
What is American exceptionalism?
Ronald Reagan (1983): “I’ve always believed that this blessed land was 
set apart in a special way, that there was some divine plan that placed 
the two great continents here between the oceans to be found by people 
from every corner of the Earth who had a deep love for freedom.” 



European assumptions about how a 
society should be organized - hierarchy

static



Challenged by the Enlightenment – no 
hierarchy in the physical universe, only 

natural law – Galileo, Newton

American Revolution challenges
hierarchy in political universe 

Tom Paine: “...The birthday of a 
new world is at hand, and a race 
of men, perhaps as numerous as 
all Europe contains, are to receive 
their portion of freedom from the 
events of a few months.”

a political order with no ranks, no prelates, no 
hierarchy; a government that limited itself, and 
confined by a written Constitution; and an identity 
based, not on race or blood or soil or ancestry or even 
language, but on a single Enlightenment proposition as 
relentlessly logical as it was frighteningly brief, “that 
all men are created equal.”



Americans compensated for 
limiting government through 
the invention of private, 
voluntary associations. Alexis 
de Tocqueville: “The 
extraordinary fragmentation 
of administrative power” in 
America is offset by the 
proliferation of “religious, 
moral...commercial and 
industrial associations.” 
“Everywhere that, at the head 
of a new undertaking, you see 
the government in France 
and a great lord in England, 
count on it that you will 
perceive an association in the 
United States.”



A new politics created the 
first leg of what became a 
three-legged stool of 
American exceptionalism. 
The second leg was 
economic.

Hector St. John de Crevecoeur:
“What, then, is the American, this new man?” 
“He is an American,” Crevecoeur replied, who has 
stopped doing what others tell him he must do. He has 
escaped “from involuntary idleness, servile 
dependence, penury, and useless labour,” and has 
“passed to toils of a very different nature, rewarded by 
ample subsistence.”  



Georges Fisch (1863): “There is no restraint 
whatever on the liberty of business 
transactions.”

“If you succeed, you are a rich man; if not, you are not 
ruined,—for this word is not to be found in the 
vernacular of American commerce,—you have only to 
begin once more. In Europe we are indignant at the 
facility with which a New York merchant makes his 
fortune a second time, after having been bankrupt. In 
the United States, on the contrary, they glory in the 
fact. Here we crush the man who falls; there they 
endeavour to help him up.”   



Abraham Lincoln: “The prudent, penniless beginner 
in the world labors for wages awhile, saves a surplus 
with which to buy tools or land, for himself; then 
labors on his own account another while, and at 
length hires another new beginner to help him. This 
is the just and generous, and prosperous system, 
which opens the way for all.”  

Some of you will be successful, and such will 
need but little philosophy to take them home 
in cheerful spirits; others will be 
disappointed, and will be in a less happy 
mood. To such, let it be said, “Lay it not too 
much to heart.” Let them adopt the maxim, 
“Better luck next time;” and then, by renewed 
exertion, make that better luck for themselves. 



The third leg of the exceptionalist stool was the 
attitude and relationship the United States was to 
adopt toward the rest of the world, where 
hierarchy still ruled. 

Jonathan Edwards
Timothy Dwight
Benjamin Franklin
John Adams    

John Quincy Adams: “Wherever the standard of 
freedom and independence has been or shall be 
unfurled, there will [America’s] heart, her 
benedictions, and her prayers be. But she goes not 
abroad in search of monsters to destroy. She is the 
well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. 
She is the champion and vindicator only of her 
own.”  

As the day-spring unbounded, thy splendor shall flow,
And earth’s little kingdoms before thee shall bow;
While the ensigns of union, in triumph unfurl’d,
Hush the tumult of war, and give peace to the world.



Is American exceptionalism a 
missionary endeavor?
1st World War – Woodrow Wilson
Pearl Harbor 1941 



◆ We are becoming less reliant on voluntary 
associations 

◆ We are witnessing the rise of identity 
politics

◆ We are enduring the erosion of economic 
mobility and opportunity  



To discount American 
exceptionalism is to suggest 

that the American political 
order itself was really only 
the figment of one nation’s 

imagination.

The American experiment, 
based on the Declaration 

and embodied in the 
Constitution, is an 

exceptional moment in 
human history, and 

remains so.


