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new and is not likely to fade. It is complicated further by 
the United States’ own ethically controversial behavior 
with respect to the torture of some individuals detained 
during the war on terrorism. Our need for allies in the 
Middle East, for example, has caused us to turn a blind eye 
to civil rights violations in countries such as Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt. In the case of China, too, issues of democracy 
and human rights have mostly been edged aside by 
economic and security issues.

The popular uprisings of the “Arab Spring” have brought 
a new twist to the old dynamics of whether and how to 
promote democracy. The “Green Revolution” in Iran during 
the summer of 2009, when mass protests broke out following 
a fraudulent election, may have failed, being beaten back by 
the ruling regime, but far more widespread calls for regime 
change broke out across the Arab world in 2010–2011. 
Protest movements in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen led 

to the fall of the ruling powers there. Other movements have 
been less successful; President Bashar Al Assad in Syria has 
held on to power well into 2012. With the fear of another 
“Blackhawk Down” event, however, and fatigue from the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, there has not been much agree-
ment about the United States using its armed forces to aid in 
these movements to overthrow dictatorial governments. 
Complicating matters further, some of those governments, 
such as in Egypt, have been longtime allies of the United 
States. The United States did assist in the overthrow of 
Gaddafi in Libya, but has otherwise not provided much overt 
military assistance. How to get on the right side of history in 
these very fluid and complicated situations has so far bedev-
iled U.S. policymakers. The debate over whether to be 
actively engaged around the world or to pursue a more mini-
malist or even isolationist approach has been reopened, but 
no consensus exists on the proper course of American action.

Citizens’ Foreign Policy Priorities

Profiles in Citizenship: 
Condoleezza Rice

The high-stakes world of international 
diplomacy is fraught with stress and 
tension; if you watched President 
Bush’s secretary of state from 2005 

to 2009, Condoleezza Rice, stride 
through it, confident and smiling, only 
one conclusion was possible: she was 
having a blast.

What was so much fun? “You just don’t 
get a chance unless you’re very, very 
blessed to both have an opportunity 
to work at this level and to work at 
this level at a time when so much is at 
stake,” she explained in 2005. President 
Bush “is really ambitious and bold in 
what he thinks is possible.... [P]eople 
who’ve studied international politics 
or studied international history know 
of the big, cataclysmic changes that 
have taken place over the centuries, 
and we’re in one of those periods of 
time. And it’s hard and it’s complicated 
and it’s messy, but I have enormous 
optimism about the outcomes here. 
And so I just feel really very lucky to 
get up every day and be able to do that. 
And I don’t experience it as a burden. I 
experience it as...how did I get so lucky 
to get afforded this opportunity?”

It’s clear that it wasn’t merely luck 
that got Rice where she is. Listen 
to Secretary Rice talk about her 
background and it’s apparent that 
if there is a single theme in her 
upbringing, it is, as she puts it, 

“education, education, education.” 
Although she grew up as a black child 
in Birmingham, Alabama, during the 
height of the civil rights movement, 
she lived in a protected cocoon. In the 
seven-square-block community where 
she was raised, parents worked hard 
to be sure their kids weren’t scarred by 
the violence around them. Education 
was one way to ensure that these 
children would be equipped to compete 
and succeed in the complicated world 
that was emerging from the embers of 
the segregated South.

It was a strategy that clearly worked: 
that seven-block neighborhood 
produced the first black governor of 
the International Monetary Fund, a 
president of the University of Maryland 
at Baltimore, the head of the largest 
trauma unit in Los Angeles, the 
first black National Merit Scholar in 
Alabama, and, don’t forget, of course, a 
secretary of state.

Rice herself became an academic, 
teaching political science at Stanford 
University before becoming provost 
there—the first female, the first African 
American, and the youngest person 
ever to hold the job. From there she 
became an adviser to the first President 
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