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Godfrey Hodgson on America's Deluded Sense of Self

By EVAN R. GOLDSTEIN

"I'm running the risk of being tarred and feathered," Godfrey Hodgson says from his home in London. He is speaking about the potential fallout from his new book, The Myth of American Exceptionalism (to be published this month by Yale University Press), an assault on the deep-rooted American belief that the United States is morally and politically superior to other nations. The country has embraced a "boilerplate and pompous version of American exceptionalism," he says, that is "a dangerous basis for national policy."

He accuses iconic historians like Frederick Jackson Turner, Perry Miller, and Daniel J. Boorstin of laying the foundations of that widespread belief by encrusting American history "with accretions of self-congratulatory myth." Recent scholars may have provided a more nuanced account, but the narrative of exceptionalism, Hodgson argues, continues to shape the American popular — and political — imagination. And in the past few decades, a deafening chorus of intellectuals, commentators, and politicians has insisted that America be not only admired but also worshiped. According to those apostles of exceptionalism, the United States is a nation of unrivaled virtue, a chosen land with a special destiny and duty to spread liberty, democracy, and the rule of law — "a calling from beyond the stars to stand for freedom," in the words of President Bush, exceptionalist par excellence. Intoxicated by an exalted sense of national purpose, more and more Americans are "attracted to a national ideology that cast them as redeemers of a sinful world," writes Hodgson, a British journalist and an associate fellow at the Rothermere American Institute, at the University of Oxford.

The Myth of American Exceptionalism reads like an angry love letter, which in many ways it is. The author's romance with America began in the mid-60s, when he was a Washington correspondent for The Observer of London. That tumultuous and momentous period — marked by LBJ's Great Society and the civil-rights movement — was formative for Hodgson. He describes the commitments and values of that era as "a passion in my life." He has published nearly a dozen works on American politics and history, including America in Our Time (Doubleday, 1976), All Things to All Men: The False Promise of the Modern American Presidency (Simon & Schuster, 1980), and The World Turned Right Side Up: A History of the Conservative Ascendency in America (Houghton Mifflin, 1996). "I've always loved the United States, and I still do," he says. "But I have been increasingly unhappy about the militaristic tone of American public life."

The Chronicle Review spoke with Hodgson about the state of American historiography, the role of intellectuals in political life, and America's deteriorating reputation abroad. Here are some excerpts.

Q. What is American exceptionalism?
A. At its core, it is the belief that the United States is not just physically, economically, or militarily powerful, but morally exceptional — that America is better than other countries. …

American exceptionalism has been redefined again and again throughout history. For instance, many people see religion as central to the creed, the idea being that the United States is a religious society while other countries — particularly in Europe — are not. But in the 18th century, many Europeans looked scornfully upon the colonists in America as deists, agnostics, and bad Christians. In other words, religion was not originally part of the American national ideology. Similarly, the founding fathers saw themselves as profoundly civilian. They might have been good at fighting wars, but they … were against glorifying the military. And yet, somehow, military power has become a key ingredient in American exceptionalism. So the concept dates back centuries, but the definition has evolved.

Q. What are the benefits of American exceptionalism?
A. Such a belief can inspire people to high standards. Figures as different as Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, and Martin Luther King Jr. all saw themselves as attempting to fulfill what Herbert Croly called The Promise of American Life [1909]. That is a positive thing. … Not all ideas about American exceptionalism are untrue, but important pieces are untrue, and it is very unhealthy for a society to believe things about itself that are not true.

Q. One of the major arguments in your book is that a fog of ahistoricism hovers over the field of American history. What do you mean by that?
A. Every year brings a couple more massive biographies of the founding fathers, which offer pious versions of American history. … There is a religious element to this phenomenon, a trinity of sorts: George Washington is the father, Thomas Jefferson the spirit, and Abraham Lincoln the martyred son. And then there are the apostles, like John Adams, a figure of some historical significance but not a messiah figure as some claim, and they get popular biographies written about them every couple of years. But this isn't history. It's nationalist self-celebration.

Q. You are also critical of historians like Daniel J. Boorstin and Perry Miller, founders of the field of American studies, for promulgating a naïvely exceptionalist reading of American history.
A. Boorstin and Miller are figures of genuine intellectual respectability and quality, but one of the things that amazed me while researching the book is that Boorstin wrote some quite chauvinistic work aimed at teaching students about the exceptional nature of America's historical destiny. … In the 1950s, a lot of public intellectuals and academics set out to create an anti-Communist ideology — because otherwise the poor, deluded Europeans wouldn't see through Communism. I think that Boorstin was probably involved in that to some extent. Miller certainly was. He was clearly a man of enormous learning, and I am not in any way questioning his integrity. But the idea that the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Company was, as he put it, "a flank attack on the corruptions of Christendom" is a truly ridiculous thing to argue.

To be fair, it was quite possible for Americans of that generation to see Europe as a place where only horrendous wars break out, which were followed by terrible economic crises that lead to fascism, the Holocaust, and, eventually, more war. At that time, it was probably hard for Americans to avoid feeling morally superior to Europeans. In his memoirs, even Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., a very open-minded and cultivated intellectual, saw postwar Europe as a disaster. And I can see why he did.

Q. You point out that many of the proponents of a more-aggressive interpretation of the exceptionalist creed — foreign-policy specialists and neoconservative commentators like Eliot A. Cohen, William Kristol, and Paul Wolfowitz — are graduates of, or faculty members at, elite universities. Is it unwise to place too much policy-making power in the hands of intellectuals? You, after all, are the author of The Gentleman From New York (Houghton Mifflin, 2000), a biography of Daniel Patrick Moynihan, an intellectual-turned-politician.
A. I'm not against it, but I think the intellectuals in question should have the guts to run for office. I had a very ambivalent but intimate friendship with Moynihan. Pat, at least, ran for office. He was a very good and successful politician. And guess what: During his time in the Senate, he became less and less of a neoconservative. In fact, he became a liberal.

Q. What is the antidote to American hubris?
A. I think we are in a different world since the collapse of Lehman Brothers, in mid-September. That is the moment it became clear that we are not in a regular decline or recession, but something much messier. With iconic institutions in desperate trouble, maybe Americans will be more critical of some policies they previously accepted without criticism. …

Iraq has been a horrible disaster for which a very large number of people, mostly Iraqis, have paid the price. But it may also change the American consciousness in a positive way.

And the election of Barack Obama, in a way, is a manifestation of an antidote. I have no idea how successful he will be, but he seems to understand that if a country behaves in a thuggish way abroad, that can come home. I think that British society was in some way hardened by imperialism, and I worry what Guantánamo and other deeds have done to traditional American principles.
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