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Philanthropist David Rubenstein asks, "Are the Founding Fathers Overrated?" Ian Wagreich |
The Aspen Institute

David Rubenstein, co-CEO of the Carlyle Group, says America's
founding fathers were talented and courageous people, who
deserve all the credit they get for putting the country together
and creating a durable constitution.

During the American Revolution, George Washington, Thomas
Je�erson, John Adams, James Madison and Benjamin Franklin
all understood that they were committing treason and would be

killed if they failed or were captured.

"So, the idea that these people came together and created a
country by winning a war, that's pretty impressive," Rubenstein
said.

The fact that they were able to create a Constitution that we still
consider and use today is even more impressive.

But for all their strengths they could not �gure out how to deal
with America's biggest original defect: slavery.

"It wasn't a few people at the top, it was tolerated by everybody,"
Rubenstein said. "The people in the North recognized it was
morally indefensible, George Washington and Thomas Je�erson
knew it was morally indefensible, but they didn't think they
could change the system."

So at the time of the Constitutional Convention, nobody touched
the topic in order to ensure Southern states would join the
union.

Rubenstein concludes that we'd be hard-pressed to �nd such a
remarkable group of leaders today. Even so, we should not
ignore this serious �aw Washington, Je�erson, Madison, and
Franklin all share: Their inaction regarding the atrocities
committed against slaves and Native Americans.
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Rubenstein gave this talk June 29, 2017, at the Aspen Ideas
Festival in Colorado and titled it, "Are the Founding Fathers
Overrated?"

Rubenstein is probably best known for his civic and historical
activities, including being a regent of the Smithsonian
Institution and chair of the John F. Kennedy Center for the
Performing Arts.

The �rst few minutes Rubenstein called an "appetizer" before
the main speech, and he focused on President Kennedy because
2017 is his birthday centennial.

To listen to the lecture, click the audio player above.

More from Aspen Ideas Festival

• Jon Meacham on presidential character and temperament

• Race and class in America

• Reclaiming the democratic virtues of moderation, civility and
compromise

• Being Muslim and American in 2017

• Being Latino in America today

• Can DNA help us grapple with the past?

• Living in the surveillance economy

• What your interactions with robots say about your character

• Prescriptions for a better health future

• Rural realities, problems and opportunities

• Stopping the violence in America's cities

• Has democracy run its course?

• StoryCorps founder David Isay on the importance of listening

• Bill Bishop on why we live with people just like ourselves

• David Brooks on 'The Second Mountain'

• How presidents prepare for Armageddon

• Why millennials work the way they do

• The social downside to technology

• Listening to America

• Examining the Rule of Law

• What you need to know about Martin Luther King

• Conservatism in the Trump era

• American values and the Constitution

• Spotlight on health

• More from MPR News Presents

MPR News presents o�ers speeches, documentaries and debates —
airing weekdays from noon to 1 p.m.

Your support matters.

You make MPR News possible. Individual donations are behind the

clarity in coverage from our reporters across the state, stories that

connect us, and conversations that provide perspectives. Help ensure

MPR remains a resource that brings Minnesotans together.

Donate today. A gift of $17 makes a difference.
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