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If capitalism was among the winners of the Cold War, certainly nationalism was 
also. Western-style democracy and nationalism seemed to be forming a symbiotic 
relationship as the countries east of the Iron Curtain redefined their political sys-
tems. Germany, which was in many ways within the epicentre of the tectonic shifts 
in geopolitics that occurred around 1990 between Eastern and Western Europe, 
appeared to undergo a dramatic transformation. The divided country’s reunifica-
tion process, following the sudden fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989, 
was a typical nationalist occurrence, adhering to the ideal that ‘state’ and ‘nation’ 
should be congruent.1 But despite the suddenness of this huge change, perhaps 
the discontinuities of Germany’s public nationalism before and after reunification 
were not that great. The Federal Republic had experienced long-term efforts by 
domestic elites in culture and politics to normalize the country’s national identity, 
and these efforts transcended this historical turning point.

National identity is a plastic phrase that became fashionable towards the end 
of the last century; it can mean so many things.2 To put it simply, here national 
identity refers to the representations of a nation by individuals, groups, and insti-
tutions, as it is almost impossible for historians to discover the ‘inner truth’ of 
their protagonists. The process of articulating particular images and imaginings of 
a nation is transnational, with influences from both within and outside the respec-
tive nation. Further, there is never only just one national identity, but rather a 
great diversity of official, public, and private images of nationhood, with some 
being more dominant or persistent than others. National identity is therefore not to 
be seen as conceptually distinct from nationalism, which comprises the virtually 
endless ideas and actions by individuals that secure the existence of nations, both 
intentionally as well as unintentionally. Like Michael Billig, I would see nation-
alism as an everyday phenomenon occurring ‘here’ and ‘now,’ and ensuring the 
maintenance and reconstruction of nations as ‘imagined communities.’3 In this 
sense, most people in the early twenty-first century are nationalists, socialized in 
a world of nations in which nationalism has become normal.

Post-war Germany, however, has always struggled to achieve any kind of 
‘normal’ nationalism; not only because of the geopolitical structures that held 
sway over Europe during the Cold War era, but also because the memory of 
Nazism tainted the representation of Germany internationally and domestically. 
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Many in the Federal Republic have actively resisted the normalization of its 
national identity. Some have even argued that Germans should reject the idea 
of national identity altogether. This idea was most famously put forward by the 
German intellectual and philosopher Jürgen Habermas, who had a strong aversion 
to any kind of nationalism. Habermas believed that ‘a bond, rooted in convictions 
of universalist, constitutional principles, has unfortunately only evolved in the 
Kulturnation of the Germans after—and because of—Auschwitz.’4 He was con-
cerned that Germany would return to normality and felt that his country should 
rather become part of some kind of ‘post-national constellation,’ following a 
purely ‘constitutional patriotism.’5 Therefore he was opposed to reunification.6 
Today, almost 30 years later, one may wonder if his concern was justified, since 
it still remains doubtful if the new German nation-state, with its reunified capital 
Berlin, really has reached a condition of normality.

This chapter suggests a four-fold typology of normalities of nationalism—
ontological normality, territorial normality, ideological normality, and historical 
normality—through which we can understand the processes of normalization in 
German national identity since the end of the Cold War as part of a longer trend. 
These four normalities are strongly intertwined as they do not operate separately 
in practice. I am using them here to theorize nationalism as a socially con-
structed human condition that has transcended the end of the Cold War. I will 
relate this theory to the narratives of Germany’s peculiar historical trajectories 
(Sonderwege) outside the West, as well as to the role of Germany in the history 
of nationalism studies.

Building upon this typology of nationalisms, this chapter argues that the 
German mainstream and political leaders have articulated an ‘ontological nor-
mality’ of nationalism, which holds that state and society naturally would have 
to be organized as a nation. In 1990, Germany also became a nation-state, and 
thus achieved ‘territorial normality.’ The reunification process occurred within 
the European and transatlantic frameworks, that is the West, which allowed the 
Germans to also achieve a kind of ‘ideological normality.’ Thus, from these three 
perspectives the trend towards normality is clearly visible. However, while from 
these three perspectives German national identity can be considered to have been 
‘normalized,’ in a fourth way, the parallel attempts by parts of the political and 
intellectual elite to move Germany’s historical culture out of ‘Hitler’s shadow’ 
and thus achieve ‘historical normality’ have not yet been successful. Before 
and after reunification, nationalist politicians and historians narrated Nazism as 
an overall positive series of national events, and simultaneously mirrored and 
thus relativized against the other, totalitarian history of the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR). Nevertheless, the Holocaust remains a crucial feature in repre-
sentations of Germany’s national identity.

By discussing the events of 1989/1990 against the question of the normaliza-
tion of Germany’s national identity, I argue that ontological, territorial, and ideo-
logical normality has been achieved, but that historical normality remains difficult 
to attain for the German people, who might, therefore, always seem somewhat odd 
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in the world of nations. There cannot be any absolute normality as long as there 
remains a wide recognition, domestically and internationally, of the Holocaust as 
a unique crime for which the German nation was primarily responsible.

Ontological normality: the nation in German history
In sociology, ‘normality’ is usually associated with the cultures of social control 
that developed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Michel Foucault, writ-
ing on the history of the prison, saw ‘the judges of normality everywhere’; he 
saw them embodied in certain professionals, such as teachers, doctors, judges, 
educators, and social workers, who oversaw that social norms were maintained 
and implemented by distinguishing supposedly normal people from allegedly 
abnormal people.7 The ‘order of things,’8 according to Foucault, is discursively 
constructed and institutionalized by society and as society; normality is thus not 
natural but social and historical.

Even scholars of nationalism, not usually considered constructivists, empha-
size the artificial character of nations, and for decades have sought to disenchant 
the ideas of national mythology and the normality of nations that were so destruc-
tive in the twentieth century.9 As Elie Kedourie critically remarked before nation-
alism studies became a popular field in the faculties, the idea of self-determination 
promoted the belief ‘that humanity is naturally divided into nations, that nations 
are known by certain characteristics that can be ascertained, and that the only 
legitimate type of government is national self-government.’10 Nationalism, thus, 
manifests itself as an ideology suggesting that nations and their representations 
are normal. To quote Ernest Gellner,

Man must have a nationality as he must have a nose and two ears; a defi-
ciency in any of these particulars is not inconceivable and does from time to 
time occur, but only as a result of some disaster, and it is itself a disaster of 
a kind.11

Nationalism is often viewed by scholars as a transitory force that ‘invents nations 
where they do not exist,’ as Gellner once wrote.12 This understanding of national-
ism as transient was at least the view of the groundbreaking scholars of national-
ism in the 1980s, including Benedict Anderson and Eric Hobsbawm. They viewed 
nationalism as an essentially modern phenomenon, being part of the process of 
modernization that created nation-states in Europe in the eighteenth, nineteenth, 
and early twentieth centuries. In this sense, nationalism in the West had for a long 
time been considered a historical phenomenon, having lost its political edge after 
1945 and been ‘unfrozen’ with the demise of the Soviet Union.13

However, viewing nationalism in the West as a largely transitory force that 
is primarily historical is too restrictive.14 If we wish to understand the devel-
opment of nationalism as ‘one of the most powerful, if not the most powerful 
belief-system of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ (and apparently also the 
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twenty-first), when questioning the legitimacy of the nation has come to constitute 
an immoral breach of a taboo,15 an approach taken by Billig will be helpful. As 
mentioned above, the social psychologist reminded us of the importance of study-
ing nationalism in contemporary Western nation-states, and not just as a historical 
phenomenon, but instead as a ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ way of thinking, an ideologi-
cal consciousness in everyday life.16 This ‘normal’ nationalism was forged by the 
lack of self-reflection that is inherent in nationalism, the ‘unimaginative repeti-
tion’ of singing the national anthem, waving the national flag during a football 
game, passing by a national monument on the way home, or having a day off work 
because it is a national holiday.17

Billig consequently called us to study what I view as ‘normal nationalism.’ 
Normal nationalism, in contrast to ‘modern nationalism’ as a transitory force, is 
a post-establishment type of nationalism. It exists when the transition from a pre-
national (or sometimes also post-national) lifeworld to a national lifeworld appears 
to be complete.18 In modern nationalism the invention of tradition boomed; in 
normal nationalism invented tradition is being managed.19 Modern nationalism 
has been a process of connecting individual and collective identities; in normal 
nationalism, the individual and the nation cannot remain independent beings any 
more.20 In modern nationalism, national narratives have functioned as episte-
mological narratives, assisting nations to become; while in normal nationalism, 
national narratives have functioned as ontological narratives, assisting nations to 
be.21 It seems to me that modern nationalism happens when time is out of joint, 
that is during fundamentally transformative periods for societies, whereas normal 
nationalism quite effectively organizes our lifeworld in times when a nation’s 
demand to exist is fulfilled. This can happen more than once in the chronology 
of a nation, which means that modern nationalism is relatively independent from 
static periods in world history.

The problem with post-war Germany has been that, until recently, modern and 
normal nationalism had entered into a complex relationship. As much as there 
has been a large and ongoing debate in nationalism studies over ‘when is the 
nation,’22 there is no agreement on the exact point in time when the construction 
of the German nation was realized. Ideas of German nationhood already existed in 
medieval times,23 but nationalism as a mass phenomenon seems to be much more 
recent.24 Ute Planert suggests there was a national Sattelzeit around 1800, during 
which modern nationalism in German-speaking regions emerged.25 As the writing 
of nationalism from below remains a challenging exercise,26 it also remains diffi-
cult to define the moment when the German masses became thoroughly national-
ized. During the first German unification of 1871, under conservative Protestant 
and Prussian hegemonies, national identity was still highly contested, territorially 
and ideologically, and modern nationalism was required to forge national unity. 
This institutionalization of the ontological normality of the nation was achieved 
in large parts of Germany, probably before the First World War, when national-
ism had become a mass ideology. By the outbreak of the First World War in 
1914, wide sections of German society, including the working classes, had devel-
oped such a strong identification with their consolidated nation-state that normal 
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nationalism could thrive.27 Destroying much more than just the vulnerable democ-
racy of the Weimar Republic, the subsequent development of German nationalism 
had catastrophic consequences for the world and for the Germans themselves.

The Second World War and the Holocaust occasioned critical scholarship of 
German nationalism. However, a sense of national identity persisted, with the 
representatives of the GDR and the Federal Republic both claiming to be the ‘bet-
ter Germany’ between 1949 and 1989. The West German government was legally 
obliged to commit to the somewhat utopian vision of reunification, and numerous 
efforts were made, especially by the conservative movement, to suggest that the 
territorial division of the nation was not the ‘end of history.’

German national identity was constantly challenged. Years after the estab-
lishment of the Federal Republic, and most effectively with the establishment of 
new social movements after 1968, a more critical historical and political culture 
became visible in West Germany, with the public analysing the causes of the 
two world wars, Nazism, and the Holocaust more critically than their relatively 
silent leaders during the formative period of the new state.28 The legitimacy of the 
German nation was thus challenged significantly from within. Interestingly, how-
ever, intellectual leaders of post-nationalism, such as Jürgen Habermas, could not 
help but think and historicize in national categories in the years before reunifica-
tion.29 The conceptual tradition of the German Kulturnation continued to function 
either as a placeholder for, as mutually constitutive to, or as a counter-project to 
the German nation-state. In any case it implied a historicist assumption of the 
German nation as a continuous cultural unit in the chaos of history.30

In 1989/1990, when unification was suddenly on the agenda, a sense of onto-
logical normality was strong both among the West German leaders and the ordi-
nary people of East Germany—that Germans were one nation and Berlin was 
their capital was self-evident to them.31 However, the decades-long division of 
Germany as two states meant that it required modern nationalism to realize ter-
ritorial normality. That is the imagination of a reunited nation-state, followed by 
the invention of repetitive national celebrations (e.g. the Day of German Unity 
on October 3), and the construction of new forms of historism legitimizing this 
new condition, in which the GDR was represented as another aberration from the 
historical trajectory towards normality.32 This ontological normality thus became 
institutionalized, real, and territorially normal with the reunification of Germany 
in October 1990. Risking a ‘sleeping beauty’ account of the history of German 
nationalism, I would probably argue that a great degree of ontological normality 
endured the Cold War era, since a common sense of who was German and who 
was not, prevailed and could be mobilized when the opportunity for constructing 
a new nation-state emerged.

The reunification of Germany and territorial normality
Most nationalisms make claims to the nation-state. The ontological normality 
of an imagined national community is usually not sufficient if the boundaries of 
the nation differ from the territorial realities of the state. This was the situation 
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of Germany after the Second World War. Yet in becoming a nation-state on 
October 3, 1990, the Provisorium of the Federal Republic entered a state of ter-
ritorial normality that would assist in consolidating the ontological normality of 
the nation. Many thought that what was happening between November 1989 and 
October 1990 had been overdue. What Willy Brandt had said many years before, 
‘what belongs together now grows together,’ seemed to become reality. Berlin 
(capital of the nation-state from 1871 to 1945, and capital of the GDR from 1949 
to 1990) became the capital of the new German nation-state, not Bonn (the ‘provi-
sional’ capital of the Federal Republic from 1949 to 1990) or Frankfurt (the short-
lived capital during the 1848 revolutions). The Federal Republic was a product of 
the Cold War period. It was only meant to last as such until the reunification of the 
nation could be achieved. The Federal Republic during the country’s division has 
thus sometimes been described as following a ‘new Sonderweg.’33 However over 
the years, the Federal Republic had itself become increasingly historically and 
territorially normal, that is as a state without nation-statehood or a state as a proto-
nation.34 This is rather interesting; normality is destructible and has rivals, even if 
its contingency is somewhat limited by the omnipresent ideal of the nation-state. 
For those interested in alternatives to nationalism, it is worth studying the his-
tory of future expectations in Cold War Germany.35 To be sure, German identity 
during the period of division remained relatively strong in both East and West. 
Nevertheless, the divided country with its uniquely dark history provided fertile 
ground for experimentation in unconventional forms of historical culture, as well 
as post-national governance.

Legally there were two options for reunification, the dissolution of both the 
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and the GDR for a new state, or the quasi-
annexation of the GDR. The second option was eventually realized and in 1990 
the Federal Republic expanded over GDR territory. During the reunification pro-
cess, the Federal Republican government eventually came to recognize the Oder-
Neisse line as the permanent border with Poland. Few Germans today would 
contest this territorial normality. However, in recent years, the German media 
has paid increasing attention to the so-called Reichsbürger, a group of right-wing 
extremists who do not accept the Federal Republic as a legitimate state. They 
believe in the legal continuity of the German state, with the borders of 1937 and 
before. A recent theatre performance in Berlin ridiculed the strange world of this 
sect-like group, and the mainstream German population has perceived such politi-
cal convictions as absurd, but the German police is taking this terrorist threat very 
seriously.36 Such exceptional minorities, thus, stand for an abnormal understand-
ing of German history that ultimately confirms the territorial and ideological nor-
mality prefabricated during the era of the Bonn Republic: the West German state 
expanded to the East.37

Ideological normality: Germany’s belonging to the West
To appear completely normal, nationalism often had to be dressed in Western out-
fits. Efforts had been taken not only to nationalize, but also to Westernize society; 
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nationalization and Westernization were often strongly intertwined processes.38 
Indeed, good and ‘normal’ nationalism in the post-war era has been associated 
with ‘Western nationalism,’ following a liberal, civic, and political trajectory, 
and bad nationalism with ‘Eastern nationalism,’ following an illiberal, ethnic, 
and cultural trajectory. Germany’s allocation within this ideal typology is debat-
able. Before 1945, German national identity was often articulated in opposition to 
the West.39 Only thereafter did political and intellectual elites make great efforts 
to ‘Westernize’ German national identity. The reunification was in this sense a 
confirmation of this trend, as it confirmed Germany’s place within the Western 
geopolitical framework.

The comparison between ‘abormal’ Eastern and ‘normal’ Western nationalism 
go a long way back. Differences between the French Staatsnation and the German 
Kulturnation were already constructed in Friedrich Meinecke’s work in the early 
twentieth century.40 At that time, however, being Western was not necessarily 
seen as positive by German intellectuals. Until the Second World War, conserva-
tive nationalists presented German Kultur as superior to Western Zivilisation.41 
Such distinctions foreshadowed a relatively established typology that corresponds 
with the various Sonderweg theses that developed after Nazism, when the idea 
transpired around the world that something fundamental had been wrong with 
the Germans and their history, and that their belonging to the West was becom-
ing a geopolitical rather than only a philosophical question. Indeed, Hans Kohn, 
one of earliest and most important scholars of nationalism, in 1944 distinguished 
between civic nationalism, which he found to be Western, and ethnic national-
ism, which he found to be Eastern. Germany he situated within the latter type.42 
Kohn continued to support the cultural Sonderweg thesis that something had gone 
wrong with ‘the German mind’ in history when romantics had evoked the idea 
of a Volksgeist under the assumption that ‘a nation could never be based upon 
a constitution protecting individual rights but only upon indigenous customs’—
a dangerous intellectual stimulus that would pave the way towards Nazism.43 
This dichotomy between Eastern and Western nationalism has been challenged, 
revised, and improved by scholars towards the end of the twentieth century,44 but 
some prominent voices in the field, such as Liah Greenfeld, have also fostered 
this ideal typology in support of a negative, intellectual Sonderweg in Germany’s 
peculiar history, which was different to other Western nations that had taken a 
more civic shape.45 

During the post-war decades in the Federal Republic, two distinct models 
were discussed among intellectual and political elites: the nation-state and the 
post-national state.46 Yet there was a loose consensus among them that Germany 
should belong to the West. The conservative-liberal notion of ‘the West’ was 
associated with representations of the Enlightenment, Christianity, North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), and European integration. ‘The West,’ in the con-
servative sense, was something really existing and was understood in opposition 
to ‘the East,’ whereas the Habermasian notion of ‘the West’ stood against the 
internal non-Western traditions that Germans still have yet to overcome com-
pletely. Habermas suspected a ‘deutschnational eingefärbte Natophilosophe,’ 
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a commitment to NATO and the German nation, but not to the Enlightenment and 
cosmopolitan principles that he associated with the West.47 He fundamentally dis-
agreed with the German conservatives who conceptualized German nationalism 
as not being principally in conflict with Western traditions, but rather as intrinsi-
cally related to them. The Habermasian notion of ‘the West’ comprised some kind 
of universality that was capable of being valid outside the national framework.48

Western principles were, in the Habermasian view, embodied in the Federal 
Republican constitution, with the inclusion of individual and human rights, the 
principle of Rechtsstaat, and, to some extent, secularism. Habermas insisted that 
patriotism should be to the constitution rather than to the nation. He argued that in 
order for Germans to belong to the West, they should accept that, after Auschwitz, 
there must never be a national identity in Germany that would legitimize reunifica-
tion.49 According to this philosophy, Germans had no right to normality anymore.

In the 1990s, constitutional patriotism (Verfassungspatriotismus), as advo-
cated by Habermas, lost its popularity, whereas liberal nationalism (as recom-
mended, for example, by Yael Tamir and David Miller) became very attractive. 
Reflecting the spirit of the time, serious scholars believed in the positive potential 
of nationalism to promote solidarity within the welfare state and processes of 
democratization. They believed that the dangerous elements of nationalism could 
be tamed under the hegemony of ‘liberal’ values such as freedom, tolerance, and 
individualism. In the liberal nationalist account, irrational mythology could thus 
become useful for Western democracies.50 This reconciliation of national and 
liberal traditions, rather than their complete divorce à la Habermas, has so far 
been pursued relatively successfully in the new German nation-state, which today 
holds a leadership position in the capitalist West.

And yet, this liberal nationalism was not an invention of the 1990s. Many 
traditions of the capitalist welfare system and the Basic Law that came to frui-
tion in post-war Western Germany have continued to operate in the new Federal 
Republic, which remains firmly embedded in the Western frameworks of the 
European Union (EU) and NATO. This outcome was envisaged by the second 
chancellor of unification, Helmut Kohl, who suggested throughout the 1980s that 
the Western system of the Federal Republic constituted only a partial normal-
ity, and that complete normality would require the event of reunification within 
Western frameworks as well as the overcoming of Germany’s negative histori-
cal culture (which I shall discuss further below). In this view, the Germans in 
the GDR were forced into an abnormal historical trajectory, beyond their will 
and destiny, of becoming part of the Western nation-state. Here the correlation 
between ideological and territorial normality became especially apparent.

The strategic implications of ideological normality, however, remain some-
what problematic. Hans Kundnani, for example, sees the German role within 
the West after 1990 as somewhat paradoxical. Germany’s economic power 
did not correspond with its relatively weak military power. Kundnani points to 
efforts to break with the tradition of the Bundeswehr (armed forces) and to act 
only domestically in scenarios of defence as early as 1991 with the Gulf War. 
This must be seen as part of the national quest for normality, but a good number 
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of German thinkers and politicians still sought to prevent it. With Germany’s 
participation in the war in Yugoslavia, Green Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer 
used his nation’s dark past to legitimize military intervention, that is to prevent 
genocide! For a moment, therefore, the absence of historical normality played 
positively into the ideological normalization of Germany as a Western military 
force, which the Social Democratic Chancellor Gerhard Schröder also desired. 
Germany subsequently became an important player within the changing West; 
the new nation-state fostered European unity by standing with France against the 
Anglo-American alliance in the second Iraq War.51

Today it seems as if the pre-manufactured architecture from the Cold War era 
is crumbling, which will further put into question what is Western and, thus, what 
is normal. The historicist assumption that everyone would eventually become 
Western is being revised, as the future of the European Union does not look as 
bright any more as it did in the early 1990s, and the increasing ‘Disneyfication’ of 
US politics under the controversial President Donald Trump fails to make Western 
identity more appealing. Thus, the happy end of German history, which Heinrich 
August Winkler traced along a ‘long road west,’ might not last forever.52 Joschka 
Fischer is prophesying that the Germans ‘will be on their own,’53 and Bundeswehr 
strategists are calling to prepare for a decline of the West.54

Historical normality? Nationalized pasts and contested identity
While ontological, territorial, and to a wide degree, also ideological normalization 
have been successful, German national identity is still lacking historical normal-
ity. The Second World War, Nazism, and the Holocaust are still very ‘hot history’ 
in Germany, which remains Weltmeister der Vergangenheitsbewältigung.55 While 
it is hard to think of any nation that does not have some dark heritage, German 
national identity has been special during the second half of the twentieth century, 
as it has drawn strongly on a ‘“cathartic memorial culture” due to the expecta-
tion that, by facing the darkest part of its history, the nation may be able to cope 
with the burden of its past and to shape a better future.’56 The Nazi past, which 
had previously been seen by some intellectuals and politicians as an obstacle to 
a conventional national identity, in recent years has hardly impeded this recon-
ciliation, if we associate with ‘democracy’ the originally Western, capitalist, and 
representative parliamentary system that has expanded eastwards. In Germany 
during the Cold War era, the existence of the nation was perceived as being at 
stake, with some dreaming of a post-national and others of a re-national future. 
The question of whether Germany is becoming a normal country has been exten-
sively discussed since the national unification of 1990.57

As Dirk Moses explained, there was no consensus over the way 1945 should 
be historicized among the post-war intellectuals in the Federal Republic who 
had experienced Nazism when they were young, and who all identified with the 
West. There were differences of opinion between the rather conservative ‘German 
Germans,’ who emphasized positive continuities in German history that would 
legitimize a normal national identity, and the more left-liberal ‘non-German 
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Germans,’ who called for a radical break with the national traditions of the past.58 
The German Germans seem to have won this historical battle, even if their vision 
could not be entirely realized. German historian Michael Geyer (a teacher in the 
United States), for example, was tired of ‘the post-fascist exceptionalism of the 
old Federal Republic’ with its negative nationalism (George Orwell), and felt that 
left-wing intellectuals in Germany should realize that nationalism and democracy 
can go well together.59

These divisions were reflected in Germany’s historiography. This has been so 
since the 1960s and the outbreak of the Fischer controversy. The notable German 
historian Fritz Fischer advanced the thesis that the German nation was responsible 
for the First and Second World Wars. He was then denied public funding to travel 
to the United States to spread this view. This caused domestic and international 
furore.60 Germans at that time began to undermine the moral integrity of their 
ancestors, whom many of their compatriots felt to be a thorn in their flesh. A 
divide developed between more left-liberal intellectuals, who found it important 
to trace the origins of the Nazi horror in German history, and more conservative-
liberal intellectuals, who sought to relativize the Nazi episode against the wrong-
doings of other nations and the otherwise positive past of the German nation. A 
counter-narrative developed, arguing that something had been going wrong with 
the Germans for quite a long time: various Sonderweg theses emerged, maintain-
ing that, in comparison to other Western countries, Germany had not been nor-
mal. To put it in very simple terms, historians diagnosed that the dual revolutions 
of industrialism and Enlightenment capitalism and liberalism had combined in a 
healthy way elsewhere, while the German mind had disconnected these two forces 
and industrialized rapidly by the end of the nineteenth century without managing 
to develop a liberal political culture.61 Teleological trajectories were drawn from 
Luther to Hitler, from Herder to Hitler, and from Bismarck to Hitler.62 The history 
wars of the 1980s centred on the questioning of the Sonderweg paradigm and the 
notion of the Holocaust’s singularity.63 It was the culmination of conflicting narra-
tives of the past that had been internalized by political and intellectual elites from 
the early years of the Federal Republic, and it was a conservative reaction to the 
critical historical culture of the post-1968 era.64

The history wars would have been inconceivable without the polarizing politi-
cal climate under Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s leadership (1982–1996). Kohl, who 
formed alliances with conservative historians, most notably his advisor Michael 
Stürmer, was responsible for a series of political acts and scandals concerning 
history, which have been relatively well researched and documented. The divide 
between those public voices who sought relativize the Nazi past through the nar-
ration of positive continuities and those who sought to maintain the break of 1945 
as the most foundational experience for German democracy was widest during 
this period. Conservative efforts to draw a line under the Nazi past, to finally 
‘walk out of Hitler’s shadow’ and thus to instill a more ‘positive’ national identity 
have been successful to some extent, for example through the construction of 
national history museums and monuments, and the reinterpretation of heritage.65 
However, while this movement began to relegitimize German nationalism through 
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the promotion of what Kohl called ‘historical consciousness,’ 1945 remained the 
key moment in Germany’s national mythology.66 Unexpectedly, the mission to 
 re-nationalize society seems to have rather amplified what they sought to mini-
mize. It was a catch-22: if normalization required re-nationalization through 
history, it could not really be removed from Hitler’s shadow. The image of the 
Germans thus remained shady and complete normality could not be achieved.

As the authors of this volume discuss the effects of 1989, I should empha-
size that Germany’s history-politics over the last three decades cannot be under-
stood without the geopolitical contextualization of the Cold War and its legacy. 
In the 1980s, Ernst Nolte triggered the vibrant debate over the singularity of the 
Holocaust with his view that there had been a ‘causal nexus’ between the Soviet 
Gulag, which existed first, and Auschwitz. Around the same time, Kohl com-
pared Gorbachev to Goebbels and accused the GDR of keeping political pris-
oners in ‘concentration camps.’ After reunification, Germans were confronted 
with two dictatorships in their national history. It transpired that important ele-
ments of the historical culture of reunified Germany had already been estab-
lished in the old Federal Republic. Kohl’s visit to Buchenwald in 1991, where 
he commemorated not only the victims of the concentration camp but also of 
the Soviet Special Camp No. 2 (1945–1950), epitomizes the problematic dou-
bling of German Vergangenheitsbewältigung between Nazism and communism. 
Historians who had previously been critical of conservative revisionism in the 
Historikerstreit debates have called for further critical enquiry into the atrocities 
of the GDR, which should not be impeded by the apologetic tendencies of the 
left.67 Paradoxically, this comparative doubling could itself be interpreted as a 
fruitful effort towards historical normalization, as it relativizes Nazism against the 
effects of another ideology. This suggests that some degree of normalization in 
German history has succeeded.

Intellectual debates, however, suggest that the question of historical normal-
ity remains subject to dispute after 1990. For example, the controversy over the 
work by Daniel Goldhagen from 1996, who held that ordinary Germans were 
responsible for the Holocaust,68 sent a strong signal that the German history wars 
were to continue after reunification. In 1998, Martin Walser caused furore when 
he called on Germans to develop a more positive historical culture.69 And ongoing 
investigations into the negative continuities between Nazi and Federal Republican 
institutions, such as a study of the activities and ideology of the foreign ministry 
during the Nazi period,70 suggest that the German nation cannot expect complete 
normality in the new century. The very recent trials of Holocaust perpetrators 
remind us that the last individuals who actually experienced this terrible era 
are now very old and few.71 But sites of former concentration camps, and, most 
powerfully, the relatively new Holocaust monument in the centre of the German 
capital, remain physically present and continue to shape the historical culture of 
reunified Germany.

It is too early to interpret the current revival of extreme conservatism in the 
politics of the German mainstream, as manifested in the 2017 federal elections 
when Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) gained seats in parliament, as a sign of 
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further historical normalization of German nationalism. Björn Höcke’s peculiar 
view of the Holocaust memorial in Berlin as ‘a monument of shame’ caused strong 
domestic and international reactions against such revisionist efforts of historical 
normalization.72 The responsive memory activism of artists was remarkable.73 The 
European context almost 30 years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, however, sug-
gests indeed that right-wing nationalism and fascism are re-establishing them-
selves within the mainstream, and it will be important to watch the role of German 
citizens in these transnational movements.

Young Germans are still confronted in a special way by the dark heritage of 
their nation, not only in the built environment but also in the education system. 
The Holocaust as an international crime concerning the global community has 
not only informed national identities, but also allowed for the construction of a 
cosmopolitan memory of past events that transcends such national identities.74 
However, the internationalization of Holocaust remembrance, for example, in 
school education around the world, does not necessarily overthrow the domi-
nant understanding of it as a particularly German phenomenon, as a recent study 
found. Since the 1970s, there have indeed been efforts to free the history of the 
Holocaust from methodological and emotional nationalisms by moving towards 
a more human rights-oriented narrative.75 Subsequently, responsibility for the 
Holocaust has been increasingly recognized as being shared by non-Germans. 
Nevertheless, no other country’s national identity, perhaps with the exception of 
Israel’s, has been affected so strongly by its genocidal past. In Germany there 
remains a consensus that the Holocaust must be part of the school curriculum, 
even if its significance in comparison to other ‘dark episodes’ of the past does not 
remain unchallenged, as historian Wolf Kaiser points out. According to Kaiser, 
German school teachers perceive teaching this subject as a moral duty, more than 
any other historical topic, as ‘they must insist on the special responsibility people 
living in Germany have.’76 History, Falk Pingel remarks, is still taught predomi-
nantly as national history rather than as a ‘history of humankind,’ and the peda-
gogy of Holocaust remembrance is dependent on historical and political cultures 
that usually do not transcend national boundaries. In those countries that were 
occupied by Nazi Germany, the genocide has been taught and remembered dif-
ferently from how it has been taught within Germany, where the years up to 1945 
cannot be historicized as a period of ‘heroism, resistance, and the suffering of the 
majority of the population.’77 In some Central and Eastern European nations the 
political turning point of 1990 led to a further decline of Holocaust remembrance, 
as both communism and Nazism could subsequently be represented as dialec-
tic forces in an age of ideologies that killed millions.78 In school textbooks for 
some countries, the suffering of the Jews became neglected.79 In other countries, 
however, the Holocaust is taught as a warning, something that could also happen 
again elsewhere, as a critique of racist politics more generally, and, in a number 
of places, as a way to undermine Western morality.80 Sometimes schoolbooks 
use the Holocaust to condemn other genocidal moments and attacks of their own 
nation.81 Thus, if Holocaust memory is becoming globalized,82 it nevertheless 
remains doubtful to what extent it will affect other nations’ identities.
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While historical cultures in divided Germany were predominantly shaped by 
alliances between politicians and professional historians, they have, since unifica-
tion, been increasingly shaped by actors outside the history departments, including 
film, video games, and other media.83 The treatment of the Nazi past is therefore 
experiencing interesting changes beyond any historical realism. The often surreal 
and counterfactual portrayals of German Nazis seem to affirm a sense of his-
torical abnormality. Unselfconscious dealings with the Nazi past, such as Gavriel 
Rosenfeld’s recent film Hi Hitler!, should therefore not be interpreted as historical 
normalization.84

Conclusion: 1990 as a return to normality?
Nationalism, to borrow an expression from correspondence I had with Tom Nairn 
a few years ago, is ‘over the hump.’ New nation-states mushroom all the time, but 
in the world today nationalism is a dominant ideology that does not so much aim 
any more at the construction of new nations, but rather at their maintenance and 
adaptation to new circumstances. Nationalism has become ontologically normal. 
And Germans, in overcoming their post-national tendencies that were visible in 
the Cold War era, have conformed to this trend. Reunification has not only led to 
a territorial normalization of Germany, that is the (re)construction of the nation-
state, but also rendered void the alternative visions that had grown strong during 
the ‘provisional’ condition of double statehood.

In Germany, both peculiarities, the territorial and the historical, were intrin-
sically related: the singularity of the Holocaust provided for an exceptionally 
intensive and wide-reaching discussion on the deeper reasons for this human 
catastrophe, and it undermined the legitimacy of conventional forms of nation-
alism. The conservative efforts to realize this nation-state within the transatlan-
tic and European frameworks of the West have allowed the Germans to become 
almost normal again. Almost because, in the Federal Republic, the ‘dark side’ 
of national history, which played an increasingly visible role in public debates 
towards the end of the Cold War, has not subsequently gone away. Despite great 
efforts by historians and politicians in Germany to normalize national history, 
that is by relativizing the Nazi past and ‘restoring’ overall positive continui-
ties, the break of 1945 has remained foundational to the identity of the Federal 
Republic, as has the break of 1989/1990 that restored ‘normal’ nationalism in 
other ways. 1945 remains a kind of holy grail for the Germans. Even if the 
democratization of historical cultures led to a situation in which all nations dis-
covered their dark past and developed a sophisticated culture of transitional 
justice, it remains doubtful to what degree the unique crimes committed by the 
German nation would ever fade from a discursive and international memory 
regime, with competing interests in the future role of Germany. If, until now, 
normality has required being a Western nation-state with a relatively positive 
past, it will be exciting to see how long this remains the case. Belonging to the 
West might not necessarily be something that the masses around the world will 
hold as a virtue for much longer, while national identities remain strong at the 
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beginning of the twenty-first century. Perhaps they will grow even stronger, 
or become uglier, while adapting to highly urbanized, globalizing, and digital 
societies.

Eric Hobsbawm, in a critical piece about nationalism, once reflected that 
‘Historians are to nationalism what poppy-growers in Pakistan are to heroin-
addicts: we supply the essential raw material for the market.’85 He rightly 
pointed to the intimate relationship between history and nationalism. Nations 
have a dire need for supposedly reliable narrations of the past.86 Following 
Hobsbawm’s analogy, most contemporaries are like heroin addicts: most 
of us are nationalists, and the demand for public history as national history 
has been booming. But there seems to be no evidence that constructions of 
national identity cannot go beyond the conception of the nation as a brand that 
requires positive advertising through self-congratulatory narratives of the past. 
The German case could be paradigmatic. It remains doubtful, however, to what 
extent Germany’s public nationalism corresponds to the private nationalism of 
German families, where memories of Nazism are perhaps articulated in a less 
critical manner.87
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