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Abstract
American exceptionalism is a specific story of American national identity, which 
explains who Americans are and where Americans come from. It can be understood 
as a particular worldview which reveals how Americans perceive their country’s role 
in the international arena and engagement with the world. By employing the method 
of critical discourse analysis, this article traces the history and discursive origins 
of American exceptionalism and illustrates how US presidential administrations 
use the idea to frame their counterterrorism discourses and rationalize and justify 
their policies. It argues that the central aspect of US counterterrorism policy is 
the articulation of American national identity. American exceptionalism has 
not only discursively represented the spirit and ethos of the United States but 
also affected the real-world practices of counterterrorism, including President 
Reagan’s war on terrorism, President Clinton’s initiatives against the so-called 
new terrorism, President Bush’s war on terror, and President Obama’s war 
against violent extremism. Lastly, as the present research argues and illustrates, 
US counterterrorism initiatives, particularly the extensive use of drone strikes, 
contradict the essence and spirit of American exceptionalism that the United States 
is a great and unique nation in human history and that the eyes of all people are 

upon Americans.

i   E-mail: cktsui@nchu.edu.tw. Assistant Professor, Graduate Institute of International Politics, 
National Chung Hsing University. 

 



204

Keywords: American Exceptionalism, US foreign policy, national identity, 
terrorism, counterterrorism, war on terror, discourse(s)

Introduction
In the past decades, the notion of American Exceptionalism—that is, the United 
States is a unique nation in human history which has a special, God-given 
mission to lead and transform the world according to an American model—has 
been widely utilized by Washington’s political elites to frame and structure their 
foreign and security policy discourses. Recent research also reveals that since 
the 2000s, the term “American exceptionalism” has been increasingly used in 
the United States (US).1 Notably, although the American Exceptionalism is an 
old idea which can be traced back to the 17th century, it continues to influence 
contemporary US politics in many ways and has recently served as a rhetorical 
weapon wielded by US politicians, especially Conservatives and Republicans. In 
2012, both Newt Gingrich and Mitt Romney employed America’s exceptionalism 
as the central theme of their presidential campaigns. Similarly, in the 2016 US 
presidential election, Republican Donald Trump has vowed to “make America 
great again,” while Democrat Hillary Clinton has claimed that “America has 
never stopped being great”.2 This fierce debate among US presidential candidates 
indicates that, to some extent, the notion of America’s distinctive, even unique, 
God-given destiny greatly affects the American way of life. Many argue that the 
perception of America’s global status and the belief that reforming the world is 
America’s inevitable, historical obligation are the fundamental cultural roots of 
US foreign and security policies.
By adopting a constructivist approach to International Relations (IR), which 
stresses the significance of identity and national values in the formulation 
of states’ foreign and security policies, and through the lens of critical 
discourse analysis, this article provides a thorough and chronological study 
of American Exceptionalism and the counterterrorism initiatives conducted 
by US administrations. I argue and demonstrate that similar to other US 
foreign and security policy discourses, the essence of US political discourse on 
counterterrorism is the articulation of American exceptionalism and national 
identity. Research also illustrates the way in which the narrative of American 
exceptionalism was employed by various US administrations to frame and 
structure their counterterrorism discourses in order to rationalize and justify 
US leadership in the fight against terrorism; in addition, the research shows 
how terrorism was portrayed, interpreted, and constructed as the antithesis 
of the American way of life. Moreover, critical reflection and critique on 
contemporary US counterterrorism initiatives is mentioned and discussed. 
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