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Praise for American Exceptionalism and American Innocence

“Danny Haiphong and Roberto Sirvent are two of the most courageous and truthful intellectuals in the belly of the U.S. imperial beast! In this powerful text they lay bare the hidden realities and concealed miseries of poor and working peoples even as revolutionary fire remains strong! This book keeps alive so much of the best of the radical tradition in the neo-fascist age of Trump!”

—Cornel West, Professor of the Practice of Public Philosophy at Harvard University

“American Exceptionalism and American Innocence provides an astute, engaging, and provocative look into how the human toll of U.S. colonial occupation, imperial expansion, and structural racism is subsumed into an overarching narrative of the ‘greater good.’ By exposing the ideology of innocence that inevitably accompanies exceptionalism, Roberto Sirvent and Danny Haiphong move us beyond the constraints of liberal engagement to question our presumptions about what ‘America’ means. These short, topical essays expose the American exceptionalism we encounter in everyday life, thereby providing a roadmap for how it can be challenged. A unique resource for students and teachers, grassroots activists, and anyone who wants to stop circling the same rock and have an actually interesting conversation.”

—Natsu Taylor Saito, author of Meeting the Enemy: American Exceptionalism and International Law

“The extreme danger of America to the rest of us remains the great unspoken, lost in myths, or what Larry David called ‘a babbling brook of bullshit.’ Witty terms such as ‘exceptionalism’ and ‘democracy’ are deployed as the bombs fall and the blood never dries. In this outstanding study, Danny Haiphong and Roberto Sirvent tell us why: and why Trump is merely a symptom and that only our urgent enlightenment can defy the inevitable.”

—John Pilger, Australian journalist and BAFTA award-winning documentary filmmaker

“Roberto Sirvent and Danny Haiphong deliver a stirring indictment of ruling class propaganda. By carefully exposing the destructive myths that sustain U.S. empire, this book provides an intellectual anchor that will surely disrupt and unsettle the powers that be.”

—Cynthia McKinney, Professor and Activist, former six-term member of the United States House of Representatives

“In this timely, multi-layered, brilliantly argued counter-history, Sirvent and Haiphong draw on case studies ranging from the nation’s settler colonial past to the Trumpist present so as to open spaces needed to imagine socially transformative alternatives to the white-supremacist, imperial policies that the discourse of American exceptionalism and the doctrine of American innocence have worked relentlessly to normalize.”

—Donald E. Pease, Avalon Foundation Professor of the Humanities at Dartmouth College and director of the Futures of American Studies Institute

“America’s decline toward national madness has become so multi-faceted that narrow analysis can no longer explain it. This wide-ranging book seeks to weave our history and our modern-day reality together. It may seem radical, but it is not as radical as what our leaders are doing today to suppress human freedom at home and abroad.”

—Stephen Kinzer, former New York Times correspondent, author of Overthrow and All the Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror

“A varied offering of America’s real history, with sharp arguments and revealing information drawn down through the centuries—a rich treat for both beginners and the well-informed.”

—Michael Parenti, author of History as Mystery and Contrary Notions

“American Exceptionalism and American Innocence does what is so needed in this, the late stage of American Empire—it blasts a hole through the notion that the US is some unique beacon for democracy and freedom in the world, and that it is therefore privileged to intervene throughout the world at will. Rather, as this book demonstrates, the US has never been such a beacon, either nationally or internationally. The US was built on genocide and slavery, and, accordingly, has invaded weaker countries to impose systems which protect the privileged few from the just demands of the struggling masses. The result has been vast inequality and suffering in both the US and abroad, and the undermining, if not wholesale destruction, of democracy. As this book shows us, US Empire is the greatest threat to the survival of humanity, and it is only the citizens of the US who can, and indeed must, dismantle it.”

—Dan Kovalik, author of The Plot to Scapegoat Russia and The Plot to Attack Iran

“Timely, historic, and analytically rich, Roberto Sirvent and Danny Haiphong rightfully challenge the hegemonic narrative of American innocence and American exceptionalism that pervade contemporary culture. Examining monuments, memory, media, and movies, alongside of political slogans, sports culture and social movements, this book offers a powerful intervention, demanding that we account for the bipartisan project of hyper nationalism and narratives of America’s unique greatness. Providing historic lessons, tools of literary analysis, a critical gaze, and so much more, this book takes you on an important journey, preparing all readers for the current moment and a progressive future.”

—David J. Leonard, author of Playing While White: Privilege and Power on and off the Field

“In their essays on race, empire and historical memory, Roberto Sirvent and Danny Haiphong skillfully unveil the profound hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of the US state, stripping away its respectable forms and forcing it to go naked. The book is a must read for anyone who wants to understand the US empire as it is, rather than as it would like to be understood.”

—Stephen Gowans, author of Washington’s Long War on Syria and Patriots, Traitors and Empires: The Story of Korea’s Fight for Freedom
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FOREWORD

Countering the Violence of Imposed Forgetting by Ajamu Baraka

“The civilized have created the wretched, quite coldly and deliberately, and do not intend to change the status quo; are responsible for their slaughter and enslavement; rain down bombs on defenseless children whenever and wherever they decide that their ‘vital interests’ are menaced, and think nothing of torturing a man to death; these people are not to be taken seriously when they speak of the ‘sanctity’ of human life, or the conscience of civilized world.”

—James Baldwin

While the 20th century was a century of unparalleled human depravity with literally millions of lives lost in two planetary wars, and millions more in smaller wars, the 21st century was supposed to be different. History had supposedly ended with the victory of the United States as the sole great power—its civilization the envy of all. However, the century slated to be the dawn of expanded greatness for the United States has seen the nation at war for 17 of the last 18 years with the real possibility that death by war in this century could vastly exceed the millions lost during the last.

The invasion of Afghanistan and then Iraq, drone warfare, torture, and black sites, as part of the War on Terror, complemented the militarized urban warfare and poverty imposed on people of color that characterized the new normal supported by both “major” political parties, the corporate media, and large sections of the U.S. public.

How can this be?

How could a nation that claims its fidelity to “universal values” of human rights, international law, democracy, freedom, and human progress, also be the main protagonist in the systematic global assaults on those very same values without any apparent psychological tension between those two contradictory realities?

Roberto Sirvent and Danny Haiphong provide an explanation.

Like a thunderbolt that penetrates the dark fog of ideological confusion, American Exceptionalism and American Innocence: A People’s History of Fake News—From the Revolutionary War to the War on Terror, illuminates the hidden spaces of the official story of the territory that came to be known as the United States of America.

Meticulously researched, American Exceptionalism and American Innocence utilizes a de-colonial lens that debunks the distorted, mythological liberal framework that rationalized the U.S. settler-colonial project. The de-colonized frame allows them to critically root their analysis in the psychosocial history, culture, political economy, and evolving institutions of the United States of America without falling prey to the unrecognized and unacknowledged liberalism and national chauvinism that seeps through so much of what is advanced as radical analysis today.

That is what makes this work so “exceptional” and so valuable at this moment of institutional and ideological crisis in the U.S. This crisis is indeed more severe and potentially more transformative than at any other moment in this nation’s history.

With unflinching clarity, Sirvent and Haiphong go right to the heart of the current social, political, economic, and ideological crisis. They strip away the obscurantist nonsense pushed by liberal and state propagandists that the Trump phenomenon represents a fundamental departure from traditional “American values” by demonstrating that “Trumpism” is no departure at all, but only the unfiltered contemporary and particular expression of the core values that the nation was “founded” on.

What Sirvent and Haiphong expose in their work is that American exceptionalism and its corollary American innocence are the interconnected frames that not only explain why the crude white nationalism of a Donald Trump is consistent with the violence and white supremacy of the American experience, but also why that violence has been largely supported by large sections of the U.S. population repeatedly.

As the exceptional nation, the indispensable nation, the term President Obama liked to evoke to give humanitarian cover to the multiple interventions, destabilization campaigns, and unilateral global policing operations on behalf of U.S. and international capital, it is expected and largely accepted by the citizens of the U.S. that their nation-state has a right and, actually, a moral duty to do whatever it deems appropriate to uphold the international order. It can do that because this cause is noble and righteous. Lest we forget the words of Theodore Roosevelt, considered a great architect of American progressiveness, “If given the choice between righteousness and peace, I choose righteousness.”

In a succinct and penetrating observation, Sirvent and Haiphong point out:

American exceptionalism has always presumed national innocence despite imposing centuries of war and plunder. The American nation-state has been at war for over ninety percent of its existence. These wars have all been justified as necessary ventures meant to defend or expand America’s so-called founding values and beliefs. A consequence of centuries of endless war has been the historical tendency of the U.S. to erase from consciousness the realities that surround American domestic and international policy, not to mention the system of imperialism that governs both.

But the acceptance of state violence in the form of economic sanctions and direct and indirect military interventions is not the only consequence of the cultural conditioning process informed by the arrogance of white privilege, white rights, and the protection of white Western civilization. The racist xenophobia, impunity for killer-cops, mass incarceration, ICE raids and checkpoints, left-right ideological convergence to erase “blackness,” are all part of the racial management process that still enjoys majoritarian support in the U.S.

American Exceptionalism and American Innocence’s focus on the insidious and corrosive impact of white supremacy throughout the book is a necessary and valuable corrective to the growing tendency toward marginalizing the issue of race, even among left forces under the guise of being opposed to so-called identity politics.

Centering the role of white supremacist ideologies and its connection to American exceptionalism and innocence, Sirvent and Haiphong argue that “communities and activists will be better positioned to dismantle them.” American exceptionalism and notions of U.S. innocence not only provide ideological rationalizations for colonialism, capitalism, empire, and white supremacy, but also a normalized theoretical framework for how the world is and should be structured that inevitably makes criminals out of the people opposing U.S. dominance, within the nation and abroad.

Paul Krugman, a leading liberal within the context of the U.S. articulates this normalized framework that is shared across the ideological spectrum from liberal to conservative and even among some left forces. I have previously referred to this view of the world as representative of the psychopathology of white supremacy:

“We emerged from World War II with a level of both economic and military dominance not seen since the heyday of ancient Rome. But our role in the world was always about more than money and guns. It was also about ideals: America stood for something larger than itself—for freedom, human rights and the rule of law as universal principles . . . By the end of World War II, we and our British allies had in effect conquered a large part of the world. We could have become permanent occupiers, and/or installed subservient puppet governments, the way the Soviet Union did in Eastern Europe. And yes, we did do that in some developing countries; our history with, say, Iran is not at all pretty. But what we mainly did instead was help defeated enemies get back on their feet, establishing democratic regimes that shared our core values and became allies in protecting those values. The Pax Americana was a sort of empire; certainly America was for a long time very much first among equals. But it was by historical standards a remarkably benign empire, held together by soft power and respect rather than force.”1

American Exceptionalism and American Innocence refutes this pathological view of the U.S. and demonstrates that this view is a luxury that the colonized peoples of the world cannot afford.

The bullet and the bomb—the American military occupation and the police occupation—are the bonds that link the condition of Black Americans to oppressed nations around the world. This is the urgency in which the authors approached their task. The physical and ideological war being waged against the victims of the colonial/capitalist white supremacist patriarchy is resulting in real suffering. Authentic solidarity with the oppressed requires a rejection of obfuscation. The state intends to secure itself and the ruling elite by legal or illegal means, by manipulating or completely jettisoning human freedom and democratic rights. Sirvent and Haiphong know that time is running out. They demonstrate the intricate collaboration between the state and the corporate and financial elite to create the conditions in which ideological and political opposition would be rendered criminal as the state grapples with the legitimacy crisis it finds itself in. They know that Trump’s “make America great again” is the Republican version of Obama’s heralding of U.S. exceptionalism, and that both are laying the ideological foundation for a cross-class white neofascist solution to the crisis of neoliberal capitalism.

The U.S. is well on its way toward a new form of totalitarianism that is more widespread than the forms of neofascist rule that was the norm in the Southern states of the U.S. from 1878 to 1965. Chris Hedges refers to it as “corporate totalitarianism.” And unlike the sheer social terror experienced by the African American population as a result of the corporatist alignment of the new Democratic party and national and regional capital in the South, this “new” form of totalitarianism is more benign but perhaps even more insidious because the control rests on the ability to control thought. And here lies the challenge. Marxist thinker Fredrick Jamison shares a very simple lesson, “The lesson is this, and it is a lesson about system: one cannot change anything without changing everything.” This simple theory of system change argues that when you change one part of a system you by necessity must change all parts of the system, because all parts are interrelated.

The failure of the Western left in general and the U.S. left in particular to understand the inextricable, structural connection between empire, colonization, capitalism, and white supremacy—and that all elements of that oppressive structure must be confronted, dismantled, and defeated—continues to give lifeblood to a system that is ready to sweep into the dustbins of history. This is why American Exceptionalism and American Innocence is nothing more than an abject subversion. It destabilizes the hegemonic assumptions and imposed conceptual frameworks of bourgeois liberalism and points the reader toward the inevitable conclusion that U.S. society in its present form poses an existential threat to global humanity.

Challenging the reader to rethink the history of the U.S. and to imagine a future, decolonial nation in whatever form it might take, Sirvent and Haiphong include a quote from Indigenous rights supporter Andrea Smith that captures both the subversive and optimistic character of their book. Smith is quoted saying:

Rather than a pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness that depends on the deaths of others . . . we can imagine new forms of governance based on the principles of mutuality, interdependence, and equality. When we do not presume that the United States should or will continue to exist, we can begin to imagine more than a kinder, gentler settler state founded on genocide and slavery.

American Exceptionalism and American Innocence gives us a weapon to reimagine a transformed U.S. nation, but it also surfaces the ideological minefields that we must avoid if we are to realize a new possibility and a new people.



INTRODUCTION

“Americans are a confused people because they can’t admit this contradiction. They believe in a universe of divine justice where the human race is guilty of sin, but they also believe in a secular justice where human beings are presumed innocent. You can’t have both. You know how Americans deal with it? They pretend they are eternally innocent no matter how many times they lose their innocence. The problem is that those who insist on their innocence believe anything they do is just. At least we who believe in our own guilt know what dark things we can do.”

—Viet Thanh Nguyen1

“If we feel calm, what must we forget to inhabit such a restful feeling?”

—Jasbir Puar2

Fake news existed long before Donald Trump. In fact, Donald Trump didn’t even come up with the term. According to the BBC, it was Hillary Clinton who first lamented over the “real world consequences” of “fake news,” or false information spread on the internet.3 Fake news has become the primary explanation as to why Hillary Clinton lost the 2016 election. The notion that devious hackers associated with Russia used fake news to help Trump win the election has deflected attention from the real shortcomings of the Clinton campaign in particular and the two-party political system in general. What is ironic is that fake news has indeed been the only news disseminated by the rulers of U.S. empire. We’ve been exposed to this fake news for as long as we’ve been told that the U.S. is a force for good in the world—news that slavery is a thing of the past, that we don’t really live on stolen land, that wars are fought to spread freedom and democracy, that a rising tide lifts all boats, that prisons keep us safe, and that the police serve and protect. Thus, the only “news” ever reported by various channels of U.S. empire is the news of American exceptionalism and American innocence. And as this book will hopefully show, it’s all fake.

Gil Scott Heron famously coined the statement, “the revolution will not be televised.” Millions of people in the U.S. have learned innumerable lessons about American exceptionalism and American innocence from prominent television personalities. Bill O’Reilly, for example, taught us how to defend American “greatness” in his response to Michelle Obama’s public reminder that slaves built the White House. O’Reilly quickly retorted that slaves who built it were “well fed” and provided with “decent” lodging. Millions more learned about the pervasiveness of American exceptionalism from a 60 Minutes interview with former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. It was here on national TV where she famously declared the deaths of 500,000 Iraqi children by way of U.S. sanctions as a sacrifice that was “worth it.” Albright was subsequently awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by Barack Obama in 2012. For O’Reilly and Albright, the inherent superiority and good intentions of the U.S. provide absolution for crimes against humanity.

Narratives of exceptionalism and innocence are evident in all spheres of American society. They were embedded in Donald Trump’s 2016 electoral slogan, “Make America Great Again,” and Hillary Clinton’s rebuttal that “we don’t need to make America great again. America never stopped being great.” More recently, former candidate for U.S. Senate in Alabama, Roy Moore, attempted to defend Trump’s “Make America Great Again” slogan by wishing we could go back to the country’s good ol’ days, a “time when families were united—even though we had slavery. They cared for one another. People were strong in the families. Our families were strong. Our country had a direction.”

The nation’s multibillion dollar sports industry also plays a crucial role in reinforcing exceptionalist myths. Americans sing the national anthem at every sporting event regardless of the venue. The nation’s military is celebrated and venerated prior to nearly every game in professional sports leagues. When MLB player Bruce Maxwell joined NFL players in kneeling during the national anthem in protest of police brutality, he felt the need to clarify that there was nothing anti-American about his protest: “At the end of the day, this is the best country on the planet. I am and forever will be an American citizen and grateful to be here, but my kneeling is what’s getting the attention, and I’m kneeling for the people who don’t have a voice.”

The mainstream corporate media is one of the chief propagators of American exceptionalism and innocence. Flipping through the pages of the New York Times or watching personalities such as Oprah Winfrey are often the best ways to spot this propaganda. For example, in a New York Times editorial, the staff responded to Donald Trump’s rather uncontroversial claim that the Russian state is not the only one made up of “killers.” “There are a lot of killers,” Trump remarked. “Do you think our country is so innocent?” The Times went on the defensive, acknowledging the “mistakes” of U.S. foreign policy yet reaffirming its exceptional character:

There’s no doubt that the United States has made terrible mistakes, like invading Iraq in 2003 and torturing terrorism suspects after Sept. 11 [. . .][But] in recent decades, American presidents who took military action have been driven by the desire to promote freedom and democracy, sometimes with extraordinary results, as when Germany and Japan evolved after World War II from vanquished enemies into trusted, prosperous allies.4

After reading this editorial, one can’t help but recall Michael Corleone’s conversation with his future wife Kay Adams in The Godfather. Attempting to temper Kay’s fear about Michael joining the family business, Michael says, “My father is no different than any powerful man, any man with power, like a president or senator.” Kay responds, “Do you know how naive you sound, Michael? Presidents and senators don’t have men killed.” Michael, without any hesitation, asks, “Oh. Who’s being naive, Kay?”

But one need not subscribe to the New York Times to be bombarded by narratives of American exceptionalism and American innocence. We also have entertainment television and Hollywood for that. Oprah Winfrey, for example, has based her entire career as a promoter of the American Dream, which can be summarized in one statement made by a guest on her show: “Where else but America can someone have no money, not know the language, grow up, work hard, respect other people, and end up getting a scholarship to go to college? That’s only possible in America. That’s the American Dream that people have been dreaming about for years.”5 Or take the latest Hollywood blockbusters as another example, whether it be Captain America or the Transformers franchise. Not only are these films used as prime military recruitment tools, but the U.S. military is directly involved in the production of the films themselves. The more the film paints the armed forces in a favorable light, the more military props are made available to the studio for use.6 Sounds like a win-win situation, doesn’t it? So, if we’re going to seriously examine the ideological work of American exceptionalism and innocence, we would be wise to heed Saidiya Hartman’s observation that “99.5% of U.S. cinema is a totally instrumental pernicious propaganda machine.”7

It’s almost impossible for Americans to avoid complicity and participation in these patriotic ideologies. Holidays are celebrated every year honoring the American military, the birth of American “independence,” and the birthday of the first American president, George Washington. Every American president has extolled the founding origins of the U.S., as do the majority of school textbooks, mainstream media sources, and Hollywood’s latest blockbuster releases. In other words, American exceptionalism and American innocence are deeply embedded into the fabric of the institutions that govern the nation’s economic, political, and cultural life. Even in the bastion of “higher learning,” the university, we find the sanctity of American exceptionalism and innocence hardly ever questioned.

This book is a response to the spectre currently haunting those who benefit most from promoting the myths of American exceptionalism and American innocence. Corporate executives, millionaire politicians, and military war-hawks have all voiced concerns in recent years over the fragility of American power both domestically and internationally. Despite the pervasiveness of American exceptionalism and innocence in all aspects of society, there are numerous signs that the environmental stability needed for these ideologies to thrive is in a state of breakdown. Contradictions in society are becoming more difficult to bare and broader sections of the population are standing up in protest. The Occupy Wall Street Movement in 2011, the Black Lives Matter movement beginning in 2014, and the rise of the word “socialism” in Bernie Sanders’s 2016 presidential campaign brought these contradictions to light.

Young people were at the center of these movements. It was students and student-aged populations who made their way to Zuccotti Park to express their disgust with mounting student debt and dwindling living-wage job opportunities. Young Black Americans organized a mass movement against racist policing after the officer who killed 18-year old Michael Brown walked away without an indictment. A number of polls have confirmed that young people have begun identifying with the word “socialism” in higher numbers, which explains the excitement generated during the Bernie Sanders 2016 presidential campaign.

These developments are indicative of a groundswell of opposition to the system that promotes American exceptionalism and innocence. However, narratives of American exceptionalism and American innocence have played a vital role in dampening the advancement of such opposition toward the goal of social transformation. A new generation of activists and scholars is emerging from a centuries-long development process in which both of these narratives have been the dominant narratives. It is important, then, that American exceptionalism and innocence not be allowed to cloud historical memory, political understanding, and the struggle for social justice. This is where the following pages come in.

Argument and Goals

Our goal is to show how narratives of American exceptionalism and American innocence work together to serve white supremacy, empire, capitalism, and the U.S. war machine. Sometimes these two ideologies work together in obvious and explicit ways. Other times they are more deceptive and seductive. By taking a more topical approach to our study, we look at how narratives of exceptionalism and innocence show up in conversations about slavery, Indigenous genocide, the Super Bowl, comic books, human caging, and even our former celebrity TV star-turned-president, Donald Trump. Readers—especially liberals—who think these are “easy targets” would be wise to brace themselves for what’s ahead. Our book also takes full aim at Barack Obama, the broadway musical Hamilton, romantic narratives of racial progress, and the “humanitarian” efforts of Bill Gates, Angelina Jolie, and many well-meaning college students hoping to “change the world.”

Ultimately, we want to equip our readers with the tools to locate, critique, and dismantle the twin ideologies of American exceptionalism and American innocence. In short, we hope that everyone who reads this book will be convinced to let go of these ideologies. And while the process of “letting go” won’t be easy, we try to show why it’s necessary for imagining and building a more just world. To be sure, we might not be able to imagine what that world looks like just yet. After all, our conception of what is possible has been severely limited by such dominant and destructive ideologies like American exceptionalism and American innocence. These ideologies must be dismantled so a thirst for a political alternative can emerge among a larger segment of the population. And with this thirst, we will be better positioned to imagine alternative arrangements rooted in history and solidarity with those who have attempted to chart their own course of political and economic development.

This book draws on the vast and rich scholarly literature examining American exceptionalism. Yet this book is different in at least four ways. First, too few works exist that not only explain American exceptionalism, but also analyze the enduring impact that the ideology has on popular discourse. We hope that the book’s topical approach provides a succinct, non-exhaustive treatment of what American exceptionalism looks like in everyday life—whether it be in the way we consume media, organize our communities, spend our money, or debate U.S. foreign policy. Second, this book attempts to show that the “fantasy” of American exceptionalism is best viewed as a “dual fantasy” of American exceptionalism and American innocence. By illuminating how both of these ideologies work together, we argue, communities and activists will be better positioned to dismantle them. Third, while some scholarly critiques of American exceptionalism address the colonial, imperial, and racial roots of the ideology, we attempt to show an inherent connection between American exceptionalism on the one hand, and empire, colonialism, capitalism, and white supremacy (especially anti-black racism) on the other. In other words, we do not think it is possible to be a staunch feminist, anti-racist, or peace activist while maintaining one’s ideological devotion to the United States as an exceptional, superior, civilized, and civilizing force for good in the world. Fourth and finally, this book is not intended primarily for scholars and professors. Rather, the book is meant to be a guide for activists, community organizers, and intellectuals who are genuinely concerned about the vacuum that currently exists in American politics. It is meant for those who dream of a world without war, without borders, without prisons, without police, and a world without private property.

American Exceptionalism

Before moving forward, it might be helpful to provide some definitions. When we employ the term “American exceptionalism,” we mean the ideological tool used to present and sustain a particular narrative about the United States. This narrative, according to legal theorist Natsu Taylor Saito, “presumes that human history is best understood as a linear progression toward higher stages of civilization, that Western civilization represents the apex of this history, and that the United States embodies the best and most advanced stage of Western civilization and, therefore, human history to date.”8 The grand narrative of exceptionalism is often rooted in other myths like that of “Manifest Destiny,” the supposed saving grace of free markets and free enterprise, and even the myth of the United States serving as God’s “chosen nation.” Not all scholars of American exceptionalism, nor the millions of Americans who are devoted to it, hold exceptionalist attitudes in the same way. Nor do they always manifest in the same manner. That said, the point we hope to make is that American exceptionalism—in all its stripes—operates under a “colonial logic”:

This is a logic that organizes society and that makes sense of the geopolitical space and of everything that it appears in its horizon according to perceptions of degrees of humanity. The closer to an ideal of the human subjects and groups are, the more they can enjoy a certain condition considered normal for humans, and the farther away from that ideal subjects and groups are, the closer they will be to a condition of death or early death, misery, dispossession, and permanent slavery and war. This is a form of colonialism that involves racially motivated genocide and racial slavery and that can continue even after the formal end of slavery and colonialism.9

For our purposes, we adopt Joy James’s description of American exceptionalism as a “cultural drug,” one from which our imagination needs to be freed.10 Ultimately, our task is to expose what Donald Pease calls the “psychosocial logics” of this pernicious national “fantasy.”11

Readers might object to the way we use the term “American exceptionalism,” for a few reasons. First, some might suggest that the the term “U.S. exceptionalism” is more appropriate than “American exceptionalism.” We’re well aware that the Americas encompass more than the United States, and therefore the term “U.S.” exceptionalism might be better suited. But as Hortense Spillers observes in her analysis of novelist Ralph Ellison, for many people, “America . . . is quite a lot more than the nation-state entity called the United States.”12 It involves an idea, she adds, and “a sublime possibility . . . in human becoming.”13 Other readers might object to our definition on grounds that American exceptionalism entails believing not that the government is exceptional but that its people and culture are. We’ll show this is problematic in a few respects, not least because it assumes the people of a country can be so easily separated from the actions of their government. For example, one might claim that our government is founded on anti-Black racism but that the people of the U.S. are not racists. We might even admit that white people are unintentional beneficiaries of anti-Black racism or even that they are unwillingly complicit in it, but the truth is that—in many ways—white Americans are conscious, active participants in these very structures. American exceptionalism, therefore, doesn’t just assume that the U.S. government is exceptional, but that its white citizens are, too.

Others might say that our country has never been exceptional in its current state, but that our founding ideals are. This is a naive claim in many respects. Not only does it suggest that these ideals are uniquely American (i.e., are Americans the only ones that value freedom?) but it also assumes the most effective way to judge a society is by its rhetoric rather than its actions. Moreover, few people realize that these ideals are actually rooted in the modern philosophy of liberalism, which many scholars have shown is deeply tied to—and dependent on—exclusion, dispossession, and slavery. In other words, the right to “freedom” in the U.S. has always entailed the “un-freedom” of others and involved complex and violent processes of determining who is and is not “human.” Again, we keep all these objections in mind throughout the book.

Finally, this book may be dismissed as “un-American” or just a petty attempt to defame the United States. Accusations of being “un-American” usually come as a knee-jerk response to criticisms of U.S. domestic and foreign policy. They are themselves a manifestation of American exceptionalism. To be “un-American” is to insult everything that is mythologically great about the American nation-state, such as “democracy” and “freedom.” This framework assumes that the U.S. is beyond criticism or that its supposed “flaws” are mere “shortcomings,” “imperfections,” or “stains” that can be washed away. To be “American” is to be loyal to the nation regardless of the exploitation and oppression that lies at its foundations. Anyone who believes otherwise, the argument goes, doesn’t deserve to live in the exceptional “land of the free, and the home of the brave.” To be called “un-American,” then, is to be delegitimized by those who have, or believe to have, vested interests in the preservation of American exceptionalism.

Many avoid being labeled “un-American” by remaining silent about war, poverty, racism and the many ills that U.S. imperialism inflicts upon the world. Some activists have even suggested that approaching people from “where they are” by appealing to American exceptionalism will help recruit more Americans to the cause of social justice and transformation. If Americans believe “democracy” and “freedom” are worthwhile goals, we are told, then these sentiments should be utilized in service of the development of a more just social order. We believe that this is a monumental error in political thought and action. It not only assumes that the American population, especially the oppressed, primarily identify as “American” and will identify as such for the foreseeable future, but it also assumes that the American nation-state is in fact capable of ever bringing about true freedom, justice, or peace. The racist oppression of Black people at the hands of the cops, the endless war waged against people around the world at the hands of U.S. military, and the impoverishment of workers at the hands of American corporations are deceptively and unconsciously disassociated from “America” itself. This is nothing but fear masked as opportunism, a fear that takes American exceptionalist values like “liberty” out of their proper liberal context. It is a fear driven by the reality that one group’s “freedom” fundamentally depends on the “un-freedom” of another.

The following essays place American exceptionalism in its proper context. We show that American exceptionalism is indeed a weapon of oppression, allowing readers to see just how that weapon is wielded and in whose interests. Only after this is realized can we begin to develop new tools and weapons capable of building a new society free from the confines of U.S. imperialism and its exceptionalist mythologies. A society where “American” and “un-American” no longer exist because the relations of power and oppression that they signify have been eradicated all together. If building such a society is “un-American,” then we must begin to question what it means to be “American” and whether it is desirable at all. The following essays attempt to answer this question.

American Innocence

Throughout this book, we attempt to show the importance of examining American exceptionalism and American innocence together, as two ideologies that work in tandem to reinforce one another. As a result, both operate in the service of empire, white supremacy, and the U.S. military. So why is it important to study exceptionalism and innocence together? Popular rhetoric demonstrates that the ideological tool of American innocence “kicks in” or is “triggered” when the supposedly exceptional nation is forced to explain a past, present, or future action that many people deem morally abhorrent. American innocence, then, involves the stories told—to the world and ourselves—to justify or excuse these actions.

To cite just a few examples, American innocence has us remember slavery and settler colonialism as events of the past, not as structures of domination that haunt our present. It has us view our violent overthrows of democratically elected leaders around the globe as mere “aberrations” of what we truly represent as a country, or as “unfortunate transitional developments on the way to full-fledged liberal democracy.”14 American innocence has us view the Iraq War as a simple “mistake.” It has us view Abraham Lincoln as the one who freed the slaves. It tells us that our laws are neutral, that our police “serve and protect,” and that our military “fights for our rights.” It tells us that everyone can make it in this country, if they just work hard enough. It tells us that our history, like every other nation’s is a “mixed bag,” so it’s time to move on. In short, the ideological work of American innocence is to remind us of the pure, benevolent intentions behind our imperial and genocidal actions, while at the same time assigning the most impure and evil motives to the violence of others. In other words, Martin Luther King may have been right that the United States is the world’s greatest perpetrator of violence, but at least we always mean well.

Roadmap

The following essays attempt to expose the ideological work of American exceptionalist discourse. Rather than harken on a specific historical moment or analyze events chronologically, each essay addresses critical historical and contemporary questions related to the development of American exceptionalist ideology. Four interrelated parts form the skeleton of the ideology. These parts include: (1) a presumption of American innocence in the ways we remember genocide, slavery, and war; (2) the myth of a meritocracy cloaked in the “American Dream”; (3) a lust for military conquest all around the world; and (4) the ongoing requirement for imperialism or the rule of monopoly capitalism to expand the United States’ civilizing mission.

In twenty-one essays, we break down four essential parts of American exceptionalism and American innocence to provide a framework for understanding history and the contemporary world. We attempt to show that the presumption of American innocence so popularized in American society provides a smokescreen for the suffering and exploitation that occurs within and beyond America’s borders. This presumption of innocence is deeply related to how ordinary people in America are then repeatedly encouraged to strive for an “American Dream” that is further and further out of reach. Finally, American exceptionalism and innocence not only render military ventures publicly acceptable, but also serve as the primary basis from which the super profits of banks and corporations are masked amid mass suffering.

The first section of the book deals with the question of American exceptionalism in the context of historical memory. We address whether the “American Revolution” was revolutionary for African slaves so critical to the origins myths of the U.S. We examine how “they,” what Frantz Fanon called the “wretched (or ‘damned’) of the earth,” have been painted as threats to humanity, and therefore consistently face exploitation and annihilation by a nation reliant upon war. Popular myths, such as the American military’s role in World War II, Korea, and the War on Terror are examined to provide evidence of how the most heinous crimes of U.S. imperialism have been preserved by shrouding them in American exceptionalist discourse.

The next section focuses on a specific pillar of U.S. imperialism: white supremacy. White supremacy has taken center stage in mainstream political conversation since the election of Donald J. Trump. However, the primary drivers of the conversation have sought to preserve the myths of American exceptionalism and innocence rather than challenge them. Essays in this section highlight the importance of viewing white supremacy and privilege from a materialist perspective, rooting the system of white dominance in recent developments such as NFL quarterback Colin Kaepernick’s protest during the national anthem and the dwindling existence of Black wealth in America. We suggest that it is impossible to understand the twin narratives of American exceptionalism and innocence without a grasp of modern manifestations of white supremacy.

The final two sections serve to place a final blow to the “common sense” (to paraphrase Antonio Gramsci) of American exceptionalism and American innocence, and offer a way forward for emerging activist leaders and organizers. American militarism and capitalism, while while two common threads throughout prior sections, are given primary attention. Critical questions that determine the fate of billions of people worldwide, such as the American military’s provocations toward Russia, the rise of “humanitarian intervention” as demonstrated in Libya and Syria, and the stagnation and decline of American capitalism are examined. Both in popular and scholarly discourses, these questions are often overlooked or tackled as separate, disconnected phenomena. We believe that the impulse to preserve American exceptionalism’s enduring legacy is a big reason why. Thus, our project should not be seen primarily as an attempt to prove that the U.S. is not really exceptional or that it is not really innocent. Rather, to borrow from Lisa Lowe, we’re more interested in how the twin ideologies of American exceptionalism and American innocence shape “the limits of what can be thought and imagined.”15

Historical Memory

One of our primary goals is to encourage readers to think critically about what narratives need to be told for ideologies of American exceptionalism and American innocence to perform their work—for these ideologies to become so internalized and to feel so natural that they become “common sense.” We invite readers to consider what narratives must be erased, hidden, excluded, emphasized, repeated, distorted, justified, excused, punished, and forgotten in order for the twin ideologies of exceptionalism and innocence to thrive. In short, we invite readers to examine what Lowe calls “the economy of affirmation and forgetting” that creates and structures these ideologies, and which threatens to leave alternative narratives unknown or unthought.16

As long as people have been telling stories of American exceptionalism and American innocence, there have been people contesting these stories. There have been people telling counter-stories or counternarratives. There have been people telling stories of the U.S. as a civilized nation, and there have been people telling stories of the U.S. as a barbaric nation. There have been stories of the U.S. as a force for good in the world and stories about the U.S. being a force for terror in the world. Some have talked about the United States becoming gradually more inclusive, while others have told stories of the U.S. continuing its domination in other, more creative forms. While some have told the story of the U.S. being chosen by God, others have narrated the U.S. as being damned from the beginning.

This collection of essays is designed to be provocative. It is designed to further conversations that we believe deserve popular, national, and international attention. To challenge American exceptionalism and American innocence is to challenge the system from which they rest. That system, U.S. imperialism, remains a scary, if not unheard of, concept to many of the young people currently taking center stage in the resistance to oppression occurring around the country. There is no better time than now to deconstruct—and dismantle—American exceptionalism and American innocence, and identify the myriad of ways it has normalized imperial policy since the nation’s inception. A central aim of this book is to confront the reality that violence, empire, genocide, slavery, dispossession, and white supremacy are not aberattions of the U.S. nation-state but central to its very identity and structure. It is common nowadays to hear well-intentioned rhetoric about how torture, anti-Black racism, and Muslim immigration bans do not reflect “who we really are” as a country. Yet, as we will see, this is a paramount example of how ideologies of American exceptionalism and innocence work together to paint a distorted picture of our nation’s history, its current social structures, and what possibilities exist without them.

The essays in this book seek to develop a new anti-war consciousness as more young people become curious about alternatives to the conditions before them. The American way of war is more complicated and indeed more expansive than in any other period of history. Yet the virtue of the American military is one of the most difficult narratives to challenge. It strikes a sensitive nerve with broad sections of the population precisely because militarism is such a critical component to the foundations of American exceptionalist ideology and the class interests behind it. As the American war machine inches closer to even more dangerous confrontations, the revival of an anti-war movement becomes more critical.

Radical politics lead to radical possibilities. This book seeks to bring together historical and contemporary issues related to American exceptionalism and American innocence to help inject a radical consciousness into the discontent of our times. It isn’t meant as a replacement for activism or even a “how-to” in the mechanics of organizing a new movement. After all, oppressed communities don’t need to be told that American exceptionalism and American innocence are blatant lies. Many already know this, consciously or unconsciously. State violence has been at the center of these communities’ analysis because state violence has been at the center of their experience. Our goal, then, is to amplify their voices, to share with others what these victims of U.S. imperialism have been saying all along but have not been heard due to the intentional and ruthless suppression of their narratives.

Something that often goes unsaid is the wide gap that exists between the worlds of scholarship and activism. This is a gap between ideology and practice, between knowing and doing. Yet one cannot exist without the other. Social transformation certainly cannot, either. The following pages hope to close that gap and contribute to current efforts to dismantle oppressive ideologies, structures, and institutions. In the process, we join all those in the academy and on the streets who, in the words of the Zapatistas, are trying to create a new world where many worlds are possible.
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CHAPTER 1

“‘Why Do They Hate Us?’ American Innocence and Historical Memory”

“So American exceptionalism rewrites history and time lines to make immediacy and punitive reflex action normative and to place the wounded and traumatized American body center while denying the terror it has inflicted and does inflict on other bodies.”

—Joy James1

“Despite the absence of public debate about sexuality and the war on terrorism, the ‘Abu Ghraib prisoner sexual torture/abuse scandal,’ as it is now termed, vividly reveals that sexuality constitutes a central and crucial component of the machinic assemblage that is American patriotism.”

—Jasbir Puar2

Few events in history have affected the American psyche more than what transpired on September 11th, 2001, now known as “9/11.” Nearly 3,000 Americans died in the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center Towers. The tragedy was exploited mightily by the American power structure, for it raised to the surface the deeply chauvinistic, racist, and imperialist attitudes of many Americans that could be manipulated and directed. Since its inception, the U.S. had enjoyed geographical and political advantages that allowed it to become a powerful aggressor without repercussion. The U.S. committed acts of aggression abroad in the name of freedom and democracy but rarely had to worry about being attacked for its hypocrisy on American soil. To be attacked on the mainland was a direct assault on American superiority and only intensified the desire for many Americans to feel special and powerful again.

So strong was the fear promoted by the American power structure in the aftermath of 9/11 that the mere sight of burning buildings reignited trauma. In a fascinating controversy that erupted more than ten years after 9/11, a movie poster for the 2014 film Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles was redacted after thousands on social media decried the imagery as offensive to the victims of the attack. The poster of the turtles jumping out of a skyscraper with a release date of September 11th evoked such strong feelings that the director yelled at the studio executives for their “mistake.” It was as if buildings had never burned before during the dozens of American wars of aggression against nations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It was as if Chile didn’t have its own 9/11—September 11th of 1973—when the U.S. government overthrew the democratically elected Salvador Allende and replaced him with the brutal dictator, Augusto Pinochet. No, our 9/11 was different. It involved Americans as the victims of terror, not as perpetrators. This narcissism led many Americans to think that any picture of a burning building anywhere in the world next to the date of September 11th, even with animated turtles jumping out of it, was an insult to the trauma of the World Trade Center getting hit. It didn’t matter that this poster came out thirteen years after the attack. And apparently it didn’t matter that the poster was promoting the film’s release in Australia.

The imagery of buildings burning was nothing more than a metaphor for the inherently special quality of the American nation-state and the shaky ground from which it stood. September 11th, 2001, was indeed a day that shook the world. On the one hand, the U.S. was rattled by a vulnerability in what had been advertised for decades as the world’s most secure and powerful military. On the other hand, a war was unleashed that forever changed the international polity. Then-President George W. Bush declared a “War on Terror.” This new war was a reform of an old one. U.S. imperialism had already laid plenty of blood soaked tracks that could be traced back to major corporations and their quest for profit and dominance. The “War on Terror” laid the blame for 9/11 on whatever people or whichever nation the American military had not yet placed under its submission. An intense military buildup on all fronts was masked by the heavily promoted notion that the American nation-state and everything it represented was under attack from a foreign entity. Yet as Kyoo Lee writes, “We will not forget that we have been attacked, but we have forgotten that we have often been attackers, justly or not.”3

With the fall of the Soviet Union, U.S. imperialism became the unquestioned hegemon in world politics and economy. This reality created a new set of political challenges as much as it greatly expanded the influence and profits of American enterprise. The American nation-state needed a new enemy to justify the growth of domestic and global exploitation. The events on 9/11 provided this enemy and gave the rulers of U.S. imperialism the political cover necessary to modify American exceptionalism in service of their interests. Such political cover existed during the Cold War, which, as Aslı Bâli and Aziz Rana argue,

was no doubt filled with defections from international legality, anti-democratic overthrows, and support for American-aligned dictatorships. Indeed, in many ways the defining feature of American Cold War power was the degree to which the promotion of liberal constitutionalism in actuality produced coercion and widespread violence on the ground.4

And just as the threat of communism was utilized to wage war on dissidents in the American mainland and dissident nations abroad, so too did the War on Terror give the American ruling class an avenue from which to expand its war apparatus. American innocence and exceptionalism not only narrated the expansion of war as an aberration but also intensified the notion that the U.S. only waged war in response to threats to its existence. This is a key component of American exceptionalism and innocence. Not only is the violence inherent to American domestic and foreign policy presented as a deviation from the norm, but also as a tactic wielded only when it is necessary to protect the exceptional character of the “national interest.” As Joy James so aptly notes, 9/11 gave America the chance to paint itself as both “the recognizable victim and inevitable victor.”5

The idea of the United States as a perpetual “victim” of enemy aggression that is compelled to “play defense” on the international stage is a quintessential example of American exceptionalism and American innocence working together. “Exceptionalist states portray themselves as innocent victims. They are never the sources of international insecurity, but only the targets of malign forces,” writes K. J. Holsti. “They do not act so much as react to a hostile world,” he continues. “They are exceptional, in part, because they are morally clean as the objects of others’ hatreds.”6 Of course, it’s not just presidential rhetoric that perpetuates these ideologies. Author Jason Dittmer shows how one of the most popular comic book heroes, Captain America, contributes to political narratives of innocence as well. In contrast to most superheroes that carry around “glamorous offensive weapons,” Dittmer writes, Captain America’s prop is “a rather unglamorous (yet patriotically covered) shield.”7 As consumers of popular culture, we should not underestimate the impact such representations play in how we understand the world. If Captain America is to serve as the embodiment of what values we present and what our country is really about, then “it is important for the narrative of America that he embodies defense rather than offense.”8 Just like the former Texas governor George W. Bush after 9/11, Captain America is placed “in the heroic tradition of the American cowboy killer, the man of purely innocent intention who draws second in the gun battle but shoots more quickly and accurately than the dastardly foe.”9

When the World Trade Center Towers fell, George W. Bush faced political dilemmas that could only be remedied by a full embrace of American exceptionalism. He needed an event that would change the trajectory of his administration, which was hampered by accusations that votes were stolen from Democratic Party candidate Al Gore in the state of Florida during the general election. Bush had yet to give the ruling class anything definitive in terms of policy. The 9/11 attacks provided the newly sworn-in president an opportunity to remake the nation’s most coveted ideologies: American exceptionalism and American innocence. In his response to the attacks, Bush lamented, “Why do they hate us?” His answer: “They hate what they see right here in this chamber: a democratically elected government. Their leaders are self-appointed. They hate our freedoms: our freedom of religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and assemble and disagree with each other.”10

It was in this speech that Bush taught the world an important lesson about the function of American exceptionalist ideology. Donald Pease, author of many books and articles on American exceptionalism, roots the ideology within the context of history. He explains:

Before 9/11, expositors of American exceptionalism represented the unfolding of American history as the progressive development of American principles guided by Manifest Destiny. The triumphalism of the post-Cold War 1990s summoned Americans to envision . . . the evangelical spread of American democracy across the world. But the Global War on Terror the Bush Administration declared after 9/11 shattered the image of a providential future as an expendable delusion.11

Beginning a declaration of war with the question “Why do they hate us?” suggests that the spread of American democracy required war. But as Carrie Tirado Bramen argues, that war was started with a question that operates less as an inquiry and more so as “a way of making sense of a complex incident by personalizing the political.” In her book, American Niceness: A Cultural History, Bramen observes how “[t]he global, structural, and historical dimensions of the event are reduced to an interpersonal matter of envy and hatred. It translates a political crisis into a problem of sociability.” “‘Why do they hate us?’” she writes, “is another way of asking ‘Why don’t they like us?’ [. . .] To know us, the question assumes, is to love us.”12

The assumption that the American nation-state is a loveable representative of the American people reinforces the racialized character of American innocence. It simplifies the “us” and “them” dichotomy. It is conveniently vague. And it leaves no room for either introspection or diplomacy. As K. J. Holsti writes,

Bush’s only public explanation for the al-Qaeda attack was that these evil people hate everything America stands for, particularly its freedom. Framed this way, one is the innocent victim, and one thus does not have to indulge in any self-examination or enter into any dialogue with the enemy. The enemy has no issues to discuss, but is only driven by hatred. All that remains to be done is to root out the evildoers and bring them to justice.13

Thus, rather than explore the roots of U.S. foreign policy in possibly instigating the attack, American exceptionalism defines the enemy as anyone or anything that is presumed to “hate” the American way of life. And those who “hate” the American way of life have no rights that the American nation-state is bound to respect.

American exceptionalism has always presumed national innocence despite imposing centuries of war and plunder. The U.S. has been at war for over ninety percent of its existence. These wars have all been justified as necessary ventures meant to defend or expand America’s so-called founding values and beliefs. A consequence of centuries of endless war has been the historical tendency of the U.S. to erase from consciousness the realities that surround American domestic and international policy, not to mention the system of imperialism that governs both.

The declaration of a War on Terror was (and remains) a defining moment for the legacy of American exceptionalism. It utilized a period of crisis to cement the image that the U.S. and its representative values were in perpetual danger. The threat to American “national security” lay in the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism. As practitioners of “Jihad,” or holy war, these demonized “others” from foreign lands served as the scapegoat for War on Terror imperial policy. And for the first time, American exceptionalism was promoted not just as a service to humanity, but rather a convenient excuse to expand American power at the expense of the people and planet on every coast.

The erasure of historical memory that has taken place during the War on Terror is a key component to the preservation of American innocence and exceptionalism. Ordinary Americans rarely think about the roots of the American nation-state as being firmly planted in the colonial conquest of Native populations and the enslavement of African populations. Ordinary Americans rarely ponder the consequences of the millions that were murdered during the Korean and Vietnam wars, or any American war abroad for that matter. Even when acknowledged, rarely has the power of American exceptionalism been challenged on a mass basis. Indeed, the War on Terror merely offered the United States another way to apply its colonial logic to a different set of circumstances.

These circumstances were largely a product of the September 11th attacks which led to an intense ideological assault on the part of officials in Washington. This ideological assault sought to bury the masses in hysteria draped in American exceptionalism. The War on Terror, which has been dutifully enforced by three presidential administrations thus far, required an intense demonization of Arab and Muslim peoples to justify domestic and foreign aggression. Policies such as The Patriot Act and new provisions in the National Defense Authorization Act greatly scaled back civil liberties on the American mainland while the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq led to massive amount of civilian casualties abroad. Importantly, the War on Terror also led to mass systems of torture at Abu Ghraib, a scandal that Jasbir Puar argues should not be seen as exceptional to the U.S. war machine. Rather, it “needs to be contextualized within a range of practices and discourses . . . that lasso sexuality in the deployment of U.S. nationalism, patriotism, and, increasingly, empire.”14

The construction of what Puar calls the “monstrous terrorist” involves the interconnection of multiple ideologies and forms of domination. This process, which Puar and Amit Rai explain, is worth quoting in full:

First, the monster is not merely an other; it is one category through which a multiform power operates. As such, discourses that would mobilize monstrosity as a screen for otherness are always also involved in circuits of normalizing power as well: the monster and the person to be corrected are close cousins. Second, if the monster is part of the West’s family of abnormals, questions of race and sexuality will have always haunted its figuration. The category of monstrosity is also an implicit index of civilizational development and cultural adaptability. As the machines of war begin to narrow the choices and life chances people have here in America and in decidedly more bloody ways abroad, it seems a certain grid of civilizational progress organized by such keywords as “democracy,” “freedom,” and “humanity” have come to superintend the figure of the monster.15

The War on Terror was therefore, in large part, a psychological assault that justified military expansion and further distorted the economic realities that undergirded such expansion. As Puar and Rai argue, the study of counterterrorism was immediately undertaken not just by the media but also by academic universities across the country. Counterterrorism became a “civilizational” knowledge.16 It drew new contours in the racial, class, and gender hierarchies that exist in American society. The terrorist became the object of scorn and the target of war, with a flexible definition that served a variety of purposes.

That the War on Terror meant the creation of new enemies (i.e., monsters) and greater military spending and buildup at the expense of poor, exploited, and oppressed people everywhere meant that the project for a “New American Century” had to rely on an altered form of American exceptionalism for legitimacy. No longer could the American ruling circles point to an alternative, evil system as it did in the Cold War period as the main threat to the American way of life. This time the threat had to extend beyond borders and economic arrangements. American dominance had been achieved, and the “end of history” declared after the fall of the Soviet Union. Terrorism was an action that could be carried out by whoever the U.S. deemed to threaten its “security.” Its definition could be easily adjusted to fit the needs of power and profit at any point and time.

The premise that the American way of life was under attack by a foreign yet stateless threat provided exactly what was needed to fuel the spread of U.S. empire. U.S. imperialism, or the system of social relations governed by monopoly corporations and financial firms, received a facelift amid a sharp decline in living standards and conditions both in the American mainland and around the world. U.S. imperialism’s social relations have been marked by constant military and economic expansion worldwide, a process that precipitates an even higher degree of concentration of wealth and power in the hands of a few corporations and nation-states. The last vestiges of 20th-century socialism had been attacked by the Clinton Administration in its NATO-backed bombing of Yugoslavia. China stood alone as the last major power to be governed by a communist state. American cartels and monopolies found ample room around the world to rake in record profits yet the living standards of the industrialized capitalist world continued to plummet, especially for the Black poor. Something had to be done to maintain the illusion of American invincibility.

The politics of the War on Terror have attempted to stabilize U.S. imperialism by reinforcing the white supremacist, imperialist, and militaristic interests which shape American exceptionalist ideology. This has led to an intense psychological assault characterized by a fear of “the other.” The assault isn’t new, as U.S. imperialism has indeed used fear of the “other” to enrich the ruling class since its inception. In fact, this history has its roots in anti-Black racism. As Nikhil Pal Singh argues, the fear of slave rebellions required the colonial elite to frame Africans as inherent “thieves”:

The slave was “by nature a thief,” Benjamin Franklin argued, later amending this assertion to argue that a propensity for thieving was a consequence of slavery as an institution. Thomas Jefferson claimed that the emancipation of slaves would threaten U.S. society itself [. . .] Blacks being unable to forget the terrible wrongs done to them would nurse murderous wishes . . . while whites would live in a state of anticipatory fear that urged preemptive violence.17

In other words, fear of the “other” has been a staple of American exceptionalism since the very founding of the nation. The War on Terror provides a contemporary example of how American exceptionalism is utilized in service of the profit, power, and pleasure of a few. Militarism is the primary means by which the few—better described as capitalists and the state functionaries who do their bidding—enforce the interests of imperialism beyond the borders of the nation-state. The military and the police act as the armed body of the state. Their function has always been to enforce the rule of a minority at the expense of genuine peace and justice of the majority.

Narratives of American innocence and exceptionalism preserve this arrangement by effectively placing the U.S. as the most advanced and progressive arrangement known in the history of humanity. “Terrorism” thus possesses only one definition, the definition derived from the political class that occupies the American nation-state. According to their definition, “terrorism” finds definition in portrayals of radical “Islamic” fundamentalists one day and undocumented migrants the next. Black American mass movements have been called “Black Identity Extremists” by the FBI, a slight variant of the label “terrorist.” “What is called ‘terrorism’ is often the uprising of defenseless, subjugated people fighting against state-sanctioned violence,” writes Lisa Lowe. “[T]hey are named ‘terrorists’ not only to delegitimize their actions and to justify ‘war’ against them, but also to gain popular support for the exercise of state and military violence as a means for dominating regions, populations, and resources.”18 The NSA has continuously cited the threat of terrorism to justify the mass surveillance of the entire population’s digital communications. And of course, military ventures in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the oil and mineral rich Middle East region were explained away as necessary preconditions for the defense of “national interests” from terrorism.

Terrorism has thus served as a convenient political project of U.S. imperialism. This project took full advantage of the 9/11 attacks to create what Junaid Rana terms “the terror industrial complex.”19 The terror industrial complex, as an outgrowth of American militarism, found its foundations in the racialization of Muslims. As Rana explains, “the figure of the Muslim enables the policing of people of color at an ever expanding level” and “continuously operates from within the figures of criminality and social death that depend on the racialization of Black and brown bodies.”20 These alterations in the infrastructure of American white supremacy led not only to the police and FBI surveillance of Arab and Muslim populations in New York City and across the country, but also a steep decline in civil liberties for the population at large.21

The white supremacist logic of the War on Terror has become accepted fact. When former NATO commander Wesley Clark revealed that the plan to overthrow the governments of seven nations in the Middle East and North Africa after 9/11 had been realized in 2007, it was met with little opposition from ordinary Americans. Mass surveillance and police militarization has produced a semblance of resistance but none with the power to influence official policy. Too many Americans still search for rationalizations for the domestic and international wars wrought by the U.S. As Neferti X. M. Tadiar reminds us, “a general embrace of empire as status quo, whatever its valence as a positive or a negative reality, marks this dire political, historical hour.”22

The embrace of empire has been a general condition in American society since the War on Terror began almost twenty years ago. A Democratic Party Administration under Barack Obama quieted the War on Terror’s message but intensified each and every policy of the war. White supremacy and militarism have been the driving forces of this project. American exceptionalism is the anchor. This anchor has been distorting and erasing our memories of U.S. imperialism’s wretched conditions since the conquest of the colonies. “They” do not hate us, they hate our anchor.



CHAPTER 2

“Conquest, Genocide, and the Formation of America”

“The United States is a nation defined by its original sin: the genocide of American Indians [. . .] American Indian tribes are viewed as an inherent threat to the nation, poised to expose the great lies of U.S. democracy: that we are a nation of laws and not random power; that we are guided by reason and not faith; that we are governed by representation and not executive order; and finally, that we stand as a self-determined citizenry and not a kingdom of blood or aristocracy [. . .] From the perspective of American Indians, ‘democracy’ has been wielded with impunity as the first and most virulent weapon of mass destruction.”

—Sandy Grande1

“But it is not permissible that the authors of devastation should also be innocent. It is the innocence which constitutes the crimes.”

—James Baldwin2

The colonial genocide of Indigenous people was the first root planted in the formation of America. That root remains a fundamental anchor of American society and one that permeates American culture. The National Football League (NFL) is a case in point. A struggle between tribal organizations and the Washington Redskins has been ongoing over the controversy of the team’s name since the 1960’s. “Redskins,” as sports journalist Dave Zirin notes, refers to “a time when European and then American men skinned Native men, women, and children and produced them as ‘proof of Indian kill’ in order to collect bounties issued first by colonies and companies and then by states and territories.”3 Much of the Indigenous population describes the term “Redskin” as a racial slur.

Redskins owner Dan Snyder has repeatedly refused to sit down with tribal leaders to discuss the name. Yet in 2017, the NFL awarded the team the Thanksgiving Day game. The NFL’s decision to have the Redskins play on a holiday so representative of colonial conquest has not been lost on those Indigenous to this land. The league’s decision reaffirmed what Indigenous peoples have always known: the colonial ideology that justified the conquest of Indigenous land and nations has been culturally reproduced by American institutions to give Americans the opportunity to “disengage themselves from historic and ongoing marginalization of American Indians.” In the process, DaShanne Stokes explains, “a false sense of unity is forged between American Indians and European Americans through the assumption that American Indians feel honored and respected by racialized mascotery.”4

Because Indigenous people are either ignored or tokenized, most Americans feel no compulsion to pay any mind to their existence. American exceptionalism has been crucial in the reproduction of this ongoing reality. Indigenous people are viewed as a fossil or an artifact. As C. Richard King writes regarding the Washington football team controversy, “Native American mascots and other stereotypes persist because most Americans remain thoughtless, lacking the resources, knowledge, and skills to think critically about them.” “Most Americans,” he continues, “have not received adequate historical instruction nor had exposure to Indigenous peoples and perspectives as living, vital, and valuable.” This indictment of the American educational system explains why so many Americans are unable to critically analyze the words and actions of politicians, corporate media outlets, and other cultural producers of the system they live in. “In many ways,” King concludes, “while most Americans can read, they remain illiterate.”5
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