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In France, school is mandatory for children aged 3 to 18. There are 
nearly 65,000 school education facilities in the country, with over 10 
million students. Nearly 1 million teachers are engaged in the education 
process. 

France’s school education is centralized. An overwhelming majority 
of children study in public schools for free according to the curricula 
developed by the Ministry of National Education and receive state 
certificates upon graduation. Education is in French and is completely 
secular. Religious education in public schools is prohibited. 

Nearly 15-20% of children go to private schools, where the 
education can be quite different from that in public schools. It mostly 
has tuition and is sometimes adjusted to meet the education criteria 
of other countries, such as the US, UK, and others. Such private schools 
tend to teach in English, and they are fairly expensive and sometimes 
operate as boarding schools, even of the closed type. Despite the 
ban on religious education in public schools, Catholic schools exist in 
France. They are, however, required to coordinate their programs with 
the Ministry of National Education. There are also colleges that work 
with children with special needs who cannot go to general schools for 
various reasons.

Overall, school education in France proceeds in several stages. 

The history textbooks 
in French educational 
system

1
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School education in France with an approximate age 
breakdown

History teaching has always been treated with lots of attention 
in France. According to public policy in education, history is among 
the key disciplines in the humanities. History, however, is typically 
taught alongside geography as a History and Geography (Histoire-

Degree Curriculum
Approx. age of 
students

Years in school

pre-school education 
(maternal school) école maternelle under 6 3

primary school école élémentaire 6 – 11 5

middle school collège 11 – 15 4

secondary school lycée 15 – 18 2 – 3

tertiary education enseignement supérieur over 18 3 years or more

School education in France 

Degree Curriculum
Approx. age of 
students

Years in 
school

primary school  
école élémentaire

сours préparatoire (CP) 6 1

cours élémentaire
(CE1+CE2)

7 – 8 2

cours moyen (CM1+CM2) 9 – 10 2

middle school
collège

sixième (6) 11 1

cinquième (5) 12 1

quatrième (4) 13 1

troisième (3) 14 1

After graduating from college, all students pass a state exam and obtain a national 
diploma certificate (diplôme national du brevet) that allows them to attend lyceum. 
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Géographie) subject. Such an arrangement has become traditional in 
French education. The combination of history and geography is typical 
for most educational programs, other than specialized grades focused 
on more in-depth history and geography learning.  

History teaching mostly focuses on the history of France proper and 
the history of its neighbours, including the UK, Germany, Italy, and Spain, 
as well as the countries that exercise significant influence in the world, such 
as the US, China, and Russia. A lot of attention is also paid to the countries 
that for a long time were France’s colonies, such as Algeria, Morocco, and 
others. 

During the study, students have an opportunity to learn about 
world history several times. Already in the final grades of primary school, 

secondary school  
lycée

seconde (2) 15 1

première (1) 16 1

Education in grades 2 and 1 of lyceum has a very clear 
professional specialization. After grade 1, the students who 
do not plan to seek a university degree receive full secondary 
education certificate. It allows them to work in various 
spheres where advanced training is not required. 

terminale (T)
The terminale final 
grade is not mandatory 
for French students. 
The students who 
plan to pursue tertiary 
education in the future 
usually choose to go 
to this grade. As a 
rule, half of all lyceum 
students decide to do so.

17 1

After graduating from the terminale grade, all students take a comprehensive 
state exam (Baccalauréat / Bac). Based on their performance, they are granted 
the right to enter universities in France. 

tertiary education enseignement supérieur over 18 3 years or 
more

School education in France 
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pupils are introduced to the subjects “History” and “History of Art” (2 
years). This serves as an introduction to history as a subject as well 
as to the key landmarks in the history of the world and world culture. 
In middle school (grades 3 to 6), students study “History/Geography” 
(4 years), which encompasses world history from ancient times to the 
present. History teaching is split up by grades as follows: 

 • sixième (6) – from the ancient time to the fall of the Roman Empire 
and early Middle Ages (from the emergence of humans through 
year 476);

 • cinquième (5) – Middle Ages and modern history up until the 
French Revolution (476-1789);

 • quatrième (4) – from the French Revolution to World War I (1789-
1914);

 • troisième (3) – from World War I to present-day history (1914 to 
present days).

Students return to studying History (in specialized grades) or 
History/Geography again in Grades 2 and 1 of lyceum. However, history 
instruction is structured differently here: 

 • seconde (2) – from classical antiquity to the French Revolution; 

 • première (1) – from the French Revolution to the end of World War I. 

In Terminale grade students study modern history from the end of 
World War I to the present day. 

The range of history textbooks published between 2001 and 
2021 is quite extensive. But all textbooks used in public schools follow 
a common standard and are in line with the curriculum approved by 
the Ministry of National Education of France. Notably, contemporary 
French history textbooks contain little text. Instead, they are abundant 
with illustrations, history maps, tables, and schemes that are supposed 
to make it easier for students to master the subject. French students 
are often asked to find the necessary information about a historical 
phenomenon or figure online or in reference literature.

Ukraine is not one of the countries to which French society pays 
the most attention. Still, French authors (some of them representing the 
Ukrainian diaspora) have published many works on Ukraine’s history. 
Several publications on Ukrainian studies could be found in French 
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bookstores. French libraries, including e-libraries, can provide a lot of 
information on Ukraine’s history. The French-language segment of 
the Internet offers quite a lot of information on Ukraine as well. The 
large Ukrainian diaspora in France fuels some interest in Ukraine, as do 
tourism and business links with Ukraine. French citizens of Ukrainian 
origin are often interested in their ancestors’ country and seek to learn 
as much as possible about it. 

The biggest school textbook publishers in France include Belin 
Éducation, Hatier, Nathan, Bordas, Hachette, and others. This analysis 
covers thirty-two History/Geography textbooks published over the past 
ten years. Textbooks tend to be authored by an extensive number of 
professional educators.
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20th-century history 
of Ukraine in French 
school textbooks

2

French history textbooks never present Ukraine’s history in separate 
segments but only mention it in passing, mostly in the context of Russian 
and sometimes Turkish history. In Turkish history, Ukraine-related 
episodes are mentioned in the context of the Ottoman conquests, the 
state of Suleiman the Magnificent, and the wars of the Ottoman Empire.

Only curious and attentive French students will manage to see in 
the textbooks that the Scythians and Sarmatians lived in the territory of 
contemporary Ukraine in ancient times, that it was there that the Greek 
colony cities, such as Olvia, were situated, and that later Roman rule 
eventually spread to the northern coast of the Black Sea. Consecutive 
waves of nomadic peoples, including Goths, Huns, and Avars, rolled 
through contemporary Ukraine’s territory during the Migration Period. 
Attila’s military campaigns constitute a separate topic in the textbooks. 
Further on, maps show the expansion of Slavic tribes in the Middle Ages 
and the emergence of the Kyivan Rus’. The Rus’ itself is only mentioned 
in the context of Russian history. 

When it comes to Kyivan Rus’, French textbooks only mention 
Russie = Rus/Russia and Principautés russes = Rus/Russian princedoms 
(Kyiv is marked as the capital of this state in historic maps), as well as 
Principauté de Kiev = Kyiv Princedom.

Below is one excerpt from a history textbook for primary school: 
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“The origins of Russia.
In ancient times and the early Middle Ages, various peoples resided 

in the territory of contemporary Russia, including Scythians, Sarmatians, 
Khazars, Slavs, and Scandinavians, the closest relatives of the Vikings, 
namely the Varangians. The latter mixed with the Slavs and founded 
the Kyiv Princedom in Ukraine, which became the cradle of Russia.” 1

The maps also mark the territory owned by Venice and Genoa in 
the middle-age Northern Black Sea coast. They give a general notion 
of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, then of Russia’s expansion 
from the time of Ivan the Terrible to Peter I and Catherine II. The reign 
of each of these monarchs is presented separately. The notion of 
Cosaques (Cossacks) is also mentioned in the context of Russian history 
as a special military social estate that existed in the Russian Empire. The 
maps mention a large educational facility in Kyiv in the early modern 
era. Apparently, they refer to the Kyiv Mohyla Academy. 

The only mention of Ukrainian territory in the 19th century is in 
the context of serfdom, the reformatting of the world as a result of 
the Napoleonic Wars and the 1815 Congress of Vienna, the 1853-1856 
Crimean War, and the industrial development of the Russian Empire in 
the second half of the 19th century. 

In the 20th century, Ukraine is mentioned as a territory in the context 
of World War I, the establishment of the Bolshevik rule in Russia, the 
rule of Lenin and Stalin, including Stalin’s repressions, collectivization, 
dekulakization (укр. «розкуркулення»), sometimes the Holodomor. 
Textbooks focus a lot on World War II, identifying the Battle of Stalingrad 
as its key development, as well as the genocides of the Jews (Shoah/
Holocaust) and Roma. Babi Yar  is mentioned among other instances 
of mass killings. In contemporary history, Ukraine is mentioned as a new 
state that was established after the Soviet Union collapsed. The collapse 
of the Soviet Union is explored in detail. There are many mentions of 
Chornobyl (Tchernobyl) and the Chornobyl Disaster of 1986.

Modern Ukraine is presented as a very poor European country with 
weak economic development that has an agreement with the EU and 
through which migrants constantly flow to Europe. At the same time, 
Ukraine is described as a country in possession of space technologies. 

1 Philippe Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – CM2, (Paris: La Librairie des Ecoles, 2016), 86 – 87.
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There are several mentions of Russia’s annexation of Crimea and 
the beginning of the war in the Donbas, as well as the sanctions imposed 
on Putin’s regime as a result of this. However, these topics are not very 
widespread and are presented in few textbooks. 

Ukraine’s history from ancient times through Middle Ages 
to contemporary history  

Almost every French history textbook contains fragmented or more 
or less detailed references to Ukrainian territory. However, this territory is 
not always marked as Ukrainian. Notably, French schools usually teach 
history combined with geography. Hence, these periods are taught from 
grades 6 to 4 in the following order: 

 • grade 6 (approximate age is 11): from ancient times to the fall of the 
Roman Empire and the early Middle Ages (from the emergence of 
humans to 476);

 • grade 5 (approximate age is 12): Middle Ages and modern time to 
the French Revolution (476 – 1789);

 • grade 4 (approximate age is 13): from the French Revolution to 
World War I (1789 – 1914).

The period from antiquity to World War I is taught repeatedly and 
more profoundly in grades 2 and 1 of high school at the age of 15 to 16.

A curious French student can learn some information about Ukraine 
of ancient, medieval, or modern time from these textbooks. 

For example, textbook maps show that the Scythians, Sarmatians, 
Goths, Huns, and Avars lived in the Northern Black Sea region, replacing 
one another consecutively; that Greek city-states and the Bosporan 
Kingdom existed, the latter later ended up in the sphere of influence 
of the Roman Empire. Out of all these peoples, the attention of French 
school students is most actively drawn to the Huns under the rule of 
Attila, when they marched westward, reaching contemporary France, to 
face defeat in the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains in 451.2

2 Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – CM2, 48 – 49; Serge Bourgeat, Catherine Bras et al., Histoire-
Géographie. 1re. Nouveau programme, (Paris: Belin, 2019), 23, 31; Michaël  Navarro, Henri Simonneau 
et al., Histoire-Géographie. Manuel élève. 1re. Nouveau programme 2019, (Paris: Hachette, 2019), 
24 – 25, 32, 54, 63; Éric Chaudron, Stéphan Arias et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral 
et civique. 6e, (Paris: Belin, 2016), 65; Sophie Le Callennec, Françoise Martinetti, Elisabeth Szwarc, 
Histoire et histoire des arts. CM. Cycle 3 + Passerelles EMC, (Paris: Hatier, 2016), 26.
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As they study the Middle Ages, French students learn about the 
emergence of statehood in the territory inhabited by Eastern Slavs, 
embodied in Kyivan Rus’. Among other things, they look at the arrival 
of the Varangians to Rus’, the legacy of Cyril and Methodius and the 
introduction of the Cyrillic alphabet, the baptism of the country in/
according to the Greek rite, trade and cultural development, and also the 
feudal fragmentation of Rus’ and its further decline under the pressure 
of the Mongol Horde, which subsequently served as a pre-condition for 
the rise of Moscow.3 However, one French textbook describes Kyivan 
Rus’ as a country baptized in the Latin tradition. 4

Later periods represented in textbooks include the emergence of 
Genoese colonies in the Northern Black Sea region, development of 
Black Sea trade and Turkish expansion in the region. One textbook 
wrongly mentions Kherson as a Genoese colony, apparently intending 
to refer to Moncastro (today’s Bilhorod-Dnistrovskyi). Textbooks pay 
special attention to the rule of Suleiman the Magnificent. While this is 
not mentioned in textbooks, we can assume that the name of Roxolana, 
her life and role in the Ottoman Empire sometimes come up when his 
biography is discussed in classes on this topic. 5

When students learn about religious wars and conflicts in France in 
the 16-17th centuries, they are offered a map that shows the migration of 
the Protestants from their homeland eastward, including to the territory 
of Ukraine.6 One of the best-known French Huguenots in Ukraine 
is Guillaume Levasseur de Beauplan, although he is far less known in 
France. It is very unlikely that Beauplan’s name comes up anywhere in 
French schools. 

French schools pay much attention to the emergence and 
development of the Russian Empire in the 18th century, especially to the 
rule of Peter I and Catherine II. Within this narrative, Ukraine is presented 
as an object of Russia’s territorial expansion. The strengthening of the 
Russian Empire under Peter I and Catherine II is underlined (though 

3 Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – CM2, 86 – 87; Dominique Brunold-Jouannet, Laurys Le Marrec, 
Histoire Géographie-EMC. 2de Bac Pro. Manuel élève. Nouveau programme, (Paris: Delagrave, 2020), 
13.
4 Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire-Géographie. Manuel élève. 1re. Nouveau programme 2019, 76.
5 Eric Chaudron, Françoise Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 
5e. Nouveau programme 2016, (Paris: Belin, 2016), 100, 105; Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire-
Géographie. Manuel élève. 1re. Nouveau programme 2019, 89, 108; Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – 
CM2, 100 – 10; Paul Chopelin, Valérie Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et 
civique. 4e. Nouveau programme, (Paris: Belin, 2016), 124, 129.
6 Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire-Géographie. Manuel élève. 1re. Nouveau programme 2019, 171.
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one textbook wrongly describes Catherine as Peter’s widow),7 as is the 
development of education and culture according to European models 
of the time, including the impact of the French Enlightenment on socio-
political and cultural thinking in the Russian Empire. 

At the same time, textbooks highlight the expansion and toughening 
of serfdom under Catherine II. Kyiv is marked as a major education hub 
of Europe on the 18th century map, though not named. This might be a 
reference to Kyiv Mohyla Academy.8

It is in the context of Russian history that the Cossacks are mentioned 
in French textbooks.9 The French are familiar with the term Cosaque but 
they mostly associate it with assault cavalry units of the tsar’s army and 
Cossack patrols in Paris in 1814. So, many French might be surprised to find 
out that Cossacks have something to do with Ukraine. 

In the 19th century, Ukrainian territory is briefly mentioned in the 
context of the Napoleonic Wars, the 1815 Congress of Vienna, the 1848 
Springtime of the Peoples, and the 1853–1856 Crimean War.10 

Ukraine’s contemporary history

Ukraine is present in almost every French history textbook. However, 
there is little specific and detailed material about Ukraine. French 
textbooks do not have special sections dedicated to Ukraine. They 
usually mention it sporadically, while source-based testimonies or more 
profound presentations of developments in Ukraine are rare. Historical 
maps, tables, and schemes in textbooks also provide some knowledge 
about Ukraine.

French students are first introduced to contemporary Ukraine in the 
History and History of Arts courses of the primary school, cours moyen, 
at the age of 9–10.  

In the following years, they can come across information about 
Ukraine in middle and senior grades that cover the period from the 20th 

7 Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – CM2, 86 – 87.
8 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 32; Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – CM2, 86 – 87; Navarro, Simonneau et al., 
Histoire-Géographie. Manuel élève. 1re. Nouveau programme 2019, 235.
9 Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – CM2, 133.
10 Bourgeat, Bras et al., Histoire-Géographie. 1re. Nouveau programme, 36 – 37, 104 – 105; Chopelin, 
Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau programme, 74 
– 75, 80 – 81, 93.
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century to the early 21st century. 

 • grade 4 (pupils’ approximate age is 13) covers topics from the French 
Revolution to World War I (1789 – 1914).

 • grade 3 (approximate age is 14) – from World War I to present-day 
history (1914 – present day). 

After they graduate from grade 3, French students enter a lyceum 
where they go through world history again, now more intensively and in 
more detail: 

 • grade 2 (approximate age is 15): from antiquity to the French 
Revolution (up to 1789).

 • grade 1 (approximate age is 16): from the French Revolution to the 
end of World War I (1789 – 1918).

After they graduate from grade 1, high school students who intend to 
enroll to a university enter the terminale final grade, at the approximate 
age of 17. They learn history from the end of World War I, after 1918, to 
the present. 

Information on Ukraine, to a greater or lesser extent, is also covered 
in younger grades within the Geography component, since history and 
geography are combined in French schools.

World War I and years before it 

World War I is seen in France as a key milestone in world history. 
The Russian Empire was one of France’s main allies in WWI. Students are 
expected to know the following facts about it: this huge eastern country 
was living under the absolute monarchy of Nicholas II Romanov, who 
happened to be the last tsar of that dynasty; the empire consisted of 
many peoples under Russia’s rule, including Ukrainians, and was very 
unstable by that time; and the powerful revolution of 1905 testified to 
its instability. WWI catalysed the revolution in Russia that destroyed 
the Romanov empire and caused the fall of the monarchy.

Notably, the contemporary history course is the only one where 
Ukraine and Ukrainians (Ukraine/Ukrainiens) are mentioned directly, 
and Ukrainian territory is marked on historical maps. Textbooks pay 
great attention to the Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman Empire 
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in 1915–1916.11 The issue of genocide whether of Jews, Roma people, 
Ukrainians, or other nations, is raised repeatedly in French textbooks.

Among other things, textbooks look at the fighting from 1914 to 1918, 
including Russian assaults in Galicia in 1914 and 1916 and the Austro-
German occupation of Ukraine in 1918.12

Ukrainian issues in the 1917 Revolution and civil wars

History classes in French schools often focus in detail on the 1917 
Revolution in Russia, the rise to power of the Bolsheviks led by Vladimir 
Lenin, and the establishment of the Soviet Union. Among other things, 
they look at the ideology and essence of Bolshevism, and Lenin’s 
biography. They note that the Bolsheviks managed to win the civil war 
in 1917–1921 and take a greater part of the former Russian Empire under 
control. Ukraine is barely mentioned in this context. 

The topic of Ukraine emerges in the analysis of individual episodes: 
the civil war in 1917-1921; the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with the Central 
Powers and its consequences (1918); the biography of Leon Trotsky as one 
of the key actors of the Russian Revolution, born and raised in Ukraine; 
the Polish-Soviet War in 1920; the takeover of Crimea in November 
1920; and the evacuation of opponents and enemies of the Bolshevik 
government from the peninsular. One textbook features a large image 
titled Evacuation from Sevastopol, 1920. Also, textbooks look at the life 
of Russian émigré in Europe, including France, and support to them from 
international organizations, including humanitarian efforts of Fridtjof 
Nansen and the issuing of the so-called Nansen passports.13

Some well-known figures of the Ukrainian Revolution, including 
Symon Petliura and Nestor Makhno, died and were buried in Paris. 
However, most French students apparently do not know these names, 
nor are these names mentioned in textbooks. 

11 Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau 
programme, 46 – 47.
12     Bourgeat, Bras et al., Histoire-Géographie. 1re. Nouveau programme, 186 – 188; Chaudron, Martinetti 
et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau programme 2016, 21, 146 – 
147; Anne Doustaly, Stéphan Arias et al., Histoire-Géographie Géopolitique Sciences Politiques. Tle. 
Nouveau programme, (Paris: Belin, 2021), 203.
13 Bourgeat, Bras et al., Histoire-Géographie. 1re. Nouveau programme, 240 – 241; Chaudron, 
Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau programme 2016, 
28 – 31; Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau 
programme, 49 – 51.
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At the same time, French students learn about Pierre Bérégovoy, 
the French prime minister in 1992–1993. Only the students who look into 
additional sources can discover that he was born to an émigré family. His 
father Andrian Berehovyi was born and raised in Izium, Kharkiv Oblast, 
and was forced to leave Ukraine after the Bolsheviks came to power.14

Obviously, textbooks mention Ukraine when covering the emergence 
of the Soviet Union. At the very least, historical maps show Ukraine, or 
the Ukrainian SSR, as one of the republics that made up the Soviet Union. 
Other Soviet republics mentioned include Georgia and Armenia, while 
Belarus is not mentioned at all.15 Other geographical names mentioned 
on historical maps include Galicia (Galicie) and Bessarabia (Bessarabie). 
They are probably also mentioned during the history classes, although 
the textbook texts do not feature them.16 Some textbooks contain 
historical mistakes: for instance, one map showing the frontiers of the 
Russian Empire delineates them within Russia’s present-day borders, 
where Ukraine along with Crimea, as well as Belarus, Moldova, Poland, 
Finland, and the Baltic States are marked as sovereign states.17

Ukrainian aspect of avant-garde art in the 1910s–1930s

This topic is hardly present in French textbooks. However, it can still 
be seen there in an implicit way. In the History of Arts course, students 
learn about Wassily Kandinsky, who is presented as one of the world’s 
outstanding artists. Textbooks note that he spent his childhood and 
teenage years in Odesa. However, they do not mention that Odesa is a 
Ukrainian city, so students may mostly associate Odesa with Russia.

The life and work of Pablo Picasso are studied in detail as well.18 
Curious French students interested in Picasso’s life and looking for 
his biography beyond the textbook can learn from freely accessible 
biographical information that a well-known ballerina, Olga Khokhlova, 
born in Nizhyn, Chernihiv Oblast, was his wife and muse. 

14 Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau 
programme, 224 – 225.
15 Bourgeat, Bras et al., Histoire-Géographie. 1re. Nouveau programme, 230 – 231.
16 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 31.
17 Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau 
programme, 50.
18 Jan-Willem Noldus, Nicolas Noldus, Manuel d’histoire des arts, (Paris: Librairie des Ecoles, 2011), 
126 – 127; 130 – 131.
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Within the study of totalitarianism in the Soviet Union, the course 
highlights the emergence of socialist realism as a new genre in Soviet 
art.19

1932–33 Holodomor. Repressions of the 1920s–40s. 
Assessment of the national aspect in repressions against 
intelligentsia in the 1930s. The Executed Renaissance. National 
and ethnic repressions in the 1930s–1950s, including deportations 
of Ukrainians, Crimean Tatars, Crimean Karaites, and Greeks. 
State antisemitism

The topic of the Holodomor of 1932–1933 is presented 
in history classes in French schools, although it gets far less 
attention compared to the Holocaust. When they study this  
topic, French students learn about totalitarianism, the Great Break 
(Grand tournant), five-year plan (plan quinquennal), kolkhoz (kolkhoze), 
collectivization (collectivisation), dekulakization (dékoulakisation), 
Great Terror (Grande Terreur) and other phenomena of the time. Political 
biography of Joseph Stalin is analyzed, as well as the similarity between 
Hitler’s and Stalin’s regimes. Students are encouraged to juxtapose and 
compare them.

Regarding the Holodomor, one textbook offers the following 
definition: “The Holodomor is a term of Ukrainian origin that signifies 
the great famine which killed from 2.6 to 5 million people in Ukraine 
over 1932–1933 and was organized by the Soviet authorities.”20 This is 
accompanied by a photo of children swollen and withered with hunger.

Another textbook marks the 1932–1933 famine as one of the most 
important developments in interwar world history.21

Yet another textbook notes that the great famine plundered 
Kazakhstan too, but that Ukraine was hit the hardest. The total number 
of victims of the tragedy is estimated between six and eight million people. 
“This man-made famine (famine artificielle), which Ukrainians call the 
Holodomor, was recognized as a crime against humanity by the European 

19 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 56.  
20 Navarro, Michaël, Henri Simonneau et al.,  Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, (Paris: Hachette, 2020), 
47, 364.
21 Stéphane Beau, Nathalie Bériou et al., Histoire Géographie EMC. Term séries technologiques. 
Nouveaux programmes, (Paris: Hachette, 2020), 16.
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Parliament in 2008. Stalin’s regime rendered this famine possible, and then 
aggravated it through its policy of concealing it from foreigners.”22

A fourth textbook features an interesting document on dekulakization 
and the preconditions of the Holodomor.

Testimony by Katia, a 10-year-old Ukrainian:

“My father did not want to join the kolkhoz. They labeled him a kulak 
agent [the word kulak is explained as the name for the peasants who did 
not want to join kolkhozes and resisted collectivization. The Ukrainian 
word kurkul is not used – Auth.]. We had a horse, a cow, a heifer, five 
sheep, several pigs, and a barn, that is all. One morning strangers came 
to our home. One was from the GPU (Guépéou) [Note: “This was political 
police, the successor of Tchéka that was later transformed into NKVD – 
Auth.]. They took all our things and gave the cattle we had to the kolkhoz.” 

Katia and her family were taken to the railway station along with 
other families. 

“We were placed in the car for cattle. The train left. Nobody knew 
where they were taking us. Some said to Siberia, others – to the Far 
North.”

  From I Chose Freedom («Я вибрав свободу») by V. A. Kravchenko 
(1947).23

In French school history teaching, the Holodomor is perhaps one of 
the most cited topics related to Ukraine.

While all textbooks cover Stalin’s repressions, they hardly explore 
their national aspect. Textbooks barely mention the names of the 
repressed people. There is, however, one excerpt that Ivan Rudenko, 
a man who was sentenced in 1937 and shot in 1938, hid in his military 
coat  button,24 among the sources about Stalin’s terror. The table, 
prepared by a French historian Nicolas Werth, which gives the statistics 
of the sentenced people, also shows a huge number of people arrested 
in 1937–1938 among the so-called anti-Soviet elements and the 
dekulakized(1, 222, 703). This is far more than the number of sentenced 
party members (99, 188). Data on the huge number of people sentenced 

22 Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, 62.
23 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 39.
24 Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, 54 – 55.
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to death is provided, too (556, 259).25 The Soviet Union map of that 
period marks Ukraine as a territory where Stalin’s repressions were the 
most severe.26 

Description of the Holocaust on Ukrainian territory 

French history classes cover the history of World War II, including 
developments on the Eastern Front, in detail. The Holocaust is one of the 
key topics that are studied when dealing with WWII. For the Holocaust, 
French textbooks usually use the term Shoah, which implies mass killing 
of several European peoples by the Nazis, primarily Jews and Roma 
people (genocides des Juifs et des Tsiganes). French children first learn 
about this in history classes in primary school.27

A lot of attention is paid to the Nazi punitive policy in the occupied 
eastern regions, including the use of Einsatzgruppen and the committing 
of crimes against humanity. One textbook features a map with places 
of mass murders by German Einsatzgruppen, including in Kyiv, Kharkiv, 
Mykolayiv, Kherson, Sevastopol, Simferopol, Feodosiya, Zolochiv, 
Kremenets and Yampil. It marks Lviv as a place where one of the biggest 
Jewish ghettos was set up.28 Many textbooks offer a more or less detailed 
account of the Babyn Yar (Babi Yar) tragedy in Kyiv, complete with 
photos and excerpts from documents, including Vasili Grossman’s and 
Ilya Ehrenburg’s The Black Book of Soviet Jewry.29

Questions pertaining to Ukraine also appear, where history course 
covers the occupation of Ukraine by German troops and their allies, 
Soviet war prisoners, the decisive turn on the Eastern Front in the battles 
of Stalingrad and Kursk, the expulsion of invaders from Soviet territory, 
and international conferences, including the Yalta Conference. When 
these topics are explored, Ukraine is almost always mentioned.

25 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 38 – 39, 43.
26 Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, 55.
27  Nemo, Manuel d’histoire. CM1 – CM2, 207.
28 Beau, Bériou et al., Histoire Géographie EMC. Term séries technologiques. Nouveaux programmes, 
97.
29 Doustaly, Arias et al., Histoire-Géographie Géopolitique Sciences Politiques. Tle. Nouveau 
programme, 244 – 245, 251; Beau, Bériou et al., Histoire Géographie EMC. Term séries technologiques. 
Nouveaux programmes, 31; Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, 98; Chaudron, 
Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau programme 2016, 
66; Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau 
programme, 97 – 105.
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Coverage of Ukrainian underground nationalist 
movement during and after World War II

No references on this topic were found. 

Participation of Ukrainians and Crimean Tatars in the 
dissident movement in the Soviet Union 

Textbooks look at Khrushchev and Brezhnev as USSR leaders only 
in passing. It is thus likely that the notion of the dissident movement 
comes up sometimes. However, the textbooks analysed for this research 
did not mention it. 

Chornobyl disaster

Students learn about the Chornobyl Disaster as one of 
the biggest man-made disasters in Geography rather than 
History classes, although both disciplines are combined in one 
textbook, as was mentioned before. Textbooks show the map of 
radiation contamination that reached France, the photos of the 
destruction caused by the explosion, and the depopulation of cities.  
One textbook lists the 1984 Bhopal Disaster and the 2011 Fukushima 
alongside the Chornobyl Disaster as “three biggest industrial and man-
made catastrophes” in human history. Students are encouraged to 
learn the concepts catastrophe (catastrophe), prévention (prevention), 
risque (risk) and vulnérabilité (vulnerability).30  Another textbook offers 
students to look at the photo of a Palace of Culture in Prypiat before 
1986 and now and answer the following questions: 1) Why did the 
residents leave the town? 2) Can borders stop a radioactive cloud? The 
photo caption says «Pripyat, ville proche de la central de Tchernobyl, 
aujourd`hui ville fantôme» (Prypiat, the closest town to the Chornobyl 
Power Plant, is a ghost town today).31

Also, today’s Chornobyl is mentioned as a destination for 
international tourism.32

30 Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau 
programme, 279. 
31 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 261.
32 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 238 – 239; Ibid, 258 – 259, 261, 264; Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. 
Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau programme, 277, 279.
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The impact of the Ukrainian factor on the collapse of the 
Soviet Union

French schools teach about Mikhail Gorbachev and his perestroyka. 
Students learn that the pace of the Soviet Union’s economic growth 
slowed down and the country experienced a slew of domestic and 
foreign policy problems. As the Cold War intensified, the Soviet Union 
could no longer cope with the rivalry with the USA. This caused radical 
changes in Soviet society, including the policy of glasnost that ultimately 
led to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.33

Among the events of 1991, the August Coup and declarations 
of independence of Soviet republics are mentioned. The process of 
dissolution was accomplished in December of that year when “Boris 
Yeltsin, the President of Russia, the main one among these republics, 
and the leaders of Ukraine and Belarus created the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS), uniting 11 out of 15 former Soviet republics.”34

The role of the national factor in the collapse of the Soviet Union is 
not explored in further detail. 

Presentation of the development of post-Soviet states 
and democratization in the post-Soviet space. Colour 
revolutions 

In French schools, contemporary Ukraine is mostly mentioned 
during Geography classes. Students learn the following facts about 
Ukraine. It is one of the biggest countries neighbouring the EU. It is fairly 
poor, with a largely agrarian economy, and it is one of the few European 
countries that struggles to provide food for its population. Ukraine is put 
in one line with Mexico, Colombia, Argentina, Chile, Morocco, Algeria, 
Egypt, Iran, and Malaysia. However, the statement about food supply 
difficulties in Ukraine was noted in just one textbook.35

Ukraine is expected to allow the sale of farmland. It is, in fact, 
Europe’s last country where land is not a marketable commodity. It is 

33 Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. Nouveau 
programme, 62 – 63. 
34 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 56; Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, 223 – 233.
35 Brigitte Allain-Chevallier, Éric Favard et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 
2de Bac Pro. Manuel, (Paris: Belin, 2021), 76.



21

presumed, however, that foreigners may come to own big masses of 
land if it is sold freely.

Ukraine has quite a high level of criminal activity, including in 
cyberspace. Ukraine is among the top ten producers of spam in the 
world. By contrast to neighbouring Russia, however, where cybercriminal 
activity often enjoys government support, there is nothing like that in 
Ukraine. Ukrainians account for a high share of migration around the 
world. Illegal immigrants flow to the EU through the territory of Ukraine. 
In 2016, 1, 349 illegal migrants were detained on the border with Ukraine. 
Although the number for Turkey was 182, 534; 10, 231 from Morocco, and 
181, 126 from Tunisia.  

Negative factors, including the conflict with Russia, have led to 
depopulation in Ukraine. As a result, Ukraine is confronted with a number 
of issues, including an aging and shrinking population, a decreasing 
proportion of young people, and issues with pension provision. French 
students predominantly learn about Ukraine as a poor country in 
Eastern Europe with a range of political and socio-economic problems.

At the same time, Ukraine is a country that has the capacity to 
launch spaceships and satellites. The topic of space exploration is, 
among others, actively studied in History classes. French students are 
familiar with the name of Serhiy Koroliov (Sergueï Korolev), the father of 
the Soviet space program. They can learn that Koroliov was Ukrainian 
just by reading his biography, though not in the textbook. 

Ukraine is an open country where a lot of tourists come. It cooperates 
with the EU and NATO and tries to move towards developing democracy 
following the European model, which makes it very different from Putin’s 
Russia, where harsh censorship is in place, civic freedoms are violated, 
and the government attempts to take the Internet under full control.

Most textbooks note that Ukraine declares its aspiration to become 
part of a united Europe.36

36 Beau, Bériou et al., Histoire Géographie EMC. Term séries technologiques. Nouveaux programmes, 
66, 68 – 69; Bourgeat, Bras et al., Histoire-Géographie. 1re. Nouveau programme, 314 – 315, 318 – 
319, 385, 397; Ibid, 290, 424, 429; Dominique Brunold-Jouannet, Le Marrec, Histoire Géographie-
EMC. 2de Bac Pro. Manuel élève. Nouveau programme, 82, 113, 122, 140; Chaudron, Martinetti et al., 
Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau programme 2016, 214, 224; Ibid, 166 
– 167, 179, 242; Chopelin, Dautresme et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 4e. 
Nouveau programme, 238, 255, 259; Ibid, 191, 277, 259; Chevallier, Favard et al., Histoire-Géographie. 
Enseignement moral et civique. 2de Bac Pro. Manuel, 6 – 7, 76; Ibid, 97, 110, 121; Carine Reynaud, 
Fabien Chaumard, Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 6e. Mes fiches d’activités, 
(Paris: Belin, 2021), 74; Doustaly, Arias et al., Histoire-Géographie Géopolitique Sciences Politiques. 
Tle. Nouveau programme, 30 – 31, 41; Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, 302, 
315; Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire-Géographie. Manuel élève. 1re. Nouveau programme 2019, 
479.
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Russia’s aggression, annexation of Crimea and war in the 
East of Ukraine

Only a few French textbooks feature the topic of the 2014 Russian 
aggression. A brief section on this topic was found in just one textbook. 
It is titled War in Ukraine and growing tensions between great powers, a 
standard phrasing where Ukraine is perceived through the prism of the 
interests of “great powers.”

The section offers the following information: 

“As a result of the 2014 Ukrainian revolution, pro-Russian president 
Victor Yanukovych was ousted and the government that saw closer ties 
with the EU favourably came to power. That U-turn in Ukrainian politics 
marked the beginning of a civil war in the Russian-speaking regions of 
the Donbas and the annexation of Crimea to Russia again. However, 
the war’s progression took it beyond the country borders.”37

We see that this textbook uses the term “civil war” («guerre civile en 
Ukraine») and a somewhat twisted assessment where the role of Russia 
in provoking the armed conflict and occupation of part of Ukraine’s 
territory is neglected. 

As part of this topic, students are asked to answer the following 
question: “How did the civil war in Ukraine reveal international tensions 
between great powers?” Also, students are asked to ponder the 
geopolitical consequences of the war in Ukraine for the EU, and why 
many analysts talk about the return of the Cold War tensions. 

The official positions of several sides, including Russia, the EU, and 
the US, are provided. Also featured is the map of Ukraine, marking the 
occupied territories of Crimea and the Donbas and the sites of major 
fighting, including Sloviansk, Luhansk, and Horlivka (the map wrongly 
names it Horivka), Donetsk, and Mariupol. Crimea is designated as 
annexed territory. The contact line is marked as set out in the Minsk 
Agreements of February 12, 2015. Russian military bases are marked along 
the entire Ukraine-Russia border, which makes a new invasion more 
likely.38

Other textbooks only slightly mention the war in the Donbas and 
Russia’s annexation of Ukrainian Crimea which are interpreted as a 

37 Navarro, Simonneau et al., Histoire. Tle. Programme 2020, 295.
38 Ibid.
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factor of instability in Europe and the world.39  One textbook mentions 
these developments in the section on Russia titled “Is Russia a poor 
great power?” The phrase la puissance pauvre (poor great power) comes 
from the work of Georges Sokoloff, a well-known French Sovietologist of 
Russian origin. This section describes the beginning of the confrontation 
with Russia after its invasion of Crimea (invasion de la Crimée) and the 
imposition of sanctions against it that caused ruinous processes in the 
already feeble Russian economy.40

As an illustration of Russia’s economic decline, the section features 
a cartoon of a truck with an inscription “Russian economy” on it that rolls 
downhill gaining speed and running into big stones “rouble devaluation,” 
“high inflation,” “zero growth.” The truck driver, however, is shouting “This 
is not a recession!” This section also shows a map with gas pipelines that 
go from Russia to Europe, including through Ukraine’s territory, as well 
as Nord Stream 2, which is under construction. This shows the serious 
dependence of the EU countries on Russian gas.41 

Still, French textbooks are very cautious about Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine. In fact, they barely say anything about it. Apart from 
the abovementioned textbook with a brief section on the war in the 
Donbas, defined as “civil war in Ukraine,” and a mention of the “Russian 
invasion of Crimea” in 2014 in another textbook, which led to sanctions 
against Russia, students can sometimes find Ukraine’s territory marked 
in textbook maps as a state where a regional armed conflict is taking 
place.42

In one anecdotal case, one of the most recent textbooks shows the 
map of Eastern Europe without Crimea, in the section on Russia. The 
impression is that the French textbook authors decided not to mark 
Crimea on the map just to avoid answering the question “Which country 
does Crimea belong to?”43  For the sake of being objective, however, all 
other maps in the other most recent textbooks denote Crimea as the 
territory of Ukraine.

39 Doustaly, Arias et al., Histoire-Géographie Géopolitique Sciences Politiques. Tle. Nouveau 
programme, 41, 102 – 103.
40 Bourgeat, Bras et al., Histoire-Géographie. 1re. Nouveau programme, 314 – 315.
41 Ibid.
42 Chaudron, Martinetti et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 5e. Nouveau 
programme 2016, 151.
43 Solange Rameix, Thomas Rigaud et al., Histoire-Géographie. Enseignement moral et civique. 6e, 
(Paris: Belin, 2021), 203.
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The topic of Ukraine, even if blurred and fragmented, is present in 
virtually every French history textbook. French students will end up with 
some knowledge about Ukraine from their History/Geography class. 
This knowledge will be very general, fragmented, and superficial unless 
a student has a special interest and is specifically interested in Ukraine 
to research aside from his or her school textbook.

Ukraine and Ukrainians begin to feature directly only in school 
courses on contemporary history. However, we cannot say that French 
school students do not get any information about Ukraine when they 
study ancient history and the Middle Ages. They study the Northern Black 
Sea region while dealing with many topics. What helps them associate 
this region with Ukraine is that History is combined with Geography in 
French schools. As a result, one textbook that introduces students to 
modern world geography shows that Ukraine, a big country, exists in the 
East of Europe.

French textbooks often contain mistakes and inaccuracies on 
Ukrainian history. This points both to little interest for it in most French 
authors as well as to the scarcity of experts who would specialize on 
Ukraine. At the same time, Ukraine should promote the narratives that 
are already well-known in the West while highlighting their Ukrainian 
context. For example, Kyivan Rus’ should not be identified with Russia. 
Cossacks are part of Ukraine’s history, and modern Ukraine, to a great 
extent, emerged from the Cossack traditions. Wassily Kandinski, Leon 
Trotsky, Serhiy Koroliov (Sergueï Korolev), Nikita Khrushchev, Leonid 
Brezhnev, Pierre Bérégovoy, and other well-known people were born or 
grew up in Ukraine or have Ukrainian origins. In this context, many artists 

Conclusions3
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who are well-known in the world can be mentioned, including Mykola 
Hohol (Nicolas Gogol), Mikhail Bulgakov, Igor Sikorsky and more. 

Unfortunately, Ukraine is very often associated solely with tragic 
events well known in the West: Holodomor, Holocaust, Chornobyl, and 
lately the war in the Donbas. In Ukraine, the topics that should be better 
researched include activity of Ukrainians in France (Grégoire Orlyk, 
Maria Bashkirtseff, Vasil Porik, Serge Lifar and others) and that of the 
French in Ukraine (Beauplan, Le Clerc, Richelieu, de la Flise, Balzac, and 
others).
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