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Take-Aways
	Growing up in Cold War East Germany shaped Angela Kasner Merkel’s worldview.
	Merkel left science when the fall of the Berlin Wall inspired her to go into politics.
	Among the few women in German politics, Merkel surprised cynics with her steady, methodical rise to power.
	Merkel was circumspect in her relations with world leaders, choosing carefully whom to trust. 
	Accepting a million refugees in 2015 placed Germany in “the moral center of the world.”
	Donald Trump’s election, terrorist attacks and authoritarian expansion made 2016 one of Merkel’s worst years in office.
	As an East German, Merkel was perhaps too idealistic about Germany’s stability as unified state.


Recommendation
Possibly the most important politician in modern history, German Chancellor Angela Merkel kept the democratic world safe from assaults by would-be demagogues and ambitious authoritarians. In journalist Kati Marton’s telling, Merkel’s story features its own mythos: Born in obscurity in the police state of East Germany, the shy, awkward scientist rose to become the de facto leader of the Free World. While Merkel’s legacy may be her genius for pragmatic realpolitik and thwarting bullies, she also possesses an abiding humanity.

Summary
Growing up in Cold War East Germany shaped Angela Kasner Merkel’s worldview.
The German Democratic Republic (GDR) was founded in 1949, and the USSR controlled it until 1989. By 1954, the year Angela Kasner was born, 331,000 refugees had fled from the East to the West to avoid Moscow’s oppressive rule.
It was peculiar, then, that – when she was an infant – her father, clergyman Horst Kasner, would move his young family from Hamburg in the West to a small town in East Germany that was hostile to him for being “bourgeois.” To Kasner and his wife, the move was akin to being missionaries in some remote, primitive nation. Their East German village, Templin, was quaint, and Angela Kasner will always see it as home – even though its region witnessed brutal atrocities in World War II. The Kasner family was poor, but Kasner’s mother, Herlind, never complained.
“Deeds carry more weight than words, and demonstrating one’s love is less about achieving a particular goal than about doggedly and steadfastly making the attempt. This was Angela Merkel’s credo.”

In 1961, Moscow shut the border between East and West Germany, rendering the East a prison state. In that enclosed sphere, young Kasner found refuge in books, especially biographies of statesmen. East Germany remained the most militarized nation in the Soviet bloc until its dissolution in 1991. Kasner joined the Young Pioneers to fit in, but she was rebellious at heart and determined to escape the repressive system. She went into science – a profession outside politics – and bided her time. Like most of her fellow East Germans, she did not see the end coming.
Merkel left science when the fall of the Berlin Wall inspired her to go into politics.
Angela Kasner studied physics at the renowned Leipzig University and completed her PhD in 1986. The East offered few opportunities for her to apply her education because the state regarded her background as bourgeois. She married Ulrich Merkel, a fellow student, and they moved to East Berlin, but divorced three years later. She kept her first husband’s last name even when she married Joachim Sauer in 1998. She and her friends felt East Berlin’s desolation keenly, since the authorities had done little to rebuild the city center since World War II. Merkel had scant career prospects in science, but she did get to visit relatives in Hamburg, her first time in the West. 
“Do the West Germans know what kind of people they will be living with side by side in one country? Do they understand the difference between the East Germans and themselves?” (Merkel, after the fall of the Berlin Wall)

When the Berlin Wall fell without warning, East Germans could suddenly participate in Western life. The adjustment proved difficult for many. The state had relentlessly taught East Germans that they were antifascists who had fought bravely with communists to free Germany from Hitler. Some felt like refugees in their native land, and struggled to overcome guilt and shame. In East Germany, spying on and betraying friends and family was the norm.
Merkel and her compatriots were shocked and grieved to learn about the Holocaust, which East Germany did not teach in its schools. Merkel realized that fate meant her to be an agent for change. She joined the newly formed Demokratischer Aufbruch (DA) party. When it merged with the West German Christian Democratic Union (CDU), she found herself a career politician.
Among the few women in German politics, Merkel surprised cynics with her steady, methodical rise to power.
Germany’s reunification process was swift, and its new chancellor, Helmut Kohl, sought to bring East Germans into government. Merkel – among the few East German female politicians – was canny, strategic and patient. Only two years after entering politics, she gained a position in Kohl’s cabinet as minister for women and youth. She moved to the West German capital, Bonn, and learned that she had to dress professionally and look ladylike in politics.
She developed the “steely composure” for which she would later become famous, and learned English. In only five years, she was in charge of the cabinet’s environmental portfolio, and, in 1995, she hosted the first United Nations Climate Conference. She felt great determination to prove herself in a male-dominated world in a newly formed combined nation under intense international scrutiny.
“Angela Merkel, the most prominent East German in Kohl’s government, was part of the chancellor’s plan to merge the two parts into a whole.”

In 1998, amid a financial scandal, Helmut Kohl and his closest ally lost the chancellorship and the CDU chair, leaving it open for the first time in 20 years. Merkel took over, the first woman to head the male-dominated, conservative party. In 2005, she narrowly won the national election, making history as Germany’s first female chancellor. The German constitution limits executive powers, especially in domestic affairs, but it grants chancellors leeway in foreign affairs. Merkel brought her core values to her role: her faith, her dedication to duty, her belief that Germany owed the Jewish people a great debt for the Holocaust, a deep antipathy for dictators, and trust in science and evidence-based decision-making.
Merkel was circumspect in her relations with world leaders, choosing carefully whom to trust. 
In her first two months as chancellor, Merkel met with President George W. Bush. She had supported the Iraq war in 2003, and looked up to Bush for the way his father, President George H.W. Bush, had handled the end of the Cold War. She was shy about her English, but reassured by his easy, outgoing manner. In 2007, she accepted his invitation to visit the Bush family ranch in Texas. There, the East German who’d spent her first 35 years in a police state realized her dream “driving through the Rockies listening to Springsteen.” She saw Bush’s pride in protecting native species in the region, and she later leveraged it to get him to declare his support for climate change policy.
Barack Obama did not impress Merkel at first, because he seemed to be “a young man in a hurry” who, while charismatic, had not achieved much in his short political career. But when Obama passed the Affordable Care Act in 2010, Merkel recognized his substance. In 2011, Obama showed his admiration for her by awarding Merkel the US National Medal of Freedom. 
Vladimir Putin is Merkel’s least-favorite leader, and the only one who held power for her entire tenure as chancellor. The two shared a common past: Putin headed the KGB in East Berlin in 1989 and felt bitter about the Soviet Union’s humiliating fall. Merkel understood he was capable of great cruelty. As much as Putin sneered at the chancellor, he had grudging respect for her, and perhaps even feared her.
“She was chancellor of Germany, and he was the modern-era czar of Russia. Divorce was not an option.”

Putin is a master at maskirovka (“masquerade”), able to flummox critics with cunning, avoidance and malignant propaganda.  Merkel calmly reminded him of his human rights violations and dissuaded him from expanding the Russian empire when he showed aggression in Ukraine. Still, she could not stop Putin from declaring himself president for life. Merkel used her formidable diplomatic powers over hundreds of negotiating hours to keep the peace. In 2015, she sounded the alarm that Putin would use cyberwarfare to destabilize democracy, anticipating the 2016 US election turmoil.
​​​​Accepting a million refugees in 2015 placed Germany in “the moral center of the world.” 
In 2012, 77,000 refugees arrived in Germany. By 2015, their numbers had swelled to almost half a million. War and strife in Syria and sub-Saharan Africa had pushed desperate civilians into Europe, provoking a crisis. While under no obligation to accept more than a certain quota, Merkel pledged to not turn anyone away. She never forgot that Western leaders had done nothing to save the lives of Jews trying to flee Germany in World War II.
Her fellow European Union members criticized her for not consulting them and for not delineating a timeline for the social and economic impact of the refugee crisis. This made Germans suspicious, and put Merkel at political risk. Anti-immigration right-wing extremists weaponized her oft-repeated assertion that “we can handle it” as the border flooded with migrants. They portrayed Merkel as insensitive to domestic concerns.
“If Europe fails on the question of refugees, then it won’t be the Europe we wished for.” (Angela Merkel, 2015)

By December 2015, Germany had accepted one million refugees. Merkel managed the political fallout by making the refugees responsible for acclimating into German life. She called multiculturalism “a sham.” Seven million Germans helped refugees find homes and jobs, but Merkel paid a political price in the 2017 election. While her efforts represented the best of democracy, compassion and generosity, Germans did not universally espouse her values. Even in 2020, the EU still lacked a coherent migration crisis policy.
Donald Trump’s election, terrorist attacks and authoritarian expansion made 2016 one of Merkel’s worst years in office.
Merkel did not want to stay too long in office, and didn’t care about beating the longevity record. She considered retiring in 2016, but events pushed her into a role she didn’t want and didn’t prepare for: leader of the Free World. Britain’s decision to leave the EU left it vulnerable to opportunists like Putin. Terrorist attacks created anti-Islamic furor. Merkel regarded Trump’s election as proof the United States was no longer the world standard-bearer for freedom.
Crisis and chaos seemed on the rise, and only Merkel could right the ship and guide democracy to safer shores. She acknowledged that her 2017 election would be hard-won in the face of challenges to Germany’s morals, arenas of focus, intentions and “our whole way of life.” 
“Of course, we need to have friendly relations with the US and the UK and with other neighbors, including Russia. But we have to fight for our own future ourselves. (Angela Merkel, 2017) ”

Trump admired Putin and embraced demagoguery. Merkel studied him, and his vacillating moods and outbursts never intimidated her. But she had to acknowledge the United States as merely Europe’s “friend” – not a reliable ally. The G7 summit in Canada in 2018 produced an iconic photo of Merkel in a standoff, staring down a recalcitrant Trump. In her last term in office, she abandoned direct diplomacy with the United States to focus on the European Union. She confronted China’s and Russia’s expansionist, dictatorial leaders, hostility in Turkey, and authoritarian – though elected – leaders in Eastern Europe. She understood that with memories of World War II fading, the world stood on the brink of a new, potentially global conflict. Merkel knew she could not avert it alone.
As an East German, Merkel was perhaps too idealistic about Germany’s stability as unified state.
In the fall of 2017, Angela Merkel realized she was out of touch with the German people when her CDU party lost more voters than at any time since World War II. She took six months to broker a coalition that could stand up to the new opposition party, the right-wing AfD, which exploited anger and hatred to demonize her. 
For too long, Merkel had neglected the “have-nots” in post-reunification East Germany, which resents refugees and suffers higher unemployment and lower wages than the West. Right-wing papers, which considered the West oppressive, chided Merkel for ignoring her Eastern roots. Right wingers believed crime was rising, and willfully ignored statistics to the contrary. Nor did they believe they should atone for the Holocaust. These assertions went against Merkel’s governing principles. Parliament merely tolerated the AfD, but the party undeniably gained a foothold with the German people.
“After 16 years at the helm of Europe’s most powerful country, Merkel had become an almost perfect political machine: running, executing and managing her party, her country and what remains of the West.”

Tempers flared in Chemnitz, where local neo-Nazis protested against the chancellor and terrorized nonwhite residents. Merkel went to the town to face the people’s anger. She begged them to not believe extremist lies and to reject hatred.
Years of hard work took their toll, and in December 2018 Merkel gave up party leadership to focus on global affairs. She gracefully gave France’s new president, Emmanuel Macron, center stage, and felt reassured that Europe was pushing back the populist tide with Macron’s “sovereign EU” vision. She supported his demand that the EU raise its own army.
When the COVID-19 pandemic struck, Merkel took it seriously and instituted lockdowns. As a result, Germany had a much lower death rate than many EU nations. When the crisis first abated, Merkel joined Macron to unveil a historic 500 billion euro grant to EU nations in need. By federalizing debt, France and Germany brought the EU closer to becoming a United States of Europe. With great achievements, determination, patience and fortitude, Angela Merkel has earned her legacy.
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