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THE JOHN McCLOY TRANSATLANTIC FORUM

The John McCloy Transatlantic Forum facilitates and promotes exchange and 
conversation between academia and the public. It is aimed at stakeholders from 
the worlds of politics, business, culture, and the media who are interested in 
transatlantic relations under the banner of a shared understanding of democ­
racy. The impetus for the founding of the forum is an insight that has grown out 
of the current crises throughout the world, such as the war in the Ukraine, ten­
sions with China, and populist movements in many countries: democracy cannot 
be taken for granted; it requires maintenance and development. The forum in­
tends to be a place of debate that explores the forms, varieties, challenges, and 
potentials of democracy. – The forum belongs to the research group »Democrat­
ic Vistas. Reflections on the Atlantic World« based at Forschungskolleg Human­
wissenschaften of Goethe University Frankfurt am Main. 

JOHN J. McCLOY

John J. McCloy was the U.S. High Commissioner to the young Federal Republic 
of Germany. John McCloy’s belief in Germany’s integration into Western alli­
an ces and his strong commitment to building civil society through education 
and science contributed decisively to the country’s transition to a stable democ­
racy after World War II. From 1949 to 1952, John McCloy and his family lived in 
Bad Homburg, in the neighborhood where the Forschungskolleg Humanwissen­
schaften is located today.
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John McCloy in his new office in Berlin, 1949
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I t is a great honor and pleasure to welcome 
you all to the Forschungskolleg Humanwis­
senschaften. Today we celebrate the inau­

guration of the Transatlantic Forum named af­
ter John McCloy who lived in the city of Bad 
Homburg as the first U.S. High Commissioner 
in the early Federal Republic of Germany.

The John McCloy Transatlantic Forum is part 
of the research activities of our Institute, 
which is an »Institute for Advanced Studies« 
of Goethe University Frankfurt and is made 
possible by the cooperation between the uni­
versity and the Bad Homburg­based Werner 
Reimers Stiftung. When you, Mr. McCloy, lived 
in Bad Homburg in the late 1940s with your fa­
ther and your family, your home was the for­
mer villa of Werner Reimers, not far from here. 
Allow me therefore to extend a warm wel­
come back to Bad Homburg.

The Rhine­Main­Region — including Frank­
furt, Wiesbaden, and other cities — has not 
only been the hub of the American presence in 

Germany since World War II, it is also the cen­
ter from which German­American cooperation 
and friendship have grown over the last eight 
decades. This was made possible not least 
by people like your parents, men and women 
who displayed vision and courage at a time 
when the future development of Germany as 
a whole was still uncertain. The recent past of 
Nazi terror and war cast a dark shadow. John 
McCloy helped the Germans to overcome the 
long­standing prejudice against the spirit of 
democracy, working to convince people of the 
virtues of liberalism, freedom, and peaceful in­
teraction with other countries, especially with 
Germany’s neighbors in Europe. Through the 
close partnership and the enduring friendship 
between the United States and Germany, our 
country became a strong player in the world 
of democratic nations, an impor tant pillar of 
the European Union, and a committed partner 
in the Atlantic alliance. Germany’s transfor­
mation from its former authoritarian orienta­
tion to a democratic politics started in the late 
1940s and early 1950s, and cities like Frank­

furt and Bad Homburg played an enormous 
role in this development — which makes us all 
the more proud to be opening the John McCloy 
Transatlantic Forum here.

In celebrating this occasion today, we not only 
commemorate history and the past, we also 
address problems we face in the present. In Eu­
rope and in the Americas the political system of 
democracy with the separation of powers and 
a liberal public sphere seems to be under pres­
sure again, as it was in the 1930s. Our research 
focuses on problems we can identify within our 
democracies, such as the growing acceptance 
of anti­democratic behavior, anti­liberal activ­
ities, or populist ideas negating the true prin­
ciples of democracy. The internet confronts us 
with new kinds of hate speech against minori­
ties, and we can observe how the independ­
ence of the judiciary and even the separation 
of the powers are being questioned by right­
wing politicians. These phenomena are acute 
not only in Europe and its neighboring states, 
but also in the Americas. Additionally, our de­
mocracies are endangered by the cruel reality 
of a new war in Europe, a war of aggression 
conducted by Putin’s Russia that disregards 
both the legally binding force of human rights 
and the political autonomy of sovereign states. 

Against the background of these and other de­
velopments, the Forschungskolleg Humanwis­

senschaften has decided to deepen our un­
derstanding of democracy by examining the 
societal, cultural, and moral conditions for 
the flourishing of democratic systems on both 
sides of the Atlantic. For its name, the research 
group was inspired by a famous essay by the 
Ameri can poet Walt Whitman. In »Demo cratic 
Vistas. Reflections on the Atlantic World,« we 
aim — like Whitman in his day — to explore and 
better understand the true character of mod­
ern democracy and the conditions for a dem­
ocratic way of life in the globalizing world of 
today. The John McCloy Transatlantic Forum 
we are opening today will act as the public 
face of the Democratic Vistas research group, 
as a venue for debates and meetings be­
tween scholars and members of civil society, 
including students and the next generation. 
Its purpose is to serve as an intellectual fo­
rum reaching across the Atlantic World, with 
speakers drawn from America, Europe, and 
beyond. In short, its task is to facilitate dis­
cussion and public reflection on how we can 
further develop, defend, and finally strength­
en »our« democracies against enemies with­
in and outside. And that is why we find the 
name of John McCloy to be so appropriate for 
this enterprise. We are proud that the John 
McCloy Transatlantic Forum is part of the pro­
gram of our »Institute for Advanced Studies,« 
the Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften 
of Goethe University in Bad Homburg. 

WELCOME

Matthias Lutz-Bachmann
Director of the Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften

Conference room of the Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften
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I t is an honor to welcome you all to the in­
auguration of the John McCloy Transatlan­
tic Forum at our Forschungskolleg Human­

wissenschaften. Today, the Kolleg is one of our 
central locations for interdisciplinary research, 
for hosting special events, and for receiving 
special guests — including you, Mr. McCloy 
and family! 

But »today« always requires a reflection on the 
past: Goethe University was founded in 1914 
by citizens of Frankfurt. Less than twenty years 
later, the Nazis began to expel one third of the 
university’s professors, most of them Jewish. 
Many emigrated to the U.S.; only a few re­
turned. After World War II, it was the Amer­
icans, especially High Commissioner John 
McCloy, who strongly supported Goethe Uni­
versity’s re­invention. Through their commit­
ment to democratization and reeducation, they 
made the »new« Goethe University possible. 

In the tradition of this »new« Goethe Universi­
ty, we provide ideas and knowledge that ben­
efit society. We are proud of our university 
and its contribution to democracy. To continue 

making this contribution, we depend not least 
on our long­time friends as well as our strong 
and reliable partners in society and business. 
Here, I would like to mention Dr. von Maltzan 
in particular, who as a close friend of both the 
Kolleg and the university helped make today’s 
event possible.

Ladies and Gentleman, events like today’s re­
quire visions and visionaries! Among those 
present, I would particularly like to thank Mat­
thias Lutz­Bachmann, Gunther Hellmann, and 
Johannes Völz. Thanks to you we founded a 
forum to address two questions that could not 
be more relevant today: the value and future 
of transatlantic relations and the further de­
velopment of democracy. 

The name of this forum — the John McCloy 
Transatlantic Forum — reminds us of the trans­
atlantic moment in the history of Germany 
and the moment of democratization after the 
downfall of the Nazi regime. It is not by chance 
that our minister of foreign affairs, Annalena 
Baerbock, made this appeal in her speech at 
the New School for Social Research in New 
York earlier this year: »Wir müssen den trans­
atlantischen Moment nutzen.« 

We all know that we must seize this moment 
to meet the global challenges of our times: the 
climate crisis, global poverty, autocratic move­
ments, and President Putin’s war in Ukraine. 
These dramatic developments require col­
lective actions and are dependent on a new 
transatlantic momentum based on shared val­
ues. This new forum opens up a space to re­
flect on and discuss these pressing issues.

I would like to thank all the colleagues involved 
for taking the initiative in establishing the John 
McCloy Transatlantic Forum. I wish you pro­
found and lasting success in your work. 

WELCOME

Enrico Schleiff
President of Goethe University Frankfurt

I am delighted to join in the warm greetings 
of Professor Lutz­Bachmann and Professor 
Schleiff. I would also like to extend a very 

warm welcome from the city of Bad Homburg 
to you, Mr. McCloy, and to your family. It is a 
pleasure and an honor to have you here! I hope 
you will find enough time to visit the places in 
town that John McCloy knew as a child. I am 
told that you already visited the nearby »Haus 
im Walde,« where you lived with your parents 
and sister after World War II, yesterday.

I can assure you that the name of your father, 
John McCloy, is still held in very high regard in 
Bad Homburg. After all, it is thanks to your fam­
ily that this town came to play a historically im­
portant role in terms of transatlantic relations 
and German­American friendship. I am con­
vinced that these relations are more important 
today than ever. Especially in view of the cur­
rent global political crises, we should always 
remember who our reliable partners are.

However, these transatlantic relations have 
been under strain in recent years. What do 
you do in a relationship when there are prob­
lems? Above all, you don’t start a war. Rather, 
I think you should do exactly what we are do­
ing here today — you should sit down togeth­
er, you should talk, and you should discuss the 
issues and challenges facing the relationship.

We are therefore very grateful for this initia­
tive of the Forschungskolleg Humanwissen­
schaften to strengthen and further develop 
transatlantic relations by founding the John 
McCloy Transatlantic Forum. A more appropri­
ate name for this forum than that of John Mc­
Cloy would, in my view, be hard to imagine. 
It harks back to the beginning of transatlantic 
relations, which John McCloy played a signif­
icant role in rebuilding, and thereby  closes a 
circle.

As the city of Bad Homburg, we take pride in 
the fact that the initiative for this forum was 
taken here at the Forschungskolleg Human­
wissenschaften in our city. It is a great plea­
sure for us to have you with us at the open­
ing of the forum. Once again: Welcome to Bad 
Homburg, John McCloy! 

WELCOME 

Alexander W. Hetjes
Mayor of the City of Bad Homburg vor der Höhe

Alexander Hetjes

Enrico Schleiff
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I t is my great honor and pleasure to welcome 
you to the inauguration of the John McCloy 
Transatlantic Forum in the name of the State 

Government of Hesse. I deliver these greetings 
officially in the name of our Prime Minister, 
 Boris Rhein, as well as our State Minister for 
European and Federal Affairs, Lucia Puttrich.

The John McCloy Transatlantic Forum con­
tributes to the very special relations between 
Germany and the United States. And the fact, 
Mr. McCloy, that your father was serving here 
in Bad Homburg between 1949 and 1952 fills 
us with great honor.

We know that the United States and Germa­
ny are connected by more than just political 
or economic treaties. We share the same val­
ues and virtues. When John McCloy was serv­
ing here as U.S. High Commissioner, he was 
aware that the future of this relationship as 
well as the future of Germany as part of the 
Western alliance would depend on great edu­
cation and research. Both of these are still im­
portant pillars of German­American relations 
today.

When John McCloy was living in Bad Hom­
burg, he was aware that the young Federal Re­
public of Germany had not known democratic 
values for decades. We were a young democ­

racy, grappling with the failures of the Weimar 
Republic and the subsequent darkest chapter 
of German history. His service and his com­
mitment made a strong and positive contribu­
tion to our young democracy. We have learned 
that we cannot take these values for granted. 
We have to work for democracy, human rights, 
freedom of opinion, and our close relationship 
with the USA every day.

I am very optimistic that this forum will contrib­
ute to a better understanding of how we can 
face current global challenges and respond to 
the questions of the future. This is why I am 
very thankful to the Forschungskolleg Human­
wissenschaften and to the group »Democrat­
ic Vistas. Reflections on the Atlantic World« 
that initiated this forum for bringing together 
representatives of society, politics, business, 
and culture, all of whom share a commitment 
to strengthening German­American relations. 
I wish you fruitful discussions. Thank you very 
much for your attention. 

WELCOME 

Uwe Becker
Secretary of State for European Affairs, State of Hesse
Video message

Johannes Völz
Professor of American Studies, Goethe University Frankfurt 

OUR MISSION:  
AN ADDRESS AT THE OPENING OF THE  
JOHN MCCLOY TRANSATLANTIC FORUM

I n the fall of 2020, more or less exactly two 
years ago, Gunther Hellmann, Iris Koban, 
Matthias Lutz­Bachmann, and I, along with 

our friend and supporter Bernd von Maltzan, 
had a series of conversations which revolved 
around two observations. All over the world, 
liberal democracies were increasingly com­
ing under attack; and the project that for de­
cades had been known as transatlantic rela­
tions had lost much of its luster and support 
on both sides of the Atlantic. We felt that this 
state of things was rather bleak. But we also 
sensed that the situation called for a response, 
that the question of democracy in the Atlan­
tic World required renewed attention. And we 
were convinced that at the Forschungskolleg 
Humanwissenschaften, we were in an ide­
al position to develop such a response and 
put it into action. Our aim was to come up 
with something fresh and out of the ordinary. 
Something that would speak to multiple audi­
ences — to scholars who prize the Kolleg be­
cause it allows them to do research, individ­
ually and collectively, in a quiet and focused 
setting — but also to a broader public. After all, 
the transatlantic relationship, interwoven as it 
is with the project of democracy, is something 
that community members of different stripes 
and colors care passionately for, particular­
ly here in the Rhine­Main area, with its proud 
history of being a forerunner of parliamentary 

democracy in Germany, with its historical role 
as a node in transnational networks of trade, 
and its unique place in German­American re­
lations.

The idea that ended up exciting us the most 
was to devise not one but two projects that 
closely intersect. The first is a research proj­
ect that brings together some thirty scholars 
from widely different disciplines in the human­
ities and social sciences, from Goethe Uni­
versity and neighboring universities, in order 
to study current challenges to democracy in 
the wider Atlantic world as well as suitable 
responses to them. In the future this project 
will also host the next generation of leading 
scholars — in the world of academia we call 
them Postdocs — who will have the opportuni­
ty to stay at the Forschungskolleg for a whole 
year to work with us. We launched this first 
project in January 2021, and we call it Demo-
cratic Vistas: Reflections on the Atlantic World. 
Many will recognize that our title pays homage 
to Walt Whitman and his 1871 essay Demo-
cratic Vistas, in which the poet, writing short­
ly after the end of the Civil War, approached 
American democracy as an experiment: an ex­
periment in the pursuit of freedom, equality, 
and happiness. You don’t have to be a scientist 
to know that an experiment is worthy of the 
name only if it can go wrong. Whitman, hav­
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ing dressed the wounds of mutilated soldiers 
in Civil War hospitals, saw at first hand what 
it meant for the experiment of democracy to 
fail. But Whitman also understood that for de­
mocracy to succeed, more is needed than a 
particular system of government, with elec­
tions, parliamentary debate, etc. We are fol­
lowing his insight that in order to succeed, de­
mocracy needs to become part of the texture 
of everyday life — of literature and the arts, of 
child­rearing and education, of manners and 
codes of conduct, of the openness to exchange 
and trade, and to learning from one another. 
Democratic Vistas is a project that is truly un­
usual: We have created a space for scholars 
of widely different fields — ranging from law, 
international relations, history, religion, litera­
ture to musicology — to exchange ideas. And 
the way we work is unusual, too. We aim to 
think outside of the ordinary academic proto­
cols of normal science. Democratic Vistas is 
not about our next scholarly article. For Demo-
cratic Vistas, we meet in intense workshops in 
order to generate new perspectives, and we 
are just starting our own book series, direct­
ed at a non­specialist audience, in which we 
share these ideas with the broader public.

The broader public is even more central to the 
second part of our project — the John McCloy 
Transatlantic Forum — which we are proud to 
initiate today in the presence of so many dis­
tinguished guests. Democracy and transatlan­
tic relations aren’t just matters of scholarly 
research. They need to be debated and kept 
alive in civil society. To this end, we will in­
vite international speakers — practitioners 
and scholars alike — who know how to start 
conversations across the boundary between 
scholarship and the public, and across the At­
lantic. I said earlier that in Bad Homburg we 
are situated in a superb location to do so. The 
reason is yet again to be found in the name we 
have chosen for our undertaking. Historically, 
Bad Homburg and Frankfurt have stood out as 
key sites for the German­American partner­
ship, and no single person was more respon­
sible for the flowering of this relationship than 
John McCloy, who came to Bad Homburg in 

1949 to take up the post of High Commission­
er of the United States to Germany, accompa­
nied by his wife Ellen and their two children, 
conveniently also named John and Ellen. The 
younger John — John McCloy II, our guest of 
honor — was eleven years old when the family 
moved into the old Villa Reimers, also known 
as Haus im Walde or Haus Hohenbuchen. They 
were, in other words, direct neighbors to the 
Forschungskolleg (if slightly ahead of the For­
schungskolleg’s time). The McCloy family ar­
rived here just after the Occupation Statute 
and the Grundgesetz, the Basic Law, had been 
passed—and the Berlin airlift was just about 
over. They left Germany three years later, in 
1952, after the Bonn Treaty had been signed 
and West Germany’s virtual sovereignty had 
been agreed upon. These were crucial years in 
the future development of Germany, and what 
we often forget is how little was set in stone 
at the time. It was the High Commissioner who 
threw his weight behind the idea of integrating 
West Germany into a Western transatlantic al­
liance. He had done so already during World 
War II, when he served as Assistant Secretary 
of War and, with crucial support from his wife 
Ellen, helped dissuade President Roosevelt 
from implementing the so­called Morgenthau 
Plan, which would have deindustrialized Ger­
many.

During their years at Bad Homburg, the Mc­
Cloys, who were fluent in German, became an 
integral part of the local community — a true 
achievement, given that their residence was in 
a restricted compound that was open to the 
public only for special occasions. But Ellen, our 
guest of honor’s mother, became a much be­
loved and honored go­to person, particular­
ly for women all over Germany. In Bad Hom­
burg, she became an honorary member of the 
Frauenverband, and she supported women’s 
day­to­day needs in those hard postwar years 
with tireless initiative, often acting as their 
spokesperson toward the U.S. occupation bu­
reaucracy. But she was also a fabulous host, 
bringing glamour and stardom to Haus Ho­
henbuchen. As John once told me, among the 
many famous guests in their home were Cary 

Grant, William Holden, Curd Jürgens, and Jane 
Russell, who even made the McCloy residence 
her temporary home.

After their return to the U.S., the family would 
return to Germany many times, and their deep 
transatlantic ties would be carried on by the 
next generation. John II spent two years in 
the military in Friedberg in the early sixties, 
where one of the soldiers under his command 
was none other than Elvis Presley. And John, 
Laura, and their sons, Jay and Rush, later 
moved to Munich for several years. Indeed, the 
McCloy family embodies German­American 
relations, going back generations. At a meet­
ing between John — the High Commission­
er — and Chancellor Adenauer, it was Adenau­
er who pointed out that the two were related 
through their wives: John’s wife Ellen was a 

distant cousin of Adenauer’s second wife Au­
guste. They shared a great­grandfather, Wil­
helm Zinsser, who had migrated from Hesse to 
the U.S. in 1848. Which brings us back to the 
links between transatlantic relations, democ­
racy, and Hesse.

It will have become absolutely plain to you by 
now that there couldn’t be a better patron for 
our transatlantic forum than John McCloy, nor 
could there be a more fitting home than Bad 
Homburg. Our two linked projects — Demo-
cratic Vistas and the John McCloy Transatlan-
tic Forum — offer all of you an opportunity to 
get involved. Which is why we hope that you 
will keep on coming to the Forschungskolleg in 
the future and engage with us in dialogue and 
debate. 

Matthias Lutz-Bachmann, Johannes Völz, Charles Kupchan, Gunther Hellmann (from the left)
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I was thrilled, honored, humbled, when I was 
approached to come here on behalf of my 
father to say a few words and to launch this 

forum. […] I had prepared a number of com­
ments, but I threw them away because I want­
ed to talk more about what was such a human 
factor in my father. He was a very humble man. 
He came here under instructions from Presi­
dent Truman to be strict and to be stern — but 
»don’t hurt the German people.« My father 
threw the stern and strict away and interpret­
ed the last comment as being that on which he 
would try to rebuild this country and the Ger­
man­American relationship. […] What I’d like 
to impart to you today, if I can, are a number of 
small vignettes of why he was what he was 
and why he made the impression he did. 
 
I asked dad one time what he was most proud 
of, and he said: »Well, that’s very simple. I’m 
most proud that your mother got the ›Bundes­
verdienstkreuz‹ before I did.« And I said: »Well, 
okay, what was the most satisfying assign­
ment you ever had?« He said: »That’s very sim­
ple. That was my time in Germany. You have 

1 Werner Reimers was a Bad Homburg industrialist who had built the villa »Haus im Walde« (also known as 
»Haus Hohenbuchen«) for himself. After American occupation forces confiscated the villa, he built a new 
house in the immediate vicinity, today the offices of the Werner Reimers Stiftung and the Forschungskol-
leg Humanwissenschaften.

to remember that for many years in the War 
Department, I spent every day trying to fig­
ure out how to defeat Germany and know­
ing that in doing so, a lot of innocent people 
(women, children, soldiers etc.) would die. 
That’s a very heavy burden. I spent many a 
night with wild nightmares thinking about 
the death we were causing on innocents. The 
opportunity is given to but a few people to 
make good on that. When I was offered the 
opportunity to come to Germany, the idea of 
rebuilding it, making — the word he always 
stressed — friends … We wanted friendship. 
From friendships a lot of things grow.«

In all things, there are ups and downs, but he 
based his whole approach toward Germany on 
friendship and partnership. Not just in the ma­
jor events or decisions that shaped our rela­
tionship but also in very personal ways, and I’d 
like to mention some of those. 

When we moved into the »Haus im Walde,« 
Mr. Reimers1 moved next door. Having been a 
member of the NSDAP, Mr. Reimers was some­

what shunned after the war. He couldn’t get 
oil to heat his house. People wouldn’t sell him 
food. He was ostracized. My father learned of 
this, and he went to the mayor of Bad Homburg 
and said: »This is wrong. This man is not a war 
criminal in any way, he happened to belong to 
an evil party just as many other Germans did. 
You can’t treat him this way, that’s not fair.« 
And all of a sudden, Reimers got his oil and his 
food and so on.

One night my mother and dad and my sister 
and I were  sitting at dinner, and the Military 
Police (MP) officer came in and said: »There’s 
a man out here who wants to speak to you, 
Mr. McCloy.« Dad asked: »What’s his name?« 
MP: »His name is Reimers.« Dad: »Oh, yes of 
course, let him come in.« MP: »Oh, no, I’ve got 
a concern. He’s here with a sword in his hand.« 
Dad: »Oh, that’s interesting. Send him in any­
way.« We were gathered in the front hall of 
the building and Mr. Reimers came in with his 
sword. In very broken English he said: »If the 
roles had been reversed and we had not been 
defeated and had been the victors, I’m not 
sure that we would have treated you as you 

have treated me. And between friends there 
should never be weapons.« With that he took 
out his sword — the MPs immediately reached 
for their weapons — and broke the sword over 
his knee, and handed the pieces to my father.

One of the other small but important examples 
of my father’s precept to do the right or correct 
thing is when, one day, he came home with 
two wonderful new bicycles. One for my sis­
ter, one for me. He said: »Now, you have eight 
weeks to introduce me to six German friends, 
not American, they have to be German.« I said: 
»Dad, that’s not going to work because we 
are not allowed to fraternize.« He said: »I lift­
ed that regulation today. Come on, get on your 
bikes, and go find your friends.«

We weren’t very successful. Germans cer­
tainly wanted to fraternize with Americans, 
but I’m not so sure they wanted to start with 
us, the High Commissioner’s family. And I was 
going to lose my bicycle if I failed. One day, I 
was sitting here in the Kurpark thinking that 
I’ve only got two weeks to go. Nearby, a young 
German boy of my age was playing with his 

John J. McCloy II
Son of U.S. High Commissioner John J. McCloy

REMEMBERING JOHN J. McCLOY 
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learned of this and, ashamed of it, refused to 
come to the house. My father recognized that 
Dieter wasn’t there. He asked me why and I 
told him. Then he said: »Come with me.« We 
got in the car and drove up to where Dieter 
lived. Dad walked in and Dieter’s mother was 
there. He said to her: »I noticed that your son 
does not come to the house anymore. He’s a 
very fine young man and a very close friend 
of my son’s. It is not appropriate to visit the 
sins of the father upon the son.« Shortly after, 
 Dieter came back. It was a very small example 
of the kind of outreach dad had to the German 
people.

My sons, my wife and I are honored beyond 
words to be here. To stand here and speak on 
behalf of my father is a very humbling expe­
rience. And I think, in closing, of all the great 
things he did in his life and all the wonderful 
events that he participated in — from his as­
signments as Assistant Secretary of War and 
as U.S. High Commissioner to solving the Cu­
ban Missile Crisis to being on the Warren Com­
mission and being the head of the World Bank, 
and so on — the very best thing he was, was a 
father. And that fatherhood translated to what 
he wished to do for Germany. For dad’s me­
morial service in New York, apart from former 
President Nixon and former Secretary of State 
Vance paying their respects, a great many 
German leaders came over, including Helmut 
Schmidt, Karl Carstens, Otto Graf Lambsdorff, 
to name but a few. In his eulogy, Schmidt said 
in substance that John McCloy was the god­
father of modern Germany. And that’s what I 
think he really was. 

kite and the kite took a nosedive into the tree 
under which I was sitting. Like a monkey, I ran 
up that tree, got this kite and came back down. 
I held the kite up in the air and stuck my hand 
out. He wasn’t going to get his kite back un­
til he shook my hand. I couldn’t speak German 
at the time, and he didn’t speak English but as 
children we understood each other. I told him 
to come up to the house because there was a 
carpenter who would fix his kite. […] He came 
in. He never saw so much food in his life. And I 
told the carpenter to make sure he comes back 
tomorrow: »Tell him you can’t fix it in one day.« 

So he had to come back. That was my friend 
number one. He had a sister who became my 
sister’s first friend. The chef in our house made 
up a basket of food every day. Cookies, can­
dies, Brötchen and such. With Dieter, my new 
friend, we went down to the Kurpark and sat in 
the pagoda. And Dieter would see his friends 
and say »come over, he’s got food.« Thereby, 
we achieved my father’s required number of 
friends.

Unfortunately, the father of this friend of 
mine had been involved in war crimes. Dieter 
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T hank you very much for the very warm 
welcome here at the Forschungskolleg 
Humanwissenschaften of Frankfurt Uni­

versity. I am delighted, humbled, honored to be 
invited to speak to you at the opening of the 
John McCloy Transatlantic Forum. My special 
deep thanks go to the McCloy family for mak­
ing all of this possible. This event marks and 
celebrates the German­American relationship 
and the transatlantic anchor of the democrat­
ic world that really has prospered and thrived 
since the days of John McCloy’s tenure in Ger­
many during the early post­World War II era.

We gather at what I would call a moment of 
considerable opportunity and peril. Opportu­
nity because I think this moment delivers a 
wake­up call. It is a wake­up call about a world 
that is becoming more ideologically and geo­
politically divided. It is a wake­up call about 
the durability of the transatlantic communi­
ty — which has gone through a rough patch 
over the last five, six, seven years. Things have 
taken a turn for the better now that Joe Biden 
and elites on both sides of this big ocean have 
renewed Atlanticism and transatlantic part­
nership. Vladimir Putin has helped; his tragic 
invasion of Ukraine has brought the transat­
lantic alliance back into the limelight. But we 
are not out of the woods yet. This is still a mo­
ment of political uncertainty on both sides of 
the Atlantic, which is why this is also a mo­

ment of peril. We need to make sure we take 
advantage of this wake-up call. We must en­
sure that we will emerge from this period of 
geopolitical division and of internal threats to 
our democratic societies in good shape. This 
is really a very important moment to have this 
conversation about opportunity and peril and 
to ensure that we make the right choices going 
forward. The stakes could not be higher.

When it comes to getting it right, I think that 
the transatlantic community, the community of 
democracies, is as important today as it’s ever 
been. And it really does go all the way back 
to the late 1700s. In 1778 the United States, 
which had declared independence but was 
losing its war for independence from Britain, 
overcame the Founders’ reluctance to form an 
alliance and reached out to the French. The 
message was: Help us, we are losing. And the 
French sent ships and money and gunpowder 
and troops and they turned the war around. 
And had it not been for the French we Ameri­
cans probably would still belong to Great Brit­
ain and I would be standing here with a British 
accent. But, with the help of France, the Unit­
ed States won its bid for independence. That 
really was the beginning of this story. Soon 
thereafter, you have the French Revolution. 
And ever since the Franco­American alliance, 
and the birth of the United States as a demo­
cratic republic, the U.S., the French, the British, 

the Germans, and now our allies in Asia, Ja­
pan, South Korea, and others, really have suc­
ceeded in bending the arc of history towards 
greater freedom, greater dignity, greater ci­
vility, greater prosperity. And we could track 
events from the late 1700s to today: the birth 
of democracies, the spread of constitutional 
rule, checks and balances, growing prosperi­
ty, growing peace — it has been a remarkable 
success story.

However, and it is a big however, the arc has 
begun to bend in the wrong direction. And we 
are now living in a world in which 25 percent 
of the world’s population lives in countries 
in which democracy is backsliding. In autoc­
racies, Russia and China in particular, life is 
getting more autocratic, not more democrat­
ic. Together, autocratic societies and democ­
racies that are backsliding represent roughly 
two­thirds of the world’s population. Only sev­
en percent of the world’s population lives in 
what we consider to be fully stable and dem­
ocratic societies. So, in other words, we seem 
to be at an inflection point globally. This posi­
tive, progressive march of history has stalled, 
it has lost its momentum, it has shifted into re­
verse. And our paramount task today is to re­
store that momentum. And to make sure that 
the arc of history continues to bend towards 
greater freedom, greater dignity and greater 
democracy.

WHAT IS THE NATURE OF  
OUR PREDICAMENT?

So, what I’d like to do in the next 20 minutes or 
so is offer some reflections on why we seem 
to have arrived at a historical inflection point. 
What is the nature of our predicament? What 
has caused the arc of history to stall, to pause? 
Then I will conclude by offering a few thoughts 
on what we can do to get history moving again 
in the right direction. I am going to point to four 
tectonic shifts in the global landscape that I 
think can help us understand the moment that 
we are living through.

The first is the onset of the digital age. And I 
think we are in a socio­economic transition that 
is every bit as profound as the transition from 
the nomadic era to the agricultural era or the 
agricultural era to the industrial era. Our so­
cio­economic foundations are changing. What 
we do when we get up in the morning is chang­
ing. How we feed our families and earn a liv­
ing wage, that’s all changing. Because of au­
tomation, because of social media. It’s causing 
enormous changes inside our societies. It’s also 
redistributing wealth around the world and it’s 
doing so in a very rapid way. We have yet to un­
derstand the profound nature of social media. 
We know that Twitter and Facebook and other 
social media organizations have profound po­
litical effects. Exactly what those effects are, 
how we channel them, how we take advantage 
of them is very difficult to say.

Initially, conventional wisdom held that the in­
formation revolution would advantage the lib­
eral democracies because they are the most 
adaptive and able to capitalize on it. The fast 
information highway meant that democracies 
would leave autocracies in the dust. Well, it 
has not really turned out that way. The Chi­
nese — who keep a tight hold on social media, 
control the flow of information, and shape the 
political narrative — have certain advantages 
over democracies. My own country, the Unit­
ed States, is deeply divided. The nation is po­
larized in part because there are completely 
incompatible narratives of political life that 
circulate. Those competing narratives — in ef­
fect, alternate realities — are in part a product 
of social media. They also arise from the dig­
ital revolution and the degree to which it has 
really shaken the foundations of American so­
cio­economic life. This, as I’ll come to in a min­
ute, has considerably contributed to the hol­
lowing­out of our political center. That is point 
number one.

Point number two. I think we are living in a mo­
ment in which the structure of the internation­
al system is changing, also, in part, because of 
the digital revolution. We are moving from a 
world that we call unipolar, in which there has 
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been one big superpower: the United States, 
supported by its allies in Europe and in East 
Asia. That structure led to considerable geo­
political stability as well as confidence in our 
way of life. We were told, when the Berlin 
Wall came down, that history was over. Game 
over. Our liberal democratic capitalist system 
had won and there would be no more ideolog­
ical debates. History was going to get boring, 
Francis Fukuyama told us. Unfortunately, we 
do not live in a boring world. In fact, I think we 
are seeing the return of not just ideological di­
vision, but geopolitical division, and the main 
driver of that change is the rise of China and 
the emergence of what looks like a two­block 
world, with Russia and China on one side, the 
liberal democracies of the world on the oth­
er side. 

The war in Ukraine has speeded up the onset 
of that world. Because it has led to the return 
of militarized rivalry between the liberal dem­
ocratic world and the autocratic world. And it 
has pushed Russia into the arms of China, big 
time. Russia was already building a strong part­
nership with China. Now I think it has no op­
tion. Because Russia is now being cut off from 
Europe — in political, diplomatic, strategic, 
and economic terms. And so, its one game in 
town is China. China, I think, has been some­
what ambivalent about the war in Ukraine. And 
that is because China has risen on the back of 
geopolitical and economic stability. This is not 
a war that is encouraging geopolitical and eco­
nomic stability. In fact, I think for the first time 
in a long time we are witnessing deglobaliza­
tion. We are all watching what is happening to 
Russia, the sanctions, unplugging Russia from 
the global economy. And we are seeing the 
dark side of globalization, which is vulnerabil­
ity. I do not think that there will be a full decou­
pling of Western economies from China. But 
we are moving into a world in which the rela­
tionship with China is getting more adversarial.

I worry not only about growing competition 
with China, but also that dealing with China 
could strain the transatlantic partnership. As 
we speak, your chancellor is in China. This 

visit comes only a few weeks after the Unit­
ed States announced a ban on the sale of 
semi­conductors to China. Which was a huge, 
huge issue. I would not underestimate the im­
pact of that. Because it really says to the Chi­
nese, not only do we object to what you are do­
ing in Hong Kong, in Xinjiang, in Taiwan, in the 
South China Sea, but we intend to arrest your 
rise and hamper your technological advance. 
And that really does, I think, suggest that we 
are headed into a difficult world in which it is 
going to be hard to forestall the return of mili­
tarized rivalry between two big blocks.

Now I think that we will end up most likely in 
a world that is more multipolar than it is bi­
polar. It is interesting to me that most of the 
world right now is not taking sides amid the 
war in Ukraine. The Indians, it’s very interest­
ing to note, have joined the Quad, the lineup 
of democracies against China. But they are 
not condemning Putin’s invasion of Ukraine. 
They are buying energy from Russia, they have 
been buying weapons from Russia, and they 
joined the Shanghai Cooperation Organiza­
tion — a body led by Russia and China. All of 
Latin America, all of Africa, all of the Middle 
East, South Asia, South East Asia — they are 
not enforcing sanctions against Russia. And 
that is because they are not sure where to put 
their marbles. Two­thirds of the world today 
trades more with China than with the United 
States. So if you are in Nigeria or South Afri­
ca or Brazil or Argentina and you are figuring 
out where you want to go, and whether you 
are going to side with an autocratic bloc or you 
are going to side with a democratic bloc, your 
answer for now is: I am not going to tell you. I 
am not going to choose. I am going to wait and 
see how this game unfolds. So, I think what 
we will have here is probably a world where 
there are two big blocs, but much of the rest 
of the world is going to play it day by day. One 
day here and the next day there. And that’s 
a very complicated world. It is very different 
than the world of the Cold War, when we re­
ally did have one big bloc here, one big bloc 
there, and we knew on whose side just about 
everybody was.
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I would also point out another important differ­
ence with the Cold War, which is that in China 
I think we are looking at a real competitor of a 
sort that the Soviet Union never was. The Chi­
nese will soon have the world’s largest econo­
my. The Soviet Union topped out at about 55% 
of American GDP. The Soviet Union was good 
at building industrial products, but they nev­
er really turned the corner to become an inno­
vative, technologically advanced country. As 
John McCain famously put it, Russia remains 
a gas station with nuclear weapons. In con­
trast, China has an impressive high­tech sec­
tor. China has world class companies when it 
comes to drones, to AI, they have a good pay­
ment system that they are developing. So, this 
means that they have an economic model that, 
at least for now, is working. And that is one of 
the reasons that the Chinese government en­
joys a reasonably high level of support among 
the Chinese population. Will that model con­
tinue to produce, will the Chinese be able to 
continue to move poor members of their soci­
ety into their middle class? We do not know. 
The Chinese economy is slowing down. Its ze­
ro­Covid policy has been very, very hard on the 
Chinese economy and on the Chinese people. 
But at least for now they have a model that 
seems to work. We are fast headed toward 
a world in which the country with the largest 
economy will be an autocratic China.

The third element of the tectonic change we 
are experiencing is that I think we are mov­
ing into a world that for the first time in histo­
ry will be globalized and interdependent, but 
without a captain at the helm. And that is be­
cause globalization and interdependence real­
ly emerged in a world ordered by Pax Britanni-
ca and then Pax Americana. It was on the back 
of the Royal Navy, run from London, that we 
really were ushered into the world we live in 
today. It was in that era that the cable line, 
the telegraph, and the global shipping corri­
dors opened up. Then Pax Britannica came to 
an end with World War I. After World War II, 
Pax Americana took shape, and Washington 
rather than London was the anchor of a global­
ized world. But now we are moving into an era 

in which we are increasingly tethered togeth­
er and face a series of pressing global chal­
lenges, but no longer is there a solid anchor 
of that system. And that’s simply because, as 
I said, we are moving into a more multipolar 
distribution of power — but we remain deeply 
interdependent. Whether it’s climate change, 
nuclear proliferation, global health and pan­
demics, global commerce, controlling the cy­
ber sphere — these are issues that cannot just 
be managed by Washington or Berlin or Lon­
don or Tokyo or Beijing or Moscow. They are 
issues that require broad­based international 
cooperation. And I think one of the features 
of this moment is that the demand for glob­
al governance to tackle these challenges and 
the supply of global governance are getting in­
creasingly out of sync. We need to figure out 
how to deal with these big global challenges 
in a world that is becoming more geopolitically 
and ideologically divided. Are we going to be 
able to build cooperative linkages across ideo­
logical dividing lines and succeed in tackling 
these issues? 

The final factor that has brought us to this his­
torical inflection point is our own internal in­
digestion, or to put it differently: the threat to 
democracy from within. And to me this is the 
biggest surprise. Had we been here 20 years 
ago, I would have said, yes, China is going to 
have the world’s largest economy, we are go­
ing to move into a world of greater multipolari­
ty and ideological division. What I would never 
have told you 20 years ago is that the United 
States would elect Donald Trump as President 
and I would live in a society as polarized, as 
divided, and as angry as ours. Britain, too, has 
been tied up in political knots. I do not think 
anybody saw this coming. What is the source 
of this? I think it goes back to the onset of the 
digital age and the degree to which changes 
in what people do to earn a living have led to 
socio­economic uncertainty, a declining qual­
ity of life, less optimism and more insecurity. 
This plight is in part the result of policy choice. 
I think in the 1990s we made some misguided 
decisions based upon overconfidence. We al­
lowed neoliberal orthodoxy to call the shots, 

leading to deregulation, free trade, and the 
scaling back of social protection. As a conse­
quence of these policy choices and of automa­
tion and technological change, we really have 
seen a hollowing­out of the American middle 
class.

Decades ago, the largest employer in the Unit­
ed States was General Motors. The average 
worker at General Motors earned thirty dollars 
an hour in today’s wages. Today the largest 
employer in the United States is Walmart. The 
average wage of a Walmart worker is around 
thirteen dollars per hour. So, a substantial fall­
off in the real wages of an average American 
worker. In 1950, the CEOs at America’s top 
companies on average earned twenty times 
the wages of their employees. Today the CEOs 
of America’s top companies earn 287 times 
the wages of their average employees. I come 
from Wisconsin. When I grew up in Wiscon­
sin it was about as centrist and decent a place 
as you could find. It was all about cows and 
cheese and the Green Bay Packers. Now it is 
a divided, angry, unhappy place. And that’s to 
a significant degree because many of the lit­
tle towns I used to go to as a kid—Beloit and 
Oshkosh, and Racine and Janesville, and many 
more such places — are not in good shape. 
American towns like these used to have fac­
tories, they had thriving main streets, they had 
busy public schools. A good number don’t have 
those things anymore. And that’s in part be­
cause there has been a turn away from indus­
try to service, automation has replaced work­
ers, and we haven’t yet figured out how to deal 
with these changes. The policy instruments 
needed to address them are not in place. We 
will figure it out. We figured out how to oper­
ate in the industrial era. But it takes time and 
we are early in this new digital era.

I think the United States and the United King­
dom are particularly hard hit. Harder than Ger­
many. And that’s for several reasons. One, 
Europe has preserved a form of social democ­
racy that keeps its citizens at a higher level, 
a higher living standard than the Anglo­Amer­
ican economies. Number two, I think your 

multi­party democracies have served you well. 
In the United States there are only two main 
parties. If you are an angry voter on the right, 
you pull the Republicans further and further to 
the right, if you are an angry progressive you 
pull the Democratic party further and further 
to the left. And there is no one standing in the 
middle. Here, the angry voters have  places 
to go. You can go to AfD, you can go to the 
Five­Star­Movement, you can go to the Broth­
ers of Italy. Yes, the Social Democrats and the 
Christian Democrats have lost market share, 
but they are still standing in the center. And 
they still call the shots. And in many respects, 
I think Europe is more politically healthy than 
either the UK or the United States as a result.

WHAT DO WE DO?  
WHAT IS THE WAY FORWARD?

Point number one, I think that our priority here 
is to get our own houses in order. Rebuilding 
liberal democracy, rebuilding transatlantic sol­
idarity starts at home. We need to understand 
and unpack the digital economy and its so­
cio­economic implications. We need to make 
sure we know what average Germans and av­
erage Americans and average Italians are go­
ing to do ten years from now to earn a living 
wage. I think we have just seen in Italy what 
happens when inflation is out of control. The 
outcome of that recent election — the victo­
ry of the far right — was heavily influenced 
by energy prices and the cost of living. In less 
than one week, I am guessing, the House of 
Representatives will fall into the hands of the 
Republicans, and a good number of those Re­
publicans could be America­First Republicans. 
And the main reason that the Republicans are 
likely to take back the House is the economy. 
I think that Biden has some good ideas about 
how to address the underlying economic prob­
lems, such as investing in getting broadband 
internet into the heartland, in healthcare, in 
childcare, in education, in technology. But he 
had very narrow political margins. When F.D.R. 
introduced the New Deal, he had huge mar­
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gins: a big majority in the House and a big ma­
jority in Senate. He went big because he could 
go big. Biden went big, but he couldn’t deliv­
er because he lacked support in Congress. He 
just did not have the consensus — even with­
in his own party. And as a consequence, he 
scaled back and he did the best he could. Now 
the war in Ukraine has really distracted him 
from his domestic priorities and the task of re­
building economically and politically. We need 
to make sure that we get back to that agenda 
as soon as possible.

Second, I think we need to do what we are do­
ing in this room today: to revive, renew, and 
consolidate, for the next thousand years, the 

transatlantic alliance. This is our best hope for 
the future. As I said, the United States and its 
democratic partners around the world have 
bent the arc of history in the right direction. If 
we are going to continue doing that, we must 
do it together. Europe alone, the U.S. alone, 
Japan alone — it’s not going to work. And as a 
consequence, we need to ensure that we stay 
lashed up to each other.

Third, I think we do need to tackle the question 
of immigration. Because it is an issue that is 
as toxic as or more toxic than inflation. And I 
think it is very difficult to untangle identity pol­
itics from economic insecurity. When you are 
making twelve dollars an hour and you can’t 

feed your kids, you are much more likely to 
blame the immigrant family that moved in next 
door than if you are making thirty dollars an 
hour and have no problem feeding your kids. 
So, the salience of identity politics and eco­
nomic insecurity go together. But, at least in 
my own country, we do not have a functioning 
immigration policy. It’s a mess. We don’t know 
who’s coming, we don’t know who’s going. 
I’m actually strongly pro­immigration. I think 
we need more immigrants. But we also need 
control and a functioning system. We need to 
know that the borders are secure. We need to 
know who’s coming in. We need to have le­
gal procedures. Because if we don’t take these 
steps, then I fear that the illiberal populists 
and the anti­immigrant voices will continue to 
grow louder.

Fourth point, we must find a way of restoring 
political civility. Gunther Hellmann mentioned 
the essay that I published a few days ago in 
the New York Times calling for negotiations, 
and ultimately, diplomatic efforts to end the 
war in Ukraine. I am afraid now to open my 
email or look at social media. Literally. For the 
last 48 hours, I have received a torrent of in­
sulting criticism. And I don’t think this is a par­
ticularly controversial piece. I support doing 
everything we can to help Ukraine defend it­
self, coupled with diplomatic efforts to end the 
war. But we have lost the art of political ci­
vility. Things are better here in Germany. I re­
call I was here last December at a conference 
at Schloss Elmau — a beautiful place, some of 
you may know it. There was a panel at that con­ 
 ference consisting of Mr. Laschet, there was 
Wolfgang Schmidt, and the third person was 
Franziska Brantner. It was a civil, thoughtful, 
respectful conversation even though it came 
just after the election. And I was crying — be­
cause that kind of conversation almost never 
happens in the United States these days. But 
such exchanges are essential; democracies 
can’t function without civility. How do we get 
it back? I don’t know. I think social media is 
part of the problem and maybe we need more 
regulation of social media. But I do think that 
what we’re missing here is what John McCloy 

practiced. Right, this wasn’t magic. Right, he 
didn’t have angels whispering into his ear. He 
was practicing common sense. He was going 
to the family of the ostracized son and say­
ing the sins of the father should not be visit­
ed upon the son. And that’s the tradition that 
guided American politics and statecraft from 
McCloy’s time right up through the recent 
past. Centrism, ideological moderation, prag­
matism, decency, a mixture of realism and ide­
alism — we need to reclaim that tradition.

One final comment: I do think that we are mov­
ing into a world in which we will need to learn 
to live alongside countries with which we may 
not share the same values. Rather than rush 
to change them, we need to focus first on our 
own domestic priorities and our economic and 
political renewal. We’ve had the luxury over 
the last fifty, sixty, seventy years of enjoying 
material and ideological dominance. And we 
tried to expand this material and ideological 
dominance and open up the liberal internation­
al system to all comers, and I think we proba­
bly made a mistake in focusing on expansion 
rather than on consolidation. Right now, I think 
we need to consolidate; we need to make sure 
that our liberal democratic societies are rock 
solid. If we do that, if we get our houses in or­
der, I am sure that we can figure out how to 
deal with Russia and how to deal with China. 
And I am confident that our democratic system 
will ultimately prevail.

Why? Because that is what we did last time 
and what we are here to commemorate. We 
got our houses in order. John J. McCloy and 
his colleagues said, our system will ultimately 
prevail against their system because our sys­
tem works and delivers. And we will wait them 
out. We now need to make sure that our sys­
tem does in fact perform and outperform the 
competitors and we will wait them out. But we 
need to start by making sure our liberal demo­
cratic societies are as healthy, as anchored, as 
ideologically centrist, as it were in the days of 
your father, John J. McCloy. I will stop there. 
Thank you very much. 
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WHO´S WHO Friends and sponsors of the John McCloy Transatlantic Forum

Our activities contribute to strengthening and developing democracy in the (Trans)Atlantic world. To con-
tinue this work, the John McCloy Transatlantic Forum relies on sponsors. Your donation will help us to 
run a postdoc program that allows young scholars from around the world to spend six months or a year 
working at the Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften. Your contribution also supports exchange be-
tween researchers in a wide range of fields and a diverse range of actors in public life and civil society. 
Activities include lectures by high-profile speakers and workshops with school-age students from the 
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If you would like to support the work of the John McCloy Transatlantic Forum, please contact Iris Helene 
Koban, managing director of the Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften, or Dr. Bernd von Maltzan, 
trustee of the John McCloy Transatlantic Forum.
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