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American Exceptionalism is a Dangerous Myth  

Move beyond Tea Party lies and phony patriotism. This Memorial 

Day, let's remember our history honestly  

By Patrick Smith  

 

The World War II Memorial in Washington, D.C.(Credit: Wikimedia/Orhan Cam via Shutterstock/Salon) 

 

Excerpted from "Time No Longer: Americans After the American Century"  

At one end of the Reflecting Pool in Washington, D.C., in the expanse between the Washington 

Monument and the Lincoln Memorial, the Bush administration authorized a memorial to World 

War II. This was a matter of months before the events of September 11. It seemed a strange 

design when it was first shown in the early summer of 2001, and so it proved when the 

monument was finished and open to the public in 2004. It consists of fifty-six granite pillars 

arranged in two half-circles around a pool, each pillar standing for a state or territory, each 

endowed with a bronze wreath. Each side of the entranceway—graceful granite steps down to 

the level of the pool—is lined with a dozen bas-relief bronzes depicting important moments in 

either the European or the Pacific war. At the opposite end of the small circular pool, a “freedom 

wall” commemorates the 400,000 American dead with 4,000 gold stars. 
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This message, chiseled into a stone tablet, greets the visitor to the World War II Memorial: 

Here in the presence of Washington and Lincoln, one the eighteenth-century father and the other 

the nineteenth-century preserver of our nation, we honor those twentieth-century Americans who 

took up the struggle during the Second World War and made the sacrifices to perpetuate the gift 

our forefathers entrusted to us, a nation conceived in liberty and justice. 

One must spend a certain time at the memorial to grasp the message it is conveying.This has to 

do with the monument’s style, as the bas-relief bronzes and the welcoming inscription suggest. 

This is not a memorial built by people of the early twenty-first century. Part of its purpose, 

indeed, is to erase all that Americans did between 1945 and 2001 so that we might insert 

ourselves into the morally pure era (supposedly, as we have reimagined it) of the Second World 

War. It functions, then, a little like Williamsburg or Sturbridge Village: It is history that is not-

history, or not-history dressed up as history. It is history, in short, for those who are devoid of 

memory. The architect—Friedrich St. Florian, whose studio is in Rhode Island— accomplished 

this by designing in the style sometimes called modern classical. The modern classical style was 

popular in the 1930s and forties. It is characterized by mass and volume in its forms and 

simplified articulations of minimal detail. Roosevelt might have built in this style, as Stalin or 

Mussolini might have. 

St. Florian’s project, then, is a monument to forgetting, not remembering. There is no bas-relief 

dedicated to the atomic bomb attacks on Japan or the fire-bombings in Germany; all that 

occurred after 1945 disappears into the memorial’s antiquated style. We have a hint of this if we 

consider the date of its conception and construction. The first decade of our new century was 

marked by a strong, quite evident nostalgia for the Second World War. One found it in best-

selling books (“The Greatest Generation”) and in popular films (“Pearl Harbor,” “Schindler’s 

List”). The monument is of a piece with these cultural productions. It is a memorial as we 

imagine such a thing would have been made at the time being memorialized. It is a reenactment 

of a sorrow that is beyond us to feel now. One cannot say this about the other monuments ranged 

around the Reflecting Pool. They are not reenactments; they are not in quotation marks. In this 

case, one is placed back in the 1940s so as to see the forties. It is history for people who cannot 

connect with history. Nostalgia is always an expression of unhappiness with the present, and 

never does it give an accurate accounting of the past. What are we to say about a monument to a 

nostalgia for nostalgia? 

* * * 

The various symptoms of America’s dysfunctional relationship with its past are all in evidence in 

the Tea Party, the political movement formed in 2009 and named for the Boston Tea Party of 

1773. It would be remiss not to note this. Much has been written about the Tea Party’s political 

positions: Its members are radically opposed to taxation and favor a fundamentalist idea of the 

infallibility of markets and an almost sacramental interpretation of the Constitution. They cannot 

separate religion from politics, and they consider President Obama either a socialist or a Nazi or 

(somehow) both. They hold to a notion of the individual that the grizzliest fur trapper west of the 

Missouri River 170 years ago would have found extreme. When the Tea Party first began to 

gather national attention, many considered it a caricature of the conservative position that held 
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too distorted an idea of American history to last any consequential amount of time. Plainly this 

has been wrong, at least so far, given the number of seats the movement won in the legislative 

elections of November 2010: At this writing, they number sixty-two in the House of 

Representatives. 

“Take our country back” is among the Tea Party’s more familiar anthems. And among skeptics it 

is often asked, “Back to what?” I have heard various answers. Back to the 1950s is one, and this 

is plausible enough, given the trace of the movement’s bloodlines back to the John Birch Society 

and others among the rabidly anticommunist groups active during the Cold War’s first decade. 

But the answer I prefer is the eighteenth century—or, rather, an imaginary version of the 

eighteenth century. A clue to the collective psychology emerged in the movement’s early days, 

when adherents dressed in tricorn hats, knee breeches, and brass-buckled shoes. This goes to the 

true meaning of the movement and explains why it appeared when it did. One cannot miss, in the 

movement’s thinking and rhetoric, a desire for a mythical return, another “beginning again,” a 

ritual purification, another regeneration for humanity. 

Whatever the Tea Party’s unconscious motivations and meanings—and I count these significant 

to an understanding of the group—we can no longer make light of its political influence; it has 

shifted the entire national conversation rightward—and to an extent backward, indeed. But more 

fundamentally than this, the movement reveals the strong grip of myth on many Americans—the 

grip of myth and the fear of change and history. In this, it seems to me, the Tea Party speaks for 

something more than itself. It is the culmination of the rise in conservatism we can easily trace to 

the 1980s. What of this conservatism, then? Ever since Reagan’s “Morning in America” 

campaign slogan in 1984 it has purported to express a new optimism about America. But in the 

Tea Party we discover the true topic to be the absence of optimism and the conviction that new 

ideas are impossible. Its object is simply to maintain a belief in belief and an optimism about 

optimism. These are desperate endeavors. They amount to more expressions of America’s terror 

in the face of history. To take our country back: Back to its mythological understanding of itself 

before the birth of its own history is the plainest answer of all. 

I do not see that America has any choice now but to face this long terror. America’s founding 

was unfortunate in the fear and apprehension it engendered, and unfortunate habits and impulses 

have arisen from it. These are now in need of change—a project of historical proportion. Can we 

live without our culture of representation, our images and symbols and allusions and references, 

so casting our gaze forward, not behind us? Can we look ahead expectantly and seek greatness 

instead of assuming it always lies behind us and must be quoted? Can we learn to see and judge 

things as they are? Can we understand events and others (and ourselves most of all) in a useful, 

authentic context? Can we learn, perhaps most of all, to act not out of fear or apprehension but 

out of confidence and clear vision? In one way or another, the dead end of American politics as I 

write reminds us that all of these questions now urgently require answers. This is the nature of 

our moment. 

* * * 

In some ways the American predicament today bears an uncanny resemblance to that of the 

1890s. At home we face social, political, and economic difficulties of a magnitude such that they 
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are paralyzing the nation and pulling it apart all at once. Abroad, having fought two costly and 

pointless wars since 2001, we are challenged to define our place in the world anew—to find a 

new way of venturing forth into it. The solutions America chose a century ago are not available 

to us now. But the choices then are starkly ours once again. 

Our first choice is to accept the presence of these choices in our national life. This is a decision 

of considerable importance. To deny it is there comes to a choice in itself—the gravest 

Americans can make. When America entered history in 2001, it was no one’s choice, unless one 

wants to count Osama bin Laden. This means that America’s first choice lies between acceptance 

and denial. The logic of our national reply seems perfectly evident. To remain as we are, clinging 

to our myths and all that we once thought made us exceptional, would be to make of our nation 

an antique, a curiosity of the eighteenth century that somehow survived into the twenty-first. 

Change occurs in history, and Americans must accept this if they choose to change. 

But how does a nation go about accepting fundamental changes in its circumstances—and 

therefore its identity, its consciousness? How does a nation begin to live in history? In an earlier 

essay I wrote about what a German thinker has called the culture of defeat and its benefits for the 

future. Defeat obliges a people to reexamine their understanding of themselves and their place in 

the world. This is precisely the task lying at America’s door, but on the basis of what should 

Americans take it up? “Defeat” lands hard among Americans. The very suggestion of it is an 

abrasion. We remain committed to winning the “war on terror” Bush declared in 2001, even if 

both the term and the notion have come in for scrutiny and criticism. Who has defeated America 

such that any self-contemplation of the kind I suggest is warranted? 

The answer lies clearly before us, for we live among the remains of a defeat of historical 

magnitude. We need only think carefully to understand it. We need to think of defeat in broader 

terms— psychological terms, ideological terms, historical terms. We need to think, quite simply, 

of who we have been—not just to ourselves but to others. Recall our nation’s declared destiny 

before and during its founding. The Spanish-American War and all that followed—in the name 

of what, these interventions and aggressions? What was it Americans reiterated through all the 

decades leading to 2001—and, somewhat desperately, beyond that year? It was to remake the 

world, as Condoleezza Rice so plainly put it. It was to make the world resemble us, such that all 

of it would have to change and we would not. This dream, this utopia, the prospect of the global 

society whose imagining made us American, is what perished in 2001. America’s fundamentalist 

idea of itself was defeated on September 11. To put the point another way, America lost its long 

war against time. This is as real a defeat as any other on a battlefield or at sea. Osama bin Laden 

and those who gave their lives for his cause spoke for no one but themselves, surely. But they 

nonetheless gave substantial, dreadful form to a truth that had been a long time coming: The 

world does not require America to release it into freedom. Often the world does not even mean 

the same things when it speaks of “freedom,” “liberty,” and “democracy.” And the world is as 

aware as some Americans are of the dialectic of promise and self-betrayal that runs as a 

prominent thread through the long fabric of the American past. 

Look upon 2001 in this way, and we begin to understand what it was that truly took its toll on the 

American consciousness. Those alive then had witnessed the end of a long experiment—a 

hundred years old if one counts from the Spanish war, two hundred to go back to the 
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revolutionary era, nearly four hundred to count from Winthrop and the Arbella. I know of no one 

who spoke of 2001 in these terms at the time: It was unspeakable. But now, after a decade’s 

failed effort to revive the utopian dream and to “create reality,” ww would do best not only to 

speak of it but to act with the impossibility of our inherited experiment in mind—confident that 

there is a truer way of being in the world. 

* * * 

Where would an exploration rooted in a culture of defeat land Americans, assuming such an 

exercise were possible? That it would be a long journey is the first point worth making. There is 

time no longer for our exceptionalist myths, but to alter our vision of ourselves and ourselves in 

the world would be no less formidable a task for Americans than it would be (or has been) for 

anyone else. History suggests that we are counting in decades, for there would be much for 

Americans to ponder—much that has escaped consideration for many years. History also 

suggests that the place most logically to begin would be precisely with history itself. It is into 

history, indeed, that this exploration would deliver us. 

In the late 1990s, a time of considerable American triumphalism at home and abroad, the 

University of Virginia gathered a group of scholars, thinkers, historians, and writers to confer as 

to an interesting question.The room was filled with liberals and left-liberals.Their question was, 

“Does America have a democratic mission?” 

It seemed significant even that the topic would be framed as a question. Would anyone in 

Wilson’s time have posed one like it? This would not, indeed, have been so just a few years 

earlier—or a few years later. But it was so then, a line of inquiry launched not quite a decade 

after the Cold War’s end, three years before the events of September 11. Not so curiously, many 

of those present tended to look to the past. Van Wyck Brooks’s noted phrase, “a usable past,” 

was invoked: If we are to understand our future, and whatever our “mission” may be, we had 

better begin by examining who we have been. 

Any such exercise would require a goodly measure of national dedication. It would require “a 

revolution in spirit,” as the social historian Benjamin Barber has put it. But it would bring 

abundant enhancements. It would begin to transform us. It would make us a larger people in the 

best sense of the phrase. There is a richness and diversity to the American past that most of us 

have never registered. Much of it has been buried, it seems to me, because it could not be 

separated from all that had to be forgotten. Scholarship since the 1960s has unearthed and 

explored much of this lost history. But scholarship—as has been true for more than a century—

proceeds at some distance from public awareness. We now know that the Jeffersonian thread in 

the American past, for instance, was much more complex, more dense and layered, than 

Americans have by tradition understood it. In the supposed torpor of the early nineteenth century 

we find variations of political movements as these were inherited from England. We find among 

the Democrats the roots of the Populists, the Progressives, democratic socialists, and social 

democrats. These groups were not infrequently the product of ferment within the liberal wings of 

various Christian denominations. There was nothing “un-American” about any of them, and all 

of them were at least partly historicist: They saw America as it was and as it was changing. They 

understood the need for the nation to move beyond its beginnings to take account of the new. 
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One need not subscribe to the politics of these or any other formations in history to derive benefit 

from an enriched and enlivened knowledge of them. They enlarge and revitalize the American 

notion of “we.” And in so doing, history opens up more or less countless alternatives—

alternative discourses, alternative ideas of ourselves, alternative politics, alternative institutions. 

All this is simply to cast history as a source of authentic freedom. At the moment our standard 

view of the American past lies behind us like a “flattened landscape,” as one of our better 

historians put it some years ago. We are thus unaccustomed to a depth and diversity in our past 

that present us with a privilege, a benefit, and a duty all at once. 

Could Americans bear an unvarnished version of their past—a history with its skin stripped 

back? History as we now have it seems necessary to bind Americans, to make Americans 

American. Think merely of the twentieth century and all the wreckage left behind in it in 

America’s name, and it is plain that the question is difficult and without obvious answers. But 

something salutary is already occurring in our midst. Historians of all kinds have begun new 

explorations of the past. There are African-American projects, Native American projects, 

projects concerning foreign affairs, diplomacy, war, and all the secrets these contain. This is the 

antitradition I mentioned in an earlier essay coming gradually into its own. It is remarkable how 

sequestered from all this work our public life has proven.The temptations of delusion are always 

great, and most of America’s political figures succumb to them. But time will wear away this 

hubris. In the best of outcomes, the antitradition will be understood as essential to understanding 

the tradition. 

I once came across a small but very pure example of a nation altering its relation to its past. It 

was in Guatemala. The long, gruesome civil war there, which ended in the 1990s, had made of 

the country at once a garden of tragic memories and a nation of forgetters.The Mayans were 

virtually excluded from history,as they always had been, and the country was deeply divided 

between los indigenes and those of Spanish descent. 

Then a journalist named Lionel Toriello, whose forebears had been prominent supporters of the 

Arbenz government in the 1950s (until Americans arranged a coup in 1954), assembled two 

million dollars and 156 historians. They spent nearly a decade researching, writing, editing, and 

peer-reviewing work that was eventually published as a six-volume Historia General de 

Guatemala. Its intent was “pluralistic,” Toriello explained during my time with him. It provided 

as many as three points of view on the periods and events it took up. So it purported to be not a 

new national narrative so much as an assemblage of narratives from which other narratives could 

arise. It was a bed of seed, then. Inevitably, Toriello’s project had critics of numerous 

perspectives. Unquestionably, the Historia General was the most ambitious history of themselves 

Guatemalans had ever attempted. 

It was an unusual experiment. One of the things Toriello made me realize was that one needs a 

new vocabulary if one is to explore the past, render it in a new way, and then use it to assume a 

new direction. A culture of defeat requires that the language must be cleansed. All the 

presumption buried in it must be identified and removed. Another thing Toriello showed me was 

that this could be done, even in a small nation torn apart by violence and racial exclusion. The 

renovated vocabulary arises directly from the history one generates. 
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None of this, it seems to me, is beyond the grasp of Americans. To consider it so is merely to 

acknowledge the extent to which the nation famous for its capacity to change cannot change. It is 

to give in to the temptations of delusion. I do not think “change” took on so totemic a meaning 

during Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign by coincidence. I also think the ridicule of this thought 

coming from Obama’s critics bears interpretation. Change is a testament to strength. But as so 

often in the past, Americans came to fear what they desired, causing many to take comfort in the 

next set of constructed political figures promising that, no, nothing at all need change. 

An inability to change is symptomatic of a people who consider themselves chosen and who 

cannot surrender their chosenness. When we look at our nation now, do we see the virtuous 

republic our history has always placed before us as if it were a sacred chalice? The thought 

seems preposterous. America was exceptional once, to go straight to the point. But this was not 

for the reasons Americans thought of themselves as such. America was exceptional during the 

decades when westward land seemed limitless—from independence until 1890, if we take the 

census bureau’s word for the latter date. For roughly a century, then, Americans were indeed 

able to reside outside of history—or pretend they did. But this itself, paradoxically, was no more 

than a circumstance of history. Americans have given the century and some since over to proving 

what cannot be proved. This is what lends the American century a certain tragic character: It 

proceeded on the basis of a truth that was merely apparent, not real. Do Americans have a 

democratic mission? Finally someone has asked. And the only serious answer is, “They never 

did.” 

* * * 

Recognizing the truth of this is likely to lead Americans toward a distinction they have 

heretofore ignored. It is the distinction between a strong nation and one that is merely powerful. 

One senses that the difference between the two was plain to Americans of the eighteenth century. 

But then America left this distinction behind. And how fitting, we may now note, that America 

led the rest of the world into the twentieth century, for if the nineteenth was the century of 

history, the twentieth was the century of power. 

Power is a material capability. It is a possession with no intrinsic vitality of its own. It has to do 

with method as opposed to purpose or ideals—techne as against telos. It is sheer means, 

deployment. Power tends to discourage authentic reflection and considered thought, and, 

paradoxically, produces a certain weakness in those who have it. This is the weakness that is 

born of distance from others. In the simplest terms, it is an inability to see and understand others 

and to tolerate difference. It also induces a crisis of belief. Over time a powerful democracy’s 

faith in itself quivers, while its faith in power and prerogative accumulates. It is true that in the 

modern world power derives primarily from science. But it is not manipulated—extended or 

operated, if you like—by scientists. Neither does the use of power require a scientist’s 

intelligence. It is thus that one may find in twentieth-century history modern technologies 

deployed by people of premodern consciousness. And we cannot exclude Americans when we 

consider this latter occurrence. 

Americans found in power an especially compelling temptation when it began to accrue to them. 

It was the temptation of certainty without anxiety. It seemed, from the Spanish war onward, 
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within America’s grasp to leave behind its old apprehensions at last. The twentieth century thus 

became the century of power because Americans, as I have already suggested, became ever more 

reliant upon power alone as its years and decades went by. When power functions by itself, 

means and ends are inevitably confused; and means, eventually, are taken to be their own end: 

Power is manifest, that is to say, with no intent other than to manifest itself. The Spanish war 

was therefore a good introduction to the century we would name for ourselves. Americans 

claimed to feel deeply for the victims of Spanish oppression, but their own, notably in the 

Philippines, turned out to be other than an improvement. The true purpose of the Spanish 

campaign, as the histories make plain, was display—a demonstration of power. At the other end 

of the century, it is useful to review Washington’s various “nation-building” projects in this light. 

To reflect upon those final years before 2001, it is not difficult to understand in our 

contemporary terms the distinction between a powerful nation and a strong one. Strength derives 

from who one is—it is what one has made of oneself by way of vision, desire, and dedication. It 

has nothing to do with power as we customarily use this term. Paradoxically, it is a form of 

power greatly more powerful than the possession of power alone. Strength is a way of being, not 

a possession. Another paradox: Power renders one vulnerable to defeat or failure, and therefore 

to fear. Strength renders one not invulnerable—no one ever is—but able to recover from defeats 

and failures. The history of the past century bears out these distinctions very clearly. Most of all, 

a strong nation is capable of self-examination and of change. It understands where it is in 

history—its own and humankind’s. 

It is curious to return briefly to Woodrow Wilson’s list of complaints about American democracy 

at the start of the American century. “We have not escaped the laws of error that government is 

heir to,” Wilson wrote in 1901. Then came his litany: riots and disorder, an absence of justice, 

clashes between management and labor, poorly governed cities. “As we grow older, we also 

grow perplexed and awkward in the doing of justice and in the perfecting and safeguarding of 

liberty,” Wilson concluded. “It is character and good principle, after all, which are to save us, if 

we are to escape disorder.” 

Wilson wrote at a curious moment in terms of American power and American strength. What he 

described, plainly enough, was a nation nervous about losing its strength. And with the invasions 

of Cuba and the Philippines, America began the effort to make itself a powerful nation instead of 

a strong one. This was the choice it made when it determined to express itself by way of 

conquest abroad rather than reformation at home. And from Wilson’s day until ours, the progress 

has proven to be from one to the other, strength to power, as if the one excluded the other. 

Wilson was a historicist; many intellectuals were by his day. But Wilson was a deeply certain 

believer, too. He preserved America’s exceptionalism as Frederick Jackson Turner did: by 

placing America ever at history’s forward edge. 

Among Wilson’s useful insights was that Americans possessed a system that did not have the 

perpetual capacity to self-correct. It required the attention of those living in it. Otherwise it 

would all come to “disorder.” And this is among the things Americans are now faced with in a 

different way: Theirs is a system, a set of institutions, that yet less possesses the ability to correct 

its errors and injustices and malfunctions. Time, to put it another way, has taken its toll. This is a 

stinging judgment, fraught with implications. But at least since the Cold War, it has been 
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necessary to cancel all previous assumptions that American political and social institutions are 

able to correct themselves as they are currently constituted. The presidential election of 2000 can 

be considered a tragedy of historic importance in this respect. Institutional frailty is among the 

attributes of republics as they mature and come to be in need of repair. It is a sign that strength 

has deserted them. The polity requires tending. Its institutions cannot, any longer, be left to 

themselves. 

* * * 

What are America’s first steps forward, then, given these inheritances? 

The first is to look and listen in another way, to see and hear from within the space of history. It 

is to achieve a condition of history with memory. This means to come gradually to accept that 

one lives in historical time and is as subject to its strictures, its triumphs, and its miseries as 

anyone else. It means accepting that encounters with others are an essential feature of the world 

we enter upon. Equally, we must begin to make certain links so that we know who we are and 

what it is we have been doing—the connections between feeling and time and between vigilance 

and distance and history are examples. Others have done this, made the passage I am suggesting 

is upon us. In time, history teaches, it becomes clear that it is more painful to resist this than it is 

to accept it. 

I have become fascinated with the character of early Americans—even if it is an idealized self-

image cultivated by slaveowners, murderers of Native Americans, and witch-hunting zealots. A 

people of sentiment, an affectionate people, a people of virtue and understanding, gentle toward 

others: It is like holding up a mirror and not recognizing the face staring back from it. Even the 

vocabulary: It has a faintly eighteenth-century scent to it. Mercy Otis Warren’s History is full of 

this terminology. But consider these attributes as they might be understood in our time. There are 

twenty-first-century ways to describe them— terms developed among philosophers concerned 

with the progress of human ties. We can now speak of empathy, meaning that one sees another 

not simply as an object but as another subject—an equivalent. This is achieved through a 

recognition of another’s perspective, intentions, and emotions. This makes one’s objective 

experiences available to all other subjects: One feels oneself to be a subject among other 

subjects. These concepts are drawn from what I will call for simplicity’s sake the discourse of 

self and Other, which developed in Europe at mid-twentieth century. This line of thought did not 

travel well in America. Like the ideas that animated Europe in the nineteenth century, it arrived 

among Americans in brackets: This is what they are up to across the water. The discourse of self 

and Other concerns the evolution of human relations, which are recognized as plural as opposed 

to unified. And human relations, as the philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas pointed out, take place in 

time. As I have already suggested, time is our shared medium. 

In all of these matters Americans grew deficient during the last century. One must have a strong 

sense of self to encounter others and accept difference, and Americans came to lack this. The 

Cold War, in particular, produced a certain personality such that the concepts I have just 

described may seem foreign, or fey, or faintly beside the point. This reflects our error. And to 

understand this error now would equip Americans with the vocabulary, the character and good 

principle that will be useful in the century to come. To know others well, or let us say better than 
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Americans do, will be part of what it means to be a strong nation in the twenty-first century. The 

thought seems to imply a reconstruction of the American identity. This is precisely the intended 

meaning. The project has been accomplished before. 

Two American figures are worth considering in this context. I have already noted both. One is 

Wendell Willkie, the failed Republican presidential candidate in 1940. Midway through World 

War II Roosevelt dispatched Willkie to tour the world and describe his thoughts as to how our 

planet was likely to emerge from the war. One World was the result, a now-forgotten book that 

was at the time widely and eagerly read. The other figure is Jimmy Carter, our thirty-ninth 

president. Both of these men are often sources of derision among Americans. A certain wide-

eyed fatuousness commonly attaches to them. I am not unaware of their reputations in this 

regard. I simply take issue with such presuppositions. In my view both represented lost 

opportunities: Willkie by way of the idealism of the immediate postwar period, which was 

palpable even if brief, and Carter in the chance to begin again in a new direction during the post-

Vietnam period—also a window briefly opened. Both men displayed many of the qualities the 

current century will ask of us. Both were clear in the matter of history. Both drew from rich but 

obscured traditions in the American past. Both understood, it seems to me, the difference 

between strength and power. Both knew that the former requires more courage than the latter—

the courage to interact with those of different beliefs, the confidence to stay the use of force, the 

poise to put America’s inbred fear aside and act not out of vengeance but from considered 

wisdom. 

We should remember figures such as Willkie and Carter better than we do. It would enlarge our 

idea of who we are and of what it means to be American. The inability to advance beyond 

common caricatures of these two and others is nothing more than a measure of our inability to 

reimagine ourselves. It is by way of such people, whoever they turn out to be, that we can regain 

some realistic idea of utopia—utopia in this sense meaning simply a future that transcends the 

present. Democracy has always been fragile—as delicate as a length of eighteenth-century lace. 

It is evanescent: Much is done in its name that is not genuinely a reflection of it. Our moment in 

history, our debt to the future, requires us to begin conceiving of an extensively reorganized 

society. It requires demilitarization and re-democratization, to take ready examples. 

Our difficulties in both respects reflect a failure to keep pace with the progress we have 

engendered, with the speed we have ourselves created—with history’s acceleration, which is, in 

the end, our own doing. “The acquisition of new implements of power too swiftly outruns the 

necessary adjustment of habits and ideas to the novel conditions created by their use.” That is the 

historian Carl Becker, lecturing at Stanford in 1935. It is prescient by half a century, perhaps 

more. The core issue is one of control—control over what we are able to do. Closer to our time, 

the French thinker Paul Virilio suggests that we have to add to our technological revolutions a 

revolution of consciousness, of ideas, such that our thinking and our purposes are elevated to a 

value equivalent to our capabilities. We do not typically recognize it, but at present these are 

unmatched. Science can no longer converge with technology alone, Virilio argues; in our time it 

must also be animated by philosophy. This is one of the twentieth century’s more profound 

failings. 
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All this begins to define our responsibility as we free ourselves of national myths. If there is a 

case for optimism, it lies in a reconstitution of our thought, our intelligence, in this fashion. 

Much that is now accepted as fated and beyond our capacity to change must be understood 

otherwise. We live within a strange contradiction, sour fruit of the century now gone by. In the 

spheres of science and technology we assume ourselves to be without limit. But we give 

ourselves no credit for being able to make social, economic, or political change—anthropological 

change altogether. In 2012 our shared supposition is that there are no new ideas—only old ideas 

to be tried again. That is what is enacted in our culture of representation today. And we must 

advance beyond it. 

There are implications. Such an endeavor will unmask us. We would have to regain a lost 

confidence among us in “we.” We would have to look forward and see that a new kind of society 

is possible. And the project requires us—and notably our leaders—to begin speaking in a 

language of authentic alternatives. 

* * * 

The claim to exceptionalism is remarkable for its resilience. Little else remains of the old, not-

much-regarded myths. But even now America as the world’s exception is asserted at home and 

abroad. It is a consequence of history, perhaps: America was an idea before it was a nation. “In 

2008, it is absolutely clear that we will be involved in nation-building for years to come,” 

Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s secretary of state, wrote that year in Foreign Affairs. It was Bush’s 

last in office. Woodrow Wilson could have asserted this same remark a hundred years earlier. It 

is pre-historicist. It is exceptionalism as baldly stated as it can be in policy terms—in terms of 

what America proposes to do. No lessons drawn from the previous century? One would think 

America remains deaf and blind even now. 

Nations are eventually made by those who live in them, no matter whether it is in a great power’s 

interest to fashion one or another of them to its liking. Americans should know this better than 

anyone, though the point seems to elude them. Now they have an opportunity to learn this truth 

from the Afghanistan and Iraq wars. Both have been failures in the standard sense of an 

American “mission,” or as new demonstrations of American prerogative. In both nations, what 

will finally well up from the Afghan and Iraqi earth will be by way of millions of conversations, 

interests, persuasions, alliances, oppositions—the very fiber of a political culture, none of it 

having anything to do with America. As for Americans, they were warriors in wars they did not 

understand. I do not think this will any longer be possible in the century we inhabit. And in the 

best of outcomes, those final two failures will lead to what I will call a post-Wilsonian idealism. 

It may be that there is nothing to salvage from Wilson’s thought, for we have found it defective 

from the first. But for the sake of continuity let us assume it is something to build upon. 

The turning forward of the Wilsonian ethos would involve restraint as much as it would 

assertion. It would also mean accepting that what America exported in the way of “democracy” 

during the twentieth century was often fraudulent, a duping, a false promise. It would mean 

looking back at America’s democracy and recognizing that Americans alone had to make it. Is 

this to say that post-Wilsonian Americans are to sit and watch as others suffer? My answers to 

this are two. First of all, there is little doubt that the span of American interventions beginning in 
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1898 and ending now in Afghanistan has caused more suffering than it has relieved. This is so by 

a wide margin, to put the point mildly. Second, the post-Wilsonian would act abroad rigorously 

according to his or her ideals and not some hollowed-out version of them, as even Wilson did. 

He or she would also act with the greatest of delicacy. Understanding one’s own history also 

means being attentive to others’. The post-Wilsonian will be supremely mindful of this, elevating 

self-determination to the highest of values. 

We have distinguished between relative and absolute decline, noting that the former is inevitable 

in an age of rising powers. Many of us believe ours to be the “Pacific century,” implying that 

America’s frontage on the Pacific lake will be its salvation. I do not think this will prove so: The 

same was said at the end of the nineteenth century. America is a Pacific power; it is now called 

upon to recognize that this does not make it an Asian power. By the same token, it does not seem 

to me that we have entered an “Asian century,” either. It will be a century that cannot be named, 

in my view, because too great a variety of people will contribute to it. 

This is a positive prospect. But much hangs on whether Americans are capable of accepting it as 

such. For at the horizon, relative and absolute decline turn out to meet. If Americans do not 

accept the advance of history, relative decline will devolve into absolute decline: The rise of 

others will translate into America being left uncompetitively behind because it has not 

understood the tasks at hand. But if Americans are able to accept a place in the world that is 

distinct from all they have assumed since 1898, the nation’s relative decline will prove an 

experience of benefit. It will change the American character, so far as one can speak of such a 

thing, and much for the better. It will alter Americans’ stance toward others and their stances 

toward one another. It will engender that process of self-examination I have already dwelled 

upon, leading Americans to recognize the tasks before them. Here is the paradox of our moment: 

Only if Americans resist the defeat I have described will they be defeated. In our refusal to admit 

defeat would lie our true defeat, for we would have no access to renewal, we would not be able 

to think anew. 

I propose the taking of an immense risk. It is the risk of living without things that are linked in 

the American psyche: the protection of our exceptionalism, the armor of our triumphalist 

nationalism, our fantastical idea of the individual and his or her subjectivity. For Americans to 

surrender this universe of belief, emotion, and thought may seem the utmost folly. A century ago 

Americans flinched at the prospect. What followed was often called heroic, but in many cases it 

was just the opposite, for the American century was so often an exercise in avoidance of 

genuinely defined responsibility. True enough, it ended as it began, with uncertainty and choices. 

But the outcome need not be the same now, for there is too much more to be gained than lost this 

time. 
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