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The struggle for the vision of history taking place today matters for the future.1 

Samuel Salzborn

 
MAIN POINTS

• History textbooks reflect the principal assumptions of German historical 
policy. When it comes to the twentieth century, among the most significant 
of these – clearly visible in the educational materials examined – is the focus 
on the Holocaust, which remains a key point of reference in public debates, 
education, and the culture of remembrance. In terms of victim groups, Ger-
man collective consciousness is dominated by Jews, Germans, and, at times, 
Russians; while the Polish, Ukrainian and Belarusian victims are almost 
entirely absent. One may venture the conclusion that the main elements of 
a German secondary-school graduate’s knowledge of the Second World War 
are: the Holocaust and the National Socialist dictatorship which the society 
of Nazi Germany was ostensibly itself the primary victim.

•  German textbooks continue to apply the hierarchy of victims of Nazism identi-
fied by Ralph Giordano (1923–2014) – a journalist and publicist of Jewish origin 
and author of Die Zweite Schuld oder von der Last Deutscher zu sein [The Second 
Guilt or the Burden of being German], a seminal work for German debates on 
memory politics. This hierarchy is based on “a division between the ‘deserving’ 
victims (that is, the ritualised invocation of Jews from all countries and the 
non-Jewish members of Western nations) and the ‘less deserving’ victims 
(that is, members of all the nations inhabiting Eastern Europe). In this way, 
a Holocaust-centred perspective on the victims of the war is emphasised, 
while other victims – Soviet prisoners of war as well as Soviet and Polish ci-
vilians – are simultaneously marginalised”.2 This approach remains present 
within the German education system, although elements of change – visible in 
certain places – are gradually beginning to emerge. In some federal states and 
in selected textbooks, the catalogue of victims is being expanded to include 
other nations (among them Poles, Ukrainians and Belarusians).

• The German education system has a federal structure, with schools report-
ing directly to the ministries of education of the individual federal states. 

1	 S. Salzborn, Kollektive Unschuld: Die Abwehr der Shoah im deutschen Erinnern [Collective Innocence. The Wish to Repress the 
Shoah in German Collective Memory], Hentrich und Hentrich Verlag, Berlin 2020. Own translation.

2	 R. Giordano, Die Zweite Schuld oder von der Last Deutscher zu sein [The Second Guilt or the Burden of being German], Kiepen-
heuer&Witsch, 2000. Own translation.
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Effectively, this means that both curricula and textbooks vary across different 
parts of Germany and depend on the respective regional authorities. Some 
textbooks have been approved for use in several federal states. Hence the need 
to conduct dialogue primarily with the federal states – above all with Branden-
burg and Berlin, which both maintain very close relations with Poland and are 
home to many Poles or German citizens of Polish descent. Brandenburg plays 
a particularly important role in this dialogue, having acted as the coordinat-
ing link among all the federal states in the work of the Joint Polish–German 
Textbook Commission to date.

• A comparison of the representation of Poland, France and Israel in German 
textbooks reveals significant disparities. The greatest variety of materials is 
devoted to France, resulting in the most comprehensive portrayal and the 
broadest contextualisation of its history. This is partly understandable and 
stems from the country’s size and from the role it has played in the history 
both of Europe and of Germany in particular. In terms of volume, the level 
of detail, and prominence in the historical narrative, this stands in marked 
contrast to the marginalisation of the history of Poland, which rarely appears 
as an independent actor. Poland is most often mentioned in connection with 
the Second World War, especially when its outbreak is discussed. However, 
information on the Warsaw Uprising, the Home Army, or the Polish Under-
ground State is conspicuously absent. There are also further gaps, for instance 
regarding the partitions of Poland, the Battle of Warsaw and the significance 
of the Solidarity trade union for the fall of the Berlin Wall.

• As in the case of Israel and the Jews, Poland is generally not presented as an ac-
tive and modernising agent, nor is Polish society depicted as modern, which 
contributes to the perpetuation of stereotypes. Information about the Jews is 
largely confined to accounts of the causes and progression of the Holocaust, 
with only occasional references to the coexistence of Jewish and German 
communities prior to the Second World War. Israel, for its part, is portrayed 
mainly – as of its establishment in 1948 – as one of the Middle Eastern states 
engaged in a regional conflict with the Palestinians. What is largely missing, 
though, are analyses of social change within Israel itself, as well as references 
to its economy or to the life of the Jewish community in the Federal Republic 
of Germany after the Second World War.

• A change in the content of textbooks in the Federal Republic of Germany – and 
in the image of Poland they convey – is indeed possible, as demonstrated by 
comparisons between earlier and more recent editions (over the long term this 
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is most clearly visible in narratives concerning the Holocaust). Some of the 
newest textbooks contain more in-depth information about Poland (and other 
states of the region), including material relating to the nineteenth century. 
Much, however, depends on both the year of publication (in general, the more 
recent the textbook, the greater the level of detail) and the region in which it 
is used. Saxony is a good example, as it uses some of the more recent textbooks 
that already offer a more accurate and substantive account of Polish history.

•  Efforts to promote the Europe. Our History Polish–German textbook in schools 
have so far borne little fruit. This textbook could potentially serve as a valuable 
resource for expanding and supplementing knowledge about Polish–German 
relations and about Polish history itself. However, one of the main obstacles 
is the low level of awareness among teachers that the book has been approved 
for use in all federal states (with the exception of Bavaria). It is worth noting 
that the textbook is used relatively frequently outside the school system – 
particularly in institutions with a specific interest in the history of Central 
and Eastern Europe.

• The teacher plays the most important role in the educational process. Their 
knowledge and commitment determine the historical content presented to 
pupils and the manner in which, for example, the history of Poland is conveyed 
to them. This shapes the image of a given state and society to a greater extent 
than the textbook itself. At the same time, one of the fundamental problems 
facing German schools is the shortage of sufficiently trained history teachers. 
Moreover, in some federal states (such as Berlin) elements of history taught 
in the lower grades are combined, for instance, with components of civics 
or geography, which often has a detrimental effect on how history is taught, 
since there is simply not enough time.

•  Rapid changes are taking place in the ethnic composition of the pupil pop-
ulation in Germany. Already today, more than 40% of pupils have a migrant 
background, and in major metropolitan areas they sometimes constitute a clear 
majority. This has an impact on young people’s perceptions, sensitivities, and 
areas of interest in the broadest sense. According to the German Association of 
History Teachers (VGD), there is a growing reluctance among pupils to engage 
with the period of National Socialism and the Holocaust – an attitude often 
rooted in family and cultural backgrounds. The denial or minimisation of the 
Holocaust, along with anti-Semitism manifesting itself in school corridors, 
has also become an increasing challenge, and has been even more visible since 
the Hamas attack on Israel on 7 October 2023. Added to this is pupils’ lack of 



332Kamil Frymark

knowledge about the Second World War and the role their forebears played 
in it, as well as a general lack of interest – not only among young people – in 
Germany’s eastern neighbours.

• The increasing diversity of German society means that many pupils and parents 
do not feel a sense of connection with German history, including the legacy of 
the Second World War. As a consequence, the importance of textbooks, teach-
ers and schools as the primary institutions shaping historical consciousness 
continues to grow. In recent years, new trends in memory policy have also 
emerged – for example, an intensified debate on colonialism and the search 
for narratives adapted to a migratory society.

• A particular challenge has arisen from the growing popularity of the Alter-
native for Germany (AfD), a party that relativises history – for example, by 
claiming that the Second World War is by no means the most important event 
in Germany’s history, by calling for a “U-turn in the culture of remembrance”, 
and by glorifying the actions of the Wehrmacht. The party also seeks to exert 
an influence on culture of remembrance within the individual federal states, 
especially in eastern Germany. Should the AfD secure electoral victories in 
these federal states, increased pressure can be expected for changes to the 
content of curricula, as well as to textbooks and memorials.
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Introduction

The school textbook is one of the principal vehicles for disseminating knowledge 
and shaping historical consciousness. Owing to the universal nature of com-
pulsory education, instruction in schools constitutes both the most effective 
and the most egalitarian instrument for interpreting the past – that is, for 
implementing a state’s historical policy.3 School textbooks may also be regard-
ed as a unique seismograph registering shifts within this policy. They reflect 
current historiographical disputes and debates, and their content remains 
closely linked to the political context. For this reason, they represent a valuable 
source for analysing memory policy and assessing its specific features against 
the backdrop of narratives formulated in other countries.

Despite the growing role of new technologies in education, textbooks re-
main the primary tool for structuring historical knowledge in schools, owing 
to the prevailing pedagogical guidelines and established teaching practices. 
Their importance is further heightened in the face of increasing online disin-
formation, particularly on social media platforms. In this context, the textbook 
emerges as one of the few stable and reliable sources of knowledge.

The selection of countries whose depictions in textbooks are analysed 
in this publication is not accidental. Policy discourse in the Federal Republic 
of Germany has repeatedly emphasised ‘friendship’, special ties, or strategic 
partnership with both France and Poland.4 The exceptional significance of 
relations with Israel, by contrast, stems from Germany’s responsibility for the 
Holocaust. On occasion, Russia has also been included in this study as a point 
of reference and as one of the states of the utmost importance to both German 
and Polish historical policy. Each of the countries mentioned occupies a distinct 
position within Germany’s historical policy, a fact that becomes clear in the 
analysis of expert reports devoted to history textbooks and in the examination 
of the selected textbooks themselves.

The federal structure of German education and the use of different text-
books across the individual federal states necessitate a process of selection. 

3	 THe author adopts a  definition of historical policy formulated by Michał Łuczewski: “Historical policy is the 
practice of memory actors who, through memory media, acquire moral capital by (re)constructing moral nar-
ratives concerning the real or imagined past of the community. These narratives, which concern the heroes 
of the past, confer moral status upon their narrators as (the descendants of) heroes, victims, or perpetrators”. 
At the same time, in those parts of the text where the term ‘memory policy’ is used, it refers to activities concerning 
collective memory that originate within civil society and are associated more closely with everyday life than with the 
official policies of the state. See M. Łuczewski, Kapitał moralny. Polityki historyczne w późnej nowoczesności, Ośrodek 
Myśli Politycznej, Kraków 2017.

4	 Official German documents regularly refer to France as its closest partner and friend. See for example ‘Außenminis-
ter Heiko Maas im Vorfeld seiner Antrittsreise’, Federal Foreign Office, 14 March 2018, auswaertiges-amt.de. Germa-
ny’s representatives also used similar expressions to refer to Poland, see for example ‘Außenminister Maas reist nach 
Auschwitz’, Federal Foreign Office, 20 August 2018, auswaertiges-amt.de.

https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/newsroom/bm-antrittsreise-paris-1785506
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/newsroom/bm-antrittsreise-paris-1785506
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/newsroom/maas-reise-auschwitz-2128452
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/newsroom/maas-reise-auschwitz-2128452
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For the purposes of this study, we chose textbooks from Brandenburg and 
Berlin, since both federal states use the same materials and are subject to 
shared guidelines for their development. Brandenburg, with Berlin at its centre, 
represent a special case. Owing to their proximity to the Polish border and the 
inclusion of regional issues in textbooks, it may be expected that these materials 
would display a heightened sensitivity and would place greater emphasis on 
the history of Germany’s neighbour. In addition, both federal states are home 
to sizeable Polish communities, and the textbooks are often used by teachers 
and pupils of Polish origin. Polish citizens in Germany represent one of the 
country’s largest immigrant groups, with approximately 865,000 individuals,5 
excluding Germans of Polish descent. It is also worth recalling that Branden-
burg was responsible for coordinating the work of the Joint Polish–German 
Textbook Commission on behalf of the German federal states.

The publication also takes into account the views of educators, who are 
expressing their alarm about the scale of the challenges involved in teaching 
history. As the German Association of History Teachers (VGD) emphasises, 
statements such as “Hitler and Stalin got along, after all they were both so-
cialists”, “it was Poland that provoked the war”, or “the Jews were in some way 
partly to blame” are being increasingly heard in classrooms.6 These observa-
tions are not isolated. Numerous studies conducted by both German and Polish 
research centres point to serious gaps in the collective memory, particularly 
with regard to the Second World War. These gaps also encompass a lack of public 
awareness in Germany concerning the fate of occupied Central and Eastern 
Europe, and particularly of Poland.

As the 2023 MEMO studies demonstrate, only 10% of young people aged 
16–25 acknowledge that their ancestors were ‘perpetrators’ during the Second 
World War, whereas as many as 62% deny this. At the same time, 20% of respond-
ents believe that their forebears should be counted among the victims, and 
15% claim that they offered assistance. Moreover, only 49% of those surveyed 
are able to correctly identify the period of the Nazi dictatorship in Germany 
(1933–1945); 31% provide an incorrect or only partial date range, and 12% admit 
that they do not know when it occurred.7

5	 Data quoted after the Federal Statistical Office (Destatis), ‘Ausländische Bevölkerung nach Geschlecht und aus-
gewählten Staatsangehörigkeiten am 31.12.2024’, destatis.de.

6	 H. Schmoll, ‘Polen habe den Krieg provoziert, glauben manche Schüler. Lehrkräfte beunruhigt über NS-Zeit-Aussagen’, 
Frankfurter Allgemeine, 7 May 2025, faz.de.

7	 MEMO Youth Study 2023, stiftung-evz.de. The ‘MEMO Deutschland – Multidimensionaler Erinnerungsmonitor’ research 
project is carried out by the Institute for Interdisciplinary Research on Conflict and Violence at Bielefeld University 
(IKG), and funded by the EVZ Foundation (Erinnerung, Verantwortung, Zukunft). According to its authors, “the aim is 
to empirically document Germany’s prevailing culture of remembrance by conducting a representative public opinion 
poll”. Five editions have been carried out since 2018, with MEMO-Jugendstudie 2023 being their most comprehensive 
part, focusing on young adults and adolescents.

https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Tabellen/auslaendische-bevoelkerung-geschlecht.html
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Tabellen/auslaendische-bevoelkerung-geschlecht.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/lehrer-besorgt-ueber-aussagen-von-schuelern-zur-ns-zeit-110459414.html
https://www.stiftung-evz.de/assets/1_Was_wir_f%C3%B6rdern/Bilden/Bilden_fuer_lebendiges_Erinnern/MEMO_Studie/2023_MEMO_Jugend/MEMO_Youth_Study_2023.pdf
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When the above figures are compared with the findings of a 2023 study 
commissioned by the Polish Institute of International Affairs, an even more 
troubling picture emerges: 51% of respondents consider topics related to the 
course of the Second World War to be too remote for them, while 46% declare 
a lack of interest in the history of Poland. In response to the key question, “Who 
was responsible for the outbreak of the Second World War?” only 65% of those 
surveyed unambiguously identified Germany.8

These figures show that, 80 years after the war, many Germans still 
lack knowledge of the most basic historical facts – particularly regarding the 
occupation of Poland, which is central to the Polish collective memory of the 
Second World War. More troubling still is the fact that half of young Germans 
have no desire to learn about this history at all.

*  *  *

This text is structured into three principal parts. In the first, the author 
focuses on issues related to the federal nature of the German educational sys-
tem, the core curriculum in the field of history, the German publishing market 
(including a description of the procedure for amending textbook content), and 
the role of the teacher within Germany’s historical policy. The second part 
presents the findings of existing research on representations of Poland, the 
Jews and Israel, and France. The third part constitutes a case study: an analysis 
of selected history textbooks used in Gymnasium (academic secondary schools) 
in Brandenburg and Berlin.

The research presented here was conducted primarily during a stay at 
the Leibniz Institute for Educational Media | Georg Eckert Institute (GEI) 
(Georg-Eckert-Institut – Leibniz-Institut für internationale Schulbuchforschung, 
GEI) in Braunschweig. During this period, a comparative analysis of German 
school history textbooks was carried out. An equally important component of 
the work consisted of interviews with experts conducted as part of study visits 
in the Federal Republic of Germany. These interviews were intended to deepen 
and verify the conclusions drawn from the textbook analysis. The research was 
further supplemented by an examination of German public debates on how 
history is taught and by a review of the relevant academic literature, which 
made it possible to situate textbook content within a broader context of discus-
sions on history teaching. In addition, the final chapter employs a case-study 

8	 Poland in the eyes of Germans. Report summarising the opinion poll carried out in Germany, Polish Institute of International 
Affairs, Warsaw 2024, pism.pl.

https://www.pism.pl/publications/poland-in-the-eyes-of-germans
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approach, enabling an in-depth analysis of specific textbooks and a detailed 
presentation of the mechanisms through which their narratives are shaped.

Textbooks in the German education system

Education – and school textbooks in particular – represents one of the key 
instruments of historical policy. Schools systematically transmit a canon of 
knowledge to young people about the past, along with its interpretation. Among 
the various tools of historical policy, schooling has a universal character: 
education is compulsory, and the curriculum is imposed from above (albeit 
in a decentralised manner in the Federal Republic of Germany). The aims of 
history lessons include fostering a culture of remembrance and conveying 
interpretations of historical facts in the light of social change. The present text 
confines itself exclusively to issues related to school-based education and does 
not address topics such as memorials, museums, exhibitions, extracurricular 
activities, the role of popular culture, or the highly developed system of civic 
education in Germany.

Compulsory schooling has existed in Germany since the early eighteenth 
century, although in practice it has only been universally enforced since the 
mid-nineteenth century. At that time, according to Polish historian Jan Rydel 
(Head of the Culture and Information Section of the Embassy of the Republic of 
Poland in Berlin from 2001 to 2005), education came to replace religion, which 
had previously served to explain the world and to provide meaning to human 
existence. The aim was not merely the acquisition of knowledge about past 
events; its essence lay in “the didactic use of modern and contemporary history, 
both political and social”.9 Faint echoes of this tradition – while bearing in 
mind all necessary proportions – can still be discerned today in the principle 
instilled in young German trainee teachers (Gegenwartsbezug, discussed below): 
to analyse historical events to facilitate the interpretation of current affairs.

1. The federal education system in Germany
German federal states apply non-uniform curricular guidelines and, conse-
quently, use different textbooks – an arrangement stemming from the federal 
structure of the education system. Responsibility for organising schooling 
lies primarily with the federal states. Each of the sixteen states has its own 
Ministry of Education (Kultusministerium) and independently determines the 

9	 J. Rydel, Polityka historyczna w Republice Federalnej Niemiec. Zaszłości. Idee. Praktyka, Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwer-
sytetu Pedagogicznego, Kraków 2011, p. 27.
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structure of its schools, the core curriculum, detailed syllabuses, assessment 
criteria, and examination requirements, resulting in substantial variation 
between the regions. The body responsible for coordinating education policy 
at the national level is the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education 
and Cultural Affairs (Kultusministerkonferenz, KMK), established in 1948 by 
the ministers of the three western occupation zones. After German reunifica-
tion, representatives of the eastern federal states also joined the Conference. 
Curricula and teaching content are developed so as to align with the national 
educational standards adopted by the KMK. These standards define the edu-
cational objectives, while the curricula specify the means of achieving them 
and exert a direct influence on the content of textbooks.

After completing primary school – typically lasting four years (six years 
in Berlin and Brandenburg) – German pupils are directed, on the basis of their 
grades and teachers’ recommendations, into different types of secondary 
schools. These include:

• Hauptschule (general secondary school) – prepares pupils for a range of 
simpler professions and for further vocational training;

• Realschule (intermediate secondary school) – enables pupils to obtain an in-
termediate level of education and to continue their studies in higher-tier 
vocational schools;

• Gymnasium (academic secondary school) – prepares pupils for the Abitur 
and enables them to pursue higher education;

• Gesamtschule (comprehensive school – in some federal states) – combines el-
ements of the three types listed above and postpones the point of selection.

In secondary education, two main stages are distinguished: Sekundarstufe 
I and Sekundarstufe II. In the case of the Gymnasium, the first stage typically 
comprises Years 5–10 (in Berlin and Brandenburg: Years 7–10) and constitutes 
the general-education phase, in which all subjects – including history – are 
taught as compulsory within a common curriculum. Sekundarstufe II corre-
sponds to Years 11–12 (sometimes 11–13, depending on the federal state) and forms 
the stage of preparation for the Abitur. At this point, pupils choose subjects in 
the form of courses – at basic or advanced level – although not all of these are 
subsequently taken as part of the Abitur examination.10 In the field of history, 
teaching in Sekundarstufe I covers periods from antiquity to the twentieth 
century and is structured as a survey. In Sekundarstufe II, by contrast, pupils 
expand their knowledge within selected thematic modules, such as the history 
of democracy and dictatorship in Germany, globalisation processes, the history 

10	 See B. Edelstein, ‘Das Bildungssystem in Deutschland’, Federal Agency for Civic Education, 23 July 2013, bpb.de.

https://www.bpb.de/themen/bildung/dossier-bildung/163283/das-bildungssystem-in-deutschland/
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of Europe and the wider world, twentieth-century conflicts, and issues related 
to the culture of remembrance.

The choice of textbooks used in a Gymnasium depends to a considerable 
extent on the structure of the future Abitur examination. The exam consists 
of written and oral components, one form of which requires pupils to deliver 
a presentation on a previously selected topic before an examination panel. 
Pupils enjoy considerable freedom in this regard, including in the choice of 
presentation format, and these tasks are often carried out as long-term projects. 
The foundation of these presentations typically lies in the knowledge derived 
from the textbooks used in class. Consequently, the most valuable textbooks 
for both pupils and teachers are those that contain ready-made sets of sources, 
problem-based questions, and exercises requiring the interpretation of texts, 
maps, and iconographic materials, all of which can also be used in Abitur 
project work.

2. The core curriculum
In the development of textbooks, the Kerncurriculum – the core curriculum 
established at the state level – plays a pivotal role. This overarching document 
is binding for all schools and publishers and defines the educational and ped-
agogical objectives. At the level of individual institutions, these objectives 
are further specified: each school develops its own schulinternes Curriculum 
(internal school curriculum), which elaborates upon them and adapts them 
to local conditions, the particular profile of the school, and the interests and 
needs of its pupils. On this basis, teachers at a given institution decide which 
specific subject textbooks to purchase.

The document defining the scope of the history curriculum in schools in 
Berlin, Brandenburg, and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania (some federal 
states share common guidelines) was adopted in 2021 on the basis of an update 
of earlier regulations.11 The document sets out the principles of instruction, 
the requirements and standards, and detailed content covering history from 
antiquity to the contemporary period. It is supplemented by organisational 
guidelines and information relating to additional courses. The curriculum 
places a strong emphasis on methodological issues and on teaching pupils 
the skills of critically analysing materials and conducting discussions. This is 
likewise reflected in the textbooks approved for use (see below: Case Study…).

The core curriculum stipulates that, in addition to the transmission of 
knowledge, the acquisition of new competences is paramount in working with 

11	 Rahmenlehrplan für die gymnasiale Oberstufe. Teil C: Geschichte, Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Familie, Ber-
lin 2022, p. VIII, berlin.de.

https://www.berlin.de/sen/bildung/unterricht/faecher-rahmenlehrplaene/rahmenlehrplaene/rahmenlehrplan-geschichte-go-teil-c.pdf
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textbooks. Pupils should be able to independently analyse and compare histor-
ical and political sources and to situate them within a broader social, political, 
and economic context. All these elements are incorporated into the textbooks, 
particularly in the summary exercises concluding each topic, which include 
tasks designed to enhance analytical and argumentative skills. Pupils are also 
expected to be able to critically assess historical phenomena from multiple 
perspectives, as well as to present the results of their work in varied formats. 
The curriculum encourages the development, within history teaching, of 
multidimensional representations of events, processes and historical figures.

Textbooks are also expected to include the controversies that accompa-
ny scholarly debate, presented in an appropriately prepared form. The core 
curriculum outlines the specific skills pupils are expected to acquire and 
also specifies the required thematic scope for each semester: from work with 
ancient and medieval sources, through the interpretation of revolutions and 
totalitarianisms, to the analysis of the mechanisms of the Cold War and of 
historical memory after 1945. Nevertheless, the curriculum makes clear that 
the textbook is only one among many sources of instruction.

Issues related to historical culture (Geschichtskultur) are another important 
component of the core curriculum. The document emphasises that “the past 
exists not only in scholarly research and in textbooks, but also in the public 
sphere – in museums, films, literature, art, monuments, and political debates”.12 
Pupils are expected to learn how to recognise different forms of commemora-
tion, analyse their political, aesthetic, and economic role, and evaluate them 
critically. The curriculum states that, after leaving school, young people will 
encounter history primarily through culture; for this reason, culture must 
not be treated merely as a vehicle for conveying factual information about 
the past, but should itself become a topic to reflect on. The curriculum there-
fore provides, among other elements, for the analysis of historical films, the 
review of historical references appearing in the media, the critical examina-
tion of monuments and commemorative ceremonies, as well as visits to sites 
of memory, especially at the local level. In this way, pupils are expected not 
only to acquire knowledge, but also to develop the ability to participate in 
public discourse about the past and to form their own independent positions 
on memory-related controversies.

Polish, French, Jewish–Israeli, and Russian themes appear in the curri- 
culum as part of its international – and, where applicable, comparative – per-
spectives. Poland is mentioned twice: in the context of Germany’s relations 
with its European neighbours (it is listed alongside France) and in the module 

12	 Ibid., p. 9.



340Kamil Frymark

on the Cold War, where events in Poland are cited as an example of a crisis 
within the Eastern Bloc. In addition, within the optional components of the 
curriculum, pupils are invited to focus on issues concerning Germans and 
Slavs in the Middle Ages – such as Slavic culture, eastward settlement, and 
the German monastic orders.

France, by contrast, appears four times: as an example of absolutism, as 
an instance of a bourgeois revolution, as part of Germany’s relations with its 
neighbours, and as a topic for more advanced methodological work (specifically, 
the analysis of Franco-German cooperation after 1945).

Israel and the Jews are included in the section devoted to the Holocaust 
and the memory of the Second World War – although it is noteworthy that the 
Second World War appears merely as one subsection within the broader unit 
entitled ‘The decline of the first German democracy – the National Socialist 
dictatorship of violence’. This section also discusses resistance movements 
and civil disobedience (implicitly understood as German instances of these). 
The core curriculum also dedicates a separate thematic block to German–Jewish 
relations, focusing on their history before 1933 and after 1945.

Similarly, Russia appears in several contexts: as a separate topic within 
the course on relations between Russia and the West; on multiple occasions 
in connection with the Cold War; as an actor in international arrangements 
(e.g. Yalta, Potsdam); and within the section dealing with the socialist labour 
movement (as one of the optional topics).

Visits to museums and memorials are an important component of the 
curriculum. Such excursions are assigned to all major modules (in Berlin, for 
example, they are compulsory). Moreover, for certain types of educational 
institutions, the curriculum explicitly specifies which sites their students 
should visit and in connection with which topics.

3. Changes to textbooks
The market for school textbooks in Germany is valued at approximately 

€650–700 million annually and has effectively been monopolised by three major 
publishing groups: Ernst Klett Gruppe (Stuttgart), Westermann Gruppe (Braun-
schweig), and Cornelsen Verlag (Berlin). Together, they control approximately 
90% of this segment of the market, while the remaining 10% is divided among 
numerous considerably smaller independent publishers.13 This de facto oligopoly 
has a direct impact on the process of updating school textbooks in Germany. 
When the education ministries of the individual federal states introduce new 

13	 P. Frohn, ‘Raus aus der Kreidezeit: Schulbuchverlage wollen den Unterricht digitalisieren’, Handelsblatt, 5 December 
2020, handelsblatt.com.

https://www.handelsblatt.com/unternehmen/it-medien/klett-cornelsen-und-co-raus-aus-der-kreidezeit-schulbuchverlage-wollen-den-unterricht-digitalisieren/26661012.html
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curricular standards (following consultations with teachers’ representatives), 
they negotiate these changes primarily with the three major publishing houses.

History textbook publishers in the Federal Republic of Germany
Westermann Gruppe, founded in 1838 and headquartered in Braunschweig, has 
developed into a powerful educational publishing conglomerate, encompassing 
brands such as Schroedel, Diesterweg, and Bildungsverlag Eins. The group specialises 
in school textbooks, atlases, and multimedia materials, and its organisational struc-
ture enables it to tailor its offerings to the requirements of individual federal states.

In its current form, Ernst Klett Gruppe traces its origins to the late nineteenth 
century (Ernst Klett Verlag was founded in 1897) and has operated as a holding 
group since the 1990s, with its headquarters in Stuttgart. It comprises numerous 
entities – including major school publishing houses as well as various educational 
institutions, such as kindergartens and private schools – making it the largest private 
educational company in Europe.

Another important player in the market is Cornelsen Verlag, founded in 1946 in 
Berlin. The group publishes a wide range of teaching materials, including history 
textbooks that are widely used in the eastern federal states.

The decision to approve educational materials for use in schools, which 
is partly dependent on their compliance with curricular guidelines, is taken 
by the individual ministries of education of the federal states. This decision is 
also influenced by the “prevailing trend in historical policy, which determines 
which events and figures should be known and how they ought to be remem-
bered within a given federal state”.14 The economic factor is also of considerable 
importance, as in many cases it delays the release of new textbook editions or 
forces publishers to reduce their length or to limit the use of more attractive 
forms of content presentation – such as maps, images, and diagrams – since 
their preparation entails additional financial costs. It is often precisely the high 
costs of modifying educational materials that generate resistance on the part 
of publishers, rendering strong political pressure necessary in order to enforce 
new guidelines. Without such pressure, substantial changes to textbooks are 
in practice impossible. The publishing cycle – from the stage of reflecting on 
curricular changes, through their implementation and the preparation of new 
textbook editions, to distribution in schools – takes approximately ten years.

For more than a decade, it has been possible to observe a gradual process of 
easing the policy of approving textbooks exclusively for use in a single federal 

14	 H. Grzempa, ‘Obraz Polski i Polaków w niemieckich podręcznikach do historii’ [in:] Interakcje. Leksykon komunikowania 
polsko-niemieckiego, polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl. In-house translation.

http://www.polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl/articles/show/53
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state; this has been accompanied by increasingly frequent initiatives involving 
joint projects for several federal states. These developments are driven by both 
practical and economic considerations and are further supported by shared 
curricular guidelines for groups of federal states. However, analysis to date 
does not suggest that multi-state textbooks are likely to dominate the German 
market in the coming years. Owing to the desire to preserve autonomy in ed-
ucational matters, the federal states generally continue to favour their own 
textbooks. They also seek to ensure that these contain as large a proportion as 
possible of material devoted to regional historical references.

4. The decisive role of the teacher
The teacher occupies the most important position in the educational process. 
It is the teacher’s individual commitment that fundamentally shapes the edu-
cation of young people, including the choice of textbook, the selection of source 
materials (also those lying outside the established canon), and the workshops 
or exhibitions that pupils will visit. One possible way of expanding knowledge 
about Poland is to make use of the Polish–German textbook Europe. Our History, 
at least as a supplementary resource.

One of the fundamental principles of German history education is Gegen-
wartsbezug, that is, reference to the present. Considerable emphasis is placed on 
this principle both in the academic training of future teachers and in everyday 
teaching practice. It encourages educators to seek out additional, up-to-date 
materials not found in the textbook, while simultaneously creating space for 
institutions that organise workshops and training sessions for pupils and 
teachers. Gegenwartsbezug means that the past is not discussed in isolation 
from the present, but is always approached through the questions posed by 
contemporary concerns.15 Consequently, history becomes meaningful for pu-
pils, enabling them to recognise the relevance of past events to contemporary 
society and to their own experiences. This principle fulfils both a selective 
function (justifying the inclusion of particular content in the curriculum) and 
a reflective one (allowing contemporary problems to be interpreted through 
the prism of the past). However, it requires vigilance on the part of teachers 
to avoid anachronisms and oversimplifications, and an awareness on the part 
of pupils that historical narratives are always constructed in dialogue with 
present-day questions.16

In teaching practice, Gegenwartsbezug responds to the key questions that 
pupils pose to history. It therefore seeks, through instruction, to explain “what 

15	 T.M.  Buck, ‘Lebenswelt- und Gegenwartsbezug’ [in:] M.  Barricelli, M.  Lücke (eds.), Praxis des Geschichtsunterrichts, 
vol. 1, Schwalbach 2012.

16	 L. Sebening, Der Gegenwartsbezug im Geschichtsunterricht, Hannover 2021, repo.uni-hannover.de.

https://repo.uni-hannover.de/handle/123456789/10458
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this has to do with me” and “why it is worth learning”. It is also important 
to demonstrate the significance of historical events from the perspective of 
contemporary society and the ways in which they help to understand current 
problems. Ultimately, this principle leads to reflection on what can be learned 
from the past in relation to the future. Consequently, history ceases to be a col-
lection of facts detached from the present and becomes a tool for interpreting 
contemporary reality and for critically reflecting on the direction which soci-
ety’s further development is taking – effectively, an element of civic education.17

The image of Poland in the consciousness of German schoolchildren is 
not shaped solely by what they learn in textbooks. Perceptions of Poland are 
influenced by the entire infrastructure of memory – numerous institutions, 
including museums and memorials, and, increasingly, the internet, where 
highly diverse narratives about Poland circulate. In practice, teachers and 
pupils frequently make use of the educational programmes offered by external 
institutions, including, for example, Abitur-preparatory workshops organised 
by bodies such as the Pilecki Institute in Berlin.

In the German context, the Federal Agency for Civic Education (Bundes-
zentrale für politische Bildung, bpb) is one of the pillars of civic and history 
education. It is a federal institution formally subordinate to the Federal Min-
istry of the Interior, established in 1952 as an instrument for strengthening 
democracy in West Germany in the aftermath of Nazism. Its remit includes the 
dissemination of political and civic knowledge, the promotion of democratic 
attitudes, and the support of critical thinking among citizens, with particular 
emphasis place on history education.

The bpb operates primarily through federal state-level structures, which 
ensures its presence in all regions of the Federal Republic of Germany and 
allows it to adapt its programmes and initiatives to local conditions. It con-
ducts extensive publishing activities (including popular book series and the 
fortnightly journal Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte), it organises exhibitions and 
conferences, and develops online projects and educational programmes for 
schools. Topics related to twentieth-century German history, historical pol-
icy, the culture of remembrance and political culture occupy a particularly 
prominent place in its work.

17	 K. Bergmann, ‘Gegenwartsbezug – Zukunftsbezug’, Geschichte in Wissenschaft und Unterricht, no. 55 (2004), pp. 37–46.
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The Holocaust and Germany – and not much more.  
The image of Poland, France and Israel in existing research

The content of German history textbooks – particularly materials relating to 
the Second World War – has already been analysed on numerous occasions. 
The largest body of research, including the most recent studies, has been 
devoted to representations of the Jewish community and the State of Israel. 
Analyses of Polish themes in German textbooks have also become increasingly 
frequent. By contrast, the least attention in studies examining the portrayal of 
individual countries has been paid to France. Given that Paris is Berlin’s most 
important political partner this may be surprising. However, it suggests that 
relations with France are the most advanced and do not require particularly 
detailed historical scrutiny in textbooks, as they are generally presented in 
a correct and unproblematic manner.

Over the years, a clear shift in emphasis can be observed in German 
textbooks when addressing the period 1939–1945. Whereas textbooks from the 
1980s and 1990s presented a comprehensive account of the history of the Second 
World War, with an emphasis on German occupation policy in the conquered 
territories, this perspective has largely receded in contemporary textbooks. 
Earlier publications narrated the war in a more traditional manner: beginning 
with Germany’s invasion of Poland, followed by the confrontation with Britain 
and France, the invasion of the Soviet Union, occupation policies and the gen-
ocide of the Jews, and concluding with resistance movements. The Holocaust 
appeared throughout these accounts, but did not constitute the central axis 
of the narrative. In recent years, the situation has reversed.

Textbooks, regardless of the publishing house producing them or the 
federal state in which they are used, present the years 1939–1945 primarily 
from the perspective of the Holocaust and the national community of Germans. 
Only in exceptional cases do they include information about terror directed 
against the Polish civilian population (or other subjugated peoples), and such 
references are often stripped of context and of any analysis of the dynamics 
of change. One may therefore venture the conclusion that a German Abitur 
graduate acquires knowledge of the Second World War largely through the 
prism of the Holocaust and the National Socialist dictatorship, with German 
society portrayed as having been its principal victim. What is not conveyed, 
however, is a comprehensive picture of the German occupation, which impacted 
the lives of individuals and decimated Polish society.
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1. The image of Jews and Israel
In contrast to the relatively limited research on representations of France 
or Russia, the portrayal of Jews and Israel in German textbooks has already 
been the subject of extensive scholarly reflection.18 The authors of most of the 
analysed studies point out that the Holocaust occupies a central position and 
is almost always embedded within the context of the Second World War or 
National Socialism. Its exceptional status is underscored by the organisation of 
content: illustrations and materials relating to the Holocaust typically appear 
on the opening pages of chapters devoted to Nazi Germany, signalling that it 
constitutes the primary point of reference for analysing the period. Unlike 
other twentieth-century genocides, the Holocaust is rarely juxtaposed or 
compared with other cases; it is usually presented as a historical rupture in 
the history of humanity, a notion encapsulated in the term Zivilisationsbruch.

According to several researchers, including Katarzyna Woniak from the 
Centre for Historical Research of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Berlin,19 
the attribution of a central place to the victims of the Holocaust in German 
textbooks often marginalises other persecuted groups, particularly Poles. 
She also notes that, although the Holocaust has now become one of the main 
narrative axes of the Second World War in all textbooks, there is a lack of de-
tailed information on the assistance provided to Jews by various social groups 
and states. The narrative is usually confined to descriptions of deportations, 
camps, and executions, and almost entirely omits Jewish organisations, res-
cue initiatives, and instances of support from, among others, Poles, various 
Churches, or foreign diplomats. The studies also reveal numerous inaccuracies 
and simplifications. Factual errors appear as well, for example in the dating 
of legislation and in the geographical placement of camps. Hence the calls for 
improved quality control and for greater use of historical sources in teaching.20

Most of the criticism directed at the portrayal of Jews in German text-
books focuses on:

•  the dominance of the perpetrators’ perspective: textbooks make extensive 
use of sources produced by the Nazis (legal acts, propaganda illustrations 
and photographs taken by the perpetrators), which are employed to 

18	 See for example S. Lässig (ed.), Deutsch-israelische Schulbuchempfehlungen, Deutsch-Israelische Schulbuchkommission, 
Georg-Eckert-Institut, Göttingen 2015, gei.de; M. Liepach, D.  Sadowski (eds.), Jüdische Geschichte im Schulbuch. Eine 
Bestandsaufnahme anhand aktueller Lehrwerke, Göttingen 2014; W. Bilewicz, Die Darstellung des Holokaust in den Schul-
büchern und Curricula für den Geschichtsunterricht in der Sekundarstufe I – Ein historisch-pädagogischer Vergleich zwischen 
Bayern und Österreich, Linz 2015; J. Spichal, Vorurteile gegen Juden im christlichen Religionsunterricht. Eine qualitative In-
haltsanalyse ausgewählter Lehrpläne und Schulbücher in Deutschland und Österreich, Göttingen 2015.

19	 See K. Woniak, ‘Ujęcie Zagłady w niemieckich podręcznikach szkolnych’ [in:] Zagłada Żydów. Studia i Materiały, no. (11) 
2015, pp. 573–590.

20	 J. Friedmann, ‘Deutsche Schulbücher sind beim Thema Holokaust unpräzise’, Der Spiegel, 27 January 2014, spiegel.de.

https://www.gei.de/fileadmin/gei.de/pdf/publikationen/Expertise/fulltext/9783847104384_Laessig_Schulbuchempfehlungen_Fulltext_deutsch.pdf
https://zagladazydow.pl/index.php/zz/article/view/489/508
https://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/holocaust-schulbuchkritik-falsche-darstellung-des-judenmords-a-945412.html
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explain ideology and systems of repression. Although such materials have 
significant explanatory value, when presented without accompanying 
victim testimonies they reinforce an image of the Holocaust as a process 
observed through the eyes of the perpetrators.21 The perspective of the 
victims is presented far less frequently, although some more recent text-
books have begun to include testimonies of survivors;

•  the depiction of Jews as an anonymous mass subordinated to the machinery 
of extermination – active forms of both armed and everyday resistance are 
rarely highlighted. There is also a lack of in-depth analysis of the conditions 
in which coercion and the absence of alternatives played a decisive role, 
making it difficult for pupils to comprehend the extreme circumstances 
under which the victims were forced to function;22

•  the simplified treatment of responsibility – textbooks do not challenge the 
notion of the collective guilt of German society, yet they rarely explore 
the role of ‘ordinary Germans’, such as informers, participants in looting, 
or the beneficiaries of the exclusion of the Jews. A schematic division into 
perpetrators, victims, and ‘passive bystanders’ predominates, in which 
Germans are portrayed as a manipulated collective deprived of agency. 
This is reinforced by the language used in textbooks: passive constructions 
dilute responsibility by presenting the perpetrators as components of 
a ‘killing machine’ rather than as individuals making conscious decisions. 
The focus on Hitler and his inner circle further strengthens the image of 
the rest of society as powerless executors, which diminishes the aware-
ness of the broad involvement of many Germans – both functionaries of 
the apparatus of repression and the beneficiaries of persecution, such 
as those who took over Jewish property. Reservations have also been ex-
pressed regarding the selection of sources, which is sometimes one-sided 
or proves too demanding for pupils;

•  the use of visual material – photographs, most often drawn from perpe-
trators’ archives, present victims exclusively from a single perspective, 
reducing Jews to the role of passive objects of violence. There is a lack of ma-
terials depicting Jewish life prior to the Holocaust, which prevents pupils 
from understanding the lost world of Jewish communities. Consequently, 
a one-sided and simplified image emerges, reinforcing traditional cliches;23

•  the portrayal of Israel, which is discussed primarily as one of the parties 
to the Middle East conflict – often as the aggressor. The analysed mate-
rials highlight the absence of a broader context that would also present 

21	 Deutsch-israelische Schulbuchempfehlungen, op. cit.
22	 Ibid.
23	 Ibid.

https://www.gei.de/fileadmin/gei.de/pdf/publikationen/Expertise/fulltext/9783847104384_Laessig_Schulbuchempfehlungen_Fulltext_deutsch.pdf
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the country’s contemporary achievements in science, research or the 
high-technology sector.24 The pluralism of Israeli society, democratic 
processes and the history of migration are rarely addressed, while Jews 
themselves are usually portrayed exclusively as victims of the Holocaust, 
deprived of agency. This stems in part from curricular provisions: only 
a small number of federal states, such as Bavaria, require the compulsory 
discussion of issues relating to Israel in a broader context than that of 
the Holocaust and the conflict alone.25 Similarly, Jewish life in Germany 
is described primarily through the prism of the Nazi period. A serious 
and recurring problem concerns cartographic materials. In many older 
textbooks, maps illustrating the spatial extent of the Holocaust reproduce 
Germany’s 1937 borders, which suggests that extermination camps were 
located in territory controlled by Poland, without indicating that, at the 
time, Nazi Germany occupied these areas. Consequently, in the reader’s 
perception, these representations – whether intentionally or not – may 
shift responsibility from the German perpetrators to the Polish nation. 
In some more recent textbooks, this problem has already been addressed 
through corrections, either by properly marking occupation boundaries 
or by explicitly indicating German control over the respective territories.

Over time, the structure of textbooks has changed. Among the topics dis-
cussed, this is most clearly visible in the case of the Holocaust. In some older 
textbooks, it was not accorded a separate chapter; this was revised only in the 
mid-1990s.26 Moreover, the manner in which the Holocaust is presented has 
changed. The theme of Jewish resistance does appear in most newer textbooks, 
but it is treated very briefly. Typically, reference is made only to the Warsaw 
Ghetto Uprising and to the ‘strategy of survival’ adopted by the majority of the 
Jewish population in the face of terror.

The portrayal of the perpetrators of the Holocaust has also increasingly 
evolved. The most recent publications encourage reflection on the involvement 
of ordinary Germans in the Holocaust, including within the administrative 
apparatus. The textbooks include references to the recruitment of SS members 
from different social strata, excerpts from Himmler’s speeches and from per-
petrators’ testimonies, and there is discussion of the work of Holocaust histori-
ans (such as Hannah Arendt and Daniel Goldhagen). Consequently, pupils are 
able to engage with questions of morality, obedience and social responsibility.

24	 Darstellung Israels in Schulbüchern nach dem Rahmenlehrplan Berlin-Brandenburg. Eine Analyse ausgewählter Materialien 
der Fächer Geschichte, Politik und Gesellschaftswissenschaften – Sekundarstufe I, Amadeu Antonio Stiftung und Mideast 
Freedom Forum Berlin, Berlin 2023, mideastfreedomforum.org.

25	 Deutsch-israelische Schulbuchempfehlungen, op. cit.
26	 See K. Woniak, ‘Ujęcie Zagłady w niemieckich podręcznikach szkolnych’, op. cit.

https://www.mideastfreedomforum.org/fileadmin/editors_de/Broschueren/MFFB_AAS_Schulbuchanalyse_Israelbild__Bln-BB_Sek-I.PDF
https://www.mideastfreedomforum.org/fileadmin/editors_de/Broschueren/MFFB_AAS_Schulbuchanalyse_Israelbild__Bln-BB_Sek-I.PDF
https://www.gei.de/fileadmin/gei.de/pdf/publikationen/Expertise/fulltext/9783847104384_Laessig_Schulbuchempfehlungen_Fulltext_deutsch.pdf
https://zagladazydow.pl/index.php/zz/article/view/489/508
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2. The image of France
The body of literature devoted to the image of France in German history text-
books is surprisingly sparse. In the Federal Republic of Germany, there is 
a prevailing belief that separate studies are unnecessary, as France’s position 
within the school narrative is considered self-evident – it is Germany’s most 
important partner. As demonstrated by textbook analyses (as well as research 
conducted by the author – see below: Case Study…), France is discussed more fre-
quently than, for example, Poland, and already in connection with much earlier 
historical periods, with the information provided being more in-depth. These 
accounts construct an image of a modern and influential state whose history 
serves as a point of reference for understanding European history. In terms of 
volume, the level of detail and the prominence within the historical narrative, 
this stands in marked contrast to the marginalisation of the history of Poland, 
which rarely functions as an independent subject.

The most significant German–French debate concerning textbooks centred 
on the creation of a joint volume. Its preparation was undertaken by historians 
working within the Franco-German Textbook Commission. The project orig-
inated in 2003 on the initiative of the Franco-German Youth Parliament and 
quickly gained political backing from Jacques Chirac and Gerhard Schröder. 
Its aim was to highlight the exceptional character of German–French reconcil-
iation and European integration, and it was intended that the textbook itself 
would become the world’s first history textbook to be used simultaneously 
in two countries in an identical version.27 By 2011, three volumes had been 
published: one on the post-war period (2006), one covering the years 1815–
1945 (2008), and one addressing history from antiquity to 1815 (2011). Following 
the completion of the project, the commission was dissolved.

German history educators criticised the textbook for its insufficient 
alignment with national curricula and – on more detailed points – for issues 
such as the overly cursory treatment of the Weimar Republic, an excess of 
illustrations, and the ‘French section’, which was regarded as being less mod-
ern in educational terms when compared with French textbooks. Attention 
was also drawn to translation errors and to questions that were thought to 
have been excessively simplified.28 Despite this criticism, the textbook sold in 
relatively large numbers – approximately 250,000 copies (mainly in the Ger-
man–French border regions). In traditional Gymnasien, it was used primarily 
as a supplementary resource, whereas in bilingual schools (AbiBac) it found 

27	 See F. Körner, Zwischen politischem Willen und schulischer Realität. Das deutsch-französische Geschichtsbuch und sein Einsatz 
in Deutschland, Universität Passau 2012, after: dfi.de.

28	 R. Bendick, ‘Das deutsch-französische Schulgeschichtsbuch. Die Möglichkeit zum binationalen Geschichtsunterricht 
und die nationalen Reserven der deutschen Geschichtsdidaktik’, Eckert.Beiträge 2009/4, edumeres.net.

https://www.dfi.de/fileadmin/dfi/pdf/bibliothek/abschlussarbeiten/MA-K%C3%B6rner.pdf
https://www.dfi.de/fileadmin/dfi/pdf/bibliothek/abschlussarbeiten/MA-K%C3%B6rner.pdf
http://www.edumeres.net/urn/urn:nbn:de:0220-2009-00068
http://www.edumeres.net/urn/urn:nbn:de:0220-2009-00068
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broader application. In its portrayal of France, the textbook moved away from 
the image of ‘Germany’s traditional rival’, instead emphasising comparisons 
between the crises of the Third Republic and the Weimar Republic, as well 
as analyses of the Popular Front and social reforms. In doing so, it presented 
France as part of a shared European history rather than merely as an actor 
within bilateral relations.

3. The image of Poland
The body of literature addressing the image of Poland in German textbooks 
is relatively extensive.29 The works of Anna Wolff-Powęska are among the 
pioneering studies examining the role of textbooks and history lessons in 
shaping perceptions of neighbouring countries. She draws attention to the 
role of history education in the formation of political attitudes, emphasising, 
for example, that “The anti-Slavism of Nazi Germany was based on the images 
of Poland, strengthened by school textbooks, as a country inhabited by half-
Asians ‘who feed on sloppy food and live in holes’”.30 This situation did not 
improve significantly in the early post-war years.

The extent to which ignorance and deficiencies in school education generate 
or reinforce stereotypes is illustrated by the studies cited by Wolff-Powęs-
ka, which were conducted in the mid-1960s among pupils in West Germany. 
In responses to a question about the most negative associations with Eastern 
European nations, references to Russians and Poles ranked highest. With 
regard to Poles, the descriptors considered most appropriate were: dirty, lazy, 
cruel, sneaky, mean, impertinent and lying. By contrast, Hungarians were 
described as brave, passionate and musical.31

At the same time, Poland appeared in pupils’ consciousness as a small and 
insignificant neighbour of Russia. By contrast, the Soviet Union was perceived 

29	 A study by Katarzyna Woniak from Centre for Historical Research of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Berlin entitled 
‘Ujęcie Zagłady w niemieckich podręcznikach szkolnych’, op. cit. is one of the most important sources of research on 
the subject. The author reviews earlier analyses, drawing attention, for example, to Jörg-Dieter Gauger’s 2008 study 
covering all federal states of the Federal Republic of Germany, in which he observed that history teaching on the Sec-
ond World War in Germany was dominated by the Holocaust, and called for this topic to be more firmly linked to 
Germany‘s occupation policy in Poland. German scholars such as Bodo von Borries, in turn, examined the evolution 
of narratives from 1949 to the end of the twentieth century in older textbooks: in these, the Holocaust eclipsed other 
crimes, while the perpetrators were portrayed as an isolated group, thereby obscuring the full scope of German agency 
and responsibility. More recent expert assessments – for example that of Thomas Sandkühler (2012) – have highlighted 
serious factual errors and a lack of contextualisation, particularly with regard to occupied Poland. See also E. Nasalska, 
Polsko-niemieckie dyskursy edukacyjne, lata 1949–1999, Warszawa 2004; R. Maier, Der Stellenwert des Themas „Zwangs-
migrationen“ in deutschen Schulbuchdarstellungen [in:] T. Strobel, R. Maier (eds.), Das Thema Vertreibung und die deutsch-
polnischen Beziehungen in Forschung, Unterricht und Politik, Hannover 2008; U.A.J. Becher, W. Borodziej, R. Maier (eds.), 
Deutschland und Polen im 20. Jahrhundert. Analyse – Quellen – didaktische Hinweise, Bonn 2007; J.-D. Gauger, Deutsche und 
Polen im Unterricht, Schwalbach 2008.

30	 A. Wolff-Powęska, Memory as Burden and Liberation. Germans and their Nazi Past (1945–2010), translated by Marta Skow-
rońska, Peter Lang Editon 2015, p. 335.

31	 Ibid., p. 339.

https://zagladazydow.pl/index.php/zz/article/view/489/508
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as a great power that had defeated the formidable German army. Poles thus 
became the focus of long-standing prejudices directed against Slavs, portrayed 
as “verminous” and as people who “need a master”.32 Wolff-Powęska points out 
that the negative image of Poles stemmed primarily from the isolation of the 
Eastern Bloc and the lack of contact with its inhabitants in the first decades 
after the war. Young Germans derived their knowledge of Poland chiefly from 
the family home, as the subject was not broached at school.

Similar conclusions emerge from a study conducted in the following dec-
ade. At the turn of 1976–1977, more than 3,000 German pupils aged between 
10 and 23 were surveyed about their knowledge of the Second World War. 
As Wolff-Powęska writes, the responses submitted revealed the following pic-
ture: “Poland was rarely recognised as the first victim of German aggression. 
Students’ inability to date the war, suggesting it took place in ‘1939–1965’ or 
‘1945–1949’, were not rare. The dominating belief was that the war started with 
the attack on the Soviet Union. There were also opinions that ‘the attack on 
Poland was planned well’, ‘Hitler gave the order to attack France and Poland 
in 1945’ or ‘He wanted to restore freedom to Germany so he started the war 
against Poland’. A few believed that the German army had won a great victory 
over Poland because ‘Poles thought that German tanks were made of tar paper’ 
and expressed their regret: ‘Poland, East Germany, Russia etc. used to belong 
to us. We lost almost a half of it only because Hitler was so greedy’”.33 As in 
the earlier studies, respondents acknowledged that they had acquired their 
knowledge of their country’s recent history primarily at home, and these topics 
did not feature in school lessons.

The marginalisation of Poland within educational institutions was also 
reinforced by the activities of expellee associations. Organisations representing 
Germans forcibly displaced from territories annexed after the war by Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Romania, Hungary, Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union con-
structed an image of Warsaw as the “occupier of the Eastern German lands”. 
As early as ten years after the war, in 1956, the Standing Committee of the 
Conference of Ministers of Education adopted recommendations concerning 
education about the East (Ostkunde). The principal educational objective in this 
area was defined as ensuring that the German East remained, in the German 
imagination, a phantom homeland – “well-known and familiar to the Germans, 
particularly the youth. Its achievements must be rooted in German historical 
consciousness. The Germans should treat these lost lands as their homeland, 
a part of their nation”.34 As Wolff-Powęska further notes, “‘Ostkunde’, as the 

32	 Ibid., p. 339.
33	 Ibid., pp. 339–340.
34	 Ibid., p. 340.
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principle of teaching during the Cold War, cherished the image of the East as 
a lost paradise, arousing a feeling of injustice caused by Poles”. Within this 
narrative, “The East, formerly the land of German hope and German work… 
has been broken. It has become the border territory of Asia”.35

Today, it is most often school-based education that serves as the primary 
vehicle for the dissemination of historical policy: 47% of pupils and young 
adults aged 16–25 express an interest in history and declare that they enjoy 
the subject, while as many as 85% consider engagement with the past to be 
important for contemporary society. Among the modes identified for trans-
mitting and sustaining collective memory, school education predominates 
(35%), followed by visits to memorial sites (22%) and films (7%), which further 
underscores the central role of textbooks.36 For young people, issues related to 
family memory and social identification are of particular significance. Nearly 
half of respondents had not sought to trace connections within their families 
to the period of National Socialism (48%). Compared with the rest of society, 
young people are less likely to perceive family biographies as part of Germany’s 
culture of remembrance (26%, compared with 61%).

In assessments of collective guilt, 48% of respondents considered German 
society as a whole to be co-responsible for the crimes of National Socialism, 
while a further 37% regarded it as partially responsible. For 76% of young people, 
the necessity of confronting the past remains obvious, which distinguishes 
them from the adult population, among whom this figure stands at 57%. This 
interest in history and willingness to engage with the past of the Federal Re-
public of Germany create scope for teachers to work towards reducing gaps 
in knowledge. Without these efforts, it is not possible to provide substantive 
content to memory policy – particularly given that knowledge concerning the 
harms inflicted upon Poland and the course of the German occupation between 
1939 and 1945 remains insufficient among Germans.37

An article by Hanna Grzempa entitled ‘Obraz Polski i Polaków w niemiec-
kich podręcznikach do historii’ [The Image of Poland and Poles in German History 
Textbooks]38 is one of the more important studies addressing the contemporary 
image of Poland in German history textbooks. As the author rightly observes, 
one of the fundamental difficulties in presenting Poland’s historical experience 
and situation lies in its marginal position within German collective memory, 
contrasted with the central place occupied by Germany in Poland’s culture of 

35	 Ibid., p. 340.
36	 MEMO Youth Study 2023, op. cit.
37	 D. Bingen, S. Lengemann (eds.), Deutsche Besatzungspolitik in Polen 1939–1945. Eine Leerstelle deutscher Erinnerung?, Federal 

Agency for Civic Education, Bonn 2019, bpb.de.
38	 H. Grzempa, ‘Obraz Polski i Polaków w niemieckich podręcznikach do historii’, op. cit.

https://www.stiftung-evz.de/assets/1_Was_wir_f%C3%B6rdern/Bilden/Bilden_fuer_lebendiges_Erinnern/MEMO_Studie/2023_MEMO_Jugend/MEMO_Youth_Study_2023.pdf
https://www.bpb.de/system/files/dokument_pdf/SR_10398_Deutsche_Besatzungspolitik_Polen_Internet.pdf
http://www.polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl/articles/show/53
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remembrance. This asymmetry is reflected in textbooks, which tend to reduce 
the history of the Republic of Poland primarily to episodes that coincide with the 
historical narrative of the Federal Republic of Germany (see below: Case Study…).

The main elements of the existing state of research on the image of Poland 
in German textbooks:

• A comparison of the topics addressed shows that Poland is primarily dis-
cussed in contexts intersecting with German history. This most often con-
cerns: “German settlement in the East, presented within a single chapter 
combined with the role of the Teutonic Order; the personal union between 
Poland and Saxony – addressed exclusively in Saxony; the great-power 
ambitions of Prussia, Austria and Russia, one of the consequences of which 
were the partitions of Poland; the Hambach Festival of 1832; Germany’s 
territorial losses resulting from the Treaty of Versailles; German foreign 
policy in the interwar period; the Second World War; territorial changes 
after the Second World War and population transfers; Germany’s recog-
nition of the Polish–German border along the Oder and Neisse rivers as 
part of Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik and its confirmation at the ‘Two Plus Four’ 
Conference; the gradual disintegration of the Eastern Bloc, with the role of 
the Solidarity movement; and the enlargement of the European Union”.39

•  Several factors can be identified as reasons for the absence of certain topics 
from textbooks. One of these is that some of the omitted subjects relate 
solely to Poland’s internal history or to episodes from its past that do not 
directly concern Polish–German relations (such as the Polish–Lithuanian 
Union, the Polish–Muscovite wars, or Polish relations with the Ottoman 
Empire or Sweden). It should be borne in mind that – much as in most 
European countries – history textbooks are written from a national per-
spective and primarily tend to include those themes that in some way 
relate to the country’s own history.

• Textbook narratives place the issue of borders and territory at the centre, 
while almost entirely neglecting the internal development of the Polish 
state, its culture, and its economy. At the same time, emphasis is placed 
on German settlement in the East, often framed in the spirit of the nine-
teenth-century myth of a ‘German civilising mission’. The conflict with 
the Teutonic Order is treated superficially, as is the Jagiellonian Golden 
Age. Poland reappears in textbooks in the eighteenth century – as a state 
in decline and a victim of the partitions. Although some authors stress the 
illegality of this act and mention the Constitution of 3 May, the broader 

39	 Ibid.
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socio-political context is left unexplained. Discussion of the nineteenth 
century is in turn limited to brief references to national uprisings or to 
Germanisation under Bismarck.

• The most important moment in history in which Poland is discussed is 
September 1939; however, even in these sections, Poland’s fate is usually 
presented in a highly fragmentary manner.40 Pupils learn about Hitler’s 
demands regarding Danzig, the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, and Poland’s 
rapid defeat, but they are generally not informed about the September 
Campaign as a prolonged and determined resistance.

• The crimes committed against Poles during the occupation are usually 
addressed selectively, and the dominance of the Holocaust within the 
narrative obscures the experience of Polish society as a victim of mass 
violence.41 The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising and the Warsaw Uprising are 
mentioned only rarely. The forced labour of Poles is treated with equal 
marginality. By contrast, the post-war expulsion of Germans is discussed 
more extensively and in greater detail than the occupation of Poland itself. 
Some textbooks attempt to place these expulsions within a chain of cause 
and effect related to the war and the occupation, while others emphasise 
the motifs of revenge and retaliation on the part of Poles.

•  Source texts from the years 1939–1945 relate predominantly to the Ho- 
locaust. One textbook includes an excerpt from the diary of Emanuel 
Ringelblum, but fails to provice any reference to the author’s biography.42 
Another textbook includes numerous primary source texts and excerpts 
from works by renowned German historians, yet none of them refer to 
the Polish civilian population.43

• The theme of Solidarity trade union stands out, as it is treated as evidence 
of the agency of Polish society and its role in the disintegration of the 
Eastern Bloc. This is, in essence, the only element of the narrative in which 
Poland appears as an active historical actor.

Textbooks are dominated by a focus on German society in the face of the 
Nazi dictatorship. This diagnosis is already clear from an examination of the 
thematic structure of the sections devoted to the wartime period. The narra-
tive typically opens with a discussion of Nazi ideology and propaganda and 
the total subordination to the regime of social, political, and cultural life. This 
is followed by information on Hitler’s foreign policy and the outbreak of the 
war. At the centre lies a multi-page account of the Holocaust, after which the 

40	 Ibid.
41	 J.-D. Gauger, Deutsche und Polen im Unterricht, op. cit.
42	 Anno 4. Das 20. Jahrhundert, Westermann Schulbuchverlag, Braunschweig 1997, p. 117.
43	 For example Forum Geschichte 11, Bayern, Cornelsen, Berlin 2010.
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remaining chapters address primarily German issues, focusing on resistance 
movements, the bombing of German cities, and the expulsion of Germans from 
the eastern provinces.

Some authors of these studies emphasise that this structure of presentation 
does not result from deliberate omission, but rather from didactic reduction 
(including an insufficient number of teaching hours and a shortage of teach-
ers)44 and from the subordination of Polish history in textbooks to the logic of 
the German narrative. They nonetheless result in the reinforcement among 
pupils of the conviction that Poland occupies only a marginal place in European 
history. A comparison of this image with the Polish school narrative – which 
emphasises resistance, agency, and heroism – reveals a fundamental divergence 
in historical imaginaries which hampers mutual understanding.

4. The joint Polish–German textbook
Efforts to change the two countries’ mutual perceptions within school edu-
cation began as early as the mid-1950s. At that time, Enno Meyer (1913–1996), 
a Gymnasium teacher from Oldenburg and one of the pioneers of Polish–German 
dialogue on the didactics of history, published his 47 Thesen über die Darstel-
lung der deutsch-polnischen Beziehungen im Geschichtsunterricht [47 Theses on the 
Representation of German-Polish Relations in History Teaching].45 The document 
effectively initiated a process of change in the perception of Poland in German 
history textbooks. Meyer advocated abandoning stereotypes, emphasising 
the contribution of Poles to European history, and portraying them as a ful-
ly-fledged nation rather than merely as a collective subjected to the policies 
of external actors.

The idea of reforming history teaching was developed most fully in the 
concept of elaborating joint Polish–German guidelines and, in the longer term, 
a joint history textbook.46 Responsibility for its content lay with the Joint Polish– 
German Textbook Commission, which began its work in 1972 under the auspices 

44	 To explain why German schoolbooks are missing an in-depth portrayal of the occupation as a system of terror, Robert 
Traba mentions the dominance of a national perspective in the presentation of historical events. He argues: “It is not 
true (…) that German youth today are not taught about the German aggression against Poland or that they are unaware 
of German crimes (with particular emphasis on the extermination of European Jews). What is true, however, is that 
despite a modern didactic approach, German history education – like that of all other European countries – remains 
focused on working through its ‘own’, national experiences of the past. There is no space for the experiences of ‘others’, 
even of such close neighbours as Poland. Consequently, the occupation exists in this narrative as a German crime, but 
there is no didactic space (including for practical reasons) to engage with the strategies of the biological survival of 
the occupied nations or to analyse the strategies of resistance movements”. See R. Traba, ‘O potrzebie nowych badań. 
Niemiecka okupacja Polski w czasie II wojny światowej w historiografii i pamięci funkcjonalnej’, Historyka, no 4 (2014).

45	 M. Mack, ‘Rozmowy podręcznikowe’ [in:] E. Kobylińska, A. Lawaty, R. Stephan (eds.), Polacy i Niemcy. 100 kluczowych 
pojęć, Biblioteka „Więzi”, Warszawa 1996, p. 449.

46	 For more on the textbook see for example B. Dziewanowski-Stefańczyk, ‘Pojednanie poprzez podręcznik’, Więź, 11 De-
cember 2020, wiez.pl.

https://wiez.pl/2020/12/11/pojednanie-poprzez-podrecznik/
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of UNESCO. This commission’s activities are coordinated by the Georg Eckert 
Institute (GEI), which we mentioned earlier. The GEI was established in 1975 as 
a centre for research on textbooks and history education. Formal intergovern-
mental agreements concerning the organisational framework for work on the 
joint textbook were concluded in 2008.

On the German side, political coordination and funding were provided by 
the Federal Foreign Office as well as by the education and culture ministries 
of the federal states, while implementation was overseen by the Ministry 
of Education of Brandenburg. On the Polish side, responsibility rested with 
the Ministry of National Education, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the 
Ministry of Culture and National Heritage. The institutional framework of the 
project was defined by two bodies: a decision-making panel and an expert group, 
with the expert group developing the core substantive recommendations in 
2010, forming the foundation of the textbook series.47

Between 2016 and 2020, four volumes of Europe. Our History were published, 
each simultaneously in the Polish and German versions. This textbook series 
covers history from antiquity to the present. The final volume received approval 
for use in Polish schools in the 2024/2025 school year. The publication of each 
volume sparked lively debate between proponents and critics of the project.48 
In practice, the textbook functions as a supplementary resource alongside 
other history textbooks, and its presence in schools results primarily from 
the initiative of individual teachers. The GEI organises training sessions for 
teachers, who then act as ‘ambassadors’ for the textbook. In Germany, consid-
erable emphasis is placed on relating history to the present, which encourages 
educators to draw on alternative teaching materials such as the Polish–German 
textbook. All four volumes have been approved for use in 15 of the 16 federal 
states with only Bavaria failing to authorise them, in part because the content 
is not fully aligned with the state’s examination guidelines and because the 
Bavarian educational authorities favour traditional approaches to teaching 
history at the state and federal levels rather than transnational ones. In addi-
tion, the absence of references to regional history was cited.

By the end of 2023, approximately 40,000 copies of the textbook had been 
sold in Germany. Besides the federal structure of the state and the operation of 
different curricula across the individual federal states, other factors hindering 
its wider dissemination include: a lack of awareness among some teachers that 

47	 Wspólna Polsko-Niemiecka Komisja Podręcznikowa Historyków i  Geografów (ed.), Podręcznik do historii. Zalecenia,  
Wydawnictwo Neriton, Warszawa 2013.

48	 Critical voices include P. Kryszczak, ‘Polsko-niemiecki podręcznik należy traktować jako sprawę polityczną – mówi 
prof. Kucharczyk’, Niezależna, 23 August 2024, niezalezna.pl. Positive opinions were expressed for example by J. Krzyk, 
‘Dlaczego polsko-niemiecki podręcznik do historii współczesnej nie dostał akceptacji ministra Czarnka?’, Wyborcza.pl, 
1 September 2023.

https://niezalezna.pl/polska/edukacja/polsko-niemiecki-podrecznik-nalezy-traktowac-jako-sprawe-polityczna-mowi-prof-kucharczyk/525051
https://niezalezna.pl/polska/edukacja/polsko-niemiecki-podrecznik-nalezy-traktowac-jako-sprawe-polityczna-mowi-prof-kucharczyk/525051
https://wyborcza.pl/alehistoria/7,121681,30137224,dlaczego-polsko-niemiecki-podrecznik-do-historii.html
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the book exists, as well as concerns about its compliance with examination 
requirements. These concerns relate in particular – according to teachers – to 
the perceived insufficiency of topics exclusively devoted to German issues, 
regarded as the most useful for the Abitur, and to the additional workload 
linked to the potential need to supplement the textbook with further materials.

In analysing regional conditions in relation to the content included in text-
books, particular prominence is given to the attitudes of the individual federal 
states towards the outcomes of the work of the Textbook Commission. One of 
the earliest results of its activities saw the 1976 publication of the so-called 
recommendations, which set out agreed guidelines concerning contentious 
issues. The provisions relating to the post-war period proved the most contro-
versial, especially those addressing border changes and the forced expulsion 
of the German population from territories awarded to Poland. In Germany, 
this triggered intense debate and many individual ministries of education did 
not consider themselves bound by these recommendations when approving 
textbooks. In several states – most notably Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, and 
Schleswig-Holstein – the recommendations were explicitly rejected. As Ewa 
Nasalska stresses, the opposition was so strong and persistent that, until 2002, 
the authorities of some federal states (including Bavaria and Baden-Württem-
berg) refused to provide financial support to the GEI.49

Case study:  
a comparison of the representation of Poland, France and Israel

In this chapter, we shall juxtapose and compare the images of the three coun-
tries in school-based teaching in the Federal Republic of Germany against the 
backdrop of the country’s history. To date, researchers have focused primarily 
on describing the narratives concerning individual countries and their position 
and significance within textbooks. The approach presented below broadens this 
perspective and facilitates a better understanding of German historical policy.

The analysis is based on the Horizonte textbook series published by West-
ermann and intended for history teaching in Gymnasien in the states of Berlin 
and Brandenburg. Three volumes were examined: the first – Horizonte 7/8, 
published in 2016 – covers material for Years 7 and 8, introducing pupils to 
the early modern period and to the transformations leading to the events of 
the nineteenth century; the next two – Horizonte 9 and Horizonte 10, published 
in 2018 – focus on the history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

49	 E. Nasalska, Polsko-niemieckie dyskursy edukacyjne: lata 1949–1999, Warszawa 2004, p. 37.
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respectively, presenting the social, political and economic processes that led 
to the emergence of modern state structures and on contemporary history, 
encompassing the second half of the twentieth century and the present day, 
including the division of Germany, the Cold War and the process of reunifica-
tion after 1989. These textbooks are in widespread use in both federal states, 
which is reflected in references to local heritage sites, such as castles and other 
buildings from these regions, as well as to regional memorials.

The analysis encompassed source texts, cartographic materials, supple-
mentary resources and tasks relating to the issues under examination. It fo-
cused on comparing aspects such as the placement of a topic within a chapter, 
how it is treated, definitions, and chronological and territorial frameworks. 
The context in which issues concerning the countries being studied were ad-
dressed was also an important element of the analysis. Accordingly, this chapter 
seeks to answer the following questions: which issues are discussed; whether 
they are allocated a separate topic or constitute only part of a broader whole; 
which topics or (in the case of excerpts) content precede and follow them; how 
a given issue is presented; and how much space is devoted to it. Differences 
in the representation of the individual countries are also highlighted, and at-
tention is drawn to which elements of history are emphasised, marginalised, 
omitted or distorted.

1. Volume I – Years 7 and 8 (2016)
Poland appears only sporadically in this volume, and its image is subordinated 
to narratives centred on states which from a German perspective are regarded 
as central, meaning above all France and, to a lesser extent, Russia. The Poles 
are presented rather as episodic figures. The first individual of Polish origin 
mentioned in the textbook is Nicolaus Copernicus (p. 48), identified as a scholar 
from the city of Toruń on the River Vistula who studied in Kraków. His na-
tionality, however, is not specified – in contrast to Galileo, who is explicitly 
described as Italian (“der Italiener Galileo Galilei”).50

The absence of Poland from the narrative is particularly striking in 
the discussion of the partitions, which are presented as the conquests of 

50	 In Germany, Copernicus is classified among figures associated with the German-speaking cultural sphere. This is most 
clearly illustrated by the Walhalla – a monumental building modelled on the Parthenon, located on the Danube near 
Regensburg in Bavaria. Opened in 1842, the Walhalla was intended to symbolise the national unity of the Germans after 
the fall of the Holy Roman Empire and the Napoleonic era. As Jan Rydel emphasises, from the outset it functioned as 
an instrument of historical policy, shaping national consciousness and serving an educational purpose. Busts of indi-
viduals deemed to have rendered distinguished service to the German cultural sphere are placed there, with this cri-
terion interpreted in a broad sense: decisive importance is attached to the German language rather than to citizenship. 
Consequently, figures such as Catherine the Great, Barclay de Tolly, and Dutch and Swedish heroes of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries are also represented in the Walhalla. See J. Rydel, Polityka historyczna w Republice Federalnej 
Niemiec. Zaszłości, idee, praktyka, Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu Pedagogicznego, Kraków 2011, pp. 30–31.
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Frederick II the Great. Pupils in Years 7 and 8 will find no mention of the par-
tition of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth between 1772 and 1795; instead, 
they are presented only with a map illustrating these conquests, and Frederick 
himself is portrayed as a reformer preparing Prussia for modernisation. Crit-
icism of his policies is confined to internal matters (such as the employment 
of former non-commissioned officers as teachers), while his expansionist pol-
icy – although it cost the lives of approximately 500,000 people – is described 
merely as “controversial today” (p. 91). A similar approach to the partitions 
can also be found in German museums, and is promoted, for example, by the 
exhibition opened in 2024 at the Garrison Church in Potsdam.

One of the few sections in which Poland is presented on a more equal 
footing with Germany is the account of emigration following the November 
Uprising. It notes that approximately 9,000 Poles fled to Western Europe, where 
they “served as a model for many”. There is also a reference to expressions 
of solidarity with Poles during the Hambach Festival, when participants in 
the procession carried Polish flags to demonstrate support for the insurgents 
of 1830 (p. 138, see below: The Hambach Festival). Nevertheless, even in this 
context – when reference is made to the November Uprising – there is no 
information on the reasons for the presence of Russian troops in Poland or 
on the context of the partitions. A similar pattern can be observed in history 
textbooks from other federal states.51

The Hambach Festival (1832)
The Hambach Festival was a political demonstration that took place between 27 and 
30 May 1832 at Hambach Castle in the Palatinate. It represented the largest gather-
ing of bourgeois opposition in the period preceding the March Revolution of 1848. 
Between 20,000 and 30,000 participants attended, primarily from the Palatinate, 
Hesse, Bavaria and Alsace, as well as from France and Poland – predominantly émigrés 
who had fled their homeland following the failure of the November Uprising (1831).

The demonstrators demanded civil liberties, freedom of the press, the right 
to assembly, equality between women and men, and the unification of Germany in 
a constitutional or republican form. Ideas of a united Europe of free nations were 
also articulated. In their speeches, the movement’s leaders made explicit references 
to Poles as allies of the Germans in the struggle for freedom; among others, Jakob 
Siebenpfeiffer proclaimed: “Long live a free, united Germany! Long live the Poles, 
the allies of the Germans!”.

In front of the castle, white-and-red flags were flown alongside the black–red–
gold banners, making the event one of the most important moments of German–

51	 H. Grzempa, ‘Obraz Polski i Polaków w niemieckich podręcznikach do historii’, op. cit.

http://www.polska-niemcy-interakcje.pl/articles/show/53
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Polish symbolic solidarity in the nineteenth century. These ties with Poles also had 
a social dimension: liberal and bourgeois parts of German society organised ‘Polish 
associations’, collected donations, and welcomed refugees with enthusiasm. There 
was even a ‘fascination with Poland’, symbolised, for example, by a paraphrase of 
the opening line of the Polish national anthem: “Poland has not yet perished, as 
long as the Germans live”.

Since the late twentieth century, the memory of the Hambach Festival has also 
been invoked in the context of Polish–German relations – for example, in 2001 the 
Weimar Triangle summit, attended by Gerhard Schröder, Jacques Chirac and Alek-
sander Kwaśniewski, was held at the castle.

In German historiography, the event is regarded as the first modern political 
demonstration in Germany. In 1932, Theodor Heuss, the first President of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, described it as “the first modern political assembly in German 
history”. It remains firmly embedded in the civic consciousness of German society 
as the beginning of the path towards democracy, freedom and national unity.

France, by contrast, is presented very differently from Poland. It occupies 
the position of a state central to narratives of modernity, reform and revolution. 
France is portrayed as a key actor in the historical processes that shaped Europe. 
A substantial portion of this section of the textbook is devoted to Louis XIV and 
his era: his reign is discussed in a separate chapter, with particular emphasis 
placed on Versailles as a symbol of absolutism. Subsequent sections further 
develop the theme of Colbert’s policies and mercantilism, highlighting the 
importance internal reforms had for the foundations of France’s power in the 
seventeenth century.

The French Revolution is presented in a detailed and multifaceted manner, 
with discussion of its causes, its progression and its social and political con-
sequences. The authors clearly seek to highlight its contemporary relevance, 
relating it to present-day realities and engaging in reflections on the continuity 
of the ideas of liberty, equality, and citizenship. In their view, one of the en-
during consequences of the revolution was the emergence of the phenomenon 
of ‘nationalisms in Europe’.

Regional references emerge in the discussion of the achievements of Napo-
leon Bonaparte, who is portrayed as an ambivalent figure. It is emphasised that 
in regions such as Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria and Saxony, assessments are 
distinctly positive, as his actions led to the strengthening of local structures at 
the expense of Prussia. By contrast, when Prussia and Austria are discussed, 
emphasis is placed on his dominance and military victories.

Russia, by contrast, appears in the textbook primarily as an external 
force intervening in the affairs of Central and Eastern Europe. Its presence in 
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Poland in 1830 is mentioned only in passing – the reader is informed that “Polish 
patriotic officers and intellectuals expelled the Russians”, yet no information 
is provided on the reasons for Russian dominance or on the earlier political 
context of the partitions. Russia is also depicted as a threat: Napoleon’s defeat 
outside Moscow is presented in dramatic terms – “Napoleon lost almost his 
entire Grande Armée on Russian soil” – which reinforces the image of Russia 
as a powerful and impenetrable territory on which even the greatest European 
military forces were defeated.

The first volume does not contain a single reference to the Jewish com-
munity or to Israel.

The second part of the Horizonte textbook (for Year 8) includes prob-
lem-based topics relating to contemporary social issues such as poverty, mi-
gration, and expulsions. Poland also appears only sporadically in this section. 
One example of the effective omission of an important theme from Polish 
history is the absence of any reference to John III Sobieski in the context of the 
Battle of Vienna. The event itself is presented merely as one of many battles 
during the “wars with Muslims”. Of note is the expansion of the textbook’s 
content through a spatial narrative. Gdańsk appears as a strictly German city 
(Danzig). In the case of Wrocław, a different strategy is employed: the city is 
first referred to as Breslau, followed by the addition that it is “Wrocław today” 
(“heute Wrocław”). Thus, the post–Second World War change is acknowledged, 
but it is not embedded within a broader historical context.

In this section of the textbook, France appears on multiple narrative levels – 
both as the setting of revolutionary events and as an example of socio-political 
progress. Its role is particularly highlighted in the context of the development 
of democracy, alongside Germany and Great Britain. France is also presented 
as a key point of reference in the processes of Europe’s modernisation and 
democratisation. Notably, unlike Poland or Russia, France recurs consistently 
throughout the textbook, and the text devoted to it is developed in a more in-
depth manner. This is also reflected in the index (see below).

References to Russia are slightly chaotic, as demonstrated, for example, by 
the absence of any mention of Peter the Great. The narrative also leaves no room 
for the group known as the Russlanddeutsche (Germans from Russia) – people 
of German origin who were settled in the territories of the Russian Empire, 
primarily from the second half of the eighteenth century onwards. They were 
descendants of colonists invited by Empress Catherine II, who were offered 
economic and religious privileges. Although they constituted an important 
cultural and demographic bridge between Germany and Russia, their role 
is omitted from the textbook. The inclusion of information on this specific 
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population group would undoubtedly have contributed to a better under-
standing of its influence on German society and of its very presence within it.

The Jews do not make their first appearance until page 234 – and then 
solely in a religious context, alongside Christianity and Islam. They are not 
presented as part of German society, but rather as a distinct confessional group. 
The most extensive section devoted to them concerns antisemitism, which is 
discussed through examples of specific acts of violence, such as the destruction 
of synagogues. However, there is no discussion of the structural causes of this 
phenomenon and references to them remain marginal.

Taking into account the quantitative overview of the presence of the 
countries examined in the textbook, it should be noted that Poland, Russia 
and Israel are absent from the index placed at the end of the volume, whereas, 
for example, France and Austria are included. References to the Jewish com-
munity are dispersed and appear under headings such as Judentum (Judaism), 
Judenhass (hatred of Jews), and Antijudaismus (anti-Judaism). Notably, the entry 
Antisemitismus is missing, which points to a lack of consistency and creates 
terminological confusion that may hinder understanding of the subject.

2. Volume II – Year 9 (2018)
The textbook opens with an analysis of the end of the First World War. The 
Treaty of Versailles is presented primarily as an act that placed full respon-
sibility for the outbreak of the conflict on Germany and its allies, resulting in 
Germany losing a significant amount of territory. Among other measures, the 
obligation to relinquish Poznań and West Prussia is mentioned, with particular 
emphasis on the fact that the decision was taken without consultation with 
the local population (without noting that Greater Poland was an ethnically 
Polish region). However, this section of the textbook lacks basic information 
on territorial changes in Europe, including the re-emergence of the Polish state. 
The narrative moves seamlessly from the provisions of the treaty to Germany’s 
post-war problems – above all inflation and reparations – entirely omitting the 
Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, its consequences for Europe, and key events 
such as the 1920 Battle of Warsaw.

2.1. The Weimar Republic
In the section of the textbook devoted to National Socialism, the authors clearly 
emphasise Adolf Hitler’s Austrian origins. They note that the rise in popular-
ity of the Nazi Party was made possible by nationalist and racist sentiments 
widespread within society, which intensified following the overthrow of the 
Communist Bavarian Soviet Republic in 1919. In discussing Hitler’s ascent to 
power, the authors include an explicit warning that, although history does 
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not repeat itself, it is nevertheless worth analysing in order to draw lessons 
for the present.

Reservations arise over how the victims of National Socialism are pre-
sented. The approach adopted in the textbook is typical of German historical 
policy, which marginalises national victim groups with the exception of the 
Jews and the Germans themselves. In the introduction to the section devoted 
to the Third Reich, there is no mention of national victims of Nazism such as 
Poles, although reference is made to the “so-called Holocaust” as the tragedy of 
more than six million Jews, as well as of other groups: Sinti and Roma, persons 
with disabilities, those persecuted for political reasons, homosexuals, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, prisoners of war and forced labourers. The authors also state that 
“the crimes are so horrific that they appear almost inexplicable”,52 which may 
suggest that confronting the causes and consequences of German crimes is, in 
effect, impossible and therefore unnecessary.

The manner in which the illustrative material is described also warrants 
critical assessment. For example, a photograph from the Warsaw Ghetto is 
captioned only in vague terms as “In the Warsaw Ghetto”, without any expla-
nation of context. At the centre of the frame lies a child on the pavement, arms 
hanging limply, with items of clothing scattered around, including a hat. In the 
background, along the upper edge of the image, the legs of adults – standing 
or passing by – are visible, clad in winter boots and coats. Their faces are not 
shown, which intensifies the impersonal and disturbing nature of the scene. 
The photograph is accompanied only by the laconic caption: “Im Warschauer 
Getto. Fotografie, Anfang 1941” (“In the Warsaw Ghetto. Photograph, early 
1941”), which is clearly insufficient. What is lacking is a broader historical and 
ethical context – including an explanation of what the ghetto was, how it was 
established, the scale of the tragedy, and the significance these images have 
for how the Holocaust is taught. Nor is there a wider perspective depicting 
the life of Jewish communities (in Germany or Poland) prior to the Holocaust; 
the few references that do exist appear only in connection with discussions 
of Judaism and, against the backdrop of the overall narrative, they remain 
strikingly insufficient.

In the section devoted to the ideology of National Socialism, numerous 
elements are listed. However, when discussing the key motif of Lebensraumthe-
orie (‘living space’ theory), the account is limited to a general claim about the 

52	 “Support for the regime went so far that it became possible for one of the greatest crimes against humanity to occur: 
the persecution and murder of Europe’s Jews, in full view of everyone. The so-called Holocaust claimed the lives of 
more than six million Jews. In addition, there were other groups who were persecuted and murdered: Sinti and Roma, 
referred to as ‘Gypsies’, people with disabilities, political opponents, homosexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, prisoners of 
war, forced labourers, and so forth. These crimes are so monstrous that they seem almost impossible to explain”, after: 
Horizonte. Geschichte für Berlin und Brandenburg. Gymnasium. Band 9, von Westermann, Braunschweig 2018, p. 65.



Memory lessons 363

necessity of acquiring space “at the expense of other nations”. The paragraph 
concludes with the statement that this theory “served as a justification for the 
war against the USSR”. There is, however, no mention whatsoever of the Poles 
or the other nations of Eastern Europe, which in reality were the first victims 
of this ideology – both in practical terms (extermination and expulsions) and 
in symbolic terms.

The description of the origins of the concentration camps focuses on the 
fact that those who initially suffered there were German citizens – above all, 
the political opponents of Hitler. It is stated that approximately 32,000 such 
individuals were sentenced to death, although, as is emphasised, this figure 
“presumably” reached as many as 40,000. The narrative then lists the groups 
that were subsequently sent to the camps: political opponents, Jews, followed 
by Sinti and Roma, homosexuals, persons with intellectual disabilities, Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, criminals and prisoners of war. Although the establishment 
of 23 main camps and more than 1,000 subcamps by 1945 is mentioned, the 
nationality of the victims is entirely omitted – there is no reference to Poles, 
Ukrainians or Belarusians, despite the fact that they represented a substantial 
proportion of those murdered.

In the chapter devoted to the persecution of the Jews in Nazi Germany, 
within the section addressing the escalation of racist anti-Semitism and the 
events leading directly to the November pogrom (the so-called Kristallnacht), 
an account is included of the situation of Jews of Polish origin in Germany. This 
appears as a separate, visually highlighted textual unit, which suggests that 
particular significance is attached to this episode: “In 1938, Poland refused 
re-entry to Jews of Polish nationality who had remained abroad for more than 
five years. As the Nazi regime was not interested in their continued presence in 
Germany, 12,000 people were deported to the Polish border at the end of October 
1938, where they were held in transit camps in inhumane conditions” (p. 91).

The narrative clearly suggests that, through an administrative decision, 
the authorities of the Republic of Poland prevented Polish Jews from entering 
the country, while the German side is described merely as having been “not 
interested” in their remaining in Germany. This framing can be interpreted 
as an attempt to distribute responsibility for Jewish suffering between the two 
states. At the same time, the phrase “inhumane conditions”, used to describe the 
circumstances in which Jews were held at border points and in transit camps, 
stands in stark contrast to the neutral description of German actions – despite 
the fact that it was Germany that carried out the deportations.

This passage may be read as partially relativising responsibility for the fate 
of Jews on the eve of the Holocaust by emphasising Poland’s refusal while si-
multaneously omitting the political circumstances and the scale of persecution 
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within Nazi Germany. There is no mention whatsoever that the deportations 
resulted from a unilateral decision by the German state and formed part of 
a broader strategy of excluding Jews from German society. Conversely, the 
use in this context of expressions such as “inhumane conditions” in refer-
ence to Polish actions may lead to a distortion of the proportions of guilt and 
responsibility.53

The policy of appeasement towards Hitler is presented as a controversial 
issue that continues to provoke debate. It is noted that the British Prime Min-
ister, Neville Chamberlain, “did not anticipate” Hitler’s true intentions when 
he sought a peaceful resolution to the Sudeten crisis. However, the textbook 
offers no evaluation of this policy or its consequences, which may lead to 
an obscuring of political responsibility and the strategic failures of the West-
ern powers. The absence of a contemporary reflection on appeasement – such 
as is often applied to other historical topics – and the lack of any reference in 
this context to current events are striking, particularly in light of Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine ongoing since 2014.54

The textbook includes a reference to the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact and 
even incorporates it into supplementary exercises. However, it lacks a clear 
statement that the pact’s secret protocol effectively made Poland’s defence in 
September 1939 impossible and predetermined its partition. Nor is there any 
mention of the USSR’s co-participation in the aggression against Poland or of 
the consequences for the civilian population in the occupied territories.

2.2. The war 1939–1945 
The account of Poland’s defensive war in September 1939 is limited to a mere 
eleven lines of text in the textbook and remains superficial. The statement that 
the Soviet Union entered only after Poland’s capitulation constitutes a factual 
error, suggesting a one-sided interpretation of events and distorting the real-
ities established by the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. The word “Katyń” does not 
appear in the text, and the murder of members of the Polish elite committed 
by the NKVD is described only in vague terms, as an action intended to pre-
vent future resistance. There is likewise no mention of the scale of German 
crimes: it is not stated that approximately six million Polish citizens perished 
as a result of the occupation by Nazi Germany. Instead, the narrative appears 
to create an impression of symmetry, portraying Germany and the USSR as 

53	 THis also applies to an earlier passage, which notes that the “emigration (of Jews) was associated with an almost com-
plete loss of property due to the introduction of the so-called Reich Flight Tax (Reichsfluchtsteuer). However, foreign 
countries were also reluctant to admit Jews”, after: Horizonte. Geschichte für Berlin und Brandenburg. Gymnasium. Band 9, 
op. cit., p. 91.

54	 Although published in 2018, this textbook was produced in the context of a de facto war that had already been ongoing 
for four years.



Memory lessons 365

comparable aggressors, whose actions are juxtaposed with the passivity of 
Britain and France.

Equally striking is the complete omission of key events, in particular 
the absence of any reference to the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising and the Warsaw 
Uprising, or to the city’s destruction. There is also no attempt to convey the 
scale of civilian casualties or the extent of material devastation. The occupa-
tion of Poland is framed primarily in the context of the September invasion 
and the outbreak of the Second World War. This theme is further exploited 
in a student exercise analysing the diary of Hans Frank. However, the nar-
rative of the occupation focuses largely on its administrative and cultural 
aspects (for example, what broadcasts Poles could listen to on the radio, what 
restrictions were imposed on access to culture, or what kinds of labour they 
were compelled to perform), rather than on the scale of crimes or the nature 
of repression and persecution.

In one of the few positive aspects, the occupation of Poland is addressed on 
a separate page, and one of the photographs – depicting the execution of Polish 
civilians by German soldiers – is accompanied by an accurate caption. In the 
section dealing with the racial war, reference is made to “thousands of Poles” 
who were expelled or shot and killed in order to make room for Volksdeutsche 
resettled from the Baltic states. The text also mentions expropriations and the 
plundering of Polish property. However, more detailed information is missing 
on forced labour, the number of victims, deportations to concentration camps, 
everyday terror and the systematic policies of extermination. In describing 
German crimes, emphasis is placed on the activities of the SS and special police 
units (Einsatzgruppen). The Wehrmacht appears only marginally, primarily in 
the context of its participation in the murder of Jews.

This stands in clear contrast to the relatively detailed discussion of the 
occupation of France, which takes approximately fifteen lines. Attention is 
drawn both to the collaboration of segments of the population with the occupier 
(including participation in the deportation of Jews) and to the development 
of a strong resistance movement, which contributed to the overthrow of the 
German occupation regime and provided the French with “the moral foun-
dations for a new beginning after the war”. In the corresponding narrative 
on Poland, there is no reference to an underground resistance (such as the 
Home Army) nor any indication of the Polish involvement in the overthrow 
of the occupation, leaving the reader solely with an image of a passive country 
subjected to aggression.

The German–Soviet war is also treated cursorily. The attack of Nazi Ger-
many on the USSR itself is described in only six lines, although it should be 
noted that more detailed information on this issue is included in the section 
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devoted to the racial war. For example, reference is made there to 5.7 million 
Soviet prisoners of war, of whom 3.3 million were killed, as well as to extensive 
deportations for forced labour. In this respect, the USSR is addressed in a more 
systematic manner than Poland. The text also mentions starvation policies 
directed against the inhabitants of Leningrad and mass killings in Belarus, 
but makes no reference to the earlier Stalinist Holodomor.

Particular attention is devoted to the suffering of the German civil-
ian population – a topic that occupies nearly four pages in the textbook 
(pp. 106–109, including two pages of exercises). The consequences of Allied 
bombing for the inhabitants of German cities are emphasised: a figure of 
600,000 victims is given, along with information that four million homes 
were destroyed. Everyday challenges are described in detail, including the 
necessity of descending into air-raid shelters with packed bags, spending 
nights there, and the loss of property and housing. These descriptions are 
strongly emotionally charged and serve to elicit empathy with the German 
society living back then. Although the causes of the bombings are also outlined 
(the destruction of military potential and morale), no comparison is made 
between the situation of the citizens of Nazi Germany and the suffering of 
the occupied peoples – Poles in particular.

The textbook also includes a description of social hardships in Germany 
during the war, such as family separations, the absence of fathers conscript-
ed to the front, and the employment of mothers in factories. This narrative 
constructs an image of Germans as a society that suffered, was mobilised, but 
which was generally unaware of the crimes being committed.

2.3. The Holocaust
In the textbook being analysed, the topic of the Holocaust occupies a promi-
nent place: eight pages are devoted to this issue and to the policies of memory 
relating to it. By comparison, the general account of the Second World War 
extends to 14 pages (excluding the Holocaust), of which four focus directly on 
the situation in Germany and are largely centred on the suffering of German 
citizens.

The description of the Holocaust is thorough, addressing its causes, plan-
ning, progression and consequences. It includes both detailed information 
on the mechanisms of the genocide itself (transports, selections, camps and 
the number of Jewish victims – estimated at between 5.7 and 6.1 million) and 
cultural reflection. For example, the authors point to the significance of the 
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin and to the House of the 
Wannsee Conference (Haus der Wannsee-Konferenz). In the case of the former, 
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however, no mention is made of the difficulties that accompanied its creation.55 
The important role of memorials is also illustrated by a passage devoted to the 
commemoration of persecuted groups, which emphasises that “in the centre 
of Berlin, other victims also have their own sites of remembrance, such as 
the Sinti and Roma, homosexuals, the sick and disabled, Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
and many others”.

One of the most characteristic features – clear both in the section on the 
Holocaust and in earlier chapters – is the absence of any indication of the vic-
tims’ national origins. Information is omitted on the number of victims mur-
dered from individual countries, as well as on the fact that the Nazis located 
the largest number of extermination camps on the territory of the Republic of 
Poland. A similar approach is adopted in the description of the crimes them-
selves, where reference is made to “people from occupied countries”, “forced 
labourers”, “Soviet prisoners of war”, “resistance groups”, and “partisans”.

The use of the term “Poland” to designate the location chosen for carrying 
out the Holocaust – without any clarification that the country was at the time 
under German occupation – is particularly troubling: “From 1942 onwards, 
Jews from all over Europe were deported to extermination camps. These were 
built far away in Poland in order to keep the crimes secret” (p. 117). One of the 
textbook’s “Guidelines” describes the deportation of Jews from Nazi Germany to 
camps, listing Riga, Warsaw, and Auschwitz-Birkenau among the destinations. 
Yet even in this case, there is no information that these were concentration and 
extermination camps established and administered by the German authorities.

At the end of the chapter, the statement that “it is impossible to understand 
why this (the Holocaust) happened” is repeated several times. While this is 
intended to underscore the inhuman nature of the phenomenon itself, it may 
simultaneously lead readers to the conclusion that responsibility is distrib-
uted. The authors cite examples of the involvement of “ordinary people” – such 
as a train driver who transported Jews to a camp – but they do not provide 
a broader, structural analysis showing how the state and military apparatus 
of the Third Reich functioned.

55	 See A. Wolff-Powęska, Memory as Burden and Liberation…, op. cit. The principal difficulties included: the choice of the 
commemorative concept and the form the memorial should take – whether it ought to be a purely monumental struc-
ture or rather a museum; the failure to select a winner in the first competition (in 1994, with 1,500 participants) and the 
withdrawal of one of the designers at a later stage in protest against imposed changes to his original concept; disputes 
over the name; fears that the project might revitalise neo-Nazi movements; and objections from some victim commu-
nities (including the Central Council of German Sinti and Roma), who feared that Germany intended to divide the 
victims of Nazism into first- and second-class categories. The most detailed account of the controversy surrounding 
the Holocaust memorial in Berlin was prepared by J.-H. Kirsch, Nationaler Mythos oder historische Trauer? Der Streit um 
ein zentrales „Holocaust-Mahnmal” für die Berliner Republik, Böhlau Verlag, Köln 2003, after: zeitgeschichte-digital.de.

http://dx.doi.org/10.14765/zzf.dok.1.1.v1
http://dx.doi.org/10.14765/zzf.dok.1.1.v1
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2.4. Resistance
The narrative concerning the resistance to National Socialism, in turn, begins 
with the assertion that it existed “from the outset”, although it was “rather 
weak” in its initial phase. Notably, the entire section focuses almost exclusively 
on German resistance. Specific individuals, names and social milieus (students, 
youth groups, deserters) are highlighted, and the overall account is geared 
towards demonstrating the diversity and courage of German society.56 In the 
concluding section of the chapter, a brief reference is made to resistance in 
other European countries – France, Poland, the USSR and the Balkans are listed 
in succession, but without any examples of these movements, names, events 
or organisational structures. All are subsumed under the single category of 
“partisan warfare” and are then juxtaposed with the reactions of the occupiers: 
“The Germans brutally suppressed every act of sabotage and resistance – in 
essence, both sides committed great atrocities in the partisan war” (p. 126). 
This kind of narrative device once again leads to a process of symmetrisation, 
in which the crimes of the occupier and the actions of resistance movements 
are rendered equivalent, thereby blurring the distinction between perpetrator 
and victim. Here too, there is no mention whatsoever of the uprisings that took 
place in Poland or of acts of civil and military resistance marked by heroism.

As part of the summary of this section, pupils are asked to provide exam-
ples of opposition to the National Socialist regime and to identify its victims 
(other than Jews). One of the tasks merits particular attention, as it involves 
a comparison of the German occupation in France and in Poland.

3. Volume III – Year 10 (2018)
The reckoning undertaken by Germany with the crimes of Nazism, including 
those committed by the Wehrmacht, constitutes an important issue addressed 
in the subsequent section of the textbook. Attention is drawn to the limited 
scope of denazification, which was conducted primarily in the American oc-
cupation zone until 1947. The textbook’s authors argue that this resulted from 
the division of Europe and the Cold War, and from the growing perception 
of West Germany as an ally of the United States. The narrative then turns 

56	 Across all the analysed textbook passages – those concerning the victims, memorials, and resistance – similar nar-
ratives are evident. These, moreover, are present not only in history textbooks, but also in museums and historical 
exhibitions. A good example is the exhibition ‘Gewalt ausstellen. Erste Ausstellungen zur NS-Besatzung in Europa 
1945–1948’ at the German Historical Museum in Berlin (24 May – 23 November 2025), which presents materials relating 
to the occupation and its victims while emphasising the passive stance of occupied societies. At the same time, in the 
Gedenkstätte Deutscher Widerstand (the German Resistance Memorial Centre in the Bendlerblock in Berlin), the per-
manent exhibition ‘Widerstand gegen den Nationalsozialismus’ lists by name almost all the individuals involved in 
the resistance movement – much as textbooks do. This illustrates the coherence of German state action within the 
framework of historical policy: the link between textbook narratives, education, and exhibition-making. Museums 
themselves are very often visited precisely by school pupils.
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to the role played by trials in the 1960s, including the so-called Auschwitz 
trial (1963–1965), in the formation of the historical awareness of the younger 
generation and for confronting their parents with the National Socialist past. 
In doing so, it also reveals that many perpetrators remained unpunished and 
continued to function within the society of the Federal Republic of Germany.

The account of post-war Poland is limited to a laconic reference to the 
strikes of 1988 and the subsequent agreement with the communist authori-
ties. The text briefly mentions Lech Wałęsa, albeit without noting that he was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, and completely omits his involvement in the 
Solidarity social movement in 1980. Nor is there reference to the imposition of 
martial law or to the role of Pope John Paul II. Moreover, the potential offered 
by the historical narratives behind symbolic moments in Polish–German rela-
tions remains unexploited, including, for example, Chancellor Willy Brandt’s 
Kniefall von Warschau (kneeling in Warsaw, p. 114), which is not discussed in 
the context of a broader analysis of relations between the two countries.57

By contrast, the narrative concerning relations with France and Russia is 
considerably more extensive. In the case of the latter, the textbook provides 
a fairly detailed account of both Mikhail Gorbachev’s policies and the causes 
of the collapse of the USSR, as well as of the hopes that Germans placed in the 
Soviet leader. It also emphasises that “half of the USSR’s 270 million citizens 
were not Russians”. As many as two pages are devoted to the withdrawal of 
more than 500,000 Russian soldiers from Germany by 1994. The authors draw 
attention to the complexity of this process, including its military, social and 
economic aspects (for example, abandoned sites, ammunition, and unresolved 
housing issues). In addition, it is noted that under the ‘Two Plus Four’ Agreement, 
Germany committed itself to preserving and maintaining Soviet memorial 
sites and war cemeteries.

In the description of the ‘Two Plus Four’ Agreement, it is further empha-
sised that, in exchange for the restoration of full sovereignty, Germany was 
required to recognise the Oder–Neisse line as an international legal border 
and to reduce the size of the Bundeswehr.

Particular attention should be paid to the presentation, in the final section 
of the textbook (published in 2018), of Russia’s attack on Ukraine in 2014. This 
passage constitutes an example of the relativisation of agency and responsibility. 
Rather than explicitly identifying Russia as the aggressor, the authors employ 
the term “Ukrainian crisis” (Ukraine-Krise), and in the opening sentence define 
the situation in vague terms as a “problem for global politics”, rather than as 

57	 For more on symbolic meaning of this gesture see for example M. Latkowska, C. Felsch, List biskupów & Willy Brandt 
w Warszawie. Przedwcześni bohaterowie? [in:] R. Traba, H. Henning Hahn (eds.), Polsko-niemieckie miejsca pamięci, vol. 3: 
Paralele, Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar, Warszawa 2012.
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a clear act of aggression (no wording that names the act directly is used). The 
forcible annexation of Crimea is depicted through a sequence of events resem-
bling a “political process”: demonstrations, a referendum, and a decision to 
join the Russian Federation – without any mention of the presence of Russian 
troops, the falsification of the vote, or the coercion involved in its organisation 
under the threat of military intervention. The use of the expression “armed 
groups” in describing the conflict de facto obscures Russian responsibility.58

A narrative constructed in this manner leads to a dangerous blurring of 
the distinction between victims and perpetrators in the description of events 
both in Crimea and in the Donbas, where Russia’s actions are presented as 
a response to an internal conflict. There is no mention of the basic fact that it 
was the Russian Federation that initiated the war. This misleads pupils and 
distorts their understanding of the situation. Consequently, they may en-
counter difficulties in assessing the full-scale Russian aggression which has 
been ongoing since 2022 and become more susceptible to Russian propaganda.

The textbook also has shortcomings in its presentation of key twenti-
eth-century issues. It defines the role of the Soviet Union as an aggressor in 
the Second World War, but the discussion is limited to a brief reference in the 
context of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, which the text consistently refers to 
as the “German–Soviet non-aggression pact”. The glossary does not explain 
the significance of the secret protocol, which in practice made Germany and 
the Soviet Union allies and prevented the states of Central and Eastern Europe 
from mounting an effective defence. The broader portrayal of the USSR is like-
wise simplified: the discussion of the regime’s pervasive internal policies of 
repression, collectivisation, and mass terror is almost entirely absent. Instead, 
the Soviet Union is depicted primarily as a distant empire – poor and not fully 
comprehensible, yet possessing considerable destructive potential.

In its treatment of the Middle East conflict, the textbook adopts an osten-
sibly balanced approach between the difficult situation of the State of Israel 
and the suffering of the Palestinians; yet, strikingly, it omits crucial historical 
context. In outlining the developments in the region from the period of the 
British Mandate for Palestine to the United Nations resolution of 1947, there is 
no mention of the Holocaust, of Germany’s role in it or of the reasons why the 

58	 “In Crimea, tens of thousands of demonstrators called for the peninsula to be reunited with Russia, and armed groups 
seized the regional parliament. With Russian support, the Crimean government scheduled a referendum for 16 March; 
its result – 96.6% in favour of joining the Russian Federation – was presented as the will of the population. However, 
neither Ukraine nor the EU and the United States recognised the outcome of the vote or Crimea’s secession. In Ukraine’s 
eastern, traditionally pro-Russian oblasts, bloody fighting broke out between the forces of the central government in 
Kyiv and local pro-Russian militants. The Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts declared themselves independent people’s re-
publics, but they were not recognised either by Kyiv or by the international community”, after: Horizonte. Geschichte für 
Berlin und Brandenburg. Gymnasium. Band 10, von Westermann, Braunschweig 2018, p. 157.
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Jews required a state of their own. Fundamental information that would enable 
pupils to understand both the causes and the consequences of the processes 
under discussion is thus absent.

The glossary is equally problematic: the definition of anti-Semitism sug-
gests that the phenomenon emerged only in 1933, thereby distorting its centu-
ries-long history and deep roots in European culture. The selection of entries 
in the index placed at the end of the volume also raises concerns: Poland and 
Ukraine are absent despite their key importance for the processes discussed, 
whereas countries such as Hungary are included.

Prospects for changing the image of Poland in German textbooks

The image of Poland, France and Israel that emerges from German school 
textbooks is diverse. Each of these states occupies a different position within 
Germany’s historical policy and memory policy, which is also reflected in 
history textbooks. In the case of Israel, the narrative axis centres on Jews (and 
the Holocaust), who are perceived as the principal victims of the Second World 
War, alongside Germans themselves. France, by contrast, occupies the most 
prominent position, which is partly attributable to its size and its historical 
trajectory. In many of the situations described, it is presented as a model, al-
though it is at times also depicted as an adversary – an object of both fascina-
tion and hostility (for example, Napoleon). This overarching image of France 
is further overlaid by the differing perspectives of individual federal states.

With regard to Poland, the most striking feature is the lack of deeper 
interest – apart from those episodes in which it cannot be omitted (such as 
the outbreak of the Second World War). This situation recalls the state of in-
tra-German relations described by Dirk Oschmann, a literary scholar at the 
University of Leipzig, who in 2023 published an essay analysing the humiliation 
and marginalisation of East Germans by Western elites and the failure of the 
reunification process. Oschmann argues that the differing perceptions held 
by West German politicians and academics regarding the eastern and western 
parts of the country stem from the adoption of a perspective in which “the East 
appears merely as loud, dark, primitive and alien, while the West is portrayed 
as harmonious, enlightened, well-formed, and coherent”.59

The consequences of deficits in historical knowledge and the dissemination 
of a frequently distorted image of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 

59	 D. Oschmann, Der Osten: eine westdeutsche Erfindung [The East: A West German Invention], Berlin 2023, p. 20. In-house 
translation.
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are visible in very practical terms. The historians Franziska Davies and Katja 
Makhotina emphasise in their 2022 book Offene Wunden Osteuropas: Reisen zu 
Erinnerungsorten des Zweiten Weltkriegs [Open Wounds of Eastern Europe: Journeys 
to Memorial Sites of the Second World War] that it was precisely the insufficient 
knowledge of their neighbours’ past – and, in effect, a lack of interest in this 
part of Europe – that contributed to Germany’s post-2014 refusal to supply 
weapons to Ukraine (among other things). As argued at the time in Berlin, the 
lessons Germans believed they had drawn from the Second World War made 
it impossible for them to oppose Russia. Only the direct attack on Kyiv in Feb-
ruary 2022 led to a change in this position, and even then only after several 
months. In this context, however, the authors pose a pertinent question: have 
the correct lessons really been drawn from the catastrophe of the Second World 
War, and how is it possible that more than eighty-five years after its outbreak 
Germans know little or almost nothing, for example, about the Warsaw Up-
rising?60 The reasons behind this situation include how history is taught. It is 
precisely the manner in which the past and its principal actors are presented 
in textbooks that shapes the historical consciousness of successive generations.

The perceptions of the Germany’s most important partners and neigh-
bours, as shaped in school textbooks, are likely to evolve. An increasing 
proportion of German youth are now people with migrant backgrounds61 or 
foreigners. According to the 2023 microcensus, 41.6% of adolescents attending 
general and vocational schools in Germany had a migrant background. In the 
2024/2025 school year, 1.9 million out of approximately 11.4 million pupils – 
approximately 16% – held foreign citizenship. Moreover, the proportion of 
people with immigrant backgrounds in the Germany is expected to continue 
to grow. This already high share is, in fact, shaping debates about how history 
is taught in schools.

Pupils whose parents come from non-European cultural backgrounds – 
most commonly from Syria, Turkey, Afghanistan and Iraq – often display dif-
ferent sensitivities and forms of historical memory, particularly with regard 
to the history of the Second World War and the Holocaust. This divergence has 
given rise to some of the most acute tensions within educational institutions, 
both among pupils themselves and between teaching staff and parents. These 
tensions became especially visible following Hamas’s attack on Israel in Oc-
tober 2023 and the subsequent retaliatory actions. At that time, the situation 
led to numerous anti-Semitic incidents in schools (as well as on the streets of 

60	 F. Davies, K. Makhotina, Offene Wunden Osteuropas. Reisen zu Erinnerungsorten des Zweiten Weltkriegs [Open Wounds of 
Eastern Europe: Journeys to Memorial Sites of the Second World War], Darmstadt 2022, p. 11.

61	 Germany defines people with a migrant background as those who themselves or at least one parent did not acquire 
German citizenship by birth. See ‘Migrationshintergrund’, Statistisches Bundesamt (Destatis), destatis.de.

https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Glossar/migrationshintergrund.html
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German cities) and confronted educators with a fundamental dilemma: how 
to address the history of the Arab–Israeli conflict in the classroom.62

Teachers face similar difficulties when addressing the Holocaust in the 
classroom or when proposing school trips, for example to the Jewish Museum 
in Berlin.63 Resistance on the part of some parents means these class trips do 
not take place. Similar tensions, albeit on a smaller scale, also emerged in con-
nection with the war in Ukraine following Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022. 
In some classes – particularly in regions with a long-standing high proportion 
of pupils whose parents originate from Russia – disputes persisted over the 
causes and significance of the war.64

There are significant political shifts which overlay the ethnic changes 
within German society. The growing influence of the AfD is an increasingly 
serious challenge for the teaching of history in Germany. Should the party 
take power in some of the eastern federal states, this would enable the imple-
mentation of a revisionist vision of historical policy. Its foundations have been 
articulated most explicitly by Björn Höcke, the party’s leader in Thuringia. 
In a speech delivered in Dresden in early 2017, he called for a “U-turn in the 
culture of remembrance”, arguing that the prevailing practice of “overcoming 
the past” paralyses the “nation” and its national consciousness. He advocat-
ed the “construction of a positive relationship with the past”, presenting this 
as the “moral duty” of the Germans. Höcke also referred to the bombing of 
Dresden, which he portrayed as an event almost equivalent in significance to 
the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. One of his central accusations 
against Germany’s politics of memory is the alleged “misinterpretation” of 
the past, as he claimed that Germans after 1945 were subjected to “systematic 
re-education”. According to this narrative, the outcome of that process was the 
construction in the capital of a “monument of shame” (Denkmal der Schande), his 
term for the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe unveiled in May 2005.65

If the AfD were to assume power, this could lead to attempts to alter the 
foundations of historical policy in the federal states it governs. Any such efforts 
would likely include cuts to funding for memorials, initiatives to revise the 
curriculum, and pressure on the publishing houses responsible for develop-
ing school textbooks. For the AfD, education, history, and culture – alongside 

62	 K. Müller-Lancé, ‘„Die aktuelle Lage ist alarmierend”’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 19 October 2023, sueddeutsche.de.
63	 K. Frymark, ‘The shades of German anti-Semitism’, OSW Commentary, no. 301, 16 May 2019, osw.waw.pl.
64	 See R. Uhle, I. Arnhold, Geflüchtete Kinder und Jugendliche aus der Ukraine. Eine Orientierung für Schulen, Unfallkasse 

Sachsen, 1. Auflage 2022, uksachsen.de; ‘VBE: Zwischen ukrainischen und russlanddeutschen Schülern kochen Konf-
likte hoch’, News4Teachers, 21 December 2022, news4teachers.de; E. Bruhn, ‘Der Krieg auf dem Schulhof ’, taz – die Ta-
geszeitung, 23 March 2022, taz.de.

65	 For a more comprehensive discussion of the AfD’s vision of historical policy see B. Rudawski, ‘Alternatywa dla Niemiec 
a niemiecka historia. Nowy początek w polityce historycznej?’, Biuletyn Instytutu Zachodniego, no. 349, 22  June 2018, 
iz.poznan.pl.

https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/schule-krieg-nahost-antisemistismus-interview-bernstein-1.6290143
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/osw-commentary/2019-05-16/shades-german-anti-semitism
https://www.uksachsen.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Download/UK-Sachsen-Publikationen/UK-Sachsen-02-28-Gefluechtete-Kinder-und-Jugendliche-aus-der-Ukraine-Eine-Orientierung-fuer-Schulen.pdf
https://www.news4teachers.de/2022/12/schlechte-stimmung-vbe-chef-berichtet-von-konflikten-zwischen-russlanddeutschen-und-ukrainischen-schuelern/
https://www.news4teachers.de/2022/12/schlechte-stimmung-vbe-chef-berichtet-von-konflikten-zwischen-russlanddeutschen-und-ukrainischen-schuelern/
https://taz.de/Diskriminierung-von-russischen-Menschen/!5839133/
https://iz.poznan.pl/publikacje/biuletyn-instytutu-zachodniego/biz-nr-349-alternatywa-dla-niemiec-a-niemiecka-historia-nowy-poczatek-w-polityce-historycznej
https://iz.poznan.pl/publikacje/biuletyn-instytutu-zachodniego/biz-nr-349-alternatywa-dla-niemiec-a-niemiecka-historia-nowy-poczatek-w-polityce-historycznej
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migration – are key issues for mobilising voters. Moreover, reforms in these 
areas can be implemented more easily and rapidly than, for example, fun-
damentally improving economic performance or streamlining bureaucratic 
procedures.

Despite the difficulties outlined above, it does appear to be possible to 
change the image of Poland in German history textbooks. It will, however, 
undoubtedly be a long-term process requiring a systemic approach and the 
involvement of many actors. It is necessary to strengthen institutions that are 
already functioning well – including those operating in Germany – but also to 
initiate new projects. These efforts should not focus solely on correcting and 
supplementing textbook content or curricula, but above all on stimulating 
interest in Poland’s history and society among Germans – both pupils and 
teachers. A change in Poland’s image in German textbooks would also benefit 
the Germans themselves, as it would strengthen their resilience to deliberate 
Russian disinformation within the framework of the hybrid warfare being 
conducted by Moscow, including against Germany. The steps that should be 
taken in order to achieve the objectives outlined above are as follows:

•  Dialogue with and pressure on the federal state authorities responsible for 
education. This applies in principle to all aspects of education – from formal 
changes to curricular guidelines, through the updating of the textbooks 
themselves and other elements of the infrastructure of memory, including 
museum exhibitions, to the organisation of seminars for teachers and 
workshops for educators and pupils. From the Polish perspective, Berlin 
and Brandenburg are of key importance. Owing both to their geographical 
proximity and to the role of Berlin as the capital of the Federal Republic 
of Germany, as well as Brandenburg’s status as the state with the great-
est experience in conducting textbook policy with Poland, they may be 
the most valuable partners in cooperation geared towards introducing 
change. Also significant – especially in the case of Brandenburg – is the 
large proportion of the local population with Polish roots, who generally 
send their children to German schools.

• The search for additional partners – Saxony could be a potential feder-
al state interested in cooperation. As the analysis of selected teaching 
materials indicates, the image of Poland in some textbooks used in this 
federal state is already more nuanced and often more comprehensive 
than in those employed in Brandenburg. Moreover, Saxony is another 
region bordering Poland which, due to its historical ties, may be par-
ticularly interested in gaining a deeper understanding of its neighbour. 
In addition, since German reunification in 1990, Saxony has consistently 
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ranked among the leading states in educational performance within the 
Federal Republic of Germany, and educational policy there has been one 
of the key political priorities. Educational projects devoted to the history 
of Poland – especially if embedded within the local system of curricular 
requirements, above all those relating to the Abitur – could therefore be 
of interest to the regional authorities.

•  Support for initiatives targeted at professional groups responsible for 
the transmission of knowledge. The teacher represents the most crucial 
element within the education system. It is their interest in the history of 
Poland that will determine whether, and in what manner, this subject is 
addressed in the classroom. Even the most far-reaching reform of text-
books will not overcome the problem of the marginalisation of Central 
and Eastern Europe if the need to convey knowledge about the states of 
this region is not first firmly established among the teachers themselves.

• Highlighting those elements of Poland’s recent history that have reshaped 
its image since the period of transformation. This could make it possible to 
promote an image of Poland as a modern state, including by emphasising 
its economic success of the past 35 years – a success which most Germans 
remain largely unaware of, despite Poland being one of Germany’s largest 
trading partners. To some extent, this approach could draw on Germany’s 
comparable historical experiences, for example those of young people 
in the eastern federal states whose parents also lived through a period 
of systemic transformation. Discussion of this experience remains part 
of an ongoing and intense debate within Germany’s politics and culture. 
Promoting this kind of positive, rapprochement-orientated narrative about 
Poland could also contribute to a fundamental shift in how the country is 
portrayed in German textbooks – that is, it would be a move away from 
an objectified perspective towards one that recognises Poland’s agency 
and emphasises the agency of the Polish state and of Polish society.
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