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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. As Oklahoma becomes a more diverse state and increasingly participates in the world culture and economy, it is important that Cooperative Extension Educators maintain a current knowledge base regarding what citizens are thinking about national and international issues. National Issues Forums provide the voices of citizens from across the nation on many controversial issues—such as our role in the world. This grassroots approach to learning what citizens think about issues is consistent with the mission and philosophy of Cooperative Extension.

Overview
This report documents what happened in over 100 deliberative forums conduced in 37 states (including Oklahoma) using a discussion guide titled, Americas’ Role in the World. Forums were sponsored by the National Issues Forums (NIF) network over a two year period. National Issues Forums bring people together to deliberate and make choices about challenging social and political issues. 

The results of these forums suggest that Americans care deeply about our nation’s role in the world and they are thinking about it in complex ways. They see clear links not only between national security and our image abroad, but also between national security and issues like human rights, trade and the war on AIDS. Americans are interested in effectiveness and ethics---defining not only the reasonable thing to do, but also the right thing to do. Americans are defining the kind of world they want to live in and the kind of world they want to pass on to their children and grandchildren.

Key Findings

Following are four major themes also known as areas of common ground that emerged for the deliberative forums:

Military Power and Moral Authority: When it comes to protecting national security and combating terrorism, as forum participants see it, international standing is as important as military strength. They see our global reputation as an almost decisive element in our ability to both play a leading role in the world and defend ourselves.

Building Alliances and the Use of Force: Participants were deeply divided about the war in Iraq. However, in terms of long term national security they believe the United States needs a strong military to defend its interests and has the unquestionable right to defend itself against imminent attacks. There are, however, concerns about the moral and financial costs of going it alone. Force, forum participants say, should be used only as a last resort and only in conjunction with others. Forum participants believe that the United States should neither be isolationists nor the world’s policeman. Instead they argued that as a nation, we should work more closely with others to build the kind of world we want to live in together.

Public Thinking About Americans’ Role in the World continued
Human Rights and Democracy: Forum participants believe that trying to impose democracy is counter productive. They argued that it is important to be careful and respect other cultural traditions and political realities. They believe our priorities and principles would be better served by pushing for the protection of basic human rights---particularly where ethnic minorities, women, and children are concerned. Participants envision a world in which basic human rights are respected and one where nations work together to solve problems that no nation can solve alone.
Focusing on the Long Term: Forum participants indicated that the United States needs to pay more attention to larger global problems. AIDS, economic inequality and global warming were given as examples. Often forum participants approached issues from a fresh perspective. Instead of free trade, for instance, forum participants spoke of fair trade: treaties and trade agreements that not only protect American jobs, but also promote the health and safety of workers in the developing world. 

Conclusions

The findings in this report are not the product of traditional opinion polls or a collection of expert theories. They are the results of something far more profound: public deliberation---the collective judgment of citizens from all across the country expressed during locally organized, nonpartisan forums. 
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