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For seven days in Aspen this summer, 2,500 people came from across town, across the country,
and across the world to hear leaders from the former president of Pakistan to the “Tiger Mother”
debate today’s most pressing issues at the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival. Although the scope of topics covered was sprawling, a few prominent themes emerged: the responsibilities of citizenship;
educating children morally and practically; the emergence of more and more of the technological iceberg; and what America’s role should be in an increasingly multipolar world. Herewith, a
few of the week’s highlights:
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For more coverage of the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival, including videos and transcripts, please visit www.aspenideas.org.
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BIG IDEA #1:

General Stanley McChrystal
Calls for National Service
“Democracy does not require perfect equality,” Harvard professor Michael Sandel said, in a session on the intersection of ethics and commerce, “but it does require that citizens share in a common life. What
matters is that people of different backgrounds and social positions encounter one another, and bump against one
another, in the course of everyday life.” From the Civil War to Vietnam, the US military facilitated this interaction, often surpassing those at home in tolerance and integration. But with fewer than one percent of America now
serving in the military—down from nine percent during World War II, and now populated by volunteers instead
of conscripted soldiers—the gulf between those who don the uniform and those they serve has never been greater.
Mid-festival, General Stanley McChrystal suggested a formalized program of civic service for young people that
might act as the bridge across classes and cultures the draft used to provide, and sparked a conversation on the duties
of citizenship that lasted throughout the festival, and beyond.

“We’ve never done an extended war with a professional army like this. We’ve got a very professional army,
volunteer army, and volunteer reserve, and they’ve done a lot. So we’re in uncharted territory. I would tell
you it performs magnificently…but at the same time, we’ve got two concerns in my view. One, we’re running it very, very hard, and at a certain point you just can’t expect it to go forever. The second is that less
than one percent of America is touched by this—less than one percent is in the service, has a child in the
service, a spouse in the service, a father in the service. We don’t have…the same up-close connection with
society that I think is important…
I think we need a national service, and I think you need it either at the conclusion of high school or
university. I don’t think young people would really fight it if it was fair, if everybody did it. The military
can only take a small part of that, so I’m not talking military, I’m talking about all kinds of things. I also
think that the payoff is not what they do—it’s not whether they go build roads and parks or that sort of
thing—it’s what you put inside them. Because once you have contributed to something, you have a slightly
different view of it. And I think that it would be good to have a shared experience, if every person aged 25
and older meets and…the first question is, ‘Where did you serve, what did you do?’ If that’s the start of the
conversation, I think it would be really powerful.”
—General Stanley McChrystal
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“I want a national
service that would
have the same effect
of a draft: where
everybody’s in, all
geographic locations
in the country, all
classes in the country.”
—Admiral Mike Mullen

Mullen

Many speakers echoed McChrystal’s concerns. In a session on the military’s relationship to American society, Stanford
historian David Kennedy sketched out
the contours of the diminishing connection: Less than one-half of one percent
of Americans serve in today’s uniformed
military, with African-Americans and
Hispanics represented in disproportionately high numbers. “The numbers pretty
robustly suggest to us that they are not
the kind of citizen army of World War
II,” Kennedy said, “whose members were
drawn from all ranks of society.”
Admiral Mike Mullen, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, echoed
McChrystal’s call for a national service as
a way to remind Americans of their common fate. “I want a national service that
would have the same effect of a draft:
where everybody’s in, all geographic
locations in the country, all classes in
the country,” he said. Mullen also saw in
mandatory national service a side benefit
of cultivating a more effective crop of
young leaders. “Young men and women
have a way of growing up after they’ve
been in the military two or three or four
years and maturing,” he said.
For American Enterprise Institute fellow Charles Murray, the popularity of programs like Teach For America on elite college campuses is no substitute for a more

homogenous national service. In a session
on the sharp divergence of American society along class lines in the past 50 years, he
said: “The new upper classes tend to make
certain that their kids leave their private
school one night a week and go work at
the soup kitchen, or we send them off to
Habitat for Humanity for a month. We give
them contact as tourists into the most disadvantaged parts of America. But they have
no idea of what life is like in an ordinary
working class, middle class community.”
These speakers, and others who
echoed them, clearly struck a chord.
At the festival’s closing, a few participants shared what they thought were
the best ideas they’d heard during the
week. For Brigham and Women’s and
Faulkner Hospitals President Elizabeth
Nabel, civic service was paramount. “The
best idea I’ve heard is the creation of a
national public service,” she said. “This
idea emerged from conversations with
General McChrystal and Admiral Mullen…But I’d like to take that idea and
enlarge it to a concept where a national
public service could be created by an
act of Congress to require one to two
years of public service by all Americans
between the ages of, say, 18 to 25.
“Service could be broadly defined to
include the military, the Peace Corps,
AmeriCorps, service in our public

schools,” Nabel continued. “There would
be considerable advantages to our country
and to these individuals, including bringing to bear the talent of many young people for national good, instilling in young
adults a sense of citizenship and public
service, an infusion of great talent into our
public sector that needs it dearly.”
Center for a New American Security
Fellow Thomas E. Ricks took to the
New York Times to agree with Nabel a
week later, writing an op-ed inspired by
McChrystal’s idea. “This was the first
time in recent years that a high-profile
officer has broken ranks to argue that the
all-volunteer force is not necessarily good
for the country or the military,” he wrote,
going on to advocate for a draft with three
choices—military service; non-combat
services now outsourced by the Pentagon;
or civilian national service cleaning parks,
teaching in low-income areas, and rebuilding decaying infrastructure.
Though how to bring people together
in common cause is not a new question,
it is one in need of answers perhaps more
now than ever, as our society divides
more and more. It is also a question the
Institute’s mission and history of finding
common ground makes it uniquely suited
to answer. “We are extremely pleased to
announce that as a result of the excitement generated at the Ideas Festival,
the Aspen Institute is launching a major,
bipartisan program on National Service,” Institute Executive Vice President
Elliot Gerson said. “We will call it the
‘Franklin Project’—inspired by Benjamin
Franklin’s philosophy of active citizenship—and it will be a joint venture with
the public policy firm Civic Enterprises
designed to marshal the best case for
scaling a voluntary civilian counterpart to
military service in the United States. We
plan to sponsor major convenings, conduct surveys and research, issue reports
and white papers, and expect to host a
national summit on service in Aspen next
summer.”

For more coverage of the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival, including videos and transcripts, please visit www.aspenideas.org.

50

The Aspen Idea

winter 2012/2013

The 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival

BIG IDEA #2:

The Arts Are Not
Window Dressing
Wu Tong plays the sheng

Following the inaugural four-day festival in Beijing last November, the Ideas Festival played host to the second half of the
US-China Forum on the Arts and Culture, a partnership with the Asia Society and the Chinese People’s Association for
Friendship with Foreign Countries. Documentary filmmakers Fan Lixin and Louie Psihoyos discussed the unique aspects
of telling stories through film; Artist Ou Ning talked reimagining public spaces with Liz Diller, architect of New York’s High
Line; and Silk Road Ensemble musician Wu Tong astounded audiences with performances on the sheng, a traditional Chinese
wind instrument. Along with fellow cultural influencers like photojournalist Liu Xin, filmmaker Lu Chuan, and new web
guru Hu Shuli, the Chinese delegation participated in panels throughout the week that sparked conversation and fostered
mutual understanding between the US and China through the prism of culture and the arts.
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BIG IDEA #3:

The Grown-Ups Have a
Lot of Learning to Do
How do we best equip our kids to be successful adults? Should we push for academic achievement and
endless extracurricular activities, or focus on the more elusive and fundamental issue of character? And what do
we mean by “success” anyway? Numerous sessions explored how well we are serving the next generation—as parents, educators, and role models.
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“There’s this idea that
there’s very little room
at the top— like we’ve
got to get that Ivy
League education, or it’s
going to be the gutter.”
—Lawrence Cohen

Michael Brands

What is the goal of parenting? A discussion posing this essential question helped
kick off one of the festival’s most popular
topical tracks, Raising the 21st Century
Child. It probed modern parents’ dilemmas and struggles, from the special
challenges facing boys to so-called “overparenting” to the impact the economic
recession is having on millions of the
country’s youth. Psychologist Lawrence
Cohen, author of Playful Parenting and
other books, took aim at what he sees as
the false dichotomy between play and
learning. “What I hear from parents
is, ‘play and connecting and getting on
the floor and doing fun things instead
of flash cards, that’s all great—unless it
interferes with learning and success.’
And parents have this fear that you have
to give up one or the other.”
An especially lively voice in the
parenting-themed conversations was
Yale Law School professor Amy Chua,
perhaps better known for her controversial memoir Battle Hymn of the
Tiger Mother, which reflects on her
experience raising her two daughters
in a strict, achievement-oriented style
influenced by her own upbringing by
Chinese-immigrant parents. “I think that
parental anxiety and the obsession with
happiness is in some ways a luxury,” she
said. “I was a daughter of immigrants,
of two people who came to this country
with absolutely nothing. And they didn’t

have time to worry about happiness and
parenting guides and classes. Parenting for them was about survival.” On a
panel focused on “Overparenting and Its
Perils,” Lori Gottlieb, a parenting expert
and therapist who observes many parenting mistakes through the kids she treats,
reminded parents that sometimes making things easy for kids now may make
the challenges of adult life crippling later
on. “We want our kids to develop… resilience, humility—all of those things—and

we feel like we’re damaging their selfesteem if we’re not constantly telling
them how special they are, when in fact
we’re actually preventing them from
forming a solid sense of self-esteem.”
The challenges today’s boys and
young men face were also a focus, with
Hampden-Sydney College President
Christopher Howard leading a conversation on raising boys in an era when
women often outnumber—and often
out-achieve—men on college c ampuses,
The Aspen Idea
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Stony Brook University psychologist
professor Michael Kimmel said. Howard,
Kimmel and Thomson urged vigilance
for signs of struggle and disengagement
in young boys, and discussed proven
techniques for helping them stay on
track academically and socially.
Discussions also looked at more institutional aspects of raising today’s kids.
In a session called “Can Character Be
Taught?” NBC News anchor Andrea
Mitchell moderated a discussion with

Dan Bayer

and increasingly, in the recessiondamagedworkforce. “In the fanciest,
most academically ambitious co-ed
schools in this country, the top quarter
of the class is the 70:30 girls to boys,
and the bottom 25 percent of the class
is 70:30 boys to girls,” education expert
Michael Thompson said. Some saw the
imbalance as indicative of broader cultural mores. “Stated most simply, many
young boys regard academic disengagement as a sign of their masculinity,”

school leaders and writer Paul Tough on
how schools can play a role in developing non-academic skills or, as she put it,
“conscientiousness, grit, resilience, perseverance, optimism, resourcefulness,
professionalism, integrity, self control,
willpower, zest, gratitude, curiosity, and
social intelligence.” Tough, whose latest book, How Children Succeed: Grit,
Curiosity and the Hidden Power of
Character, explores this question, made
a passionate case for our education system paying significantly more attention
to these “non-cognitive skills,” which his
research has shown to be inextricably
linked to success and satisfaction in later
life. These skills are especially important
for low-income students at high risk
for dropping out, said Tough. “When
researchers look at why those kids are
dropping out, money is certainly part of
it, test scores are part of it, but the biggest part is…having the ability to deal
with what is for most of those kids, a
very different environment, to work with
people who are very different than they
are, to get over disappointments, to deal
with a bad test score, to deal with problems at home.”
Philanthropist Eli Broad and New
York Times columnist Tom Friedman
had an impassioned discussion about
global competitiveness and American
public education. Broad raised alarms
about the barriers facing the American
education system—namely its resistance
to change—as compared to countries on
the rise such as China and Singapore,
whose strides in educational outcomes
now outpace America’s. “Education is
the only industry—and it’s a $600 billion
industry—that hasn’t really changed,”
he said. “Every other industry or segment of our society uses technology.
Education has not been doing that; it’s
dominated by people who don’t want to
change. We need better governance and
better leadership.” In an interview with
the Financial Times’ Gillian Tett on the
American economy, Harvard professor
and former Obama economic advisor
winter 2012/2013
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Larry Summers lamented our inadequate public investment in education,
asking “How can it make sense that we
tell our kids nothing is more important
than their education, and in a number of
states they only go to school four days a
week?”
Access to higher education—and
what role advanced degrees are playing
in people’s lives—came up in several
discussions. Despite the costs incurred
with a degree, Lumina Foundation CEO
Jamie Merisotis insisted that “a college
degree is not a guarantee or a certificate, it’s a prerequisite in the modern
economy.” Yet, he said, inequity in access
to higher education is a major threat to
America’s future. “We should not take
lightly the fact that our fastest-growing
populations have the least educational
attainment,” Merisotis said. “This is an
economic train wreck for our country.
[Opening up access to these populations]
is not, sort of, a ‘nice thing’ for us to do
for somebody else. This is about our collective wellbeing as a society.”
Alarm bells about American education seemed to come from all angles
over the week—including some that
were surprising. When asked by CBS
News anchor Bob Scheiffer to name
the greatest threat to American security,
Gen. Stanley McChrystal chose an entity
closer to home than al-Qaeda: our very
own dropout crisis, which among many
other effects decimates the population of young people eligible to protect
us through military service. “It’s in our
schools,” he told a rapt audience. “Almost
a third of all high school kids don’t
graduate.” This makes them ineligible for
service, he explained, which, combined
with legal problems, obesity, and other
physical issues, leave only about a third of
the population eligible—the same third
who might head for top colleges and professions. “It’s a national security issue,”
he said, “and I think that’s the one that
ought to really worry us.”

BIG IDEA #4:

Average
Is Over

Education philanthropist and former SunAmerica CEO Eli Broad
and New York Times columnist Tom
Friedman on What They’d Do if
They Were Secretary of Education

broad

Eli Broad: I’d say, ‘The system is
broken and we have a crisis. And we
have to have a 21st-century agenda
that would include a longer school
day, a longer school year, better teaching, use of blended learning, paying
teachers more, rewarding them for
success, having public school choice,
and changing the system from a tired
monopoly to a high-performing public
enterprise. I’d say tenure should be
earned the way it is in higher education, not simply given after one or
two years to 95 percent of those that
are there. I think we’ve got to get rid
of the seniority system, where we let
go our youngest, best teachers and
keep our older teachers that are not
performing. What would you do if you
were secretary of education on your
first day, Tom?

Friedman

Tom Friedman: I’m a big believer
that if you don’t know where you’re
going, any road will get you there. If
you don’t start your day by asking the
most fundamental question[s]—‘What
world are we living in? What are the
biggest trends in this world, and how
do we align ourselves in both jobs and
education around those trends?’—
you’re going to get in trouble as a company or as a country… In the last six,
seven, eight years, the world has gone
from connected to hyper-connected.
It’s been completely disguised by the
subprime crisis, the great recession,
and 9/11. But something really fundamental has changed, I would argue
on a Gutenberg scale… And what this
means for education, Eli, is very simple.
If the whole world were a single global
classroom, the curve just rose. Because
every employer—if you were still back
running Sun, or every employer here
in the room—now has access to more
cheap, easy, above-average software,
automation, robotics, cheap labor,
and cheap genius than ever before.
The whole global curve has risen. And
hence what I think is the single-most
important socioeconomic fact of our
time—which I think is driving so much
of what you do—is that average is over.
Average is officially over, and therefore
we all have to find our way to become
above average.

For more coverage of the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival, including videos and transcripts, please visit www.aspenideas.org.
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Clockwise from top left:
Musician and DJ Moby talks
architecture and plays a set for
the crowd; the Aspen Meadows
campus one afternoon during
the festival; Recent Stanford
design school graduate Aaron
Peck outside his SparkTruck, an
“educational build-mobile” he
presented at the festival along
with his Stanford co-founders;
World record-setting Kenyan
marathoner and Ideas Festival
scholar Tegla Loroupe;
Huffington Post founder
Arianna Huffington discusses
her plan to kickstart job growth
in America.

The 2012
Ideas
Festival
The
2012Aspen
Aspen
Ideas
Festival
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Brian Greene gets a
helping hand from his
children in explaining
quantum physics
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BIG IDEA #5:

Technology Is Transforming Us
Everyone agreed that technology is fundamentally transforming every aspect of our
lives, from the way we approach our health to the way we wage our wars. But there was also a
keen sense that we are only on the cusp of techno-integration, and that we can only begin to
imagine what sort of world the next iPhones and Facebooks might make, and what they will mean
for human society—and humans themselves. “If the 20th century was spent looking for the soul
of the new machine,” The Atlantic’s Alexis Madrigal said, “the 21st might be spent looking for the
new machine for the soul.”
From scientists to professors, many
speakers saw education as one of the
most exciting frontiers technology could
push, affording teachers new tools for
instruction and students unprecedented
access to expertise. The familiar formats
of computer and video games are now
being used to help students memorize
their conjugations and practice their multiplication tables—the focus of a panel on
why games matter for learning. “Games
have gone from being for the child in the
corner to being one of the hottest things
in education,” said White House Office
of Science and Technology senior policy
analyst Constance Steinkuehler. “The kids
that are most responsive to games are the
kids that are not performing well with
other kinds of instruction we provide.”
Spurred by institutions like Khan
Academy, which offers digital lessons on a
dizzying array of subjects to anyone with
an Internet connection, Stanford computer science professor Andrew Ng laid
out a vision for a new division of labor in
education made possible by computers
and the Internet. “Now the constant is the
amount of time spent on learning, and the
variable is whether every student gets it,”
he said. “We should flip it. What should be
variable is the amount of time you spend
learning, and what should be constant is
winter 2012/2013

that everyone gets the material. A website
has the patience to show you the material
20 times.”
Beyond basic instruction, technology
also allows students to see the real-world
application of their studies in a way they
otherwise might not be able to, Gates
Foundation Deputy Director of Education Stacy Childress said in a panel on
the influence of technology on the classroom. Childress pointed out that students
might not only enrich their subject matter understanding from corresponding
with experts and practitioners, but might
develop a different set of collaboration
skills, as well. “What if they could actually
have dialogue, get feedback from a world
expert, and actually give some feedback to
the expert about the learning process that
they’re going through together?” She said.
Technology is also rapidly pushing the
boundaries of science and engineering,
and vice-versa, from finding alternative energy to physics, speakers said.
“Technology has uncovered new energy
sources,” said Shell Upstream Americas
Executive Vice President Russ Ford.
“North America is at the forefront of
shale and natural gas.” Columbia physicist Brian Greene explained the Higgs
Boson particle a week before the particle,
since validated, was set to be tested in

“Now the constant is the
amount of time spent on
learning, and the variable is
whether every student gets
it. We should flip it. What
should be variable is the
amount of time you spend
learning, and what should
be constant is that everyone
gets the material.”
—Andrew Ng

Switzerland, and exhorted his audience
to be excited about its possibilities even
if Schrodinger’s Cat left them less than
enthused. “When quantum mechanics
was discovered in the 1920s, it could
have seemed equally abstract,” he said.
“But over the course of 80 years, a theory
that began life by helping us to understand molecules has been parlayed and
harnessed by science and technology to
yield all manner of spectacular technological wonders. Quantum physics gave
us computers, cell phones, and medical
technologies that save people’s lives all
over the world.”
The Aspen Idea
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Technology and the tumult in the
Arab world was another focus of exploration. “We are living in a revolutionary
age, with leaderless revolutions, and the
reason is technology,” Reuters Global
Editor-at-Large Chrystia Freeland
said at the festival’s opening ceremony.
“Technology has solved the age-old
conundrum of the revolutionary. People
are repressed and scared, the state controls the media, people don’t know if
there are other would-be revolutionaries out there, and if they’ll go into the
square,” she said, going on to point out
that the lowered threshold for starting
a revolution technology affords hasn’t
made it any easier for the revolutionaries to finish the job.
Technology has also reduced the
risks of waging war, raising questions
about automatizing traditionally ethical
endeavors. “Last year, the US Air Force
trained more unmanned systems operators than it trained manned fighter plane
pilots and manned bomber plane pilots
put together,” 21st Century Defense
Initiative Director and Brookings senior

“When quantum mechanics was discovered in the 1920s, it could
have seemed equally abstract. But over the course of 80 years, a
theory that began life by helping us to understand molecules has
been parlayed and harnessed by science and technology to yield
all manner of spectacular technological wonders. Quantum physics
gave us computers, cell phones medical technologies that save
people’s lives all over the world.
“How exciting is it to sit at your desk and do a calculation that
goes beyond everything that’s transitory and reveals truths about
not just what goes on here on earth, but in the entire universe?”
—Brian Greene, columbia physicist

fellow Peter Singer said. “War and how
we looked at it used to involve two
things together: the kinetic side, the
blowing things up side but also the side
of sending people into harm’s way. That’s
what it meant to go to war. And the
technology is allowing us to disentangle
those two parts, and our laws really
haven’t caught up to it.”

Dan Bayer

Schmidt

Moore’s Law—the idea that technological advances will compound in
speed—was invoked repeatedly, with
speakers cautioning that the pace of
technological advancement has accelerated to a degree that made prediction
impossible. Google Executive Chairman
Eric Schmidt gave a historical primer:
“We forget how poor-quality the mobile
phones were 10 years ago, or even five
years ago,” he said. “We forget how
bad the initial iPod was, versus what it
is today. This improvement in performance…means a continuing explosion
in connectivity and bandwidth.”
Such progress carries with it questions of how it will be used. “There are
technologies in history that come along
and are game changers,” Singer said.
“These are technologies like the printing press, the steam engine, the atomic
bomb. What makes them game changers
is not just the capabilities they offer you
but the important questions they force
you to ask that you didn’t imagine you
would be asking a generation earlier.
And these questions are not just questions of what’s possible that you didn’t
imagine was possible a generation earlier, but they are also questions of what’s
proper.”

For more coverage of the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival, including videos and transcripts, please visit www.aspenideas.org.
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“One thing that’s suddenly true is that
there is a lot more data being generated
all over the world. One of the interesting
statistics I found from Google Maps is that
every two weeks we upload as much new
data to Google Maps as we had about the
world in 2005—the global upload in 2005
is now as big as the data batch we deliver
every two weeks…Companies are generating a lot more data, and users are generating a lot more data, and with that data, I
think comes a big opportunity—the ability
to…say ‘okay, what is that user’s context,
and how can we help them?’ ”
—Marissa Mayer
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Clockwise from top left: Barbra Streisand makes a plea for
increased attention to be paid to women’s cardiac health;
former Fed Chairman Alan Greenspan discusses the role
of economic institutions in promoting growth and stability;
New York Times columnist David Brooks asks a question
from the audience. “I’m writing my column up here as we are
speaking,” Brooks said at another panel. “You are watching
IP theft of the highest order”; festival-goer takes a moment
under the mountains; the Institute’s Anne Mosle, Bezos
Family Foundation co-director Jackie Bezos, Chambers
Family Fund President Merle Chambers, fashion designer
Tory Burch, SEED Foundation Board Chair and Institute
Trustee Ann B. Friedman, ABC anchor Katie Couric,
Thomson Reuters Foundation CEO Monique Villa, and
Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund President and Institute
trustee Laurie Tisch discuss what it means to be a woman
philanthropist today.

The 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival
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ISRAEL’S minister
OF DEFENSE

On Winning Hearts and Minds
WALTER ISAACSON: “Do you
worry that Israel’s standing not
only with Americans, but with
young American Jews, is being
eroded?”

For more coverage of the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival, including videos and transcripts, please visit www.aspenideas.org.

Dan Bayer

EHUD BARAK: “I am worried.
A generation ago I was a graduate student at Stanford, and at the
time, in every leading university,
there was a cell of Israelis and Jews
who were fighting for the Israeli
cause. And nowadays, I visit my
alma mater and I travel to some
other universities, and it’s different:
A group of former Israelis together
with Palestinians and sometimes
some Jews are demonstrating. You
don’t need Bibi [Netanyahu] for
this, they demonstrate against me…
We have to invest more in pushing
our cause, and we have to bear in
mind that we are living in a complicated world. The world expects
Israel… to be the source of initiative to change reality.”

The 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival

BIG IDEA #6:

American Power Must Change
With the Times
With economic and political struggles at home, America—as well as our allies and adversaries—is
questioning our role in an increasingly multipolar world. While there were disagreements on everything from the
potency of our democratic origins in diplomacy to the effect of our debt on our relationship with China, one thing
held constant: the belief that America has a unique qualitative role in the world.
In examining what America’s role in the
world should be, discussions inevitably
began with an assessment of what role it
plays today. “We’ve moved into an era of
influence, not control,” Admiral Mullen
said. “That’s not easy for us to just sort
of let go and try to influence outcomes.”
And America isn’t exactly helping itself,
said former undersecretary of state Nicholas Burns, who now runs the Institute’s
Aspen Strategy Group, citing Washington’s partisan bickering at the expense of
credible solutions. “What I worry about is
our economic strength, and the inability
of our two political parties to make common decisions about our future. Because
our military and political power rests on
our economic power, and that is in some
question right now.”
China was, of course, a topic of special
interest. “One of the mistakes I thought
Secretary Clinton did make was when
she said ‘It’s difficult to say no to your
banker,’ ” said Brookings Institution
Senior Fellow Robert Kagan. “Because
I actually don’t believe that—it’s unclear
to me what leverage [China holding US
debt] gives the Chinese. It seems to me it
also gives us leverage over them… If you
owe a bank $100, you’re in trouble, but if
you owe the bank $100 million, the bank
is in trouble. Our economies are so mutually dependent that China has no interest
in destroying the American economy.”
Also in focus was the question of
winter 2012/2013
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GOLDEN YEARS

“Governor Romney, if he is elected,
is going to face the reality of foreign policy; you can’t walk away
from relationships, you can’t throw
darts at countries and expect them
to cooperate with you.”

Kagan

ROBERT KAGAN: “One of my favorite
quotations is from Patrick Henry, in 1788,
which said that the United States had lost
the vigor of its youth…[people] always say
the United States can no longer do whatever
it wants to do in the world. And my question is; when was that exactly?”
Michael Brands

JEFFREY GOLDBERG: “1945 was about
the top year, right?”

—Nicholas Burns

RK: “It’s been downhill ever since. If you look at the 1940s… that’s the period
when we had 50 percent of global GDP…and the United States did some very
successful things in Europe, notwithstanding the half of it that was controlled
by the Soviet Union. But if you look at Asia, it was one calamity after another:
the Chinese revolution, which led almost immediately to the Korean War, which
didn’t end particularly well. What we need to remember is it’s always difficult to
exercise influence. People say ‘why can’t we solve the Middle East peace problem? Well, when did we solve it?”
whether the world needs a hegemon,
and what that hegemon’s responsibilities are. James Steinberg, dean of the
Maxwell School at Syracuse and former
US deputy secretary of state, saw a classic security dilemma as the likely result
of a world without one. “The world does
need leadership,” he said, “and when that
withdraws, people began to start hedging
their bets, they begin to start thinking
about how they protect themselves. And
that creates a lot more conflict and a lot
more uncertainty in the world.”
Another panel debated the responsibility the US has to protect weaker
nations, or people under assault from
their own governments. Yale Law School
professor Stephen L. Carter reminded
his audience of America’s longstanding
isolationist strain on a panel about the
responsibility to protect: “There is a spirit
that goes very deeply in American history, and also in America today, across
the spectrum. And it’s a spirit that basi-

cally says, ‘We’ve got problems at home;
the job of armed forces is to protect us.
If terrible things are happening abroad,
that’s really sad, it’s really awful. I wish
they wouldn’t act that way. I wish whoever is in charge would fix it, but meanwhile we’ve got problems here.’ And I
think it’s a powerful force.”
“I see this as a matter of our values,”
said Princeton professor (and former
State Department Director of Policy
Planning) Anne-Marie Slaughter. “I
believe America’s power draws as much
from our values as from our military and
our economy, that we stand for something in the world, that they are what
pulls us together as a people. We believe
that all human beings are created equal.
We believe that all human beings are
entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit
of happiness. And that’s what we say in
the world. We are not shy about going
around the different countries and telling
people this is what we believe.”

Others seemed less optimistic that
the US is shouldering the responsibilities these clear values carry. Of the Arab
Spring, Foreign Policy CEO David Rothkopf said, “We believe in democracy, and
we believe in self-determination as the
best way for countries to govern their
own affairs. That’s in our DNA, it’s in
our founding documents. That means we
have to grow up and accept that democracy will produce outcomes and leaders
that we don’t like.” Admiral Mullen made
the case for consistency when it came to
some of America’s less-savory alliances.
“As a country, we’ve always known we’ve
dealt with pretty putrid individuals from
a corruption standpoint,” he said. “I’m
not sure we can do that anymore—I’m
not sure that we can deal with some leaders who we absolutely know are corrupt
to the bone and then hold ourselves to
who we are in the world.”
“As individuals and collectively, we
need to develop our moral imagination,”
Grace Cathedral Dean Jane Shaw said at
the festival’s opening ceremony. “…The
point of entering another’s story is not
simply to feel sympathy, but to foster a
sense of community that prompts action,
which is about making that turn of heart
that enables us to see from another’s perspective.” The ideas in Aspen bumped
up against each other, co-existed even
while they contradicted one another. And
from the friction of these vivid opinions,
the festival moved beyond being merely
a snapshot of the zeitgeist, and became
a workshop for a better future, honoring the democratic dissonance that had
brought it this far.

For more coverage of the 2012 Aspen Ideas Festival, including videos and transcripts, please visit www.aspenideas.org.
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