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Berlin — Checkpoint Charlie is an aging tourist shrine. 
As a symbol of a divided continent, it’s part of a Berlin that 
was buried late in the last century. The political heart of Eu-
rope moved on to Brussels. London and Frankfurt ran the 
EU economy. Paris, Milan and Barcelona were the capitals 
of style and cool.

Then something funny happened on the way to the new 
Europe. Any hipster outside Brooklyn knows that this ugly 
urban duckling is the place to be today. The euro crisis el-
evated Berlin to economic pre-eminence. And now a violent 
conflict over Ukraine puts it at the center of the debate and 
decisions on the Continent’s security.

These roles don’t fit Berlin comfortably. For those who 
dreamed of restoring the city to its prewar stature as a busi-
ness hub, the slackers who love the nightclubs and cheap 
rents are a consolation prize. Five years after Greece blew 
up, large eurozone economies are veering toward reces-
sion with few of the structural fixes pushed by Germany to 
prevent a repeat. The Russian attack on Ukraine has stirred 
Germany’s historical hangups and self-doubts.

The future of Europe is in shaky hands, but Chancellor 
Angela Merkel is the sole option available. As the Conti-
nent’s largest and healthiest economy, only Germany could 
bankroll the euro rescues. Berlin’s prominence on Ukraine 
is more unexpected. In a security crisis, European eyes usu-
ally turn to London and Paris. But David Cameron and Fran-
cois Hollande are weak leaders. As if by default, the Russia 
folder also fell on Ms. Merkel’s desk.

A scientist by training, the chancellor by temperament 
prefers problem-solving and balancing interests over grand 
strategy or grandiloquence. Careful, pragmatic, always at-
tuned to the next German election — she used this approach 
to reassure markets and steady the euro, if only for now.

When Vladimir Putin first moved on Ukraine in late Feb-
ruary, Ms. Merkel urged caution on sanctions and reached 
out to Moscow. Russia accelerated the annexation of Crimea 
and moved on to eastern Ukraine. You now hear regret from 
Merkel aides. “We have been late to recognize what Putin’s 
up to,” says a senior official.
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Germany’s long romance and business links with Russia, 
its war guilt, the traditions of Cold War Ostpolitik are the 
usual excuses. It took revulsion over the Malaysia Airlines 
shootdown in July to stir action. Ms. Merkel, whose East 
German upbringing makes her naturally hostile to Putin-
style autocracy, acted on her more hawkish instincts. Last 
month she pushed through the toughest EU sanctions on 
Russia to date. “We had to send a message we don’t trust 
the guy,” the German official says. As for the Ukrainians, 
Berlin “is ready to support them as much as we can.”

The qualifier is the problem. The new realism on Moscow 
comes with many of the same limits. Raising the option of 
weapons for Ukraine or permanent NATO bases in Poland 
prompts the inevitable response: “There is no readiness to 
go to war with Russia,” as this official puts it. At each step 
the past six months, the caution born 
of this fear has only encouraged Rus-
sia in Ukraine. This is the odor of ap-
peasement.

Berlin recently vetoed a push by 
Eastern European EU states to offer 
Ukraine the “perspective” of future membership in the bloc. 
Germany directed the EU’s decision last month to delay the 
implementation of a free-trade pact with Ukraine so that 
Moscow’s concerns could be addressed. Mr. Putin pocketed 
the trade concession and then put on the table a new de-
mand to rewrite the EU-Ukraine treaty or else. He has shift-
ed from military to economic pressure for the time being. 
Many European capitals are eager to get back to business as 
usual with Moscow.

There is no long-view strategy for dealing with the Rus-
sian challenge. Germany hopes the current cease-fire holds 
and Kiev and Moscow strike a peace deal — even one that 
legalizes a Russian-created “frozen conflict” in eastern 
Ukraine. If Mr. Putin moves farther into Ukraine or strikes 
the Baltic States or Moldova, Berlin has no evident Plan B.

The sort of guidance and counsel that the U.S. once pro-
vided isn’t coming — and hasn’t been for more than a de-
cade, since Washington determined that boring, stable 
Europe could be safely overlooked. Following the National 
Security Agency phone-tapping scandal, German-U.S. rela-
tions are at a low point.

“Europe’s road out of the 20th century is not finished 
yet,” says John Kornblum, who helped design the U.S. strat-
egy on Europe in the 1990s as a State Department official 
and as ambassador to Berlin, where he now lives. The Ger-
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Hoping a shaky cease-fire 
holds in Ukraine, because 
backup plans are scarce.



mans are the key to writing this ending, he says, but they 
“don’t know what to do” — and “no one is helping them.”

Mr. Kaminski is a member of the Journal’s editorial 
board.
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