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The Socrates Program celebrates two decades by connecting a new  
generation of  leaders at the Institute’s roundtables and around the world.

BY ALISON DECKER

Few people would say no to spending time in Aspen—
especially if  the time is spent discussing today’s biggest 
ideas with some of  the country’s brightest young leaders. 
The Socrates Program this year celebrated its 20th 
anniversary, having blossomed into a way to engage and 
connect young professionals across the United States and 
the world. “It has proven itself  in the market in a way 
unmatched by any other Aspen seminar program,” says 
Elliot Gerson, executive vice president of  the Institute, 
“and it has generated great loyalty, with many people 
coming back year after year.”

Around a Socrates table, you’ll find entrepreneurs, 
venture capitalists, and government representatives 
debating passionately with academics and journalists. 

Discussions are built around texts selected for their 
potential to facilitate an exchange of  ideas. At a 
roundtable discussion on the sharing economy, for 
example, participants may begin with Adam Smith’s 
The Wealth of  Nations and the foundations of  a capitalist 
economy and then evolve to Airbnb’s business model. 
(Does it ultimately create or eliminate jobs? And how 
is it sustainable?) Texts and moderators provide a 
foundational framework, and the conversation builds 
from the real-world experiences participants eagerly offer. 
The off-the-record format encourages complete candor.

The program tackles topics that cut across industries 
and have applications in nearly every sector of  the 
workforce, like the sustainability of  the American dream, 
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“Twitter saved my life”:  
Egyptian activist Mona Eltahawy, 

who moderated Socrates soon 
after Tahrir Square tweets  

assured her quick release from 
police detention.
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the competition between China and the United States, foreign 
policy in the age of  ISIS, the 21st-century meaning of  citizenship, 
and the impact of  technology on the way the world does business. 

Moderators bring both their own expertise and a specific set 
of  discussion-guidance skills developed for Socrates; they are 
all experts from diverse fields, like the Kennedy School political 
scientist Joe Nye, the former Federal Communications Commision 
Chairman Michael Powell, the medical ethicist Ezekiel Emanuel, 
the former Director of  Central Intelligence James Woolsey, the 
economist Sonal Shah, and the economic journalist Kai Ryssdal. 
Anne-Marie Slaughter, the president and CEO of  the New 
America Foundation, has led discussions on striking a balance 
between work and family for both women and men; Jeffrey Rosen, 
the president and CEO of  the National Constitution Center, 
has moderated several post-9/11 seminars in both the United 
States and Europe that navigate the intersections of  technology, 
transparency, and privacy. 

“The difference between cocktail-party conversation and a 
Socrates seminar,” says Neil Jacobstein, Socrates moderator and 
the former president of  Singularity University, “is that the seminar 
includes a set of  seminal readings on values-based issues, rules 
about respectful dialogue, and a group commitment to 360-degree 
understanding of  issues rather than winning an argument.”

The conversations happen in a variety of  venues. Three-day 

seminars are held in Aspen twice yearly, in February and July, and 
over long holiday weekends to minimize time away from the office. At 
the July seminars, there are up to 20 participants each in five different 
sessions, which run concurrently; the February seminars operate 
similarly but offer three concurrent sessions. There’s also a Teen 
Socrates for high-schoolers. Evening programs allow established and 
emerging leaders to share their successes and challenges: Michael 
Bloomberg spoke to a Socrates audience in Aspen about good 
leadership, based on his years in business and public office; Justice 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg shared her insights on decisions for women’s 
rights. The Socrates annual dinner, held each summer in Aspen, 
has hosted an array of  leaders, including then-Senator Barack 
Obama, Yahoo! CEO Marissa Mayer, Institute Trustee Leonard 
Lauder, Atlanta Mayor Kassim Reed, entrepreneur Reid Hoffman, 
and Senator John McCain. Socrates also hosts one-day salons in 
cities across the United States, including New York, Washington, 
Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, and Los Angeles; there are custom 
seminars, Senate Socrates seminars for congressional staff, and new 
seminars that bring together community leaders to discuss pressing 
social-justice issues. 

With an alumni group of  more than 5,000 people from 30 countries, 
Socrates gives participants entry into an international professional 
network and also serves as an access point to other Institute programs. 
Along with the Aspen Seminar and public programs, including the 

STARTING SOCRATES: 
THE FOUNDERS SPEAK
LAURA LAUDER, Aspen Institute Trustee: Socrates for us is 
a love story. It started when Gary had an experience at the 
Aspen Institute when he was about 18, when he did a one-day 
program for teenagers on Billy Budd. He fell in love with the 
intellectual dialogue with his peers. He loved the structured 
Socratic dialogue with people of his own generation who were 
going through life and facing the same complexities at the 
same time, and they were all trying to face them together. 

The first weekend he and I met, in Silicon Valley, we had a 
long drive in which we debated capital punishment. He was 
for it; I was against it. We cited all these intellectual giants 
we thought supported our sides. We found we agreed to 
disagree—that we could feel passionately about something 
and come to a civilized resolution without necessarily 
changing each other’s mind. But most of all, we loved 
intellectual debate. He said, “I really want to bring you to the 
Aspen Institute.” It was a kind of test: I’m really interested in 
this young woman, but I can’t really pour my heart into her 
unless she enjoys the Aspen Institute.

We went together to Charlie Firestone’s seminar, 
“Dilemmas of the Digital Age.” That was Gary’s first seminar 
at the Institute. He was barely 31, I was about the same age. It 
was a revelation for the two of us. We fell in love—with each 
other, the dialogue, the sources, the reading, the inspiration, 

Laura and Gary Lauder
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Aspen Ideas Festival, Socrates is one of  the few Institute programs 
open to the public for a fee rather than by invitation only.

Institute Trustee Arjun Gupta, a technology entrepreneur, was first 
introduced to the Institute via Socrates seminar, “Entrepreneurship 
in a New Century: Values, Ethics, and Challenges.” “It opened the 
door to extraordinary opportunities,” he says. “I became a Henry 
Crown Fellow and was recruited to become a Trustee. Socrates really 
is a gateway for young leaders to a path of  lifelong learning with the 
Institute.” 

Camaraderie and connection are cornerstones of  nearly all 
Institute events, but they are a particularly strong draw for Socrates. 
Participants are provided ample time for relationship-building and 
outdoor activities beyond the structured discussions. So while the 
formal dialogue might stay at the table, informal conversations, 
ideas, and connections continue to take root outside. People can 
spend four hours talking about how artificial intelligence will 
change the future workforce and then venture out to ski, hike, 
and discuss race and culture or social media and the arts—or the 
wildlife they find on the trails. 

“And that’s where the great ideas happening in the seminars 
turn into action with impact and lasting connections,” says Melissa 
Ingber, director of  the Socrates Program. “A conversation goes 
from ‘I never thought of  this issue that way’ to ‘Let’s take this idea 
and start a new business.’ ”

everything. Three years later, after we were married and 
living in Silicon Valley, we said to each other, ‘That was such 
a great experience, but we were the youngest in the room by 
ten—and more like 20—years.’ We thought of how exciting and 
interesting it would be for the Institute to reach out to people 
in their late 20s and early 30s who were building the new 
information superhighway.

We faced a good deal of doubt from the then-leadership 
of the Institute, which didn’t think the group had the time or 
financial resources to commit to the Institute programs then 
offered. We were sure we had something, though. Gary’s 
father, Leonard, a board member, was totally behind the idea 
from the start. The CEO agreed to review our proposal and 
offered to try it one time just to see what would  happen.

We asked Charlie Firestone to moderate and invited about 
150 people. We had to organize it ourselves. We weren’t on 
the national calendar of the Institute. They gave us no staff 
support. It was 1996, the Internet was in its infancy, and the 
Institute had nothing online. We had done an online birth 
announcement for our son, Josh, in 1995, and sent a link to 
our ten friends who had email addresses with a recording 
of Josh’s first cry. It went viral! We sent out invitations to 
Socrates by email, and we were the first program to have 
online registration. It was like pulling teeth to get the Institute 
to receive registration and take Visa cards online. 

Fifty people paid $300 per person for the weekend in 
Aspen in 1996. We were barely married two years, we had a 
one-year-old, and we hosted the “Socrates Society” of the 

Aspen Institute. We wanted people to understand in advance 
that they’d possibly read Socrates and have a Socratic 
dialogue. From the beginning, we used the Aspen campus and 
people stayed at the Meadows. And when they came, people 
loved talking with their peers, socializing in the evenings, and 
having the whole thing be just a weekend.

Our generation had never been presented with opportunities 
to think of the kinds of issues I would talk about with friends 
in Silicon Valley: Are you interested in foreign policy toward 
Russia? How do we protect ourselves? What are the trade-
offs between security and liberty in US foreign policy? People 
didn’t have that chance outside college. To find moderators, I 
would talk to Leonard and others to identify experts in their 
fields. At the time, the Institute did not allow anyone from 
outside to moderate—only in-house, well-trained moderators. 
Today, all aspects of the Institute have wonderful moderators 
who are from a wide, wide variety of fields. 

Early on, David Gergen offered a seminar on values-based 
leadership. We announced it online and it sold out in ten 
minutes. It crashed the system. We’d never thought to cap the 
number of spots, we were so brand new: 30 people signed up 
in ten minutes, and the room could only take 25.   

About ten years later, a wonderful man named Bill Budinger 
loved the seminar and helped us financially support it. He 
said we should do programs at the Wye, Maryland, campus 
and suggested a program where we’d invite staffers from the 
Senate to interact with each other. So once a year in October, 
we hold Senate Socrates at Wye with ten to 12 participants 

Julia Sweig, moderator

SOCRATES PROGRAMSOCRATES PROGRAM

   53 6/1/2016   10:36:06 PM



54 I D E A S     S U M M E R  2 0 1 6

from Congress, half Republicans and half Democrats, and 
participants from the public and private sectors. 

A year after we started Socrates, Gary was nominated for 
the first class of the Henry Crown Fellowship Program. Crown 
participants have to identify a project they will work on. Gary 
used Socrates as his Crown leadership project. That helped 
bring it more into the Institute.

GARY LAUDER, President, Lauder Partners: The earlier that 
people go through programs, the stronger the impact. Most 
had been for people wealthy enough to be semi-retired. It 
dawned on me that that was at the wrong end of their lives. In 
1992, when I brought Laura to Charlie Firestone’s seminar, we 
both loved it and thought that would be of broader interest to 
people. People would tell us, “It’s great to have young people 
coming”—and we were the only young people around. Now, 
20 years later, I’ve been to 30 or 40 Socrates seminars. The 
process has helped change me. It has improved my thought 
processes. I never want to miss one.

WILLIAM D. BUDINGER, Aspen Institute Trustee: I was not 
involved with the Institute when Socrates began. The program 
was an outlier. Gary and Laura dreamed it up and worked really 
hard to bring in their friends, primarily in the tech industry, to 
introduce them to the beauty of the Aspen Socratic moderated 
seminar. The seminars would go into these various topics in 
depth; often the world’s leading experts would moderate, and 
Gary and Laura were able to bring them in. What Gary and Laura 
did was create one of the new crown jewels of the Institute.

As time went on, instead of being an outlying adjunct, 
Socrates slowly and imperceptibly moved toward the 
mainstream of the Institute. The beauty of the program today 
is that we often have waiting lists for our seminars. Those 
waiting lists are filled with people who have a pretty good 
chance of being tomorrow’s leaders in business, nonprofits, 
even government. Socrates gives us a chance to touch those 
people, introduce them to something they haven’t thought of 
since college. It brings them back into the joy of learning. 

I’ve done several Executive Seminars and many Socrates 
seminars. The Executive Seminar is six days long; Socrates is 
usually three days. The Executive Seminar is primarily a great-
books seminar—all seminars, including Socrates, are readings-
based, and participants get a kit of readings in advance. The 
Executive Seminar brings you back into the classics of literature 
and economics and philosophy; Socrates is topical—about Islam, 
privacy versus security. And, of course, every seminar Aspen puts 
on has a component of values-based thinking.

Good moderators tend to be inviting people. They don’t 
put off or scare people—it’s a natural part of their personality. 
They’re experts in their fields: not only do they know the readings 
cold, the readings are excerpts and they know the full work. That 
allows them to give color and perspective participants might 
otherwise not get. But the key to a good moderator is the ability 
to stimulate and excite discussion from all of the participants. 
Our best moderators are really good at that. No one gets away 
without contributing.

For Senate Socrates at Wye, people of very different passions 
and opinions get together and discuss something that at least in 
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Ezekiel Emanuel, 
moderator

Ruth Bader Ginsburg,  
speaker, with Jeffrey Rosen, moderator

Tom Friedman, 
speaker
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“A CONVERSATION  
   GOES FROM ‘I NEVER  
   THOUGHT OF THIS   
   ISSUE THAT WAY’ TO  
   ‘LET’S TAKE THIS  
   IDEA AND START  
   A NEW BUSINESS.’”
   

The connections don’t end in Aspen—and after their long days 
at the seminars, participants don’t leave their feet up for long. They 
seek ways to bring new ideas back to their work and communities, 
and tangible results happen. Take Zitto Z. Kabwe, a member of  
the Tanzanian Parliament who attended “The New Global Middle 
Class: How Rising Consumption Will Transform Innovation, Trade, 
and Markets.” After returning to Tanzania, he wrote an article for 
a local newspaper and initiated a project that works to lift roughly 
100,000 low-income palm-oil farmers into the middle class. Kabwe 
both sought and received advice and support from his new Socrates-
formed network of  like-minded peers.

Socrates became a part of  the Institute through a stroke of  
inspiration. Gary and Laura Lauder, while sitting in a seminar 
on the digital age—moderated by the director of  the Aspen 
Communications and Society Program, Charlie Firestone—asked 
themselves: What if  everyone in the room was in their late 20s or 30s, like 
us? At their invitation, Firestone agreed to moderate a condensed, 
weekend-long version of  his week-long digital seminar, selecting 
readings from Aristotle and Plato to explore the tensions between 
values like liberty and security. (See: “Socrates: The Founders 
Speak,” page 52.)

“The readings are important, but it’s not the goal to figure out 
what the authors would say about a topic,” Firestone says. “It’s how 
to think about a topic. It’s the experience of  grappling with an issue or 
a text and then finding meaning for yourself. You gain new insights 
in the tension of  values.”

SOCRATES PROGRAMSOCRATES PROGRAM

the beginning is somewhat neutral. It’s a chance to bring Democrats 
and Republicans together working on issues that are usually partisan 
and get them in the habit of talking to each other. One of the 
astonishing things about Senate Socrates is the number of high-level 
staffers who have not had much or any conversation with staffers on 
the other side of the aisle. People would be shocked at how little of 
that happens.

How much does being at a seminar in Aspen make a difference? 
Everyone will give you a different answer. Mine: the Aspen 
experience, meaning the mountain experience, adds to the magic. 
It becomes one more thing the participants don’t usually have. You 
get off the plane in Aspen, especially if you haven’t been, and—wow. 
It’s an emotional reaction, and it sets the stage for a weekend of 
new experiences. That said, when we hold Socrates events in other 
places—and we do and are going to do more—they are still fabulous. 

One of the things that’s really heartening to watch is the effect of 
an Aspen-style seminar on the participants. Wolf Blitzer will be on 
stage and say that it changed his life. I’ve heard the same thing from 
many others. When I went through the Executive Seminar, I thought, 
“Why didn’t I go through this 30 years ago? I would have been 
much clearer on what I was about, what was important to me, what 
was important to pursue.” One of the lasting effects of the seminar 
experience is to clarify objectives. I hate to admit it, but I went through 
a lot of my early life thinking I knew what I was doing but not really 
knowing. The Executive Seminar helped remove a lot of that fog.

I’d like to see us develop a way to bring the benefits of that 
seminar experience to more of the world’s future leaders. Socrates 
is embarking on that path, and it’s really exciting. It makes people 
truly better leaders—it builds the person, not the résumé.

Budinger
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Barack Obama,
speaker

Michelle Lapinski,  
moderator

Hari Sreenivasan, 
moderator

Jana Nelson, 
participant

Leigh Hafrey, 
moderator

Gregory Chang, 
participant

David Headley, 
participant

Nkechi “Payton” Iheme, 
participant

Arjun Gupta, participant  
and honoree 

Michael Bloomberg, 
Socrates speaker

Jared Cohen,  
moderator

Leonard Lauder,  
Socrates Dinner honoree
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“The great thing about Socrates is that it takes the kinds 
of  people who usually talk and gets them to listen,” says the 
health specialist and cosmonaut Esther Dyson, who has both 
moderated and attended Socrates seminars.  “You learn so 
much more by considering other people’s arguments than by 
restating your own. Anyone can go online to hear beautifully 
polished statements, but what you get at Socrates is real 
engagement between people who have deeply considered views 
and also open minds.”

“It’s a better connection with other people than you 
make if  you’re in a conference room,” says Nkechi Iheme, 
a national-security specialist who works in Facebook’s 
Washington office and who started participating in Socrates 
programs when she was working in a Senate office. Iheme 
says she regularly sees professional and personal friends she 
met in Aspen, including at the recent Washington, DC, “Tech 
Prom,” where “everyone is from Socrates.”

In April, Socrates held a local seminar on race and 
law enforcement with young leaders from Baltimore and 
Washington on how to keep communities safe. Kurt Schmoke, 
the former mayor of  Baltimore, and Kevin Davis, the Baltimore 
police commissioner, joined a discussion on the challenges 
of  policing without racial bias. “We see problems happening 
across America,” Ingber says, “and we use our platform to 
bring young leaders together for constructive conversation, 
problem solving, and building local networks.”

 With the help of  various scholarships and partnerships, 
Socrates is able to bring in a variety of  perspectives. The 
William D. Budinger Scholarship helps public officials attend 
the Socrates Program; it enabled Kabwe, for example, to travel 
from Tanzania. The Ricardo Salinas Foundation Scholarship 
Fund brings Latino voices to the Socrates tables; one 
distinguished example is Salinas scholar D. Scott Martinez, the 
Denver city attorney. The Nathanson Scholarship, founded by 
Trustees Marc and Jane Nathanson, brings public-diplomacy 
officials from the Broadcasting Board of  Governors and 
the State Department to seminars. Socrates also maintains 
partnerships with the Air Force Academy, Teach For America, 
and the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, among others, 
which value the program’s opportunities for professional 
development. 

Socrates has gone global as well. In 2012, it held its first 
seminar in Cuba, “The Making of  Modern Cuba,” which 
Gupta called a “remarkable opportunity to explore each 
other’s views on politics, culture, and our economies.” For 
the past five years, Socrates seminars have been held in Spain 
in partnership with the Aspen Institute España and, most 
recently, in Kyiv, Ukraine, with Aspen Institute Kyiv. This 
year alone, Socrates will hold seminars in Ukraine, Mexico, 
Spain, and Serbia. And international seminars bring people 
back across oceans. On any given Socrates weekend, there 
are typically more than a dozen international participants. “It 
has become one of  our most exportable programs, attracting 
enormous interest from our partners around the world,” 
Gerson says. 

And maybe even farther: “We’ll be the first Aspen program to 
discuss the ethics of  interplanetary exploration,” Ingber says— 
“on Mars.”

ATTENDING SOCRATES: 
POWERFUL AWAKENINGS
By Bill Resnick
I think of  the Socrates Seminars 
as intensive graduate seminars 
with leading thinkers on topics 
that have real-world relevance—
ones I get to participate in, with 
interesting and accomplished 
fellow students. I’ve attended 11 
over the past 13 years, and the 
appeal is always an opportunity to 
dig deep through curated readings 
and facilitated discussions and 
to come out with increased 
knowledge and wisdom, having 
challenged yourself  to learn 
something new. I love learning, and this is a chance to dip into the 
experience of  being a student without having to take a test or write 
a paper. It’s also a great atmosphere for meeting new people. I’ve 
made some great connections both in the sessions and through the 
social activities surrounding the schedule.

Every session offers something new to think about, but two in 
particular stick out. In 2004, Jim Steyer, the founder of  Common 
Sense Media, and Marty Kaplan, the Norman Lear Professor of  
Entertainment, Media, and Society at the University of  Southern 
California, moderated a seminar called “Media and the Public 
Interest.” I was ignorant, as most citizens are, of  the history of  the 
public airwaves and how the mandate that broadcasters provide 
public-service airtime in exchange for having control of  a public 
good had eroded over a few decades. If  we look today at the way 
our airwaves disseminate information and entertainment, it is 
clear that the dilution of  federal regulations on broadcasting have 
contributed to a dumbing down of  the American public. This was 
a powerful awakening for me.

Another impactful session was “Religion and Politics in 
America” in 2006, moderated by Rabbi David Saperstein, then 
the political voice of  Reform Judaism, and Kathleen Kennedy 
Townsend, the politician and oldest child of  the late Robert 
Kennedy. Rather than focus on the division of  church and state, 
the session discussed the appropriate ways we can bring our values 
into the public sphere.

I had the great pleasure of  riding up in the gondola with Harris 
Wofford to a dinner at the top of  Aspen Mountain. Wofford told me 
about his involvement in starting the Peace Corps. We also spoke 
about his long partnership with his best friend, Matthew Charlton, 
after 48 years of  marriage to a woman, Clare. Matthew, who was 
also on the gondola, was the subject of  a moving essay Wofford 
wrote ten years later in The New York Times, where he also recently 
announced their marriage. This conversation—unexpected, 
serendipitous—was a quintessential Aspen Institute experience.

Bill Resnick, MD, MBA, and CEO of  Beit T-Shuvah, is a longtime 
participant in Socrates seminars. He now attends with his husband,  
Michael J. Stubbs.
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