmericasBarometer (for the adult population) and in the International Civic and Citizenship 

Study (ICCS) (for students) should suffice to assert that democratic values do not seem to be 

deep-seated in Peruvian society. One illustration, including data from other Latin American 

countries, is depicted in Figure 1 to allow for a better grasp the of the issue. 

2 Claiming that all humans are equal in dignity and liberties is a recent phenomenon in human history. It relates to what Singer 

identifies as an ethical ‘expanding circle’ (2011). Initial forms of democracy limited citizenship to free adult men (classical 

Greece). Later forms limited franchise to those who paid taxes (most Western democracies in the nineteenth century). 

Women’s rights started to be acknowledged from the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries; and even today, several 

minorities are still deprived of elemental forms of recognition (even in countries like France, where citizens from the Basque 

country cannot choose for their child a name using the diacritic tilde on top of an ‘n’ as in Iñaki—a common Basque name—

or a Breton can hardly find a school where children are instructed in their Breton mother tongue, both in the name of the 

nation française). Human Rights were adopted as a universal legal instrument in December 1948, but even this declaration 

is, sometimes, contested, not to mention ignored, under many circumstances.  
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Figure 1: Percentage of individuals who would accept a dictatorship if it brings order and security. Adult 

population (LAPOP) and grade eight students (ICCS). 2016/17. Selected Latin American countries. 

Sources: AmericasBarometer/LAPOP data taken from Carrión & Zárate (2018); ICCS data retrieved from the ICCS Latin 

American report (Schulz, Ainley, Cox, & Friedman, 2018). Other ICCS data is also available (Schulz et al., 2017). Peruvian 

ICCS results are compiled in Perú: Ministerio de Educación (2018b). Standard errors not included to facilitate presentation 

of the data. 

At the same time, an original study carried out by the Peruvian Ministry of Education (Perú: 

Ministerio de Educación, 2018a) shows that most sixth-grade students facing a set of 

democracy-related moral dilemmas choose options that are not necessarily aligned with the 

principles of liberal democracy, but that are more consistent with, for instance, grounding the 

idea of rights in conditions that are lacking or needy but always concrete. Only one in four 

students systematically shows a pattern of responses that are more consistent with seeing 

democracy as stemming from a universal human condition and asserting, therefore, the 

importance of institutions as the rule of law that puts individuals on an equal footing.3 

Some studies based on class observations (Ames, 1999; Eguren & de Belaúnde, 2012; 

Guadalupe, 2015; Rodríguez & Domínguez, 2009) also show several attributes exemplifying 

how students see social life and politics that are problematic, to say the least, from a perspective 

of asserting democratic values. Moreover, these studies suggest that social representations 

3 This analysis was based on classifying the pattern of responses to the whole set of dilemmas using Latent Class Analysis 

statistical methods (Bollen, 2002; Hagenaars, 2002). The majority group tended to be enrolled in state-run schools, and most 

of the rural inhabitants clustered in this class. Most students in privately-run schools, which are mostly located in urban 

settings, belong to the second group (Perú: Ministerio de Educación, 2018a, p. 67). 
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among students have shifted from the prevalence of a ‘critical idea’ identified in the 1980s 

(Portocarrero & Oliart, 1989) to less critical views or unclear perceptions of the current situation 

of Peruvian society as a democratic community, giving way to opinions organised primarily 

around the individual or the small groups that students might belong to (groupings based on 

kinship, a shared local situation, etc.). 

These observable changes in representations of society are clearly associated with an 

overall shift in Peruvian political culture. Between the 1950s and the 1980s, a view according 

to which social reform was required to develop a country that could still be described as an 

ancien régime was common sense. From the late 1980s onwards, and especially since the 1990s 

(given the profound crisis—economic, institutional, and political, including armed 

confrontation; and the way the non-democratic government dealt with this crisis), Peru’s 

political culture has become more influenced by a right-wing discourse that emphasises, among 

other things: the value of the market economy (and the need to weaken state activity); the 

supposedly inherent ‘evil character of politics’ as opposed to the need for a technocratic and 

supposedly apolitical government; the rejection and de-legitimation of left-wing options; and 

the focus on individually-defined options and needs.4 

An understanding of students’ views on Peruvian history and its current situation as well 

as teachers’ views on those issues requires that this overall cultural framework is taken into 

account. 

Education in Peru: A Deep and Long Crisis (eppur si 

muove) 

The Peruvian education system has experienced the crisis and changes occurring in the Peruvian 

society as a whole in its own manner. As an illustration of the magnitude of this crisis, one can 

refer to a simple indicator that is directly associated with the capacity to provide acceptable 

educational services: public expenditure per student. 

4 These ideas are taken from an essay currently being written by the author and are linked to some ideas advanced in previous 

texts (Guadalupe, 1990, 1991; Guadalupe & Villafuerte, 1988). 
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Figure 2: Public expenditure per student in $, 2016. 

Source: Taken from Guadalupe, Twanama & Castro (2018). Original data in Peruvian Nuevos Soles were converted into 

US dollars using the average (3.375 soles equals $1) of the annual values provided by the Peruvian Central Bank for selling 

and purchasing operations.  https://estadisticas.bcrp.gob.pe (Tables PM05241PA and PM05242PA). The figures include 

both current expenditure and capital investments. 

As clearly illustrated by Figure 2, public expenditure per student in Peru is low, and it was 

extremely low for a long period of time: between 1975 and 2005, it represented less than $600 

per student per year.5 

Data produced by different student assessments conducted in the late 1990s (i.e., the 

Latin American Laboratory study and the national assessment conducted in 1998), and at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century (first round of the OECD’s Programme for International 

Student Assessment—PISA) suggests that these low levels of funding produced a school 

system that was mostly unable to guarantee basic levels of learning. By the same token, the 

systematic increase in public expenditure observed in the last 20 years is consistent with the 

also systematic improvement shown by Peru in every student assessment conducted during the 

same period of time.6  

5 This value corresponds to a threshold identified for addressing differences in quality among Peruvian private schools. Below 

this level, schools are considered to be too poorly resourced (since, typically, tuition fees are the only source of funding they 

have) to provide minimum services, and their students’ performance tends to be below that of students in state-run schools. 

This situation was documented by Balarín and Ñopo in a work currently in progress (preliminary results were presented in 

August 2017: http://www.grade.org.pe/eventos/maria-balarin-y-hugo-nopo-presentaron-los-hallazgos-iniciales-de-su-

estudio-sobre-el-funcionamiento-del-mercado-de-servicios-educativos-en-el-peru/). A 25% higher threshold ($750) is used 

in a recently published work for a similar purpose  (Fontdevila, Marius, Balarin, & Rodríguez, 2018). 
6 Comparable data for Peru has been produced though PISA iterations of the year 2000 (administered in Peru in 2001), 2009, 

2012 and 2015. Changes introduced in this latest iteration might have led to comparability issues with previous cycles that, 
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Nevertheless, it is important to consider that an important share of the improvement in 

students’ results can be explained by changes in the overall socioeconomic environment and 

not necessarily by improvements in the school system itself: Guadalupe and Villanueva (2013) 

estimated that these socioeconomic changes can explain half of the improvement in mean 

reading scores recorded for Peru via PISA 2009/2001. 

Notwithstanding the recent improvement in students’ performance, the situation 

depicted in Figure 1 suggests that a large share of the Peruvian adult population (including, but 

in no way restricted to, those who currently serve as teachers in our system) was exposed to a 

rather mediocre or ineffective school experience.7 

Education and Democracy: Key Linkages 

Democracy rests upon a simple and basic principle: humans are all equal as beings endowed 

with dignity and liberties. These equally-regarded individuals exist in societies and, therefore, 

they form a sovereign demos. Therefore, they rule themselves, and the idea of dividing society 

between a sovereign and those who are subjected to the sovereign is banned from the realm of 

politics. This community that rules itself is what we call citizenry. 

The concept that every human being is equal to every other human being is a deeply 

abstract idea. Actually, every human being is different from every other, and identifying a 

common condition presupposes abstracting (literally, ‘pulling away’) the discrete elements that 

form each (concrete) individual human being with whom we interact. Thus, educating for 

citizenship and democracy requires the development of some abstract thinking skills. 

This train of thought leads us to consider what Vygotsky and Luria explored in the early 

1930s. Luria (1976) found that even if every human is capable of developing higher thinking 

skills, not every social situation is conducive to said development. Actually, what he found was 

that in pre-modern societies, people tend to be too attached to the concrete elements of a 

situation and therefore experience difficulties (including anxiety and denial) when facing 

hypothetical or non-concrete (including functional) situations.  

so far, have not been appraised for Peru; these changes are documented in OECD (2016; annex A5). National data comparable 

across time corresponds to the 2007-2016 period and to students enrolled in Grade 2. The available comparable Latin 

American studies correspond to 2006 and 2013 (UNESCO/Santiago, 2016). Information on other key variables also shows 

significant progress. A comprehensive review of the state of the Peruvian basic education system can be consulted in 

Guadalupe, León, Rodríguez, & Vargas (2017). 
7 As per the latest population census; 7 out of 10 Peruvians aged 15-65 attended primary and secondary schools between 1975 

and 2005 (as estimated by their current ages). 
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Starting from a totally different set of concerns, Flynn (2007) found something 

consistent with Luria’s findings in the American experience during the twentieth century 

regarding the measurement of intelligence:8 he found significant gains in IQ points that are 

explained not by actual advancements in intelligence, but by the expansion of more abstract 

forms of thinking which coincided with the expansion of international trade, the development 

of science, and its more regular presence in everyday life activities, i.e. the consolidation of the 

modern, industrial way of life. 

Thus, there is a well-established connection between the development of some 

contextual conditions and abstract thinking, and the latter is a requirement for developing and 

internalising our notions of citizenship, especially as linked to universal values (like human 

rights), that are present in an increasingly interconnected world. Therefore, when citizenship 

education emphasises only the importance of coexisting in peaceful or democratic terms, it 

might lose sight of the fact that coexistence always happens in concrete locales and with 

concrete individuals. While such coexistence may look democratic, it can also assert that 

democratic principles apply only to those with whom we coexist and as such do not extend to 

those beyond the concrete setting in which we live. 

This train of thought helps an understanding of why most human societies in history 

were not democratic societies or did not develop universal values. Indeed, until very recently, 

most societies in human history were based on instituting hierarchical relationships among 

people, leading to the rejection and despise of those considered as ‘others’, especially those 

who spoke a different language or were culturally different from ‘us’.9 Singer (2011) talks about 

an expanding circle of empathy and solidarity leading from the smallest unit of ‘us’ (kinship) 

to a universal ‘us’ that connects every human being as belonging to the same species or even to 

different forms of life, and relates this expansion to different moments in human history. In that 

sense, even if one can identify that some instances of social practices went beyond allocating 

value only to one’s own kin or to any other form of small group and authority,10 Western liberal 

democracy is the specific setting in which the idea of a universal human condition emerged 

throughout a long process that goes back to classical Greece, but especially to the city-states of 

8 The ‘Flynn effect’ refers to the results of equating IQ tests conducted during the twentieth century in the United States. This 

exercise led to the identification of major gains (two standard deviations) in mean scores that posed a major interpretation 

challenge since this meant that either the typical current American citizen should be considered ‘gifted’ according to the 

standards in place a hundred years ago, or those living at the beginning of the twentieth century should be typically considered 

at the verge of mental retardation according to current standards.   
9 The etymology of barbarian (barbar) is a good illustration given its connection with speaking a different language and 

stammering. 
10 Probably the most salient examples are Mozi in China before Qin (Mozi, 2013), the argumentative tradition in India (Sen, 

2005), or the scientific tradition in the classical Arab world (Graham, 2006). 
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the late medieval period (Skinner, 1985). There are some social conditions that simultaneously 

promote the development of abstract thinking and democratic values. 

In addition to these considerations, it is also important to understand that human beings 

are not born as blank slates (Pinker, 2002), but come to the world equipped with some 

predispositions that are critical to different aspects of our lives, including the development of a 

democratic understanding of our human condition. On the one hand, as a social species, we are 

born with prosocial predispositions that provide the foundations for our cooperation (de Waal 

et al., 2017), joint intentionality (Tomasello, 2014) and sense of morality (Bloom, 2013; 

Tomasello, 2016). However, these prosocial dispositions are intertwined with parochial 

dispositions in which the ‘us/them’ dichotomy is grounded (Hamlin, Mahajan, Liberman, & 

Wynn, 2013; Wynn, Bloom, Jordan, Marshall, & Sheskin, 2018). Thus, developing an abstract 

view of humans as equals requires overcoming parochial biases that are entrenched in our minds 

as a result of our evolutionary history in which the ‘us/them’ dichotomy has been a central 

component. Traditional (small-group oriented) forms of reciprocity and prosociality have been 

a common attribute of human societies (Eisenstadt & Roniger, 1984) until very recently. 

Actually, the currently prevailing political climate in several countries seems to host a revival 

of particularisms, as expressed in different movements based on the ‘us/them’ dichotomy, that 

undermines the idea of a human universal condition. 

The previous considerations might lead anyone concerned with citizenship education to 

wonder to which extent a particular context (in my case, the Peruvian society in all its diversity) 

and the actual operation of schools promote the development of the abstract thinking skills 

required to conceive of ourselves as members of a community of equals, including our capacity 

to reflect and to manage the biases moulded in the course of our evolutionary history. Schools 

can play a major role precisely in relation to the two latter elements (abstract thinking and 

managing our biases), but the chances of success will be contingent upon the relationship with 

the first element (the contextual components) that can be aligned with democratic ideals; 

conversely, the relationship with the first element can represent a significant hindrance to, or 

even a countermeasure acting against, the purposes of a democratic education. 

Moreover, these ideas prompt consideration of the relationship between other areas of 

learning in school and the development of abstract thinking in particular. Abstract thinking 

skills can be, and are usually, developed beyond the limits of civic education. 
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In a recently conducted field study focused on understanding the performance of 

Peruvian students in rural areas in mathematics,11 I have identified that Peruvian students face 

deep difficulties exactly in this area: they learn some algorithms and procedures that are 

mathematically defined, but they have difficulties applying said learning (which seems to be 

too attached to very specific contexts and contents) to situations that go beyond the exact setting 

in which they learnt them. That is, there are difficulties in abstractly identifying rules that can 

be used in other situations or in relation to other elements. This situation can be related to the 

low level of cognitive demand that has been identified in school-based learning activities 

(Cueto, Guerrero, Leon, Zapata, & Freire, 2014; Cueto, Ramírez, León, & Azañedo, 2006). 

Putting these Considerations Together 

This paper is intended to contribute to the understanding of the relationship between the school 

system and democracy by recommending some avenues for advancing a more complex view 

of said relationship. Thus, it suggests that a particular democratic society (in this case, Peru) 

cannot be understood only in connection with the institutional components that lead towards 

establishing a democratic polity, but that it is also necessary to factor in the analysis some key 

elements related to the political culture (or cultures) prevailing in said society. Thus, the current 

institutional crisis being experienced by Peru cannot be fully understood without reference to 

the way Peruvians understand their polity and the relationships among themselves. But 

including cultural elements is not only important for political analysis, it is also critical for 

understanding the linkages between citizenship education and politics. 

Based on this overarching argument, this paper proposes some reflections that go 

beyond the Peruvian case, since the relationship between internalising democratic values and 

abstract thinking skills has a general character, as does the relationship between these skills and 

the cognitive complexity of school activities. This paper claims that citizenship education 

requires concurrent efforts that encompass different areas of learning, and that citizenship 

education is contingent upon the characteristic of the local and global settings in which each 

particular school operates. 

With that, it is possible to understand schools and their role in citizenship education on 

different levels: (i) an institutional setting where the main attributes of the global, national, and 

local culture are dynamically (re)produced, that is, reinforced or modified; (ii) the meaning of 

11 The article reporting on the results of this research work is currently under review for publication. 
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the school-society relationship cannot be assumed in any unidirectional manner and, therefore, 

should be unravelled through specific analysis that takes into account a complex set of factors; 

and (iii) there are elements in citizenship and democratic life that demand specific cultural 

initiatives that can be supported or carried out by the school settings. 

For the school system to contribute to democratic development and citizenship 

education, it is especially important to factor in the actual conditions under which it operates, 

the resources that it can mobilise as well as the attributes of the local settings in which it works. 

An educational system like the Peruvian one (which is only recently emerging from a long 

period of crisis; which does not create opportunities to learn complex tasks; which functions in 

cultural environments where democratic values do not seem to be deeply rooted and are limited 

in resources and in which abstract mental operations are not regularly conducted) will face 

major challenges in promoting citizenship values since, in a very profound way, it assumes an 

upstream direction of travel while relying on rather limited resources or, indeed, tiny oars. 
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