
peoples are corralled into one. The many be-
come "us"; the great sprawling clamor of the
past becomes a record of "our" experience.

But of course the acts that generate a national
"we" also produce a global t'them." And excep-
tionalism, even more than nationalism, is espe-
cially focused on the "others," on the nation's
anti types elsewhere. For exceptionalism did not
come into the vocabulary merely as a synonym for
uniqueness-an exceptionalist nation is not sim-
ply different from all others. An exception is a de-
viation from a rule. Exceptionalist claims bundle
the world's immense variety into general histor-

ical tendencies that govern everywhere

I except at home. . ,

t is common to suppose that such exception-
alist assumptions are peculiar to the United States,

[Honorifics]

BUT YOU CAN
CALLMEIL
From a list of titles allegedly used by "prominent
leaders from 160 nations across the world" to refer
to Kim ]ong-ll, as announced last winter by North
Korean state television. The titles were translated
from the Korean by Lee ]ong-Heon.

Supreme Commander at the Forefront of the
Struggle Against Imperialism and the United
States

Greatest Saint Who Rules with Extensive
Magnanimity

Lode Star of the Twenty-First Century
Best Leader Who Realized Human Wisdom
Leader with Extraordinary Personality
Perfect Picture of Wisdom and Boldness
Eternal Bosom of Bot Love
Master of Literature, Arts, and Architecture
World's Best Ideal Leader with Versatile

Talents
Humankind's Greatest Musical Genius
Master of the Computer Who Surprised the

World
Man with Encyclopedic Knowledge
Guardian Deity of the Planet
Heaven-Sent Hero
Power Incarnate with Endless Creativity
Greatest Man Who Ever Lived
Present-day God
World's Greatest Writer

16 HARPER'S MAGAZINE I FEBRUARY 2005

but exceptionalist schemes of history are entire-
ly unexceptional. They are in fact common
enough that they can be usefullygrouped into sev-
eral different clusters.

One cluster consists of narratives of pride that
celebrate the nation's escapefrom the perils around
it. The American exceptionalist story is a variant
on this model, and many English Protestants felt
the same way about their specially chosen nation
in the seventeenth century. The terms of pride un-
derlying these narratives may be quite different.
Some celebrate continuity: the world is imagined
aswhipsawedby change, but the exceptionalist na-
tion manages to blend new and old into a seam-
lessweb that escapes the historical determinants
governing elsewhere. This has been a particular-
ly common theme in Japanese exceptionalist writ-
ing, with its stress on deep continuities in Japan-
ese character, culture, and values. Similarly, in
the earlydecades of Israeli statehood, claims of an-
cient tradition and utopian rebirth were pressed
together in a powerfulamalgam, as they are again,
in a different combination, on the Israeli right
today. Other exceptionalist narratives celebrate a
radical break between old and new, as the domi-
nant American one sovividly does. American im-
migration, it is said, brought millions of people
from the Old World and, through the processes of
acculturation and assimilation, made them new.

A different family of exceptionalist ideas relies
on stories not of celebration but of regret. Here
the distinctiveness of the nation's history is its
failure to catch hold of the general tendencies.
Here one hears of blockages, historical misalign-
ments, and distortions. The idea of the Sonderweg,
the special German historical path, is an explic-
it example: while in the rest of Europe the aris-
tocracy gave way to a rising bourgeoisie, in Ger-
many, it was said, the bourgeois revolution failed;
the forces of history, derailed from their liberal,
democratic destination, took a disastrous turn
toward Nazism and state violence. In Latin Amer-
ica, dependency theory was deployed in a similar
way to explain economic underdevelopment as a
special case of "distorted" investment and "un-
balanced" export production. Here, too, the nor-
mal rule did not run; the general engine of his-
torical progress was shunted onto a side rail.

Part of what exceptionalist arguments do, by
the very formulas constituting their construc-
tion, is to silence and marginalize parts of a na-
tion's past. The German bourgeoisie was stronger
than the Sonderweg argument allowed. And
only by an act of extraordinary imaginative dis-
placement was it possible for historians to see
the American past as uniquely free of the caste
and class tensions they were so quick to discern
in the mobs of early modern England and on the
streets of eighteenth-century Paris. There has of
course been, and there continues to be generat-


