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INTRODUCTION

Applause, peppered with cheers, rolled through the crowd gathered beneath the crimson banners and newly green leaves of the trees on Harvard Yard. From a podium on a stage before the wall of sound, the woman dressed in a bright, turquoise-blue blazer looked up from her speech at the crowd before her. One by one, they were jumping to their feet. She pursed her lips, allowing a brief look of annoyance to cross her face. Then she raised her right hand, as if she could physically stop the cheering. Instead, row after row of parents, professors, and students stood up, the steady rhythm of their clashing palms reverberating off the brick walls that frame Harvard Yard. No one on that afternoon in 2019 appeared interested in keeping protocol by allowing the speaker to finish her speech within the time allotted.

What the audience wanted was to celebrate the woman that many saw as a lone defender of the brand of liberal democracy they had long considered their American birthright. In the past months they had seen the Mueller report on Russian interference in the 2016 election, a fierce debate over whether to impeach the president, and a series of squabbles with some of America’s oldest allies—including Germany, a democracy shaped by the influence of the United States after Hitler’s defeat in World War II. The collective relief of hearing a leader praise the principles of democracy, multilateralism, and respect for others’ history, identity, and religion buzzed through the crowd. Angela Merkel looked up and beamed.

She may have given little thought to being crowned “The World’s Most Powerful Woman” by Forbes magazine ten times between 2006 and 2018—First Lady Michelle Obama interrupted her streak in 2010—and personally rejected the moniker Chancellor of the Free World, but the audience was not having it. In the woman who stood before them listing the values around which she had oriented her life and led her country for nearly four full terms, they recognized an individual who remained impervious to the petty fights on social media, respected facts, and refused to give in to bullies, and whose faith in democracy traced its roots to an understanding of life in its absence. They kept on clapping.

Merkel had long been uncomfortable with adoration or attempts to celebrate her person or achievements. She routinely met cheering from members of her own political party, whether celebrating her as their leader with more than 90 percent support or rejoicing at another four years in the chancellery, with the same response: a smile and a speech, followed by a wave and a quick exit from the stage. When she was a teenager, mopping up her much-older rivals in the Russian-language competition—an important event at her high school in the former East Germany, which answered to Moscow—her teacher had to remind the young Angela to smile and look pleased when she won. Decades later, the political system around her had changed, but even during her earliest years in politics, aides would remind her to smile, to give a bit back to the crowd.

Connecting with the public was never Merkel’s strength. An aide told me Merkel was jealous when Barack Obama, then a junior senator, drew a crowd of two hundred thousand for a speech in central Berlin, fully aware that not half as many would turn out to hear her speak. Yet Merkel brought her own magnetism first to the German and then the world political stage.

“Unique, incomparable, inimitable” is how Christine Lagarde, her friend and peer, described Merkel.1

Her approach to power was shaped by her analytical mind, sharpened by more than a decade spent as a research scientist, combined with a willingness to listen to others. She stubbornly insisted on seeking compromise; regardless of how intractable a problem appeared, she refused to quit until a compromise had been hammered out. Raised within the confines of a political system that sought to impose its will on people, she was driven by her belief that individuals thrived in an environment that allowed them to push themselves. She set out to test the limits of her own abilities and in doing so wound up defining a generation.



From the former East German leader who named her his spokeswoman only months after she had abandoned her microscope for politics in 1990, to the members of Germany’s tradition-bound Christian Democratic Union, to the tens of thousands of voters who overcame their aversion to her political party’s conservative roots to return her to a final four-year term in office in 2017, given her humanistic stance on migration from the Middle East, people trusted Angela Merkel.

It wasn’t only the Germans. Merkel received a standing ovation after addressing the joint U.S. houses of Congress. President George W. Bush invited her for a personal visit to his family’s ranch in Texas. President Obama awarded her the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest civilian recognition in the United States. India recognized her with the Jawaharlal Nehru Prize for International Understanding—she used the proceeds to set up a scholarship for Indian law students studying in Germany. Europe honored her with its Charlemagne Prize. Merkel stole French hearts by breaking out her best French to set a hundred-year-old woman straight that “je suis la chancelière allemande,” the German chancellor, not President Emmanuel Macron’s wife, as the French president awarded her his country’s highest recognition, the Grand Cross of the Legion of Honor.

Academics, scholars, and scientists also looked up to Merkel. A physicist by training, she earned her doctorate in the field and spent more than a decade in research, before switching to politics. But the years spent testing theories and analyzing the results stayed with her long after she left the laboratory. They informed her approach to decision-making and cemented her faith in the belief that while politicians and business leaders could and would bend truths to fit their narratives, the laws of physics and science endured. More than a dozen of the world’s leading institutes of higher education (Johns Hopkins, Stanford, Hebrew University in Jerusalem, and Peking University in Beijing) showered her with honorary degrees. Harvard Law School had topped its award by inviting her to join the ranks of Benazir Bhutto, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Oprah Winfrey, and several former U.S. presidents in giving the commencement address to its graduating class.

The university had wanted the fiercely private chancellor to invoke some lessons drawn from her own life. Merkel, ever the diligent student, delivered. Among her call to support multilateralism and free trade among nations, she wove in references to Germany’s responsibility for sparking World War II. As she warned of the challenges posed by a rapidly warming climate and cautioned that unchecked advances in technology could pose a threat, she joked that the cell phones most students held in their pockets ran faster than the computers built by engineers in the Soviet Union that were considered cutting-edge when she was carrying out research for her PhD.

Not once in her thirty-five-minute address did Merkel mention President Donald Trump by name. Rarely had Merkel ever responded to the barbs fired off by the man who became the forty-fifth U.S. president, reaching back to 2015, when he posted to Twitter that instead of choosing him, Time magazine had named the “person who is ruining Germany” as its Person of the Year. She knew that she didn’t have to mention Trump. When she urged students not to “always act on our first impulses,” but instead to “take a moment to stop, be still, think, pause,” laughter rippled through the rows of people seated in the wooden folding chairs before her. As at that time the U.S. president often seemed to be governing through unfiltered, brief messages fired off over social media at all hours of the night and day, the intended target of chancellor’s advice could not have been clearer.

But Merkel had not come up with that idea only for the speech; she lived it. At key moments in her steady climb to the chancellery through the ranks of Germany’s male-dominated political system, she had always maintained that ability to retreat into herself, whether physically withdrawing to her modest country home in the region where she grew up, or just conferring with aides in her office, reading over the folders of notes and polling results to figure out where the public stood. Only then, armed with the facts and the options that she had weighed against one another, would she make a decision. To some of her peers and the public, including journalists eager for details and descriptions that inform governing, Merkel’s tightly guarded interior processes could be frustrating. But in an age of oversharing, when the scramble for scoops and the tsunami of friends’ and acquaintances’ personal details spilled onto social media sites became too much to absorb, her refusal to be rushed or give up more information than she deemed necessary also came across as inspirational. Silence in the face of noise and willingness not just to talk, but first to listen and think, served as the trademarks of her power.

Merkel’s mother had instilled the power of silence into her children from the day they started school. Merkel grew up when Germany was split into two countries, a division of powers that followed the defeat of Adolf Hitler and the end of World War II. Merkel was born in West Germany, which was allied with the United States, and her father was a pastor in the Lutheran Church who felt called to bring the word of God to the people on the other side of the Iron Curtain, to East Germany, an authoritarian state under the influence of the Soviet Union. For the first thirty-five years of her life, the power of the state and the limitations it imposed on her public life taught her lessons that influenced her personal journey, from her decision to study science, a realm she considered impervious to the government’s propaganda, to her decision to seize on the upheaval ushered in by the fall of the Berlin Wall to move into politics—a profession that she approached as an act of service, first to her political party, later to her country. In her message to the Harvard graduates in 2019, she stressed another of the philosophies on which she had built her career, an idea rooted in her life experience of embracing the unexpected change unleashed upon her world when the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, presenting her with previously unimaginable opportunities. “Let’s surprise ourselves by showing what is possible. Let us surprise ourselves with what we can do!”2

Merkel had used the same phrase in her first address to the German parliament in 2005, speaking to her country as the first-ever woman chancellor—and the first to hail from the formerly Communist-run part of the country. That she found herself standing at the head of the German government had surprised many people in Germany, the United States, and its allies. Merkel had bested her cigar-chomping predecessor, Gerhard Schröder, by only the narrowest margin, and he had initially refused to accept defeat. Many people, including some within Merkel’s own party, did not think she was up to the job of steering the world’s third-largest economy—Germany had a GDP of $2.9 trillion at the time—out of the doldrums that had led it to be dubbed the Sick Man of Europe. Never before had a woman held so much power in Europe’s largest country, a founding member of the European Union. The closest comparison was Margaret Thatcher, a fellow leader of her country’s conservative party with a weakness for fashionable handbags. Attempts to draw parallels between the two leaders quickly evaporated as it became apparent that Merkel’s analytical, consensus-driven approach to leadership differed greatly from Thatcher’s hardfisted adherence to free-market principles. But when Merkel demanded that Greece undergo painful economic cuts to pull Europe out of a debilitating debt crisis in 2009, many likened her hard stance to Thatcher’s busting of Britain’s unions. Like Thatcher before her, Merkel became known as the new Iron Lady.

The seeming need to borrow monikers bestowed on previous female leaders reflected how exceptional it was, and still is today, for a woman to be the head of government in the world’s leading industrialized nations. It is an achievement that no American woman has yet reached. Hillary Clinton came the closest when she ran against Trump in 2016. When Merkel came to power, she was only the second woman to lead a country considered one of the world’s top ten industrialized nations, after Thatcher. Halfway into her first term in office, Merkel traveled to Liberia to meet with President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the first woman elected as leader of an African nation. Their unique situations cemented what Merkel called a “political friendship” and sparked a fascination with Africa that would follow her throughout her chancellorship. Overall, Europeans have been more willing to elect women as their leaders, as have Latin Americans and Southeast Asians. But when Merkel stepped down, she left the world’s most powerful countries all in the hands of men.

Before her election, Merkel’s looks were fair game. German reporters routinely commented on the dullness of her page-boy hairstyle, the length of her skirts, and her choice of shoes. In the United States we were more restrained, if not much better. As a journalist covering the conflict in Kosovo for the Associated Press in 1999, I had a memorable phone call with an editor in New York when First Lady Hillary Clinton visited a refugee camp in Macedonia. My editor’s first question to me was “What is she wearing?” In the run-up to the 2005 German election, having seen groups of woman organize around Merkel with the idea of backing one of their own for the country’s highest political position, I suggested writing a story looking at how German women felt about the prospect of a female chancellor and what influence gender could have on the vote. My male editors shot it down as sexist. Over time, that changed, as did my employer.

By the time I moved to the New York Times in 2012, the world had not only become increasingly fascinated with Merkel’s political achievements, but also with her personal background, motivation, and style of leadership. Gender was a rising topic of interest, covered not only in the Times, but in countless blogs and podcasts dedicated to exploring how the issue played out in the world. Discussions about a female politician’s choice of clothing or hairstyle were becoming increasingly rare in the media, unless as a point of how clothing could be used to convey power. Women themselves were also understanding the messages that could be transmitted through style. Merkel was no exception. As she grew more comfortable in her power, Merkel had taken command of her look by inventing her own uniform of sorts—a combination of brightly colored blazers paired with black pants. It was a style so simple that it rendered questions of her choice of dress unremarkable, save for those of us Merkel watchers who tried to decipher the color-coded signals that she sent through which shade of blazer she was wearing on any given day. Black was for somber, serious events; blue, her favorite color, for celebrations; and red when she wanted to flex her power. But to most, Merkel’s blazer choice became as uninteresting as the shade of her male counterparts’ ties. The only time this changed was for formal events, where she had no qualms about turning up year in, year out, in previously worn designs. Years before recycling became a fashion, Merkel was brazenly re-wearing her favorite pieces without a second thought. (Her trademark suits landed in the local bin for recycled clothes.)

By 2016, Merkel may have succeeded in changing how people in her own country viewed her—no longer as a unique exception, but as a politician subject to the same cycle of criticism and praise as any previous chancellor. But the outside world saw her differently. Especially in the United States, where the combination of polarization amplified through social media led to a breakdown in public discourse. Merkel’s refusal to stoop to a level of incivility she considered unacceptable caught the attention of countless Americans. When Donald Trump called her “insane” and the “woman who is ruining Germany” during his 2016 campaign, she refused to engage. Privately, Merkel was shocked that the leader of a country she had long admired for its staunch opposition to the authoritarian, centralized state where she grew up could be heading in such a direction. But if her life as the daughter of a pastor in a country that deeply distrusted the church or her experience as the only woman in a physics department dominated by male professors and students had taught her anything, it was to keep focused on her work and her thoughts to herself. Those skills had steeled her against the male politicians who had dismissed her as little more than the protégé of her mentor, German chancellor Helmut Kohl, dubbing her “Kohl’s girl.”

She had already coped with trying to find a women’s bathroom on her first visit to the Middle East—she had to use a men’s room while her staff stood guard—and holding in her unease around dogs as Russian president Vladimir Putin’s black Lab sniffed at her legs during a press conference while he looked on, feigning innocence. Even many Germans had forgotten that before she could take her first oath of office, Merkel had had to repeatedly remind her predecessor—and members of her own party—that the rules of play in German politics dictate that the candidate for the party with the most votes becomes chancellor, a point that her predecessor seemed to have forgotten when faced with having to concede defeat by a woman.

As I watched this woman bat away insults and grow in confidence so strong that by 2013 she campaigned for her third term in office on the simple, confident slogan “You know me,” I found myself contemplating whether it was time for me to return to the United States. More than a decade had passed since I arrived in Berlin as a Fulbright scholar. My marriage had collapsed and I faced the prospect of raising two children on my own in a foreign country. The idea of returning home to be near family looked increasingly attractive. But to maintain my career would have meant working in a big city, such as New York. I knew friends there who were paying the same amount in childcare for one child, for one week, that I was paying for two children in a month.

The woman I had to thank for this kind of affordable childcare was Angela Merkel. She had laid the groundwork for the law in the 1990s, when she served as minister for families and youth in the first government of reunified Berlin. Although childless, she had grown up in a system where women were expected to work, and the state helped to make that possible. Merkel’s guarantees of access to affordable childcare reflected her ability to lead by example. It would take years before she could concede to the demands of feminists to acknowledge that she belonged in their camp, but throughout her career, she quietly sought ways to promote women and girls, without ever outwardly making it a talking point. This angered many women, especially Germans, who pointed to the persistent lack of representation of women in business and the shrinking number of female lawmakers in the German parliament during Merkel’s sixteen years in power. Some women praised Merkel for leading by example, but to others she had failed to use her position to tackle persistent issues of inequality, from the gender pay gap, with German women earning 20 percent less than men in equivalent positions in 2019, to not setting laws requiring gender parity in positions of power. Debates over whether Merkel should have supported Ukraine joining NATO back in 2008 or had demanded too much austerity from Greece during the European financial crisis could have occurred with any German chancellor, but the criticism over her reluctance to embrace feminism reflected the seemingly impossible demands imposed on women leaders. Once a woman is in office, representation is not enough. It is a challenge that none of her male counterparts have ever had to face.

Angela Merkel was not only Germany’s first woman chancellor, or Kanzlerin, she was also its first to be born after World War II and the first to hail from the former Communist-run country of East Germany. Under her leadership, the country that she helped reunite emerged from the shadow of its post–World War II division and learned to balance acknowledgement of past wrongs with pride in present achievements. Merkel oversaw the passing of a minimum wage and opened the doors for same-sex marriage. She put climate change, world hunger, and women’s rights on the agenda of the world’s leading industrial countries. She forged a consensus that held the European Union together through a financial crisis.

When it came to Germany’s soft power, Merkel engendered a new reputation for her country on the world stage. She was helped by her unbridled enthusiasm for soccer. Images of her in the stadium, arms raised in excitement while cheering the national soccer team when her country hosted the 2006 World Cup, helped inspire a newfound pride in being German. A new generation unencumbered by the Cold War divisions that had darkened Merkel’s opportunities as a young person felt no shame in painting their faces in the black-red-gold of the country’s flag and rooting for their national team with an energy to match that of their chancellor. Over four weeks, positively giddy Germans welcomed fans from across the globe to their beer gardens and outdoor broadcasts of the games in parks and blocked off roads that reverberated with a street-fair atmosphere that became known as “public viewings.” The Germans even seemed to surprise themselves with their ability to celebrate their team’s third-place finish with almost as much enthusiasm as if they had won the championship. That summer of soccer was Merkel’s first in office and set the tone for how much of the world viewed her chancellorship. In Germany it’s known as the “Summer Fairy Tale.”

Nearly a decade later, Germans drew on that same spirit of openhearted generosity when people fleeing the conflicts in Syria and Afghanistan began making their way to Germany on foot, carrying little more than their cell phones and the clothes on their backs. When Merkel decided to allow thousands of people who had been trapped in the main train station in Budapest, Hungary, to make their way to Munich, crowds turned out to welcome them with food, toys, and banners. After decades of being haunted by the memories of the people they had chased from their country or murdered in gas chambers, Germans embraced the chance to do the right thing. Although sentiment among part of the population soon tipped against the new arrivals, Merkel never wavered in her resolution that she had made the right decision, the humanitarian one. “I have to say quite honestly, if we now start having to apologize for showing a friendly face in emergency situations, then this is not my country.”

Under Merkel, Germany emerged from the shadow of its World War II caricature as the world’s bad guy, driven by evil and nationalism. Throughout her sixteen years in power Germany came to be seen as a modern, open nation, unafraid to take risks. A country respected for and respectful of individuality, but not at the price of the overall welfare of society. Above all, the world saw Germany as a leading democracy, a country that embraced freedom and challenged everyone who lived there to become who they imagined they could be. This rebranding of her country is one of Merkel’s greatest, yet most overlooked achievements, one that resonates in her absence as Germany’s partners look to Berlin for leadership in the crises from the Middle East to Ukraine. Pope Francis summed up the shift her country had undergone by praising Merkel as a humane leader capable of commanding attention at home and abroad. “Her word carries international weight,” he said. “Her policies are good for Germany and for the global world.”3

When they jumped to their feet that May afternoon after Merkel had called on the graduates to “tear down walls of ignorance and narrow-mindedness, for nothing has to stay as it is,” the audience in Harvard Yard were thinking of the fractured political moment that was the United States of America in spring 2019. Not Merkel. She remembered watching her mother cry the morning the Berlin Wall went up and the euphoria she experienced slipping unhindered through a checkpoint to the other side the night that it came down. Her life had taught her to embrace moments when the ground seemed to be shifting beneath her feet, having understood they presented an opportunity for personal growth and improvement. This is one of the underlying lessons that helped to drive Merkel as a leader and a woman throughout her unique and remarkable career. I have selected this and several other principles that drove her, which can be viewed as lessons and applied by others seeking to lead on any level, or simply to live with integrity.

This work is informed by my having spent my own professional life following the chancellor, parsing her speeches and posing her questions throughout her sixteen years in office. It is also influenced by my experience of having lived in the country that she led, watching it change, and watching Germans change in their assessment of her. Although my job revolves around politics and the economy, this work is an attempt to look at Merkel as an individual and reflect on the influence that she had on my own life and the world that she helped to shape.

I’ve selected ten lessons, or what might be thought of as principles, that Merkel, a leader with remarkable consistency, has displayed time and again as tenets she returns to in times of crisis and of peace, and what have made her one of the most effective leaders of the twenty-first century.






Chapter 1 EVERYTHING I DO, I DO AS A WOMAN



Then I am one, too.

—ANGELA MERKEL, RESPONDING TO QUEEN MÁXIMA’S DEFINITION OF A FEMINIST, 2017



“Do you consider yourself a feminist?” It was the question that everyone in the room at the Women20 conference in 2017 had been burning to ask the woman recognized at that time as the leader of the liberal, Western world. She was sitting onstage flanked by powerful women, from Christine Lagarde, at the time head of the International Monetary Fund, Her Majesty Queen Máxima of the Netherlands, and Ivanka Trump, who was representing the United States.

Merkel, dressed in a bright red blazer over her standard uniform of black pants and chunky necklace of thick amber beads, squirmed as she contemplated her answer. Lagarde and Chrystia Freeland, the foreign minister of Canada, gleefully pumped their fists in the air and clapped as if cheering on their favorite sports team. A wave of expectation rippled through the largely female audience. All the woman present, who had looked up to Merkel as a trailblazer and an example of a woman who led with authority, waited with anticipation. The normally notoriously well-prepared chancellor struggled to find a response to a question that everyone else in the auditorium seemed more than ready to answer for her with a resounding “Yes!”

Then she began, as if arguing in a debate. “Okay. To be honest,” Merkel said, before breaking into a smile as a swell of cheers rose from the crowd and her fellow panelists, believing the moment they had all been waiting for had finally arrived. We should have known better. After all, Merkel had risen to power by often resisting expectations that she fit a mold of any shape or form. She had stoically withstood months of withering criticism for her unbending attitude that Greece must not default and for her decision to keep Germany’s borders open as hundreds of thousands of migrants arrived. Just because a roomful of women, many of them powerful and several of whom she counted as friends, wanted to hear her pronounce herself part of a movement they believed in and associated her with did not mean that she would just give in.

Instead, Merkel launched into a brief explanation of her understanding of the history of feminism. She pointed out the similarities and the differences she saw between herself and the movement for the emancipation and equality of women in Germany. Credit, she insisted, had to be given to those women who fought hard for representation, who took risks and openly battled against a society that preferred to keep them at home or in subordinate roles. In Merkel’s eyes, they, and they alone, had earned the right to call themselves feminists.

“I do not want to decorate myself with a title that I do not have,” Merkel said. She cited Alice Schwarzer, one of Germany’s most important crusaders for women’s rights, as an example of someone who could call herself a feminist because she took on the difficult battles to advance women’s position in society. “I don’t want to come along and rest on their success and say, ‘Now I’m a feminist, that is great,’ ” Merkel said. Then sensing the mood, she added, “I am not afraid—if you find that I’m a feminist, take a vote.” Hands shot up in the audience. “Okay. But I don’t want to decorate myself with false feathers.”1

The moderator then asked the seven other women on the panel if they considered themselves to be feminists, and five of them raised their hands. Merkel looked around, then almost seemed to pout, rejected and resigned to her fate. It was at that moment that Máxima, who was born in Argentina and worked in international finance in New York City before meeting the heir to the Dutch throne and becoming queen of one of Europe’s wealthiest countries, spoke up. Until then, she had observed the debate, not raising her hand to the moderator’s question. Instead she lifted her microphone. “What’s in a name?” she asked, turning first to the moderator and then to the audience. Merkel turned toward the queen. Leaning over, she looked at Queen Máxima, who sat two chairs to Merkel’s left, wearing a dress printed with poppies, which were the same bright color of Merkel’s blazer.

“I just want that all women have freedom of choice, that they have opportunities that they can grab, and really be happy and proud of themselves and equal on every floor,” Queen Máxima declared. “If that is a feminist, then I am a feminist.”

Relieved that she had been offered an out to the situation and a definition broad enough that it could be embraced by men and women, or by anyone seeking equality and justice, Merkel smiled and resolutely declared, “Then I am one, too.”

Four years later, sitting beside author and activist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Merkel credited the Dutch queen, with her wide, inclusive definition of the term, for opening the door to feminism for her. “She pointed out to me that, at the core, isn’t it about men and women being equal in participation in society and in all of life?” Merkel said. “And in that sense, I can affirm today that I am a feminist—we should all be feminists.”2 Again, the room erupted in cheers.

Angela Merkel tried hard throughout her term in office to downplay her gender, professing to be the chancellor for all Germans. That did little to change the reality that women and girls from across the globe looked up to and admired her for the very fact that for the better part of two decades she shaped the direction of one of the world’s most powerful countries. No matter how the chancellor chose to define herself, everything she did, she did as a woman.



CAN A MAN BE CHANCELLOR? THE IMPORTANCE OF ROLE MODELS

Early on in her chancellorship, the mere discussion of gender issues and whether Merkel intended to use her newly won position of power to help promote the status of women in Germany were delicate subjects. When confronted with such questions, Merkel would stress that she had been elected to represent “all people in Germany,” not just those from the former East Germany, and not just women. That did not stop many German women, even those who did not like or traditionally support the conservative party, from supporting Merkel in order to break the glass ceiling with the expectation that she would further equality for women.

The Nazis’ cult of motherhood had cast its long shadow over German society. Starting in the 1930s, women were encouraged to bear many children, even out of wedlock. Those who had more than four children were recognized with a special award, the Cross of Honor of the German Mother. After the war, it was the women who rolled up their sleeves to clear the rubble, paving the way for a new nation. But conservative traditions, such as schools letting out in time for children to go home for a hot lunch, and tax laws that rewarded single-earning households, soon crept back in, sending women back into their homes. After reunification, to the frustration of many East Germans, the more conservative, patriarchic societal norms from the wealthier West Germany became the default in the newly reunited nation. Tens of thousands of women from the East found themselves out of work, with no help or incentives to find a job. (Yet again, Merkel proved herself to be an exception, by moving into politics and rapidly rising through the ranks.)

As a result, Germany has remained further behind its European Union neighbors France and Denmark, along with the rest of Scandinavia, in representation of women in the workplace or positions of power. During Merkel’s first campaign for the chancellery, a countess in Germany’s banking capital, Frankfurt, founded a group called Women for Merkel. While most of those in the group belonged to Merkel’s conservative party, the idea was to attract a more diverse group of women, bound by a singular aim: to see one of their own in their country’s highest political office. Nearly two hundred women joined in the effort. They made phone calls, canvassed, and organized rallies. Despite their intention, they knew their country well enough to steer clear of flat-out promoting Merkel simply because she was a woman. Instead of arguing that Merkel as a woman could usher Germany into a new era, Women for Merkel focused on her “credibility, reliability and a willingness to innovate” as the reason they would give her their vote, praising her “clear mind” and ability to “dedicate herself fully to her tasks, whether as a physicist, a minister.”3

That was in 2005, when I was living in Frankfurt, working full-time and realizing the challenge of finding adequate day care for my two children, then aged four and one. The preschool in our neighborhood was able to take my older child from 9:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m., but there was no chance to get him into the afternoon care. The only option for my infant daughter was to find a babysitter who could come and stay with her every day.

Worse, most of my German friends didn’t understand what the problem was. At the time, German mothers commonly paused their jobs and stayed home from work for three years, until their children were old enough to be eligible for day care. But even then, most women only returned to part-time work, to maintain flexibility for afternoon childcare, which was not covered by day care or schools. What on the surface looked like a generous offer, to my American eyes at least, was in reality holding German women back from fully participating in the workforce or building successful careers, since having two children or more meant sitting out at least six years when they could have been expanding their skill sets and growing their networks. Fathers were not eligible for parental leave subsidies when Merkel became chancellor. Even those who wanted to stay home with their children—and there weren’t many—received no support from the government and risked losing their jobs.

Fortunately, my job moved me to Berlin, where I settled in a neighborhood in what was former East Berlin, just a couple of blocks from where Merkel had squatted in her first apartment after leaving her husband. Berlin had a remnant of the socialist system that had ruled the former East and an abundance of preschool and childcare centers, where I found spots for both of my children. Within her first three years as chancellor, Merkel’s government passed a law guaranteeing a place in public day care for all children under three—she had proposed a law with a similar guarantee for preschoolers already in 1994 while serving as minister for family and youth. That law made it possible for me, as a single parent, to keep both my children in full-time day care for a monthly price roughly equivalent to what my friends back home in the United States were paying for one child per week. Knowing that my children were cared for gave me the flexibility to pursue my career as a foreign correspondent, covering Germany for some of the leading American news outlets.

It wasn’t only in Germany that gender politics were sidelined. When I suggested to my editor at the Associated Press that I report and write a story about the women organizing on Merkel’s behalf and explore whether women were planning on voting for her because she was a woman, the idea was shot down as “sexist” and “not relevant.” By the time Merkel left office, we reporters were all writing stories about her impact on women in Germany. Society’s view of what a woman could achieve and where she belonged had also changed. Annalena Baerbock, a member of the Greens who ran for chancellor in 2021, garnered almost no negative attention for her openly feminist position on several topics.

Still, many German women felt then and still feel that Merkel had not used her position to do enough to help them get ahead in politics and the workforce. While the number of women lawmakers in Germany’s federal legislature, the Bundestag, rose steadily after reunification of the former East and West German states to nearly 36.5 percent in 2016, it fell back to less than 31 percent after the 2017 election, her final term in office.4 During the sixteen years that Merkel held power, Germany plunged in international rankings for the number of women in national legislatures from sixteenth place to fifty-third, as other countries around the globe caught up.5

But representation in politics is only one aspect of empowerment. Across the board, the overall position of women in German society progressed under Merkel’s tenure, according to statistics measured by the European Union’s Institute for Gender Equality. Especially in terms of equal access to power for women, the country climbed steadily in its overall performance in education, economic and political influence, health care, and free time.6

What changed was in many ways more subtle, harder to define, but equally powerful. When Merkel’s conservative party went looking for a candidate for the 2021 election campaign and only three men entered the running, the lack of a woman in the party she had led for eighteen years became national news. Leaving aside what this said about Merkel’s ability to attract more women to her own party—the conservatives had traditionally been home to alpha males—that this gender imbalance was considered worthy of discussion in the nation’s media reflected a profound shift from sixteen years earlier. Such a debate simply would not have happened before Merkel took power. Through her presence in the highest halls of power, Merkel, as a woman, fundamentally changed the way her own party, the media, and society thought about a woman’s place in the world.

It wasn’t always that easy. By the time Merkel left office, many Germans seemed to have forgotten the discussion that followed her narrow victory in 2005. Because she led by just four seats, the country’s top newspapers floated suggestions that she should step aside to let a man from her party serve as chancellor. Even more extraordinary, they suggested that she should allow her challenger to remain in office for the first two of the four-year term, in what would amount to an unprecedented splitting of the chancellor’s term. On the day that she raised her right hand to take the oath of office, Norbert Lammert, president of the German parliament, who administered the oath, dryly remarked, “Dear Dr. Merkel, this makes you the first democratically elected female head of government in Germany. This is a strong signal for many women and certainly for some men as well.”7

But many of those men—the majority of Germany’s political class—saw Merkel as little more than a seat warmer. Even within her own party, several of her male rivals viewed themselves as the rightful heirs to the chancellery. They figured it would just be a matter of time until Merkel faltered, paving the way for them to swoop in and take over, saving the day. Instead, she remained long enough for people to wonder, by the time she stepped down, whether a man could also do the job, a joke that Merkel enjoyed recounting: “No one laughs at a young girl today when she says she wants to be a minister or even chancellor when she grows up. There are even supposed to be questions about whether a man can also be chancellor, I am sometimes told.”8

In her earliest years as a politician, Merkel often found herself the butt of jokes. Some made fun of her hairstyle or her clothes. Others took the form of disparaging monikers such as Kohl’s girl and the German for mommy, Mutti. But all of them were based on demeaning her because of her gender. By the time she left office, Merkel had subtly flipped the jokes. The men jockeying to replace her found themselves trying to imitate the aura of calm competency that she exuded, insisting that their gender did not prevent them from being up to the job. It was not only the joke that had flipped. By refusing to even indulge the discussion surrounding her clothes, hair, or gender, Merkel had irrevocably altered how society viewed women and their role in the world. She had refused to change how she looked and who she was. Instead, using her infamous staying power, she had waited for the world around her to change. And it had.

Just by existing as a woman in power Merkel changed German society and the world.




DARE TO BE THE ONLY WOMAN IN THE ROOM

From the time she entered university throughout her earliest years as a politician, Merkel found herself surrounded by men. She was often the only young woman in her physics and chemistry classes at Leipzig University and throughout her time at the Academy of Sciences; the only other women worked on the administrative side. Whether because of this, or her commonsense approach to life, Merkel always seemed to struggle to see herself as extraordinary. Once she decided that she wanted power, she understood how to get it and keep it. But Merkel never spent much time dwelling on the idea that what she was doing or achieved might be unique or extraordinary.

As far as she was concerned, she wasn’t doing anything different from those around her. “Parity in all areas just seems logical to me,” Merkel said when asked about her relationship to feminism and whether she focused on promoting women. “It’s not something I have to constantly bring up.”9

But she found subtle ways to make her point. In the “family photos” taken at the annual gatherings of the leaders of the world’s leading developed economies—the United States, Britain, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, and Japan—Merkel would always appear in her brightest shades of pale peach, ruby-red, or robin’s-egg-blue blazers. Flanked on either side by suits in various shades of black, navy, or charcoal, she knew that she would be easy to spot. Her presence, as a woman, in the ranks of the world’s most powerful leaders could not be missed.

In much the same way that the Obamas during their years in the White House brought African American, Native American, and Latin artists and performers there to shine a light on their culture, Merkel as a trained scientist and a power-hungry politician highlighted for Germans the role that women can play in society, beyond jobs in the care sector. Merkel may not have talked feminism, but through her longevity and the respect that she earned in her sixteen years in office, she lived it.

Occasionally, she would even acknowledge the hole she had bashed into the glass ceiling and the impact that her chancellorship might have made in the lives of the girls and women who would follow in her political footsteps. During a visit to Tel Aviv in 2018, at a meeting of business leaders, Merkel found herself seated at a U-shaped table beside Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and twenty-five Israeli tech and business executives, all more or less like him. Glancing around the room at the sea of dark suits, Merkel bluntly remarked, “It would be nice if next time some women were present. This seems to still be a very male domain.”10 Mr. Netanyahu snapped, “You’re right.” But the chancellor’s comment caused an uproar among leading women in Israel’s tech industry. In response, they printed a life-size cutout of Merkel and posed alongside it, flanked by some of their male colleagues and a few children, for an alternative photo that made the rounds on social media, making sure that their own government saw what they felt Merkel had understood. Their message, inspired by Merkel, was clear: competent women leaders could be found throughout the industry; they simply hadn’t been invited.

Drawing on the dry humor that she normally kept tightly under wraps while in public, Merkel acknowledged understanding the power she could provide as a role model, telling an audience of young leaders in 2018 that maybe for girls she could serve as a role model that a woman could survive in this space. Even survive very well.11

Merkel had learned early on how to survive in spaces where others might not think she belonged. Whether it was standing up to the man considered the most powerful in the world, who belittled not only her person, but her country and her decisions, or sitting as the only woman flanked by the leaders of the world’s leading industrial countries, Merkel acted as though there was no difference between her and those around her. She simply demonstrated that her power was equal to theirs and refused to let herself be defined by her gender.




IGNORE IMPOSTOR SYNDROME AND MAKE YOURSELF USEFUL

In 1991, when putting together his new cabinet, the first of reunified Germany, Chancellor Helmut Kohl needed to have enough ministers from the former GDR. The women in his party had also been pushing for more representation, so he realized he could not fill his ministries only with men. But there were a lot of men looking for posts, including those who might be owed a political favor. He needed every post he could get. Enter Angela Merkel. By naming her, a woman from the former East Germany, as his minister for women and youth, he filled two minority requirements with one individual. Merkel remained clear-eyed about how she landed a position in government, with little real experience in politics and no network to back her. Not worrying that she had only been given the position because of her gender and GDR background, Merkel didn’t become paralyzed by impostor syndrome and instead seized the opportunity presented to her. She read everything she could, consulted with the people whom she had met and felt she could trust, and formed a team around her that helped her to navigate the ins and outs of a political system that was, at the time, still quite foreign to her. She had learned from her entry into the political system that it could pay to be useful. “I was young, a woman, and came from the East,” she acknowledged years later, when offering advice to a young woman about how to get involved in politics. “There were a lot of uses for me.”12

Upon assuming the position of minister for women and youth, one of the first projects that she took on was to draw up the Gender Equality Act. She had her ministry carry out a study to support the effort to pass a law that would make sexual harassment a crime. Her ministry found that 72 percent of the 778 women queried had been targets of sexual harassment while on the job. But those who complained risked losing their job—that happened in forty-six out of fifty cases. Only in three instances were the men fired.13

Two years later, the young minister agreed to write a critique of Susan Faludi’s Backlash in Germany’s leading feminist magazine, Emma (whose publisher, Alice Schwarzer, one of Germany’s leading feminists, Merkel would befriend). Merkel’s essay, from 1993, read as a rallying cry for women in Germany to take up the mantle of power and use it to bring about change. “As long as [women] are not represented in the leading positions of the media, political parties, interest groups, business and social sectors; as long as they are not among the fashion designers and top chefs, guidelines will simply be set by men for an equally long time,” she wrote, daring to sound more feminist than she ever did once she had been elected chancellor. She said that the lesson she had drawn from Faludi’s book had been to keep pushing the boundaries of what society allowed. “We women must go further on the march through the institutions and participate in public power.”14
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