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1. Introduction

• In the past decade, American exceptionalism has dominated discussions 
on U.S. foreign policy, both among policy-makers and analysts. However, 
politicians only recently started to use this term. Where does this 
expression come from, and how has it evolved?

• In 1975, the sociologist Daniel Bell declared the “end of American 
exceptionalism.” However, instead of disappearing, exceptionalist rhetoric 
showed a resurgence by the late 1970s and the 1980s. 
Already in 1977, Jimmy Carter proclaimed in his inaugural
speech that

“It is that unique self-definition which has given us an exceptional
appeal, but it also imposes on us a special obligation to take on
those moral duties which, when assumed, seem invariably to be 
in our own best interests.”

• With the election of Ronald Reagan, the optimism about America’s global 
power returned, and a more activist foreign policy role was formulated. 
How did the ongoing intellectual discourses on exceptionalism and U.S. 
foreign policy contribute to constructing this role?

2. Discourses on American exceptionalism in the 1980s

• The discourse on (the lack of) American socialism. The term 
“American exceptionalism” originates from discourses within the 
Communist movement in the 1920s. While in the Cold War period, 
Communism disappeared as a force in American politics, historians 
and social scientists were still looking for the causes of the 
weakness of socialism in the United States. Amid the 
neoconservative turn of the Reagan years, these debates resurfaced 
once again (Katznelson 1978; Lipset 1983; Foner 1984; Mink 1986).

• The unique qualities of American society. Even the crises of the 
1960s and 1970s could not dismantle the American belief in the 
unique qualities of their society. Instead, this discourse re-
intensified, as Huntington (1981) emphasized the constant gap 
between the unique values of the “American Creed” and their 
realization within the institutional setting; while Bell (1989) –
reconsidering his original thesis on the end of exceptionalism –
argued that America’s civil society provides the stability which 
makes it different from any other nation.

• American foreign policy. Observing Ronald Reagan’s presidential 
rhetoric, Hoffmann (1981) claimed that “faith in American 
exceptionalism” remained the most resilient element of U.S. foreign 
policy. By the late 1980s, exceptionalism became an analytical 
category (Hunt 1987; Lundestad 1986, 89) of foreign policy 
ideology; while the metaphor of the “shining city on a hill” was a 
recurring element in Reagan’s speeches.



3. Which exceptionalism? Contestation on America’s role

• Role theory (Holsti 1970, Thies 2009) argues that national role conceptions 
form the background of foreign policy decisions that are executed under 
particular role enactments. Although the research originally focused on role 
conceptions in the minds of decision-makers, recent contributions have also 
taken into account the effects of domestic contestation in role conceptions 
(Brummer and Thies 2015).

• In the American case, Holsti (1970) observed various role conceptions: 
defender of faith; mediator; regional leader; regional protector, etc. With a 
temporary realist reorientation of American foreign policy during the Kissinger 
era, the Carter and Reagan presidencies restored its moral element - based on 
different understandings of America’s unique global role. Different intellectual 
groups also influenced foreign-policy making in different ways in this period.

• A foreign policy based on U.S. values can still differ whether these values are 
relevant to every country (universalism); or just valid for the U.S. 
(particularism). Furthermore, from both positions, one could argue for an 
activist foreign policy or for one that more focused on withdrawal.

Universalism Particularism

Activism Global mission; 
Democratization; liberal 
internationalism

Strong defense of U.S. 
values, moral superiority 
(neoconservativism)

Withdrawal America as an example;
“shining city on a hill” 
(Fulbright)

Realism; inward-looking; 
almost isolationism
(Kennan in his later period)
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Carter’s foreign policy advisers were divided between universalist activism and 
universalist withdrawal. Reagan’s advisers had both particularist and 
universalist activist tendencies. These debates were sources of inconsistencies.

4. Conclusion, further research

• After the crises of 1960s and 70s, exceptionalism came back with full 
force to American foreign policy in the 1980s

• There are different faces of exceptionalism; inner contradiction 
between its universalist and particularist forms led to inconsistencies

• The Cold War’s end made exceptionalist theories even more popular
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