Glad to be German, more or less

Patriotism is a touchy subject in Germany, and even something as apparently innocuous as supporting the national side during the World Cup causes hand-wringing among Germans. Annette Reuther looks at Germany's complicated relationship with its national identity.
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I may look happy, but I have deeply ambivalent feelings about my homeland

For Germans, the World Cup is about more than football. It's also a rare chance to escape their aversion to patriotism. 

This summer, the host nation's national colours of black, red and gold are turning up all over - even on gummy bears, women's underwear and sofas. 


Selling like hot cakes
"We're selling huge amounts of flags. Germany is the top seller," said Lukas Weimann of Pro Feet, a company that supplies flags to major retailers. "It seems that the Germans don't have a problem with their flag anymore." 

That may be true, but too much flag-making still seems to make the authorities nervous. Berlin police have been ordered to remove German flags from their patrol cars during the World Cup to avoid appearing nationalistic. 

"We don't want to be killjoys, but officers' duty could be complicated if they appear to have sympathies for one particular team," police spokesman Bernhard Schodrowski said.


Still taboo
More than 60 years after the Nazis' defeat in World War II, what would be normal in most other countries remains almost taboo in Germany because of the excesses of nationalism under Adolf Hitler. 

	Even today, embracing the homeland is relatively difficult. - psychology professor Martin Schweer


As the World Cup got under way, some experts fretted that too much flag-waving might rile up Germany's far-right fringe, notorious for racist hate crimes. 

Germany's past, including four decades of communist dictatorship in the east until 1990, has left the nation with a pride deficit. A 33-nation University of Chicago study this year ranked Germans - especially east Germans - at the bottom of the national pride scale. 

"Even today, embracing the homeland is relatively difficult," said Martin Schweer, a psychology professor at Germany's University of Vechta. But, he noted, the World Cup gives young Germans in particular a chance to feel good about their country. 


Not a statement
Maybe, like the majority of fans across the globe, most Germans are just out to enjoy themselves and cheer for their team. 
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Sociologist Klaus Boehnke is worried about German nationalism

"Not everyone who waves the flag is making a patriotic or nationalistic statement," sociologist Klaus Boehnke of Bremen's International University told Deutsche Presse-Agentur dpa. 

But a recent rise in neo-Nazi violence in Germany is a red flag to many. Boehnke worries that there is "a fair number of young people at risk" of living out their latent hatred of foreigners during the World Cup. 

Indeed, the far-right were already in evidence during the first weekend of the World Cup. Police in Nuremberg had to disperse a German neo-Nazi group that were dressed in Iranian football shirts and handing out anti-Jewish leaflets on Sunday, just before Iran's World Cup match against Mexico. 

Are Germans too patriotic? Or not patriotic enough? Write to feedback@expatica.com.

The previous day, around 200 far rightists marched (with official permission) in another World Cup venue city, Gelsenkirchen, and 16 defied a parade ban Sunday in Nuremberg, where dictator Adolf Hitler built an elaborate park for annual torch-lit Nazi rallies.

"These big sporting events also promote the negative kind of nationalism," Boehnke says.


A key factor
However some high-profile Germans have come out in favour of an upsurge in German patriotism.

Germany defender Christoph Metzelder on Sunday welcomed patriotic support as one of the keys of a successful World Cup for the host nation, saying that patriotic gestures such as the flying of German flags during the tournament "is a development which, despite what has happened in our country in the past, has long been overdue". 

	Not everyone who waves the flag is making a patriotic or nationalistic statement. - sociologist Klaus Boehnke


The 25-year-old Borussia Dortmund defender said four things were needed for a successful tournament: top preparation, team spirit, a great deal of luck and "also a great deal of patriotism." 

The German players linked arms for the first time when the national anthem was played ahead of Friday's opening match against Costa Rica in Munich. 

Linking arms to sing the national anthem in patriotic fashion had not been done before by German national team players. This had been "a difficult subject from our past", said Metzelder. 

"It was a great way of showing the spectators that we want to be a big team and that we are playing for Germany," he added. 

"Perhaps at the next game the spectators would like to follow our example during the playing of the anthem."


No reason not to be proud
Similarly, Charlotte Knobloch, the new president of Germany's National Council of Jews, suggested in an interview published Sunday that Germans should be more patriotic. 

"Why shouldn't the Germans be proud of their country?" she said in the interview in the Berlin newspaper Tagesspiegel am Sonntag. "Everyone can be proud of the way this country was rebuilt with bare hands after the (Second World) War." 

Knobloch also said feelings that modern Germany is guilty for the crimes of the Nazis had to be resisted. 

"We must do so much to ensure that young people do not get the feeling that they are to blame for the past," she said. 

Knobloch, who was elected this week to head the national body, survived the Holocaust as a child in hiding in Germany.

"You can't expect me personally to be a patriot," she commented. "I can't just erase my own past. But I regard Germany as my homeland."
