
Although there have been many studies since the 1960s of
the way in which text books present Africa and the Africans,
the research seems to have had limited impact. Responding
to recent requests for guidance from a number of concerned
textbook editors and publishers, a working group of African
and European specialists on African Studies was launched to
make concrete recommendations for helping them to cope
with the main difficulties identified by textbook analysis
(Poenicke 2003) 

The findings do not just apply
to Germany. Research on the
presentation of Africa in Western
European textbooks as well as in
other media, has shown the
similarity of the problem
throughout different countries and
media. There seems to be in
Europe a common and continuing
pattern of neglecting the multiple
facets of African reality. The following conclusions focus on
history textbooks.   

What is the problem?
Recent surveys with pupils of all ages and university
students in Germany and Austria (Poenicke 2001) have
confirmed previous European research. Asked about what
they have learnt and what they think about Africa and
Africans, many pupils believe that Africa has never been a
topic in school, even when it appears in some of their
textbooks and their teachers remember having recently
taught work related to Africa. Are many teachers in
Germany unable to present Africa in an interesting way
because they haven’t learnt anything about it during their
university studies? By far the most precise knowledge pupils
have about Africans is about African football players in
German football teams. When it comes to history, most of
the pupils and young adults say they have heard of the
common history of Europe and Africa: The ‘discovery’,
slavery, colonization and Apartheid are the key words. But
even university students are hardly able to say anything
about African history before colonization. It´s the old image
of a continent without its own history. 

Young people in Germany don´t seem to be prepared for
dialogue between Africans and Europeans and there is no
hint that this will change when they get older. What would
be the most important prerequisites for mutual
understanding? We need to

1. respect one another’s thoughts, emotions and actions
(restricted only by the priority of human rights), 

2. reflect on our own position (cultural self-reflection),

3. have adequate information to understand each other’s
position,

4. be able and willing to understand each other (empathy).

Could textbooks help to prepare pupils in Europe for a
dialogue with Africa?

One has to bear in mind that
historically the way Africa was
presented in Europe was always
linked to Europe’s economic and
other aims, as was that of Asia and
the Americas. European racism has
long been a structural problem.
The aim of the projects I here refer
to was to make the structures
clearer and to offer alternatives

which would better fit our needs in a globalized world.
Impetus was taken from a human rights-based concept of
global education, aiming at transforming patterns of ‘we’
and ‘they’ into commitment for people and groups living
together in enjoying their multiple, diversified and dynamic
identities (Delors 1996) 

History textbooks
The research findings of a pre-study of the most recent
German history textbooks (Poenicke 2001) can be
summarized as follows:

• Africa is a topic only when related to Europe. The few
excursions into pre-colonial African history are very
limited in scope.

• It is almost exclusively Africa´s problems and deficits
that the textbooks focus on.

• The role of Germany or Europe is not often reflected.
Even the most outstanding crimes against humanity
committed by Europeans in Africa are not usually
referred to. 

• Very few African perspectives are presented. African
historians seem to be unknown to German textbook
authors.

• The terms chosen for Africa are rooted in colonial
language, in textbooks as in other media. Generally, they
have negative connotations and are scientifically
unjustified.  
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Are there tribes in Africa? The presentation of a
continent in textbooks

Anke Poenicke was commissioned by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation to carry out several projects about the
representation of Africa in German textbooks. Here she tells of recommendations for history textbooks which have
arisen from this work.
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One openly racist book was found in the sample. One book
can be taken as a very positive example, reflecting everyday
racism and finding clear words about colonization and
genocide without attempting to justify the unjustifiable and
using the same appropriate terms for Africa as it does for
Europe. Most of the books can be ranked between these two.
The four prerequisites of understanding I have formulated
above are entirely absent in some of the descriptions of
Africa to be found in the investigated sample of history
textbooks.

Respect for Africa cannot be formed by books in which
African thoughts and actions are dismissed as unimportant
and ‘bad for development’. Typically, such books enumerate
everything Africa is supposed to
be lacking from a rather
superior, unreflected European
point of view. Respectful
descriptions inquire into reasons
and backgrounds when
describing the thoughts and actions of Africans 

The second prerequisite of understanding, self-reflection,
is absent wherever European standards are applied
unthinkingly. In such books, negative consequences of
European activities in Africa are presented as no more than
regrettable, not as an important element of today´s problems.
Such books frequently ask pupils to consider the question of
how to help Africa, instead of asking them to consider how
to change (their own) behaviour so as to avoid negative
consequences for Africa in the future. In cases where self-
reflection has been applied, pupils are asked to critically
review the history of their own country as well as their
everyday lives. To describe past injustices clearly instead of
attempting to gloss over them is part of the responsibility
European history textbooks should exercise in dealing with
the past and the present.

Any information about Africa and its share in the history
of Europe should be well-researched. In the worst cases,
textbook authors consult sources chosen either at random or
in conformity with their own untested ideas. In the best case,
sources consist of very recent publications dealing with
concrete issues that were written by renowned experts, which
should ideally consist largely of African authors – but rarely
do.

Another prerequisite of understanding, empathy, is closely
related to the points discussed above. While it can be
promoted in many ways,
willingness and ability to
understand another person´s
perspective is predicated on self-
reflection, respect, and
information.

Recommendations
Recommendations especially relevant to history textbooks
first of all concern conceptual problems. Among the
problematic terms found in the textbooks, ‘tribe’, ‘ethnic

group’, ‘pygmy’, ‘Third World’ and ‘animism’, were
probably the most prominent examples being used
commonly in many European languages. 

The term ‘tribe’ is used for Europe only to describe
societies in ancient times. As a result, it sounds ‘primitive’ to
Europeans, close to or a part of nature. Doesn´t it sound
crazy to say that President Obasanjo from modern Nigeria
‘comes from the tribe of the Yoruba’? Would you miss
anything if I say that President Obasanjo is a Yoruba as I say
that Mr. Stoiber is a Bavarian and I’m from Berlin? Some
scholars who feel uncomfortable with ‘tribe’ have replaced it
by ‘ethnic group’ that nevertheless implies the same concept.

These terms never fitted
African societies. The names
of African societies often refer
to a region or to an ancient
political leader (‘the people of
chief X’). There is still need
for further research to find

appropriate generic terms for all the complex political,
economical, social and other forms of organization in Africa.
‘Society’ and ‘population group’ are for the moment the
most neutral and fitting terms we suggest should be used. 

Among the historical topics discussed by the work group
were the following questions: Did Europeans who colonized
Africa and underlined the needs of a ‘mission civilisatrice’,
really believe in it or was this, to the contrary of what most
textbooks claim, an integral part of the justification strategy?
Those who visited African coasts until the end of the 15th
century wrote reports full of admiration and didn´t seem to
have the impression that the societies they met needed
Europeans to become civilized. Later travel reports became
more and more biased and racist when Europeans felt the
need to justify what they were doing in Africa. How
seriously can responsible people have believed that forced
labour was to help allegedly lazy Africans to learn to work –
instead of being a brutal way to force people to leave their
fields to work on those of the Europeans?

Another example of what has been discussed relates to
slavery, including the question of how it should be taught in
school. It is a difficult and painful matter especially when
discussed between Europeans and Africans. For the African
side it has become quite obvious that Europeans (European
Americans included) tend, as they always did, to justify the
Atlantic slave trade by pointing to the participation of

Africans and the fact that there
was ‘house slavery’ and ‘field
slavery’ in Africa before. Among
the experts it was clear that there
can be no justification of this
kind as Europeans were
responsible for the Atlantic slave

trade. Nevertheless, the Arabic trans-Saharan slave trade
should find its place in textbooks or sooner or later pupils
will hear about it and believe facts have been hidden from
them for ideological reasons. It is important to find clear
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until the end of the 15th century

wrote reports full of admiration...

More universal history of the
phenomena of human systems

might serve best.



words for the extreme horror and injustice of the Atlantic
slavery with all its implications for regions raided during
several centuries and the long term consequences for the
three continents concerned. The profound differences
between this system and the others mentioned have to be
presented, too. For example, many of those slaves within
African social systems, whom some African researchers
wouldn´t even wish to call ‘slaves’, were systematically
integrated into the new society because human lives on a
thinly populated continent were important to help the society
grow. 

What did colonization change in the short and long term?
Did the phenomenon of genocide exist in Africa before
colonization? Such questions should be discussed in new
history textbooks. Europeans often present Africa as a
continent of brutality and cruelty, even after what we know
about Europe´s 20th century. One suggestion to be given to
the authors of textbooks is not to say that ‘Africa’ ‘is’ this
and that, but to differentiate, to help understand how and
why societies change and to do so in the same way for all
continents. More universal history of the phenomena of
human systems might serve best. 

What next?
The follow-up to all the projects on Africa in European
textbooks should be to collect the few positive exceptions to
the tradition in each country as role models for editors,
authors and teachers. We can find a method for
dissemination of best practice in the domain of intercultural
and global learning projects but not in the domain of
textbooks even though they still remain the basis for
teaching in most classes. The next step would be to involve
distinguished African specialists as authors for textbooks and
chapters in textbooks on Africa. Hopefully, they will one day
present their work here in this journal. 
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Geography: The Global Dimension
The global dimension in geography could be taken to mean
learning about places or themes at the global scale. However,
global understanding requires more than describing the world.
The global dimension is concerned with exploring
interconnections between people and places. It asks us to
observe the similarities and differences that exist around our
world today and then relate these to our own lives.

Published by the DEA in partnership with the Geographical
Association, Geography: the global dimension is the outcome
of a wide-ranging consultation process with teachers, local
authority advisers, development education organisations and
QCA. 

The booklet has been written for teachers, prospective teachers
and advisers to enable them to consider the value and practice
of addressing the global dimension in geography education
and to:

• contribute to discussions on the meaning of the global
dimension in geography

• show how the global dimension in geography can enrich
the subject

• provide some practical activities, case studies and
resources

• suggest links to further resources and support for
developing classroom practice

• act as a stimulus and focal point for further work in this
area. 

A complementary website can be found at
www.geography.org.uk/global

Available from the Geographical Association, 
160 Solly Street, Sheffield S1 4BF, tel: 0114 296 0088, 
email: sales@geography.org.uk, or go to
www.geographyshop.org.uk. Cost £7.99.

For further information contact the DEA, 33 Corsham Street,
London N1 6DR, email: dea@dea.org.uk, 
tel: 020 7490 8108, www.dea.org.uk/schools.

Geography: the global dimension, Key Stage 3
ISBN 1 900109 15 8, pp36




