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The original topic for our National Meeting was American Exceptionalism: Properly Understood.  Properly understood our exceptionalism revolves around the ideas of liberty and limited government.  We, therefore, changed the topic to America at the Crossroads: Liberty and Limited Government Endangered.  

Foreign Policy Implications

Samuel Johnson once declared, “Nothing focuses the mind like a hanging.”  President Obama by his actions, words, and prizes has focused American attention on American Exceptionalism.  

The Wall Street Journal described Obama’s winning of the Nobel Peace Prize as “An award for the end of American exceptionalism.”  (Saturday, October 10, 2009).  They called it the “Nobel Hope Prize.”  We must ask whether hope is a Christian theological virtue or the last of the evils that lay at the bottom of Pandora’s box?

The Wall Street Journal defined American exceptionalism as the “view that U.S. values have universal application and should be promoted without apology, and defended with military force when necessary.”  There are many on the left and some on the right who would disagree with this formulation.  

As the Journal argues, Obama “wrapped the Nobel in the U.S. flag ‘as an affirmation of American leadership’ and concluded that, ‘I believe America will continue to lead.’” 

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703746604574463142879190358.html#printMode
Earlier this year, on April 4, 2009, President Obama’s interview stated his view on exceptionalism:

“I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism. I’m enormously proud of my country and its role and history in the world. If you think about the site of this summit and what it means, I don’t think America should be embarrassed to see evidence of the sacrifices of our troops, the enormous amount of resources that were put into Europe postwar, and our leadership in crafting an Alliance that ultimately led to the unification of Europe. We should take great pride in that.”

“Now, the fact that I am very proud of my country and I think that we’ve got a whole lot to offer the world does not lessen my interest in recognizing the value and wonderful qualities of other countries, or recognizing that we’re not always going to be right, or that other people may have good ideas, or that in order for us to work collectively, all parties have to compromise and that includes us.”

http://www.cqpolitics.com/wmspage.cfm?parm1=5&docID=news-000003093531
One suspects that Obama’s version of exceptionalism is a re-run of Woodrow Wilson’s naïve idealism.  Instead of the League of Nations, it is the United Nations.  If we can just talk and let the power of Obama’s charismatic personality have its way, we can end all hostilities.   

Most Europeans and the American left dislike any positive interpretation of exceptionalism.  The only thing the United States might be is exceptionally evil.  This is what requires abject apology.  We are thought to be racist, violent, imperialistic, materialistic, selfish, and stupid. 

Domestic Policy Implications

The U.S. has also been historically exceptional in its dedication to free markets, the rule of law, and limited political power.  All public opinion polls show sharp divergences between U.S. and European attitudes toward work, competition, and self-reliance.  

Obama’s domestic policies show a sharp lurch to the European style of welfare state.  The centralization of power to solve the economic crisis (which Rahm Emanuel clearly pointed out, “should not be wasted”) is continuing apace.  

Separation of powers and limited government are under attack by the many “czars” being created.  The Rule of law will be imperiled by Supreme Court appointments who elevate feelings over careful readings of the Constitution.  

Improperly Understood

When one sees the phrase, “properly understood,” it calls out for an answer to the usually easier question: “What are the improper understandings?”  

I wish to offer some preliminary thoughts on both questions to get the ball rolling for the National Meeting.  

The first improper understanding is that America is unique.  To be exceptional means to be above average or extraordinary, not to be completely unique.  There are several historical countries that have claimed to be exceptional which share some common characteristics with the United States, for example, Great Britain and the Republic of Venice.  

The motto on the Great Seal of the United States and the dollar bill, Novus Ordo Seclorum, still needs explicating.  What is the “new order of the ages?”  

The second improper understanding is that America is chosen. There are definitely enough religious strains in the Colonial and founding periods—starting from the Puritans' “errand into the wilderness” and their striving to build a “city on a hill” of godly men and women—to cast doubt on Abraham Lincoln’s phrase from his 1861 address to the New Jersey Senate that the Americans are “God's almost-chosen people.” If we just try a little harder, the thought goes, we will be chosen.  But even George Bush understood better than that.  In his Second Inaugural he acknowledged that Americans do not consider themselves a chosen nation, for “God moves and chooses as He wills.”

A passing thought here is that it would not necessarily be good news if the U.S. was chosen by God.  William Norman Ewer’s “How odd/Of God/To choose/The Jews,” (a quote often mistakenly attributed to Hilaire Belloc) might better be thought of as How unfair of God to choose the Jews.  The fate of the Jews, the constant backsliding, and God’s punishment of the Jews—the Babylonian Captivity would not bode well for us. Those Puritan theologians, including John Winthrop, thoroughly understood the negative side of being chosen.  In his 1630 sermon “A Model of Christian Charity” he admonished his followers that their new community would be watched by the world:

“For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken... we shall be made a story and a by-word throughout the world. We shall open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God... We shall shame the faces of many of God's worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us til we be consumed out of the good land whither we are a-going.”

http://religiousfreedom.lib.virginia.edu/sacred/charity.html
Reading Suggestions

Clifford Longley, Chosen People: The Big Idea that Shapes England and America, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2002) treats both England and America at some length on this theme.  

Michael S. Kochin reviews two books in The Claremont Review, “The Chosen and the Almost-Chosen”: Americanism: The Fourth Great Western Religion, by David Gelernter

and The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy, by John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt:

http://www.claremont.org/publications/pubid.765/pub_detail.asp
For a decidedly negative review of Gelernter’s book cf. David Gordon’s review at the Mises Institute:

http://mises.org/story/2659
Also on related matters including the role of Abraham Lincoln, a chestnut for The Philadelphia Society, cf. “A Chosen People without God—The Rise of the Neocons” by Grant Havers on March 13, 2008, in Taki Magazine:

http://www.takimag.com/blogs/article/a_chosen_people_without_god_the_rise_of_the_neocons/
The third improper understanding is the U.S. as a messianic nation.  Rather than starting with the Old Testament, we are catapulted into the book of Revelation.  The U.S. is to usher in the Kingdom of God.  American foreign policy and American domestic policy are both shaped in Utopian directions from which we cannot escape.  

Good readings are Richard M.Gamble, The War for Righteousness: Progressive Christianity, the Great War, and the Rise of the Messianic Nation (ISI Books, 2003).  Richard is also working on a book about the City on the Hill.  

Walter A. McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State: The American Encounter with the World since 1776, (1997).

Possible Proper Understandings

A proper understanding of American Exceptionalism will have to deal with the differences between Europe and America.  How we understand those differences brings out different styles of analysis.  

Historical Context:  Ellis Sandoz took this path in a Liberty Fund Conference that he convened in 2006.  Gordon Lloyd and Nick Capaldi are following a similar path for a possible future conference on American Exceptionalism.  Both proposals contain materials from the colonial period of American history, the Founding including the Declaration and the Constitution, the all-important analysis of Alexis de Tocqueville, Abraham Lincoln, the Civil War, the Progressive movement, modern radicalism, and President Obama. 

What role did geopolitical considerations have in making America exceptional?  Were we able to opt out of the traditional European balance-of-power games because of our physical isolation?   What is the role of the geographical frontier in shaping American character?  Comparisons to Canada and Latin America might be helpful here since both Canada and Argentina, for example, had wide-open spaces.  

In any case, are we headed for European style socialism and welfare state or can we reclaim the original understandings of American liberty, individualism, limited government, and the rule of law?  The idea of equality is crucial to the differing understandings of Europe and America.  The American Revolution and the French Revolution were two very different phenomena.  

Additional Readings on American national identity are: 

Current Material: 

Joe Loconte, “Two Cheers for American Exceptionalism” in The American published by the American Enterprise Institute, March 2010:

http://www.american.com/archive/2010/march/two-cheers-for-american-exceptionalism
Richard Lowry and Ramesh Ponnuru, “An Exceptional Debate: The Obama Administration’s assault on American identity” National Review, March 8, 2010: 
http://nrd.nationalreview.com/article/?q=M2FhMTg4Njk0NTQwMmFlMmYzZDg2YzgyYjdmYjhhMzU=

James Q. Wilson and Peter H. Schuck’s very recent edited book, Understanding America: The Anatomy of an Exceptional Nation Public Affairs, 2008, martial social science data to compare the paths of the U.S. and Europe.  For a brief look at the latter book: James Q. Wilson, “American Exceptionalism” American Enterprise Institute http://www.aei.org/docLib/200608291_wilson_oti_2.pdf
Peter Schuck, “Understanding America—A Commentary” Yale Law School

http://www.law.yale.edu/faculty/6883.htm
Daniel Elazar, The Covenant Tradition in Politics, Four Volumes, New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers. 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1560002085/ref=pd_lpo_k2_dp_sr_2?pf_rd_p=486539851&pf_rd_s=lpo-top-stripe-1&pf_rd_t=201&pf_rd_i=1560002352&pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_r=1G7763F8319HXS4F4G6B
Glenn Moots has written a major study of Elazar and is continuing research on the topic.  Justin Litke is writing a dissertation on American Exceptionalism under the direction of George Carey and Father Schall.  He will trace the secularization of the religious concepts begun by the Puritans who relied heavily on Old Testament ideas of Covenant.  

Older Material:

Angelo M. Codevilla, The Character of Nations: How Politics Makes and Breaks Prosperity, Family, and Civility, 1997.

Seymour Martin Lipset, American Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Sword (1996).

Daniel Bell, “The End of American Exceptionalism” Public Interest, Fall 1975:

http://www.nationalaffairs.com/doclib/20080527_197504111theendofamericanexceptionalismdanielbell.pdf
Daniel Bell, “‘American exceptionalism’ revisited: the role of civil society” Public Interest, Spring 1989:

http://www.nationalaffairs.com/doclib/20060406_issue_095_article_4.pdf
John Fonte, Policy Review, 2000-2001, “Why There is a Culture War”

http://www.hoover.org/publications/policyreview/3484376.html
Ted Bromund, “American Exceptionalism and Its Enemies”

http://newledger.com/2009/05/american-exceptionalism-and-its-enemies/
Andrew Bacevich, The Limits of Power: The End of American Exceptionalism 2008

Interview with Bacevich about his book:

http://www.hnn.us/articles/105404.html
Samuel Huntington, Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s National Identity, 2004

