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1. Introduction 

In the summer of 2018, Mesut Özil’s resignation from the German national football 

team shook the German public. The gifted playmaker who had contributed 

enormously to Germany’s successes in previous years, and most notably to the 

triumph at the 2014 World Cup, declared his resignation via Twitter. A written four-

page statement of some 3,000 words was published in three tweets over the 

course of the afternoon of 22 July.1 The simple headlines on the respective pages 

were indicative of a series of tweets (I/III, II/III, and III/III) and stood in stark contrast 

to the insights that Özil shared with the public. As the midfielder declared, the 

reason for his resignation was the racism inherent in German society and the 

failure of the German Football Association (DFB) to protect him from racist abuse. 

The climax of Mesut Özil’s statement was the declaration: “I am German when 

we win, but I am an immigrant when we lose.”2 This pointed criticism struck a nerve 

in Germany, where debates about immigration and Germany’s status as an 

immigration country had become commonplace. Within these debates, Mesut Özil 

had originally been put forward as a role model for the success of an increasingly 

multicultural German society, after his performances in the national team in 2010.3 

While Özil was born in the German city of Gelsenkirchen in 1988, his grandparents 

were of Turkish origin and had migrated to Germany as immigrant workers during 

the 1960s.4 Although Özil only came to possess German citizenship after handing 

in his Turkish passport in 20065, his career was accompanied by a debate 

surrounding bi-national identity in which his identification with Germany was 

frequently questioned. These sentiments rose to new heights when right-wing 

attitudes became mainstream in Germany during the 2010s. By confronting the 

German public with its own racism, Özil expressed a truth with regards to German 

politics, and it is precisely this attempt to take a stand for a political cause that 

 
1  Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088). The tweets, see below for full bibliographical information.   
2  Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), “III/III” (Page 1 of 2), tweet containing two JPEG files, July 22, 

2018, 8.04pm, https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088/status/1021093637411700741. Özil’s former 

teammate at Real Madrid, Karim Benzema, had previously made similar statements due to his 

French-Algerian heritage.  
3  Özil had received the most important media award in Germany (“Bambi”) for integration after his 

outstanding performances in the 2010 World Cup. The jury contended that “for the new image 

of Germany, Mesut Özil is a symbolic figure”.“Goldener Bambi für Löw und Özil”, Deutscher 

Fußballbund, November 11, 2010, https://www.dfb.de/die-mannschaft/news-detail/goldener-

bambi-fuer-loew-und-oezil-25485/full/1/. 
4  Mesut Özil, Die Magie des Spiels. Und was du brauchst, um deine Träume zu verwirklichen, 

(Köln: Bastei Lübbe, 2017), pp. 33-35. 
5  Ibid., p. 70. 
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turned his tweets into pamphlets.6 Simultaneously, Mesut Özil’s decision to 

address the public directly via social media is indicative of important shifts in 

pamphleteering and potentially revolutionary changes in publics due to new digital 

media.7 

 

2. National Belonging in Multicultural Societies 

Mesut Özil’s temporary transformation into a pamphleteer was directly connected 

with the German national team’s unsuccessful campaign in the 2018 World Cup, 

which ended in early elimination in the group stages. Over the course of the 

tournament, the attacking midfielder had been the focal point of debates over the 

team’s performance. These discussions were directly connected with claims that 

questioned Özil’s loyalty to Germany. The footballer himself had exacerbated 

these sentiments by meeting Turkish president Erdoğan and posing with him for 

pictures a month before the World Cup started.8 In the atmosphere generated by 

this incident, Özil’s self-identification as a German was openly brought into 

question, when, for example, it was pointed out that he never sang the German 

national anthem at the start of matches and that his technically delicate style of 

playing lacked the physicality and willpower traditionally associated with German 

footballers.9 

One week after the World Cup final between France and Croatia, Özil tweeted 

his pamphlet, expressing a very personal view of these debates. Özil received 

support in writing his pamphlet but was involved in the process of writing the tweets 

and was responsible for their content.10 The first part of the statement was an 

attempt to explain his meeting with the Turkish president (I/III – Meeting President 

Erdogan). For Özil, the meeting with Erdoğan did not have any political implications 

but was rather a gesture of respect for the president of his family’s country.11 The 

 
6  Marc Angenot, “La parole pamphlétaire”, Étude littéraires 11, no. 2 (1978), pp. 255-264. 
7  Jürgen Habermas, “Überlegungen und Hypothesen zur einem erneuten Strukturwandel der 

politischen Öffentlichkeit”, in Ein neuer Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit? (Leviathan 

Sonderband 37), ed. Martin Seeliger and Sebastian Sevignani (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2021), p. 

486. 
8  For a short chronology of the affair see: Anon., “Chronologie der Özil-Erdogan-Affäre”, Spiegel-

Online, July 23, 2018, https://www.spiegel.de/sport/fussball/mesut-oezil-vom-foto-mit-recep-

tayyip-erdogan-zum-ruecktritt-die-chronologie-a-1219642.html. 
9  For a comprehensive overview of the debate, see Dietrich Schulze-Marmeling, Der Fall Özil. 

Über ein Foto, Rassismus und das deutsche WM-Aus (Göttingen: Die Werkstatt, 2018). 
10  Information from Mesut Özil’s agent Erkut Sögüt given to David Bebnowski via email on June 9, 

2022. 
11  Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), “I/III”, tweet containing one JPEG file, July 22, 2018, 12.52pm, 

https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088/status/1020984884431638528. 
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second part of the statement was concerned with the role of media and sponsors 

connected with Özil (II/III – Media & Sponsors). The third part, which was divided 

into two pages, fundamentally criticised the role of the DFB in the matter and 

eventually stated that racism in Germany was the reason for Özil’s resignation 

(III/III – DFB). It ended with an entreaty: “Racism should never, ever be 

accepted.”12 

The first and third parts of the pamphlet provided insight into Özil’s motives in 

writing the pamphlet. By making references to his inner feelings, the then 29-year-

old footballer appealed to the public, expressing his wish to share his “thoughts 

and feelings about what [had] happened.”13 In the third part, Özil portrayed himself 

as a person who was acting autonomously. The sentence “I am speaking now not 

for Grindel [then president of the DFB], but because I want to”14 was highlighted in 

bold letters. It was these two tweets that received the most likes and generated the 

greatest user interaction with 140,000 and 260,000 likes; 49,000 and 109,000 

shares; and 4,700 to 13,000 comments respectively.15 On the one hand, this may 

have had something to do with Özil’s followers being able to relate to him 

personally due to his displays of emotion. On the other hand, both pieces were 

climaxes of the three-part series of tweets that were intended to draw an audience. 

Thus, the fact that the tweets were put out in a series shows that Özil and his 

team fully understood the nature of social media. In fact, the ability to channel 

messages directly to an intended audience and receive instantaneous feedback 

supporting the standpoint of the sender is one of the key differences from the 

functioning of anonymous mass media publics and tends to enable “representation 

without publics”.16 Although Özil was no professional writer, at the time of his 

statement he was a top celebrity and, as such, a media professional. His social 

media profiles show that the playmaker was directing his message at a potentially 

huge and worldwide audience, which accounts for the fact that his statement was 

written in English. At the time of tweeting his pamphlet, Özil had 23 million followers 

on Twitter, this was then and still is the largest following of any Twitter account held 

 
12  Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), “III/III” (Page 2 of 2). 
13  Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), “I/III” 
14  Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), “III/III” (Page 1 of 2). 
15  All numbers are rounded up or down, the cases I am relying on here are tweets I/III (lower 

numbers) and III/III (higher numbers). 
16  Translated from Philipp Staab and Thorsten Thiel, “Privatisierung ohne Privatismus. Soziale 

Medien im digitalen Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit”, in Ein neuer Strukturwandel der 

Öffentlichkeit?, ed. Seeliger / Sevignani, p 294; Habermas, “Überlegungen und Hypothesen”, p. 

495. 
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by any German person.17 On closer inspection, the interplay between Özil and the 

general mass-media public was just as important a touchstone for his pamphlet as 

the accusations he had had to face. In short, Özil’s pamphlet has to be regarded 

not only as an anti-racist pamphlet but also as a wide-ranging criticism of German 

media. 

Throughout his pamphlet, Özil accused the German mass media, especially 

“[c]ertain German newspapers”, of initiating a campaign against him, in which his 

meeting with the Turkish president was used “as right-wing propaganda to further 

their political cause”.18 The midfielder defended himself against the German 

media’s determination to go beyond criticizing his on-pitch performance. He could 

not accept “German media outlets blaming my dual heritage and a simple picture 

[with Erdogan] for a bad World Cup on behalf of an entire squad.”19 Here Özil saw 

an attempt to “turn the nation against him” and single him out as a scapegoat. 

Almost rhetorically, he asked if his Turkish heritage made him a worthy target.20  

Thus, in a political climate that was increasingly shifting towards the political 

right in Germany and other European states, the pamphlet written by public figure 

Özil was effectively a criticism of society and a reflection of indicative shifts in public 

opinion. A football player with a bi-national background who had experienced 

unequal treatment and racist abuse due to his family’s heritage since his early 

childhood years yet made a conscious decision to play for Germany21 was made 

to suffer by the ideological shifts that had turned the discursive tides and were 

caused by the mass media’s amplification of right-wing positions. Ultimately Özil’s 

pamphlet should therefore be perceived as a fundamental critique of the workings 

of public discourse. 

 

  

 
17  Ruth Ciesinger, “Ohne Umwege zu 71 Millionen sprechen”, Tagesspiegel, July 23, 2018, 

https://www.tagesspiegel.de/sport/mesut-oezil-und-social-media-ohne-umwege-zu-71-millionen-

sprechen/22833022.html. Numbers according to the Twitter profile of Mesut Özil 

(@MesutOzil1088), accessed December 14, 2021, https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088. 

Comparison based on statistical data. L. Rabe, “Ranking der beliebtesten Twitter-Profile aus 

Deutschland nach der Anzahl der Follower weltweit im Mai 2021”, Statista, 

https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/70597/umfrage/twitter-accounts-nach-anzahl-

follower/.  
18  Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), “II/III”, tweet containing one JPEG file, July 22, 2018, 3.03pm, 

https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088/status/1021017944745226242. 
19  Ibid. 
20  Ibid. 
21  Özil, Die Magie des Spiels, pp. 42-44; 67-83. 

https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/70597/umfrage/twitter-accounts-nach-anzahl-follower/
https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/70597/umfrage/twitter-accounts-nach-anzahl-follower/
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Facsimile of the Declaration   

 

I/III: Meeting President Erdogan, Tweet tweet containing one JPEG file, July 22, 2018, 12.52pm, 

https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088/status/1020984884431638528.  

Copyright: Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), the rights for printing and referencing the tweet were 

granted by Mesut Özils agent Erkut Sögüt. 
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II/III: Media & Sponsors, Tweet containing one JPEG file, July 22, 2018, 3.03pm, 

https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088/status/1021017944745226242. 

Copyright: Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), the rights for printing and referencing the tweet were 

granted by Mesut Özils agent Erkut Sögüt. 
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III/III: DFB, tweet containing two JPEG files (page 1 of 2), July 22, 2018, 8.04pm, 

https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088/status/1021093637411700741. 

Copyright: Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), the rights for printing and referencing the tweet were 

granted by Mesut Özils agent Erkut Sögüt. 
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III/III: DFB, tweet containing two JPEG files (page 2 of 2), July 22, 2018, 8.04pm, 

https://twitter.com/MesutOzil1088/status/1021093637411700741. 

Copyright: Mesut Özil (@MesutOzil1088), the rights for printing and referencing the tweet were 

granted by Mesut Özils agent Erkut Sögüt. 
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I/III Meeting President Erdogan 

The past couple of weeks have given me time to reflect, and time to think over 

the events of the last few months. Consequently, I want to share my thoughts and 

feelings about what has happened. 

Like many people, my ancestry traces back to more than one country. Whilst I 

grew up in Germany, my family background has its roots firmly based in Turkey. I 

have two hearts, one German and one Turkish. During my childhood, my mother 

taught me to always be respectful and to never forget where I came from, and 

these are still values that I think about to this day. 

In May, I met President Erdogan in London, during a charitable and educational 

event. We first met in 2010 after he and Angela Merkel watched the Germany vs. 

Turkey match together in Berlin. Since then, our paths have crossed a lot of times 

around the globe. I'm aware that the picture of us caused a huge response in the 

German media, and whilst some people may accuse me of lying or being deceitful, 

the picture we took had no political intentions. As I said, my mother has never let 

me lose sight of my ancestry, heritage and family traditions. For me, having a 

picture with President Erdogan wasn't about politics or elections, it was about me 

respecting the highest office of my family’s country. My job is a football player and 

not a politician, and our meeting was not an endorsement of any policies. In fact, 

we spoke about the same topic that we do every time we have met - football - as 

he too was a player in his youth. 

Although the German media have portrayed something different, the truth is 

that not meeting with the President would have been disrespecting the roots of my 

ancestors, who I know would be proud of where I am today. For me, it didn't matter 

who was President, it mattered that it was the President. Having respect for political 

office is a view that I'm sure both the Queen and Prime Minister Theresa May share 

when they too hosted Erdogan in London. Whether it had been the Turkish or the 

German President, my actions would’ve been no different. 

I get that this may be hard to understand, as in most cultures the political leader 

cannot be thought of as being separate from the person. But in this case, it is 

different. Whatever the outcome would've been in this previous election, or the 

election before that, I would have still taken the picture. 
  

Mesut Özil: I/III, II/III, III/III  

(Transcription) 
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II/III Media & Sponsors 

I know that I am a footballer who has played in arguably the three toughest 

leagues in the world. I've been fortunate to receive great support from my 

teammates and coaching staff whilst playing in the Bundesliga, La Liga and the 

Premier League. And in addition, throughout my career, I've learnt to deal with 

the media. 

A lot of people talk about my performances - many applaud and many criticise. 

If a newspaper or pundit finds fault in a game I play in, then I can accept this - I'm 

not a perfect footballer and this often motivates me to work and train harder. But 

what I can’t accept, are German media outlets repeatedly blaming my dual-

heritage and a simple picture for a bad World Cup on behalf of an entire squad. 

Certain German newspapers are using my background and photo with 

President Erdogan as right-wing propaganda to further their political cause. Why 

else did they use pictures and headlines with my name as a direct explanation for 

defeat in Russia? They didn‘t criticise my performances. They didn‘t criticise the 

team‘s performances, they just criticised my Turkish ancestry and respect for my 

upbringing. This crosses a personal line that should never be crossed, as 

newspapers try to turn the nation of Germany against me. 

What I also find disappointing are the double standards that the media has. 

Lothar Matthaus (an honorary German national team captain) met with another 

world leader a few days back, and received almost no media criticism. Despite his 

role with the DFB (German national team), they have not asked him to publicly 

explain his actions and he continues to represent the players of Germany without 

any reprimand. If the media felt that I should have been left of the World Cup squad, 

then surely he should be stripped of his honorary captaincy? Does my Turkish 

heritage make me a more worthy target? 

I've always thought that a 'partnership' infers support, both in the good times 

and also during tougher situations. Recently, I planned to visit my former school 

Berger-Feld in Gelsenkirchen, Germany, along with two of my charitable partners. 

I funded a project for one year where immigrant children, children from poor 

families and any other children can play football together and learn social rules for 

life. However, days before we were scheduled to go, I was abandoned by my so-

called 'partners', who no longer wanted to work with me at this time. To add to this, 

the school told my management that they no longer wanted me to be there at this 

time, as they 'feared the media" due to my picture with President Erdogan, 

especially with the “right-wing party in Gelsenkirchen on the rise". In all honesty, 
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this really hurt. Despite being a student of theirs back when l was younger. I was 

made to feel unwanted and unworthy of their time. 

In addition to this I was renounced by another partner. As they are also a 

sponsor of the DFB, l was asked to take part in promotional videos for the World 

Cup. Yet after my picture with President Erdogan they took me out of the 

campaigns and cancelled all promotional activities that were scheduled. For them 

it was no longer good to be seen with me and called the situation ‘crisis 

management'. This is all ironic because a German Ministry declared their products 

have illegal and unauthorized software devices in them, which puts customers at 

risk. Hundreds of thousands of their products are getting recalled. Whilst I was 

being criticised and asked to justify my actions by the DFB, there was no such 

official and public explanation demanded of the DFB sponsor. Why? Am i right in 

thinking this is worse than a picture with the President of my family‘s country? What 

does the OPE have to say about all this? 

As I said before, ‘partners' should stick with you in all situations. Adidas, Beats 

and Big Shoe have been extremely loyal and amazing to work with in this time. 

They rise above the nonsense created by the German press and media, and we 

carry out our projects in a professional manner that I really enjoy being part of. 

During the World Cup, I worked with Big Shoe and helped get 23 young children 

life-changing surgeries in Russia, which I have also done previously in Brazil and 

Africa. This for me is the most important thing that I do as a football player, yet the 

newspapers find no space to raise awareness about this sort of thing. For them, 

me being booed or taking a picture with a President is more significant then helping 

children get surgeries worldwide. They too have a platform to raise awareness and 

funds, but choose not to do so. 

 

III/III DFB 

Arguably the issue that has frustrated me the most over the past couple of 

months has been the mistreatment from the DFB, and in particular the OPE 

President Reinhard Grindel. After my picture with President Erdogan l was asked 

by Joachim Low to cut short my holiday and go to Berlin and give a joint 

statement to end all the talk and set the record straight. Whilst I attempted to 

explain to Grindel my heritage, ancestry and therefore reasoning behind the 

photo, he was far more interested in speaking about his own political views and 

belittling my opinion. Whilst his actions were patronising, we came to agree that 

the best thing to do was to concentrate on football and the upcoming World Cup. 

This is why l did not attend the OPE media day during the World Cup 
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preparations. I knew journalists discussing politics and not football would just 

attack me, even though the whole issue was deemed to be over by Oliver 

Bierhoff in a TV interview he did before the Saudi Arabia game in Leverkusen. 

During this time, I also met with the President of Germany, Frank-Walter 

Steinmeier. Unlike Grindel, President Steinmeier was professional and actually 

was interested in what I had to say about my family, my heritage and my decisions. 

I remember that the meeting was only between myself, Ilkay and President 

Steinmeier, with Grindel being upset that he wasn't allowed inside to boost his own 

political agenda. I agreed with President Steinmeier that we would release a joint 

statement about the matter, in another attempt to move toward and focus on 

football. But Grindel was upset that it wasn't his team releasing the first statement, 

annoyed that Steinmeier‘s press office had to take lead on this matter. 

Since the end of the World Cup, Grindel has come under much pressure 

regarding his decisions before the tournament started, and rightly so. Recently, he 

has publicly said I should once again explain my actions and puts me at fault for 

the poor team results in Russia, despite telling me it was over in Berlin. I am 

speaking now not for Grindel, but because I want to. I will no longer stand for 

being a scapegoat for his incompetence and inability to do his job properly. I know 

that he wanted me out the team after the picture, and publicised his view on Twitter 

without any thinking or consultation, but Joachim Low and Oliver Bierhoff stood up 

for me and backed me. In the eyes of Grindel and his supporters, I am German 

when we win, but I am an immigrant when we lose. This is because despite paying 

taxes in Germany, donating facilities to German schools and winning the World 

Cup with Germany in 2014, I am still not accepted into society. I am treated as 

being 'different'. I received the 'Bambi Award' in 2010 as an example of successful 

integration to German society, I received a 'Silver Laurel Leaf' in 2014 from the 

Federal Republic of Germany, and I was a ’German Football Ambassador’ in 2015. 

But clearly, I am not German…? Are there criteria for being fully German that I do 

not fit? My friend Lukas Podolski and Miroslav Klose are never referred to as 

German-Polish, so why am I German-Turkish? Is it because it is Turkey? Is it 

because I'm a Muslim? I think here lays an important issue. By being referred to 

as German-Turkish, it is already distinguishing people who have family from more 

than one country. I was born and educated in Germany, so why don't people accept 

that I am German? 

Grindel's opinions can be found elsewhere too. I was called by Bernd 

Holzhauer (a German politician) a “goat-f***er” because of my picture with 

President Erdogan and my Turkish background. Furthermore, Werner Steer 

(Chief of German Theatre) told me to "piss off to Anatolia", a place in Turkey 
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where many immigrants are based. As I have said before, criticising and 

abusing me because of family ancestry is a disgraceful line to cross, and 

using discrimination as a tool for political propaganda is something that 

should immediately result In the resignation of those disrespectful 

individuals. These people have used my picture with President Erdogan as 

an opportunity to express their previously hidden racist tendencies, and this 

is dangerous for society. They are no better than the German fan who told 

me after the game against Sweden "Özil, verpiss Dich Du scheiss 

TiirkensauJ’iirkenschwein hau ab' or in English "Özil, f**k off you Turkish 

s**t, p*** off you Turkish pig!‘ I don't want to even discuss the hate mail, 

threatening phone calls and comments on social media that my family and I have 

received. They all represent a Germany of the past, a Germany not open to new 

cultures, and a Germany that I am not proud of. I am confident that many proud 

Germans who embrace an open society would agree with me. 

To you, Reinhard Grindel, I am disappointed but not surprised by your actions. 

In 2004 whilst you were a German member of Parliament, you claimed that 

“multiculturalism is in reality a myth [and] a lifelong lie” whilst you voted against 

legislation for dual-nationalities and punishments for bribery, as well as saying that 

Islamic culture has become too ingrained in many German cities. This is 

unforgivable and unforgettable. 

The treatment l have received from the OPE and many others makes me no 

longer want to wear the German national team shirt. I feel unwanted and think that 

what I have achieved since my international debut in 2009 has been forgotten. 

People with racially discriminative backgrounds should not be allowed to work in 

the largest football federation in the world that has many players from dual-heritage 

families. Attitudes like theirs simply do not reflect the players they supposedly 

represent. 

It is with a heavy heart and after much consideration that because of recent 

events. I will no longer be playing for Germany at international level whilst I have 

this feeling of racism and disrespect. I used to wear the German shirt with such 

pride and excitement, but now I don‘t. This decision has been extremely difficult to 

make because I have always given everything for my teammates, the coaching 

staff and the good people of Germany. But when high-ranking DFB officials treat 

me as they did, disrespect my Turkish roots and selfishly turn me into political 

propaganda, then enough is enough. That is not why I play football, and I will not 

sit back and do nothing about it. Racism should never, ever be accepted. 

Mesut Özil 
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