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BONN: People in Western Germany don't like to hear it, but the reality of reunified Germany is that it is a predominantly Protestant country now, with a strong Roman Catholic minority, and that it will increasingly be turning toward Central Europe. "We are the new East Prussians of Germany," Manfred Stolpe, president of Brandenburg state, which surrounds Berlin, said recently.

A nascent trend toward nationalism, as apparently revealed by a recent survey of German political attitudes (IHT, Jan. 30), can still be stopped or diverted - but not without strong political leadership.

The survey results need to be put into context. Yes, there is some lack of enthusiasm in Germany toward matters European. But this does not place the Germans on a nationalistic path.

Thanks to history's brutal lessons, many Germans see themselves as being far beyond the national state. One is European without being able to define it. And there is growing concern for matters, like environmental issues, that transcend borders. The new currency of global power, as defined by Germany and Japan, is not territory, big armies or nuclear weaponry, but the ability to dominate a high-tech world.

Germany is said to have been assertive on the Yugoslav question, insisting that the European Community recognize Croatian and Slovenian sovereignty. Some neighbors saw this as part of a broader effort to build a new German sphere of influence. Yet, revealingly, Bonn stopped short. No German politician will admit, for example, that accepting Croatian sovereignty means dealing with Zagreb's demand for weapons. The reality of interests, of power politics, is neglected in Bonn. 

It should not be surprising that, if the recent survey is accurate, most Germans want all American troops to leave German soil. This is not so much a reflection of any particular anti-Americanism as of a feeling that the military presence - any military presence - is no longer needed.

Alarmingly, the number of young men refusing to serve in the armed forces doubled last year. This apparently was partly due to a sense of growing irrelevancy of the German forces - exacerbated by Bonn's indecision when the Gulf War broke out.

The Bundeswehr was never the army of Germany, but a function of the Cold War. It is fighting now for its very legitimacy. Its generals are making plans for an army that could act outside NATO, possibly within multinational units. But politicians have given no sign of assent.

At a time when leading powers in NATO seem to favor keeping at least a minimal nuclear deterrent on German soil, many Germans, perhaps a majority,object to any allied nuclear presence in the country.

The greatest danger of a rise of nationalism may come from Eastern Germany, partly because of the region's lagging recovery and because of lingering anti-Western attitudes. Combined with latent prejudices in Western Germany, they could pose a problem.

It is therefore high time for Germany to craft a stronger and more determined political stance - more global, less narrowly national. Bonn should, for example, agree to contribute to United Nations peacekeeping processes. And the German request for a seat on the UN Security Council looks natural. It would have the great advantage of binding the Germans into a global and, most important, a Western framework.

But ultimately, it is up to German politicians to keep the country on track.

The writer is managing editor of Europa-Archiv, a German journal of international affairs. He contributed this to the International Herald Tribune.

