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AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM
— A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD

Seymour Martin Lipset

| The idea of American exceptionalism has interested many outside the United
| States. One of the most important bodies of writing dealing with this country is
| referred to as the ‘foreign traveler’ literature. These are articles and books |
.\‘ written by visitors, largely European, dealing with the way in which America '
1 works as compared with their home country or area. Perhaps the best known ‘ '
and still most influential is Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America.' The :
French aristocrat came here in the 1830s to find out why the efforts at
establishing democracy in his native country, starting with the French Revolu- :
tion, had failed while the American Revolution had produced a stable demo- i
cratic republic. The comparison, of course, was broader than just with France; |
no other European country with the partial exception of Great Britain was then |
a democracy. In his great book, Tocqueville is the first to refer to the United i
States as exceptional — that is, qualitatively different from all other countries.” i
He is, therefore, the initiator of the writings on American exceptionalism. ;
The concept could only have arisen by comparing this country with other ‘
societies. Tocqueville looked at the United States through the eyes of someone
who knew other cultures well, particularly that of his native country, but also to i
some considerable degree Great Britain. Democracy in America deals only with |
the United States and has almost no references to France or any other country,

but Tocqueville emphasized in his notes that he never wrote a word about
—
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America without thinking about France. A book based on his research notes,
George Pierson’s Tocqueville and Beaumont in America, makes clear the ways
in which Tocqueville systematically compared the United States and France.” At
one point, he became sensitive to the fact that America was a very decentralized
country, while France was reputed to be the opposite. Tocqueville commented
that he had never given much thought to what centralization in France meant
since as a Frenchman, he did what came naturally. He then wrote to his father, a
prefect of one of the regional administrative districts, and asked him to describe
the concentration of political power in France. His father apparently sat down
and wrote a lengthy memorandum dealing with the subject.

When Tocqueville or other ‘foreign traveler’ writers or social scientists have
used the term ‘exceptional’ to describe the United States, they have not meant,
as some critics of the concept assume, that America is better than other coun-
tries or has a superior culture. Rather, they have simply been suggesting that itis
qualitatively different, that it is an outlier. Exceptionalism is a double-edged
concept. As I shall elaborate, we are the worst as well as the best, depending on
which quality is being addressed.

The United States Is exceptional in starting from a revolutionary event, in
being ‘the first new nation’, the first colony, other than Iceland, to become
independent. It has defined its raison d’étre ideologically. As historian Richard
Hofstadter has noted, It has been our fate as a nation not to have ideologies, but
0 be one.* In saying this, Hofstadter reiterated Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Abraham Lincoln’s emphases on the country’s ‘political religion’, alluding in

effect to the former’s statement that becoming American was a religious, that s,
ideological act. The ex-Soviet Union apart, other countries define themselves by
2 common history as birthright communities, not by ideology.

The American Creed can be described in five terms: liberty, egalitarianism,
individualism, populism, and laissez-faire Egalitarianism, in its American
meaning, as Tocqueville emphasized, involves equality of opportunity and

respect, not of result or condition. These values reflect the absence of feudal

structures, monarchies and aristocracies. As a new society, the country lacked
the emphasis on social hierarchy and status ditferences characteristic of post-
feudal and monarchical cultures. Postfeudal societies have resulted in systems in
which awareness of class divisions and respect for the state have remained
important, or at least much more important than in the United States. European
countries, Canada, and Japan have placed greater emphasis on obedience to
political authority and on deference to superiors.

Tocqueville noted, and contemporary survey data document quantitatively,
that the United States has been the most religious country in Christendom. It has
exhibited greater acceptance of biblical beliefs and higher levels of church
attendance than elsewhere, with the possible exception of a few Catholic
countries, such as Poland and Ireland, where nationalism and religion have
been interwoven. The American religious pattern, as Tocqueville emphasized in
secking to account for American individualism, is voluntary, in other words,
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self-perception, to defend material interests. And comparative public opinion
data reveal that Americans are more patriotic (‘proud to be an American’) and
more willing to fight if their country goes to war than citizens of the thirty or so
other countries polled by Gallup.

The emphasis in the American value system, in the American Creed, has been
on the individual. Citizens have been expected to demand and protect their
rights on a personal basis. The exceptional focus on law here as compared to
Europe, derived from the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, has stressed rights
against the state and other powers. America began and continues as the most
anti-statist, legalistic, and rights-oriented nation.

The American Constitution intensifies the commitment to individualism and
concern for the protection of rights through legal actions. The American Bill of
Rights, designed to protect the citizenry against the abuse of power by govern-
ment, has produced excessive litigiousness. It has fostered the propensity of
Americans to go to court not only against the government, but against each
other. The rights of minorities, blacks and others, women, even of animals and
plants, have grown extensively since World War 11 through legal action.

The American disdain of authority, for conforming to the rules laid down by
the state, has been related by some observers to other unique American traits,
such as the highest crime rate, as well as the lowest level of voting participation,
in the developed world. Basically, the American revolutionary libertarian
tradition does not encourage obedience to the state and the law. This point

may be illustrated by examining the results when the American and Canadian
governments tried to change the system of measurements and weights to metric
from the ancient and less logical system of miles and inches, pounds and ounces.
A quarter century ago, both countries told their citizens that in fifteen years,
they must use only metric measurements, but that both systems could be used
until a given date. The Canadians, whose Torymonarchical history and struc-
tures have made for much greater respect for and reliance on the state, and who
have lower per capita crime, deviance, and litigiousness rates than Americans,
conformed to the decision of their leaders and now follow the metric systemn, as
anyone who has driven in Canada is aware. Americans ignored the new policy,
and their highway signs still refer to miles, weights are in pounds and ounces,
and temperature readings are in Fahrenheit.

An emphasis on group characteristics, the perception of status in collectivity
terms, necessarily encourages group solutions. In Europe, the emphasis on
explicit social classes in postfeudal societies promoted class-consciousness 0ft
the part of the lower strata and to some extent noblesse oblige by the privileged.
The politics of these countries, some led by Tories such as Disraeli and Bismarck,
and later by the lower-class-based, social democratic left, favored policies
designed to help the less affluent by means of state solutions such as welfare,
public housing, public employment, and medical care. Americans, on the other
hand, have placed greater stress on opening the door to individual mobility and

personal achievement through heavy investment in mass education.
N
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The differences long predate the postwar era. They are legal manifesta-
tions of divergent, and deeply rooted, cultural attitudes toward the state
and its functions. Historically, even eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
continental European constitutions and codes acknowledged state obliga-
tions to provide food, work, and financial aid to persons in need. And
continental Europeans today, whether of the right or the left, are much
more likely than Americans to assume that governments have affirmative
duties .. . By contrast, it is almost obligatory for American politicians of
both the right and the left to profess mistrust of government.“

In much of the writing on the subject, American exceptionalism is defined by the

absence of a significant socialist movement in the United States. This again is a

comparative generalization, emphasizing that socialist parties and movements

have been weaker in the United States than anywhere else in the industrialized
world, and also that the membership of trade unions has been proportionately
smaller than in other countries. Analysts have linked those facts to the nature of
the class system as well as to attitudes toward the state. Where workers are led
by the social structure to think in fixed class terms, as they are in postfeudal
societies, they have been more likely to support socialist or labor parties or join
unions. But class has been a theoretical construct in America. The weakness of
socialism is undoubtedly also related to the lower legitimacy Americans grant to

state intervention and state authority.
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SECTION 2
POLITICAL THEOLOGY
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o : . as the moral conduct of daily life
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Howevereve E}p a certain habit and create early American political culture
a ine’ |
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