
American Exceptionalism:
An Exceptional America

& the Threat to It from Within



Part I - AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM 
DEFINED

American Exceptionalism isn’t merely an expression 
of national pride.  Rather, it is a specific set of governing 
principles, established at a specific point in history, that 
defined a uniquely new form of self-governance.   

Five principles are embodied in America’s founding 
documents:  Individualism; Property Rights; Rule of Law; 
Limited, Divided Government; and Free-Market Capitalism.  

American Exceptionalism (/noun/) is not the same as an 
exceptional  (/adjective/) America.  The first defines a unique 
historical act.  The second describes the effects of that act on 
people, the nation, and the world.  
Part I - American Exceptionalism Defined

American Exceptionalism is the term describing a bold, 
innovative design of human self-governance built upon 
five interdependent principles.  These five principles were 
embedded in the founding documents that gave a new nation 
life and form:  the Declaration of Independence (signed July 4, 
1776), the U.S. Constitution (ratified May 29, 1790), and the 
Bill of Rights (ratified December 15, 1791).
Part II - American Exceptionalism Demonstrated

An exceptional America is the result, or demonstration, 
of the power of those five principles at work in and through 
the nation’s people.  America evolved into an entrepreneurial, 
industrious, wealthy, and powerful nation because Americans 
are more free—have greater opportunity—to excel personally 
and economically than the people of other nations. 
Part III - American Exceptionalism Destroyed?

American Exceptionalism as an historical event can’t be 
destroyed.  But an exceptional America can be destroyed if her 
people abandon or reject the five principles of self-governance 
that made the nation “the land of opportunity.”  It would take 
the negligence of only a single generation for that to happen.  
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Principle #1 - Individualism 
The individual was the nucleus of  all social, economic, 

and political structures.  The Declaration of Independence 
declared:

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.  That to secure these rights, Governments 
are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers 
from the consent of the governed.”

What made this so different?  In all prior human history, 
power was implicitly understood as belonging to ruling 

governments—kings, 
conquering warriors, 
tyrants, religious 
leaders, aristocratic 
or ethnic elites—
who dictated what 
individuals could and 
couldn’t do.  

American 
Exceptionalism turned 

this historical power structure upside down.  Influenced 
by the philosophy of John Locke and Christian tenets, the 
Founders structured the legal, civic, and social framework 
of the new nation 
around the Laws of 
Nature and Nature’s 
God, the Creator.  
This governing 
structure was Christian in principle and in moral character, 
but had no requirement for a national religion or individual 
religious participation.  

For the first time in human history, power was defined 
as flowing directly from the Creator to each individual, 
who collectively decided what their governments could and 
couldn’t do.  

Each individual in America was to be free, sovereign, 
and self-governing in the fullest sense of the term.  
Individuals had both natural rights and natural 
responsibilities.  They had the freedom to make their own 
moral, religious, social, and economic choices, and the 
responsibility to bear the consequences of those choices, 
whether good or bad.  

America’s “rugged individual” would have neither a 
government master nor a government caretaker.  

American Exceptionalism turned 
the historical power structure 

upside down, giving power to the 
individual instead of the ruler
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Principle #2 -  
Private Property Rights 

Under American Exceptionalism, each individual’s 
natural rights extended to his/her privately-owned property.  

Property means more than tangible resources such as 
land and buildings.  Property also includes each person’s  
innate talent, intellect, ideas, creativitity, time and labor.  

Property is the essential tool 
that individuals use to build their 
personal life story and economic 
security.

The right to control, develop, 
and use our ideas (or intellectual 
property) and creativity is 
the foundation upon which 
entrepreneurs build.  

Private property rights were 
considered so important that the Bill of Rights specifically 
prohibits the government taking of an individual’s property 
without the due process of law.  While government may 
in some instances take private property for public use, 
government is prohibited from taking it without just 
compensation to the individual.  

Principle #3 - Rule of Law  

Under American Exceptionalism, the Rule of Law was 
instituted to preserve and protect the unalienable rights of 
the individual and to ensure good order in human affairs.  

No longer would individuals 
face threat from the arbitrary, 
discretionary, or corrupt rule of 
men.  Laws governing society 
would be clearly known to all, 
clearly understood by all, and 
remain stable over time.  

Laws were to be applied 
dispassionately and equally to all.  Justice in the new 
republic was to be ‘blind’ in terms of an individual’s wealth, 
social status, or political affiliation. With Rule of Law 
assuring neither favoritism nor prejudice, people could 
make their life plans with confidence. 

This common law ensured the fair treatment of anyone 
accused of crimes.  Presumed innocent until proven guilty, 
the accused enjoy these rights:  to be informed of the nature 
and cause of the accusation; to a speedy and fair trial; to 
confront witnesses against him and to obtain favorable 
witnesses on his behalf; to a trial by a jury of his peers; and, 
to counsel for his defense.   
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Principle #4 -  
Limited, Divided Governments

Rejecting a pure democracy for its absence of minority 
rights and protections, America was to be a constitutional 
Republic — a representative democracy of, by, and for the 
people.  Under American Exceptionalism, government was 
the peoples’ servant and acted only by the consent of the 
governed.

Governments were divided and dispersed in a system 
called federalism.  Federal, state, and local governments 
each had different authority and limited responsibilities:  
the federal government was to administer the defense of 
the nation and the nation’s currency and banking; state 
governments were to administer civil laws and protect 
individual and property rights; and, local governments were 
to administer matters of local community concern.  

To further avoid concentration of power, each federal 
and state government was further divided and  dispersed:  
the executive branch was to implement and administer the 
laws; the legislative was to enact the laws; and, the judicial 
was to interpret the Constitution and other laws.

Divided government power would act as a check-and-
balance against government tyranny over people. 

Principle #5 - Free-Market Capitalism

In America, individuals would enjoy the right to use 
their personal capital (i.e., time, talent, labor, and personal 
property) in commercial exchange with one another.   

This free-market 
economic system, 
dubbed capitalism 
a century later, was 
an entirely voluntary 
system of transactions 
among individuals that satisfies the self-interest of each 
party.  

“It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or 
the baker, that we expect our dinner,” wrote Adam Smith in 
1776, “but from their regard to their own interest.”  

Producers (sellers) were motivated to produce what 
consumers (buyers) desired at a price buyers were willing 
to pay.  As more producers entered the market, competition 
to attract buyers drove down prices of goods and services 
for everyone.  Lower prices, in turn, meant more people had 
access to and could afford more goods and services.

The mutual self-interest in transactions between sellers 
and buyers restrained greed or selfishness of both parties.  
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Guarded by the Rule of Law, this free-market system 
gave  individuals the confidence to take financial risks—
expand or increase production of existing products, 
innovate and develop new products, trade in new markets 
around the world—in the hope of realizing financial 
rewards.  

Operating in concert, these five principles unleashed 
the ingenuity, the resourcefulness, and drive of millions of 
Americans.  America became one of the most prosperous, 
successful, and powerful nations on earth as a result.

Part II - AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM 
DEMONSTRATED

What has made America exceptional is her citizens’ 
absolute allegiance to her Constitution and the principles 
it protects.  This created the ideal environment in which 
individuals could pursue happiness on their own terms. 

As ambition, talent, and hard work combined to leverage 
individual achievement and prosperity, America became 
a nation of—and the choice destination for—men and 
women seeking the opportunity to thrive.  

Strivers and innovators flourished in the nation’s 
aspirational economy.  By the 1970s, 70 percent of 
Americans were middle class. This middle class favored 
merit over nepotism, open free-markets over monopolies 
and crony capitalism, and equal treatment under the law 
for all citizens over preferential treatment for select citizens 
and/or groups.  This vibrant middle-class became both the 
drivers and guardians of an exceptional America.  It held 
government accountable and moderated what Aristotle 
characterized as societal extremes:  the “contempt” of a 
“master” class, and the “envy” of a “servant” class. 

In the 250 years since the nation’s founding, the 
American experiment is replete with examples of ordinary 
citizens unleashing the power to improve their lives and 
fortunes; to spark innovation, creation and achievement; 
and to be a benevolent force in world leadership.   

Perhaps three major events in history capture the nation’s 
character as a unified force for good at home and abroad.     

American Determination—Abolition of Slavery 

American Exceptionalism through its Declaration of 
Independence in 1776 set the gold standard in human 
equality by declaring, “All men are created equal and endowed 
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by their Creator…”   

But America wasn’t 
living up to her high 
ideal of equality. At the 
time, slavery continued 
to be pervasive at home 
and throughout the 
world.  As a bitter—and 
to some, abhorent—
political compromise, 
America’s new Republic 
counted slaves (called “non-free persons”) as only three-
fifths of a person for purposes of taxation and political 
representation.  

In 1777, Vermont became the first sovereign state to 
abolish slavery.  Between 1807 and 1819, the nations of 
Great Britain, the United States, Sweden, the Netherlands, 
France, and Portugal abolished slave trading.  But ending 
the slave trade was only the first step in the effort to abolish 
slavery. 

  Following the end of a bloody Civil War in 1865 and 
under the determined leadership of  President Abraham 
Lincoln, America ratified the 13th (the abolition of  
slavery), 14th (granting citizenship to former slaves), and 

15th (granting former slaves the right to vote) Amendments 
to the U.S. Constitution.  

America’s slaves finally were free, and American 
Exceptionalism’s principle of equality for all was finally 
achieved, but racism persisted.

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., rallied the nation against 
racial bigotry in his powerful speech on August 23, 1963, at 
the Lincoln Memorial.  

“I have a dream,” King told the crowd, “that my four 
little children will one day live in a nation where they will not 
be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 
character.” 

With the later passage of the Civil Rights Act and the 
Voting Rights Act in the 1960s, the dream of Dr. King and 
millions of others was realized.  Although isolated instances 
of racism may occur, the last vestiges of institutional 
racism—the Jim Crow era of de jure (i.e., by law) racial 
segregation in the South and de facto (i.e., by practice) racial 
segregation in the North—were purged from American life.   

American Generosity—World War II

America is often criticized for exploiting other nations, 
but one major historical example demonstrates the 
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Perhaps the greatest 
evidence of American 
benevolence, however, 
was her post-war 
reconstruction efforts 
and support of devastated 
nations. Investing 
billions of dollars and 
her industrial might, 
America generously 
distributed food and 
goods necessary to 
combat hunger, poverty, and other physical needs—along 
with the manpower and intellectual resources to reestablish 
economies and governments—of ravaged nations in Europe 
and Asia. 

 America took none of the spoils of war that victorious 
nations throughout history typically demanded.  Instead, all 
America asked and received was ground in which to bury 
her war dead.  

American Leadership—the Cold War

Following WWII, a second global menace threatened 
the world:  the Marxist-communist regime of the Union 

opposite:  that America is extraordinarily benevolent. 

In World War II, despots in the Axis nations of Germany 
and Japan conspired to conquer neighboring nations by 
military force.  America was a reluctant warrior in the 
battle, remaining neutral until Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, 
Hawaii, on December 7, 1941. 

Many Americans fought in active military service to repel 
the forces of fascism on two continents, and many other 
Americans joined the civilian labor force in support the 
Allied war effort.  An estimated 400,000 American soldiers 
sacrificed their lives in the cause of freedom on behalf of 
other nations. 
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Part III - AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM  
DESTROYED?

American Exceptionalism as a specific historical act in 
the late 1700s cannot be destroyed.  But the exceptional 
America it has created over the past 250 years can be 
destroyed if the five principles are eroded or abandoned.   

Early America’s leaders worried whether this unique 
self-governance system could withstand.  “Our constitution 
was made only for a moral and religious people,” said John 
Adams. “It is wholly inadequate to the government of any 
other.”  Corruption of the citizenry, they feared, would 
inevitably give rise to government tyranny.

George Washington cautioned about political parties 
that “serve to organize factions ... to put in the place of the 
delegated will of the nation the will of a party, often a small but 
artful and enterprising minority.”  

Should it occur, warned Abraham Lincoln, the nation’s 
destruction would originate from within:   “At what point, 
then, is the approach of danger to be expected?  I answer, if it 
ever reaches us, it must spring up among us.  It cannot come 
from abroad.  If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be 
its author and finisher.  As a nation of freemen, we must live 
through all time or die by suicide.”

of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).  The weapons in 
this cold war were ideology and economics:  the USSR’s 
totalitarian governments and socialist economies, versus 
America and her Western allies’ democratic governments 
and free-market economies. 

Divided into four 
occupied zones after 
WWII, the city of 
Berlin, Germany, 
became the image of 
the “Iron Curtain” 
separating the West 
and East when 
communists erected 
a wall in 1961 to 
prevent its citizens’ 
escape to the West.  The era was marked by a military build-
up, a nuclear arms race, and hot proxy wars between the 
East and West in nations such as Korea and Vietnam.  

Under President Ronald Reagan’s leadership, America 
and her allies isolated the USSR economy.  Facing extreme 
shortages of basic needs and a citizenry in revolt, the USSR’s 
totalitarian-socialist regime collapsed in December 1991.      
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Common to all progressives’ policies are the decrease of 
individual freedom and responsibility, and the increase of 
government control. 

Dividing or Tribalizing into Factions

Those who desire to destroy an exceptional America 
must first devalue the individual.  One way to achieve that 
is through identity politics, i.e., categorizing individuals into 
racial or ethnic groups, and pitting group against group.  

#BlackLivesMatter (BLM) is an example of such 
an effort.  It began as a social media campaign against 
documented instances of racial injustice, but it evolved 
into a national movement with about 30 chapters.  BLM’s 
founders, Patrisse Cullors and Alicia Garza, openly define 
themselves as “trained Marxists” who “see themselves as 
part of the global Black family.”

BLM protests, endorsed and frequented by young white 
progressives, often turned violent.  Businesses were looted, 
statues of historical figures were destroyed, buildings were 
set ablaze, and innocent people were killed.  

BLM’s call to “Defund the Police” divided the Black 
community.   NFL Heisman Trophy winner Herchel Walker 
tweeted, “I don’t want to defund the police.  I don’t want to tear 
down statues. What about my freedom of speech?  I want to be 

Is America on a path to self-destruction?

The Progressive Corruption of Freedom

Left-wing American progressives began attacking 
individual freedom in the early 20th century.  They 
advocated—then and now—for greater authority by an 
elite of government managers and experts over individuals, 
their property, and their economic activity.  

Progressives’ most striking success in the early 20th 
century was the government takeover of elementary 
and secondary education through the establishment of 
government-run public schools and the mandatory taxation 
to pay their cost.  Today, every citizen pays for K-12 schools, 
even if they don’t use them.  

When they failed to establish their own political 
party in the early 1900s, progressives affiliated with other 
political parties and continued to advocate progressive 
policies.  Today we have the Clean Water Act and the 
Endangered Species Act, both of which exert government 
control over the use of private property, and Medicare and 
the Affordable Care Act, both of which exert government 
control over individual health care choices.   Medicare for 
All and Green New Deal proposals are among progressives’ 
current proposals. 
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united as Americans.  Congress and senators ... can you hear 
me?” 

BLM’s actions didn’t occur in a vacuum.  Progressive 
academics have spent 30 years cultivating racial division 
on campuses.  Progressive theorist Frances Lee Ansley 
explains progressives’ view of race and white supremacy:

“By ‘white supremacy,’ I do not mean to allude only to the 
self-conscious racism of white supremacist hate groups. I 
refer instead to a political, economic, and cultural system, 
in which whites overwhelmingly control power, material 
resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of white 
superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations 
of white dominance and non-white subordination are 
daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions and 
social settings.”  

In the progressives’ lexicon, “white supremacy” is now 
linked to Western Culture generally and the principles of 
American Exceptionalism particularly.  (For an example 
of this link, see the Smithsonian Institution’s Infographic, 
“Aspects & Assumptions of Whiteness & White Culture in the 
United States,” on pages 26-27). 

To divide Americans along racial and ethnic lines is to 
defeat an exceptional America. 

Fear:  our Greatest Enemy

“No power so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of 
acting and reasoning as fear,” warned Edmund Burke.  The 
2020 Covid-19 Shutdown is a vivid example of how quickly 
an exceptional America can be destroyed by fear.   

Reacting to computer-generated modeling that forecast 
widespread deaths due to the coronavirus (later proven to 
be erroneous), almost all states issued draconian shutdown 
orders in mid-March for schools, colleges, and all but 
essential businesses. 

Expected to be of short duration, these emergency 
actions were taken by governors under states’ general ‘police 
powers’ to govern for general health, welfare and safety of 
society.  The initial rationale given was to “flatten the curve” 
of coronavirus spread to prevent overwhelming hospitals 
during a pandemic.    

Public fear spread, and citizens willingly obeyed 
for a time.  People isolated in their homes.  Almost all 
economic activity ceased.  Routine health care services 
were postponed.  Religious services were curtailed.  Social 
activities ceased.   

By April, several states began reversing their shutdown 
edicts.  Although schools remained closed, many other 
commercial activities and some social activies began to 
return to a state of normalcy.20 21



Yet some states perpetuated the shutdowns, despite 
mounting evidence that computer-modeled fatality rates 
had been grossly exaggerated.  With so few coronavirus 
cases, and so little routine medical treatment occuring, 
hospitals across the country began laying off workers.  

It should not go unnoticed that all of American 
Exceptionalism’s key principles were abandoned to some 
degree during these Covid-19 shutdowns.

Individualism:  Individuals were not free, sovereign, or 
self-governing.  They were told what they could or couldn’t 
do, and where they could or couldn’t go.     

Private Property:  Use of private property, especially 
commercial property, was controlled by government edict.  
Private homes in states with stay-at-home orders became 
quasi-prisons.  In Michigan, sailboats could be used, but not 
motorboats or jet skis.  Businesses deemed “non-essential” 
were forbidded to open. 

Free-Market Capitalism:  Most free-market activity 
ceased, leaving over 40 million individuals out of work.  By 
some estimates, 40 percent of small businesses will never 
reopen their doors.

Limited Government:  Governments ruled without 
constraint and often without reason. Most state government 
edicts were without the “consent of the governed,” either its 

citizens or their representative legislators.     
Rule of Law:  For a time, the Rule of Law was supplanted 

by the arbitrary rule of men and women in power.  
• A Colorado dad was arrested for playing ball with his 

6-year-old daughter in an outdoor park.  
• Lone beachgoers in California were permitted to 

walk on wet sand, but not dry sand.  
• One mayor permitted drive-through liquor sales, but 

prohibited drive-in church going.  
• Michigan permitted the purchase of marijuana, but 

not purchase of garden plant seeds.  
Some individuals defied orders.  In Texas, a hair salon 

owner was fined $7,000 and ordered jailed for 7 days 
for working to feed her children and pay her delinquent 
mortgage.     

Dozens of state actions faced judicial pushback:    
• In Oregon, a court rendered a statewide lockdown 

“null and void” for failing to get legislative consent.
• In Wisconsin, the state Supreme Court tossed out a 

state business closure and shelter-in-place order for 
lack of  legal authority.

• In Ohio, a state judge ruled the state’s lockdown was 
illegal because it exceeded the powers granted by the 
statute.

• Describing state orders as “insanity,” an Illinois 
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state judge wrote, “If I go to Walmart, I won’t get 
COVID but, if I go to church, I will.”  He concluded, 
“Make no mistake, these executive orders are not laws.  
They are royal decrees.  Illinois citizens are not being 
governed, they are being ruled.”  

• In Roman Catholic Diocese of Brooklyn v. NY, 
U.S. Supreme Court Justice Gorsuch wrote:  “...
the Governor is remarkably frank about this: In his 
judgment laundry and liquor, travel and tools, are all 
“essential” while traditional religious exercises are not. 
That is exactly the kind of discrimination the First 
Amendment forbids. Nor is the problem an isolated one. 
In recent months, certain other Governors have issued 
similar edicts. At the flick of a pen, they have asserted the 
right to privilege restaurants, marijuana dispensaries, 
and casinos over churches, mosques, and temples.

Months after the first March 2020 lockdown, a number 
of states with progressive elected officials persisted in their 
royal decrees, even warning families against gathering 
together for Thanksgiving and Christmas.  

“If we tolerate unconstitutional government orders during an 
emergency, whether out of expediency or fear,” warned Texas 
Supreme Court Justice James Blacklock, “we abandon the 
Constitution at the moment we need it most.”
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Source: Smithsonian Institution’s 
infographic adapted from “White 

Awareness: Handbook for  
Anti-Racism Training”
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