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In November 2005, Angela Merkel became the first woman elected as Germany’s

federal Chancellor (head of government). Back then, she was 51 years old, and was

already the leader of the centre-right Christian Democratic Union (CDU) party. She

occupied this position from 2000 until October 2018, when she announced that she

would no longer run for party leader, nor that she would re-run for Chancellor in the

September 2021 legislative elections. 

Angela Merkel has been, since 2005, for almost 16 years, the leader of the German

government, having won four consecutive elections. Merkel is, therefore, the

longestserving leader in the EU, and, consequently, the most experienced one in terms

of decision-making procedures at the European level, particularly within the European

Council, an institution that gathers the 27 heads of State and government, where she

has a seat.

On March 12, 2021, I had the honor of introducing and chairing the debate on “Europe
after Merkel : the legacy of Angela Merkel in Europe and Germany”, an initiative

organized by the International Relations Students Hub (NERI-ISCSP-Universidade de
Lisboa). This text brings together the arguments that prove the event’s opportunity,

highlighting some topics for reflection on Merkel’s legacy in Europe and in Germany, as
well as the post-Merkel EU .
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Therefore, it is understandable the academic discussion on who will now take the

place of Angela Merkel, namely the role of seeking the union of Member States,

achieving new commitments and leading in future crisis. Others argue that the issue is

not so much about who will replace her, but rather the power vacuum her departure

will leave in the EU. Underlying this fact are unique political abilities, great capacity for

leadership, persuasion and construction of commitments and agreements between

Member States, demonstrated by Angela Merkel in the different crisis faced by the

European project since 2005 (sovereign debt crisis, refugee crisis, Brexit and COVID-

19 crisis). 

Merkel’s legacy also evokes Germany’s role in the European project. Speaking about

this role is to emphasize the importance of the political context and history in foreign

policy. In fact, history cannot be erased and must not be forgotten, and consequently

always influences foreign policy:

Therefore, when we reflect on Merkel’s role and decisions, her leadership, and her

ability to build consensus, reach agreements and new commitments, mediation, crisis

management, everything must be contextualized and interpreted within a specific

political and historical context, which led to the definition of German foreign policy

and its guiding principles: a sovereign Europe, the transatlantic partnership, the

support for peace and security, the promotion of democracy and Human Rights and

the commitment to multilateralism.

W W W . P A C T A . N E R I . P T /  |  0 2

Germany’s role in the European project

“History indelibly influences foreign policy. Consciously or

unconsciously, government officials rely on their understanding of

the past in seeking to address what is happening today; they seek

to render new and complex issues more legible by drawing insights

from what has come before (...) One cannot make policy solely on

the basis of historical knowledge, of course, but only a fool would

ignore what history has to offer”. 
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It is worth emphasizing here the importance of historical memory in the definition of

foreign policy. In this particular case, Germany’s brutal history still plays a big role in

German foreign policy today. The Holocaust and the dark Nazi past, as well as the

fear of German hegemony, had (and still have) consequences for Germany’s sense of

responsibility and explain that the country has never sought a dominant role in Europe

or beyond. If this was clear in the post-war period, after the reunification, the aim

was always to be “a European Germany, not a German Europe”. 

As founding Member State of the European project, Germany’s aim in this project has

always been, particularly in recent decades, to create a stronger, more cohesive and

deeprooted Union. While seeking to advance its economical and national security

interests, Germany is aware of its particular responsibility to forge compromises

with its European neighbors while atoning for its past. The words of Angela Merkel the

day after the British referendum, which dictated the decision to leave the EU, are, in

this sense, enlightening. Merkel said that because of its history, Germany has “a

particular interest and a particular responsibility” in making European unity a success. 

Talking about Merkel’s legacy is also evoking the importance of political leaders in

general and national political leaders in the case of the European project. This is

because political leadership and European integration go hand in hand. The European

project has always been and continues to be inspired and led by European political

elites with a weak participation of its citizens. 

Democracies need leadership to function and implement necessary and effective

actions, especially in times of crisis. Historically, the importance of the Founding

Fathers of the European project is recognized. The same goes for national leaders

such as Charles de Gaulle, Konrad Adenauer, Margaret Thatcher, François

Mitterrand, Helmut Kohl, among many others, as well as for leaders of EU institutions,

such as former president of the European Commission, Jacques Delors, or of the

European Parliament, Simone Weil. 
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The role of leaders in the European project 
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However, if Franco-German relations and momentum are an engine of European

integration, they alone are not sufficient to solve the EU’s problems. They must be

able to involve the rest of the Member States. Also in this case, and after a

negotiation marathon of several days, the Special European Council, from 17 to 21

July 2020, reached an agreement on the Recovery Package and the European

budget for 2021-2027, being possible to accommodate different interests and to

overcome the difficulties, not without concessions and compromises, proving the

“enormous resilience and adaptability of the EU”, as well as the relevance of the

“small-steps” method. Indeed, the European project “has been built gradually, out of

necessity, according to the possible commitments as well as responding to both

internal and external vicissitudes”. 

It is also significant to underline the importance and leadership of the Franco-German

axis, which has always been the driving force behind the European project, being

associated with its reinforcement and development. Remember that it was the

reconciliation of old rivals France and Germany that led to the construction in 1952 of

an “unparalleled project, which has been working as a model of peace (…) having

overcome the anarchic nature of relations between States, replacing them with a

network of rights and obligations based on law, sovereignty-sharing and the search

for collective solutions for common problems”. 

Later, on January 22, 1963, French President Charles de Gaulle and German

Chancellor Konrad Adenauer signed the Franco-German Treaty of Friendship (Elysee

Treaty) in Paris. The political teams that followed – Schmidt-Giscard d'Estaing, Kohl-

Mitterrand and Schröder-Chirac – made use of the treaty and turned both countries

into trailblazers of European integration. This friendship was renewed by the Treaty

of Aachen, in January 2019, committing the two countries to deepen cooperation and

integration in a clear sign also against the growing populism and nationalism in Europe. 

Faced with the unprecedented pandemic crisis, the Franco-German axis once again

assumed this leadership role. Recognizing that for the exit from the crisis to be

effective the response had to be collective, Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron

proposed a set of measures, which included a Recovery Fund for Europe.
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Of course, Angela Merkel didn’t do it all alone, but as the leader of the most influential

EU Member State, and given the longevity in power, the consequent experience and

the international respect she has achieved, she has proved to be indispensable to the

EU’s continuity. At a domestic level, the economic situation in Germany, even with the

2008 financial crisis, was favorable to her electorally, as the country continued to

grow more than other countries. Although her popularity in Germany has fluctuated

over the course of her four terms, Merkel leaves office with record approval thanks

to her management of the pandemic. 

Like the political leaders mentioned above, it is important to note that Angela Merkel

is the leader of the largest country in the EU in terms of population and economic

weight, so she (naturally) emerged and was consecrated over almost 16 years as the

strongest and most important leader in Europe. In fact, Merkel is internationally

known, recognized, and respected, having been elected in December 2020, for the

10th consecutive year, the most powerful woman in the world in the ranking prepared

annually by the North American Forbes magazine. She was also named “Person of the

Year”, back in 2015, by the North American Time magazine and described as the

“leader of the free world”. 

In these remarks, it is important to highlight some personal characteristics of Angela

Merkel, such as her Cristian ethos, being the daughter of a pastor in the Protestant

Church; she grew up in communist East Germany (officially German Democratic

Republic); she studied natural sciences and she worked closely with her mentor,

Chancellor Helmut Kohl. 

In these almost 16 years, Angela Merkel’s leadership and her ability to use Germany’s

undisputed political and economic strength together with her personal skills have

allowed the EU to manage or overcome: the sovereign debt crisis that followed the

collapse of the 2008-2009 global financial market; the migration crisis that followed

the civil war in Syria, which peaked in 2015; increasingly troubled relationships that

divide northern Europe from southern and east from west; complex relations with the

United States (Donald Trump) and China; “Brexit” and the negotiation of a new

relationship with the United Kingdom; the response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Hence, it is always about the choice of representatives, who will bind the respective

countries to the EU, referring to the importance of each national election, especially

in the large EU countries or when the rise of populist and far-right, anti-EU parties is

at stake, presenting enormous challenges to the European project. The September

2021 elections in Germany, like the French presidential elections in 2022, are examples

of elections that will impact the EU.

Therefore, it is also expected that Angela Merkel will be studied as an example of

political leadership in the case of European integration. Her open door policy in 2015

to welcome one million refugees from Syria and Iraq; the authorization of rescue

programs for southern European countries, breaking the “no bailout” clause or the

prohibition of bailout clause (article 125, paragraph 1, of the Treaty on the Functioning

of the EU); the decision in 2011, after the nuclear accident in Fukushima (Japan), to

transform the German energy matrix, investing in renewable energies and eliminating

nuclear energy, and, more recently, the management of the pandemic, namely the

decision to end the sacrosanct balance to allow greater public spending to deal with

the pandemic crisis are just a few of the many examples that demonstrate Angela

Merkel’s leadership style and political skills. 

Talking about the EU post-Merkel is reminding that the EU comprises states, whose

governments are democratically elected, according to national electoral rules and

calendars, but with clear consequences in terms of collective decision-making and EU

policy-making processes. In fact, as numbers 1 and 2 of article 10 of the Treaty on

European Union refer: 
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The uncertainty caused by national elections and the impacts

they generate in the EU

“The functioning of the Union shall be founded on representative

democracy” and “Member States are represented in the European

Council by their Heads of State or Government and in the Council

by their governments, themselves democratically accountable

either to their national Parliaments, or to their citizens”.
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On the other hand, it is expected that structural decisions in the EU will be postponed

until the electoral choice is confirmed, and that both national politicians and

technocrats in Brussels will also want to wait to see who will be in charge of the

German government. Furthermore, after the election, there is likely to be a period of

uncertainty of weeks (or months) before the formation of a coalition government is

achieved, which will lead to further delays in the EU policy-making process.

That is why, in the face of populism and the emergence of populist and extreme

rightwing parties in Germany and other parts of Europe, it is urgent to strengthen

traditional political parties, of the centre, with a long European tradition, so that

Europe does not remain “full of fear” that each election marks the “European

implosion”, not being “acceptable that what is normal in a democracy, which is

elections, comes to represent the terror of politicians and parties”. 

Therefore, it is of the utmost importance that the electorate knows the difference

between political parties, which continue the effort to build the EU, and those who

want to destroy it and return to a nationalist past, unilateralism and closure. Only in

this way will the continuity of the EU and its multiple benefits, starting with peace,

security, freedom, and fundamental rights in Europe, be guaranteed.

Regardless of the choice of German voters, whoever succeeds Merkel will necessarily

have to face the same problems and challenges as today’s EU, as well as new ones.

First, the implementation of the Recovery Fund for Europe, which will serve to

support the necessary ecological and digital transition; the strengthening of

transatlantic relations; the complex relations with Russia and China; the debate on

the future of Europe and its role in the world, among many other issues, which are on

the European political agenda. At the domestic level, there are authors who argue

that Germany should have a more assertive stance in international life, ending its

inertia in matters of defense and security, which is explained by its past and the

choice of the “civilian power” paradigm. 
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In short, regardless of the choice, Germany, the main driving force of the euro and an

anchor for the European economy, will continue to be a central player in the EU, and

it is in its interest to act through the EU, to act together with its partners and in

conjunction with international organizations. It is also expected that, together with

France within the framework of the Franco-German partnership, Germany will

continue working towards the deepening of the EU. Fundamentally, it is expected that

Germany remains committed to the success of the European project, confirming a

European Germany and not a German Europe. 
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* Article originally published in Portuguese at Pacta.neri.pt (June 10, 2021), and

translated by the author.
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