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KHAWLA KAREEM,
44, RIGHT, AND HER
SON MOHAMMED

HABASHIEH, 17, WAIT
OUTSIDE AN ASYLUM
SEEKERS SHELTER
IN HEIDENAU, EAST-
ERN GERMANY. (AP
PHOTO/MATTHIAS
RIETSCHEL} FILE:)



MERKEL

WELGOMED

WHEN ANGELA

HUNDREDS OF

THOUSANDS OF ASYLUM SEEKERS FROM
GOUNTRIES SUGH AS SYRIA, IRAQ, AND
AFGHANISTAN INTO GERMANY TWO YEARS AGO,
SHE WAS WIDELY HAILED AS A SAINT.

N THE COVER ofthe Ger-
man magazine Der Spiegel,
she was the second coming
of Mother Teresa. As Time’s
person of the year, she was
the “Chancellor of the Free
World.” The leader of a
nation intimately acquainted with the
dark side of xenophobic nationalism
was righteously rejecting the nativism
sweeping other countries.
Butas Germany struggled mightily to
integrate the newcomers and Merkel’s
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popularity plummeted, the conversation
quickly turned to whether the sainted
leader had, in fact, committed a cata-
strophic sin. “Germany is a mess,” Don-
ald Trump told Malcolm Turnbull in a
phone call early this year. “These people
are crazy to let this happen.” The Austra-
lian prime minister readily agreed with
his American counterpart. “You cannot
maintain popular support for immigra-
tion policy, multiculturalism, unless you
can control your borders,” he responded.

Sohowis Merkel, whose government

was once judged by eightin 10 Germans
to have lost control of the migrant cri-
sis, now poised to win a fourth term as
chancellor in elections on September
24? How is it that she has rebounded to
amuch higher approval rating than, say,
Donald Trump or Malcolm Turnbull?
Wir schaffen das, Merkel pledged at
the outset of the crisis. “We’ll manage
it.” How did Merkel manage it? How
did Germany?

Can the modern world’s most explo-
sive political issue really be defused?



1. THE POLITY

ODAY, THE STRONGEST politi-

cal force behind restricting immi-

gration is the populist nationalism
championed by figures such as Trump,
Viktor Orban in Hungary, and Marine
Le Pen in France. But modern Ger-
many has proven resistant to this strain
of populism.

Leaders of the upstart Alternative
for Germany (AfD) party have advo-
cated sealing off German borders and
described Islam as an invading force
that is “not a part of Germany.” (AfD
campaign posters include an image of a
pregnant woman with the words “New
Germans? We make them ourselves.”)
The AfD looks set to win seats in the
German Bundestag in September, be-
coming the first far-right party to enter
the country’s parliament since the end
of World War II. But the AfD’s popular-
ity, which mostly rises and falls along
with opposition to Merkel’s refugee
policies, appears to have peaked last fall,
with support for the party now hovering
just below 10 percent of the electorate.

Germany'’s resilience to populist
movements can be explained by three
factors, according to Peter Wittig, the
German ambassador to the United
States: a robust economy, considerable
public support for international insti-
tutions like the European Union, and
antibodies generated by the country’s
experience with Nazi ideology.

Populism is “nourished” by cultural
and socioeconomic “grievances,” but
Germany has recently enjoyed “record-
low unemployment, record-low youth
unemployment ... [a] pretty good social-
security system, less people that feel
left behind, less losses [from] globaliza-
tion, not a dramatic inequality,” Wittig
observed at the Aspen Ideas Festival
this summer. Nationalism is kept in
check by the fact that many Germans
believe they have materially benefited
from membership in the EU, which has
left Germany the dominant power in Eu-
rope, surrounded by friends.

Meanwhile, Wittig added, “right-
wing discourse, authoritarian tempta-
tions are still stigmatized by the Nazi
past.” Even as they compete for votes,
the leaders of Germany’s major parties
have all shunned the AfD and more ex-
treme anti-immigrant groups. As Merkel
warned her rivals in September 2016,
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after the AfD’s impressive showing in
regional elections, “If we seek to get the
better of each other for short-term gain

... the ones who’ll win are those who de-

pend on slogans and simple answers.”

“If we hadn’t had the refugee cri-
sis, we probably wouldn’t be speaking
about populism in Germany right now,’
argued Christina Tillmann, a democ-
racy expert at the Bertelsmann Founda-
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“There’s a consensus among the main
political parties that the election cam-
paign should not be fought on the back
of refugees,” said Petra Bendel, a mem-
ber of the nonpartisan Expert Council
of German Foundations on Integration
and Migration. “The real division is be-
tween all the democratic parties and the
xenophobic and Islamophobic AfD.”

Populist sentiment is more wide-
spread in Germany than the AfD’s poll
numbers suggest. The Bertelsmann
Foundation recently found that 29 per-
cent of eligible German voters—on
the left, right, and center of the politi-
cal spectrum—could be described as

“populist-inclined,” in that they want to

transfer power from discredited politi-
cal elites to the broader public and dis-
miss the idea that the “will of the people”
is diverse rather than uniform. Another
37 percent reject these views, with the

rest of the electorate falling somewhere

in-between. Inequality may be low in

tion. Behind Tillmann’s assessment is a
warning: Merkel’s gains are fragile and
could be lost.

Germany was relatively well-posi-
tioned to absorb the shock of the refugee
crisis, according to Friedrich Heckmann,
a migration expert at the University of
Bamberg. Over the last decade or so,
German leaders across the political
spectrum have helped cultivate a public
consensus on welcoming immigrants
and cultural diversity. Germans have
traditionally not defined their coun-
try as a nation of immigrants, the way
Americans and Canadians do. But as a
migrant magnet, Germany is now chal-
lenging the United States as the Land of
Opportunity; as of 2015, Germany was
the world’s second-largest destination
for immigrants, though it still trailed
far behind the United States. Since
2005, when Merkel first became chan-
cellor and the German economy began
booming, politicians, business figures,

Germany, but it’s still a factor: The less
education and income a person had, the
more likely he or she was to hold popu-
list views.

and members of the media have argued
that drawing immigrants to Germany’s
aging society—the country has one of
the lowest birth rates on the planet—is
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critical for sustaining economic growth.
And the government has bolstered its
rhetoric with action, repeatedly adjust-
ing immigration laws to attract skilled
foreign workers and investing heavily
in efforts to integrate newcomers into
the labor market.

“Germany is already
quite diverse, and people g
from the outside often fail F H
to notice that,” said Astrid
Ziebarth, a Berlin-based
migration scholar at the
German Marshall Fund of
the United States.

While the logic is that
openness to immigrants
leads to economic suc-
cess, the opposite might
be true as well. German
attitudes toward migration
have frequently mirrored
the state of the economy.
The country’s prevailing
immigration narrative, in
other words, primarily re-
volves around the economy.
That’s unusual in Europe, where anti-
immigration voices such as the Dutch
far-right politician Geert Wilders have
focused the conversation on national
culture and national security.

And, as Bendel pointed out, polls in-
dicate that most Germans retain hope
that the latest wave of migrants will
contribute positively to the German

GERMANS,
IT'S VERY
HARD
TOLOSE
GONTROL.”

economy, even as they fear, forinstance,
that the new arrivals will undermine
national security and overburden the
country’s education and social-welfare
systems. Policies to serve refugees are
often characterized as benefitting Ger-
man society at large, so that “there’s no
need [for] envy.” Invest-
ments in public housing
for migrants enhances
housing for the greater
public; training teach-
ers to deal with diverse
classrooms strengthens
the education system
overall. Those argu-
ments are easier to
make when the econ-
omy is strong and re-
sources are plentiful.

But Germans’ tol-
erance for accepting
migrants—particularly
refugees, who often
have less education and
fewer skills than other
immigrants—has limits.
For most voters, with the exception of
AfD supporters, their preferred refugee
policy is “not about mass deportations,”
Tillmann said. “It’s not about com-
pletely ending migration to our country.
It’s about regaining control” over who
enters the country. “For Germans, it’s
very hard to lose control.”

That’s where Mother Merkel comesin.

Share of National Population Who Agree There Are
“Too Many Immigrants in the Country,” 2008-11
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COURTESY OF MICHELLE MITTELSTADT
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2. THE POLICIES

OR MANY GERMANS, Angela

Merkel’s sin in the fall of 2015

wasn't letting the influx of asylum-
seekers happen, as Donald Trump ar-
gued. It was, as Malcolm Turnbull put
it, losing control of that influx.

When refugees and migrants headed
en masse to Europe—driven by worsen-
ing war, warm weather, and welcoming
signals from Germany—the European
Union’s “Dublin” system, which de-
termines the EU member responsible
for processing a given asylum request,
broke down. So did Germany’s decades-
old system for apportioning refugees
across German states based on each
state’s wealth and population. Initially,
on Merkel’s watch, hundreds of thou-
sands of asylum-seekers went unreg-
istered and hundreds of thousands of
asylum applications went unprocessed.
Who could even think about assimi-
lating these newcomers into the labor
force? The pressing challenge was far
more elemental—to provide them food
and housing.

The chaos reached its pinnacle in
2016, when men of North African and
Middle Eastern origin sexually as-
saulted hundreds of women during New
Year’s celebrations in the city of Cologne,
sparking public outrage at the govern-
ment’s bumbling response. The day be-
fore the city’s mayoral election, a man
upset over refugee policy stabbed the
leading candidate in the neck. A spasm
of violence against foreigners ensued.

“Two cardinal principles of Germa-
ny’s migration consensus—control over
flows and investment in integration—
have thus been directly undermined by
the ongoing crisis,” Heckmann wrote
that year.

Merkel, however, has been claw-
ing her way back to control ever since.
The German journalist Bernd Ulrich
once observed that Merkel “watches
politics like a scientist” (she’s a former
quantum chemist), learning and reca-
librating with every observation. And
she seems to have learned that the 2015
refugee experiment, having blown up
in her face, cannot be repeated. The
EU’s Dublin system has been rein-
stated. Border controls between Austria
and Germany, both members of the
EU’s passport-free Schengen area, have
been temporarily imposed. In the spring




of 2016, as several Eastern and Central
European countries closed a popular
migrant route from Greece through the
Balkans, Merkel orchestrated a contro-
versial deal in which the EU essentially
paid Turkey to become a sponge for
asylum-seekers. The Turkish govern-
ment agreed to prevent migrants from
leaving its shores for Europe and to take
in migrants deported from Greece. The
German government, for its part, has
passed stricter asylum laws, sped up
asylum processing, and increased de-
portations of those not granted asylum,
especially in 2016. The upshot: Some
280,000 migrants entered Germany
last year, relative to 890,000 in 2015.
Even fewer are on track to arrive this

WOMEN’S RIGHTS ACTIVISTS, FAR-RIGHT DEMONSTRATORS AND LEFT-WING COUNTER-PROTESTERS ALL TOOK
TO THE STREETS OF COLOGNE ON SATURDAY IN THE AFTERMATH OF A STRING OF NEW YEAR’S EVE SEXUAL AS-
SAULTS AND ROBBERIES IN COLOGNE BLAMED LARGELY ON FOREIGNERS. (AP PHOTO/JUERGEN SCHWARZ)

year despite an uptick in migration from

Libya to Italy—a flow that Merkel hopes
to reduce through another plan to deter
migrants from leaving Africa.

Now, thanks in part to McKinsey
consultants and tremendous support
from volunteers and civil-society groups,
Merkel’s government also has a handle
on processing and meeting the basic
needs of those applying for asylum. As
aresult, it has pivoted to pouring billions
of dollars a year into integration efforts—
the opposite approach to what Merkel
has scornfully called “multiculturalism,”
in which cultural groups live
side by side without neces-
sarily speaking the same
language or attaining similar
levels of education. Refugees
and asylum-seekers with a
good chance of receiving
refugee status must take
courses that include German
language, civics, and culture
lessons—or risk losing state

Merkel has rejected calls to establish
a cap on the number of refugees Ger-
many can accept, but in practice unlim-
ited numbers of refugees are no longer
welcome. “Germany is engaging in a
kind of triage, limiting the number of
asylum-seekers to whom it offers shelter
in order to discourage potential new mi-
grants, more effectively integrate those
who remain, and drain some of the rage
fueling the far-right,” the journalist

THE PROBLEM IS
FUNDAMENTALLY AB
NATIONAL IDENTITY

benefits if they fail to com-
ply. They’re also eligible for —ABUUT WH AT
fast-tracked work permits

and government-subsidized
vocational training programs.
German businesses are no
longer legally required to
prioritize the job applications
of German and EU citizens
over those of asylum-seekers.
(Thisis especially important because, as

Bendel noted, a large portion of the asy-
lum-seekers in Germany are between 16

and 30 years old, and thus in their prime

schooling and working years.) As of May,
more than 200,000 migrants were em-
ployed as part of these schemes.
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BEING “IN GONTROL
REALLY MEANS.

James Traub reported late last year.
Triage doesn’t translate to full con-
trol over the situation, however. Aydan
Ozoguz, the German commissioner for
immigration, refugees, and integration,
has acknowledged that as many as three
quarters of the country’s refugees could

still be unemployed five years from now.
The refugee employment rate is only

17 percent, and close to a third of those

who aren’t working aren’t enrolled in

training programs or language courses

either. Germany has suffered several

terrorist attacks involving migrants and

refugees since 201§, most prominently

a truck rampage at a Berlin Christmas

market by a Tunisian man whose asy-
lum claim had been rejected, but who

had lingered in the country
nonetheless. Refugees have

also been victims of right-
wing violence.

A refugee crisis that
started as a humanitarian
challenge has become a
question about long-term
assimilation in Germany, as
Traub has written, just like it
has in other European coun-
tries. The task at hand is toin-
tegrate “an enormous num-
ber of people who are, by and
large, Muslim in a place that
is, of course, chiefly Chris-
tian; who are pious in a place
that is chiefly secular; and
who, on average, are poorly
educated in a place where
the economy depends in-
creasingly on high education and high
skills,” he explains.

The problem is fundamentally about
national identity—about what being “in
control” really means. In declaring that
Germany has moral and legal obliga-
tions to offer asylum to refugees, Merkel

UT



is suggesting that “this is not about Ger-
manness, or rather saying Germanness

has to do with these universal princi-
ples,” Traub reasons. “Then there are

people who say, ‘No. This is an ancient

culture. We dress in a certain way. We

eat in a certain way. We talk in a certain

way. That’s who we are.””

In August, Alexander Gauland, the
AfD’s top candidate in the upcoming
election, laid bare these tensions. Dur-
ing a campaign stop in the region of
Eichsfeld, he lashed out at Ozoguz, the
integration commissioner, who was
born in Germany but is of Turkish de-
scent, for suggesting that there is no

“specifically German culture” beyond
the German language. “That’s what a
German-Turk says,” Gauland told sup-
porters. “Invite her to Eichsfeld and tell
her then what specifically German cul-
ture is. Afterwards, she’ll never come
back here and we will be able to dispose
of her in Anatolia, thank God.” Politi-
cians of various persuasions swiftly con-
demned Gauland’s comments.

But Gauland, in an interview, offered
amore nuanced account of his positions.
He told me that if he were leading the
German government, he would grant
Syrians fleeing war temporary asylum
in Germany in accordance with inter-
national law. But he would only provide
permanent asylum to Syrians who, say,

GERMAN CHANCELLOR
ANGELA MERKEL,
SPEAKS TO MEDIA
AFTER A VISIT

OF A SO CALLED
‘WELCOME CLASS’,

A SPECIAL SCHOOL
CLASS FOR MIGRANTS
AND REFUGEES AT
THE FERDINAND-
FREILIGRATH SCHOOL
IN BERLIN, GERMANY,
THURSDAY, SEPT. 10,
2015. (AP PHOTO/

MARKUS SCHREIBER)
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fought against Syrian President Bashar
al-Assad and therefore can’t return
home once the war ends. He said that
the AfD had recently disciplined a party
leader for writing that Germany should
only be for Germans, which sounded
like a neo-Nazi idea, “not the AfD.”

He resisted comparisons between
his policies and those of Donald Trump,
except when it came to to putting their
respective country “first” and, tellingly,
what Gauland described as the Ameri-
can president’s “Muslim ban.” While
Germany has “no economic problems,
we have cultural problems,” he said. “If
you accept 1 million Muslims, then you
have a totally other society.”

3. THE POLITICS

OBIN ALEXANDER WOULD

like you to think of Angela Merkel

as neither a saint nor a sinner, but
as a fallible politician surrounded by
other fallible political leaders.

In his deeply reported book about
the German government’s refugee
policy, the Die Welt reporter suggests
that Merkel’s original decision to admit
asylum-seekers into Germany was a re-
sponse to an acute, specific emergency,
not a calculated plan to solve the refu-
gee crisis. In early September 2015, a

crush of desperate migrants in Hungary
were making their way to Austria and
on to Germany, and something had to
be done about it. As Alexander tells it,
Merkel left open the border with Aus-
tria less because she was intent on open-
ing it than because she sensed that the
German people were largely opposed
to slamming it shut. (This was just days
after news of a truck packed with suffo-
cated migrants near the border between
Hungary and Austria, and images of a
drowned 3-year-old Syrian boy washed
ashore in Turkey, had raced across the
world, creating a groundswell of sympa-
thy for refugees. It was just weeks after
Merkel had made a Palestinian girl cry
on television by stating that Germany
“just can’t manage” to extend a blanket
welcome to refugees.) And the border
initially stayed open—encouraging
more migrants to embark for Germany—
for the uninspiring reason that no Ger-
man official wished to assume responsi-
bility for the consequences of closing it.
The chancellor would probably tell
the story differently. (A press officer with
Merkel’s party declined a request for an
interview.) Alexander claims Merkel’s
actions were improvisational and politi-
cally motivated, but Merkel herself has
been consistent in articulating the le-
gal and moral principles underpinning
them. In August 2015, just before the




heady days of September, she praised
the “humanity” of the German constitu-
tion’s recognition of the right to asylum
for those fleeing political persecution.
“The world sees Germany as a country
of hope and opportunity, and that was
not always the case,” she said then. In
August 2017, just ahead of the election,
she declared that she would make her
2015 decisions all over again if she had to.
“Germany acted humanely” in “averting
a humanitarian catastrophe,” Merkel
says now. She has repeatedly defended
these decisions and principles, even in
the wake of electoral setbacks and vio-
lent acts by migrants.

But Merkel too has admitted that the
German government wasn'’t prepared
for the refugee influx and for a time in
2015 “didn’t have enough control” over
it. And the chancel-

lor has, again and gk
again, skillfully kept AMIn sucH
the political winds

]

at her back. As the
AfD surged in 2016,
Merkel helped broker
the EU-Turkey mi-
grantdeal and backed
away from her “We’ll
manage it” slogan.
The chancellor has
also disarmed her po-
litical opponents on
the refugee question
by embracing policies
associated with her
right flank (tough asylum laws, a burka
ban in public spaces) and her left flank
(an improved EU-wide system for dis-
tributing refugees). She further benefits
from the fact that the Social Democratic
Party of her chief challenger, Martin
Schulz, was a member of her govern-
ing coalition during the refugee crisis.
“For the Social Democrats, it would not
be credible to now take a strong stance
against Merkel, because they have been
mainly supporting the government’s pol-
icies,” Bendel noted. If you want to casta
vote against Merkel’s refugee policy, Al-
exander told me, you have two options:
side with the AfD, which is anathema
to many Germans, or support Schulz,
which is like “voting for more Merkel.”
Whereas American politics have
grown more polarized since the Cold
War, Alexander observed, German poli-
tics have become less so. “In our coun-
try, the center is not only holding—the
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center is getting bigger and bigger and
bigger,” to the point where Merkel’s cen-
ter-right Christian Democratic Union
and Schulz’s center-left Social Demo-
crats are now nearly indistinguishable,
he explained. “We really experienced
what it means to live in a divided coun-
try. I mean, we had the [Berlin] Wall.
When socialism crumbled, that old
ideological debate was decided. It was
clear which Germany was working bet-
ter. ... Sowe live in a post-ideology time.”

In addition, “voters in general have
avery short-term memory—the refugee
crisis is not very apparent in everyday
life in Germany anymore,” Tillmann
told me. The story of integrating mi-
grants is a “more complex” one to tell
than the story of incoming migrants, she
argued. “If you don’t solve the problem
of people coming to
our borders and they
don’t have a place to
sleep, that’s very clear.

... The consequences
of doing integration
not well [are] not re-
ally apparent,” atleast
not in the near term
and absent excep-
tional incidents like
the Cologne assaults.

It’s worrying that
the sense of urgency
around refugee flows
has dissipated, Till-
mann added. “The
danger of not having those pictures on
the TV screen every night anymore is
that [integration] moves to the back-
burner. You're not as much pressed for
finding solutions.”

“A lot of people who only look at TV
news say, ‘We can’t see any refugees
any longer. Must be over, the crisis,”
the AfD’s Gauland told me, in explain-
ing why his party hasn’t managed to ob-
struct Merkel’s path to another term in
office. “But itisn’t over,” he said.

The result is that, as one German
journalist memorably put it, the cur-
rent election campaign has featured

“no wind, never mind a wind of change.”
And a windless election has its attrac-
tions. Trump “is a gift for Merkel,” Alex-
ander told me. Germans have long seen
the United States as a guide and protec-
tor. And then the American public elects

“someone who, in German eyes, behaves
like a madman. ... Then you have Putin,

the Russian leader, behaving aggres-
sively [and] attacking Ukraine.” Had
Marine Le Pen been elected in France
earlier this year, on the heels of Britain’s
exit from the European Union, the EU
could have collapsed.

Germans have the impression that
they are living on a “ship of stability
and around us it’s very stormy,” Alexan-
der said. Amid such tempests, “do you
change the captain?”

A mix of history and political acu-
men has helped Germany excel relative
to other European nations in managing
the refugee crisis. Germany’s dynamic
economy and tendency to view immi-
gration through an economic lens, its
Nazi and Cold War history, its adaptive
policies to reassert control over runaway
demographic change and its principled
but politically savvy leadership, have all
played arole.

But beyond September’s election,
these assets must also be thought of
as potential liabilities. What happens if
the German economy turns sluggish?
If a major terrorist attack occurs or an-
other wave of migration materializes,
shifting the focus from integration back
to the precarious exercise of balancing
humanitarian relief and national sover-
eignty? “It’s not so easy to change vot-
ing habits in months,” says Gauland, of
the AfD, in explaining his party’s poor
polling numbers. How about years?
Will the German political landscape
be reshuffled as the results of efforts
to assimilate migrants become more
apparent? Is there a point at which an
ever-expanding political center stops
being a strength and starts becoming
a weakness, as ideological populists
broach hushed topics and put forth an
alternative vision of German identity?

In seeking out stability, Die Zeit’s Jo-
chen Bittner writes, German voters are
paradoxically “about to re-elect a chan-
cellor who has brought about the most
drastic changes the country has seen
since the fall of the Berlin Wall.” Mean-
while, “the most important political
topic is not being discussed by the most
important political parties in public.
Only in private do members of the two
main parties talk about what it actually
is that ‘we’ have to ‘manage.”” Such are
the tradeofts of Wir schaffen das. The ex-
plosive politics of migration have been
contained. It is too early to say whether
they have been defused.




