IS AMERICA EXCEPTIONAL?

[SCRIPT]
The US of A. Taste the awesome.
Kick-ass military. ‘Cuz freedom.
Tons of cash. Yeah, we don’t even
know what to do with all of it.
Killer bears — why not? We always
take it to 11.
And huge trucks? Hell yeah, there’s
huge trucks!
[Slows down, VO returns to normal]
OK, we can go a little over the top
sometimes. No one ever accused us
of being understated.
But here’s the thing: There’s more
than a little truth to the idea
that America is different than the
rest of the world.
In a lot of ways that should make us proud…
…and a few that probably shouldn’t.
[OPENING SEQUENCE]
Say what you will about the United States, but one area where
we’re definitely number one … is self-esteem. A 2016 poll found
that over 40 percent of Americans think they live in the best
country in the world, the highest rate of any nation.i
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(Also, side note: maybe someone should check
on the French?)
You’ve probably heard this kind of national
pride described as “American Exceptionalism.”
Except, one hitch: That’s not what that phrase means.
At least, not necessarily.
When social scientists talk about “American Exceptionalism” what
they mean isn’t that America is better or worse than any other
country, it’s that we’re … different. Like really, oddly different.
Perhaps the single clearest example of this
comes from a decades-long survey of world
cultures that found that the U.S. is the most
individualistic country on the planet.ii And
that tracks with polls showing Americans are
among the most likely people to say that “hard
work” is the key to getting ahead in life
or that people are in control of their own
fates.iii
Now, why does this matter? Because it shapes
our culture … and our public policy. We don’t
just think differently than the rest of the
world, we act differently. And there’s a clear
pattern at work: When Americans are given a choice,
they tend to opt for more freedom than other countries. And
there’s a good chance that that’s just as responsible for the
things you like best about America as for the things you like
least.
Start with our economy. Take a look at the OECD — the group of
industrialized nations most similar to the U.S. — and you’ll
immediately see that … we’re kind of a freakshow.
Americans make more money than any of those other countriesiv …
and we also work longer hours than most of them.v That might also
be part of the reason we’ve got nearly 60 percent of the world’s
largest companiesvi, own the biggest homesvii, and have the highest
disposable incomes.viii

As of 2021, four of the five largest companies in
the world by market capitalization were American:
Apple (#1), Microsoft (#3), Amazon (#4), and
Alphabet (#5). The world’s largest non-American
company (at #2) is Aramco, the Saudi Arabian oil
and natural gas company.
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And, of course, that comes with tradeoffs. We’re also the only
OECD country that doesn’t require paid leave for workers.ix And
the one where it’s the easiest to fire employees.x

The OECD country where it’s the
most difficult to fire employees is
The Netherlands. Dutch workers can
be let go with relative ease during an
initial trial period. After that, however,
employees can only be removed from
their job if they consent to the firing,
if they’re on a time-limited contract
that has expired, or if the employer
receives government approval to fire
the worker.

We’re an outlier on taxes too, with only about half as much going
to the government as a country like Denmarkxi — but then we also
spend significantly less on social welfare programs.xii
Which doesn’t mean we’re indifferent to people who’ve fallen on
hard times. Because another way we’re exceptional is that the
U.S. leads the world in charitable giving, with the highest
contributions of time and money to those in need.xiii
In fact, while a country like France dedicates nearly double
as much of its national wealth to social spending as the U.S.
… Americans give more than double as much of their wealth to
charity as the French do.xiv

Because of the extensive charitable
giving of corporations and large
foundations, American philanthropy
is sometimes criticized as a tool of
elite influence. A 2020 analysis by the
National Philanthropic Trust, however,
revealed that those categories
of giving represent a minority
of American charity. 69% of the
country’s philanthropic giving comes
from individuals. The three biggest
categories for charitable gifts are
religion (28%), education (15%), and
human services (14%).
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Now, lest our heads get too big, it’s worth knowing that we’re
also exceptional on some fronts where … you don’t want to be. The
U.S. has a higher percentage of its population in prison than any
country in the world.xv But that’s at least in part because we
also have a murder rate seven times higher than other
wealthy nations.xvi
And while it’s tempting to blame that on guns — which, by the
way, we own way, way more of than any other country in the
worldxvii — that’s not the full story. Because when it comes to
murders that don’t involve a gun, the rates in the U.S. are still
more than double those in other industrialized nations.xviii We’re
just a uniquely violent country. I mean, c’mon, you don’t get
Quentin Tarantino from Sweden.
Although if you did … we’d have snatched him up by now. Because
another way we’re unique is that America is home to more
immigrants than any country in the world: over 50 million.xix And
our long history of welcoming newcomers has led to some eyepopping statistics…

Where do America’s immigrants come from? A
2018 Pew analysis found that Mexico was the
single largest country of birth for American
immigrants, representing about 25% of the
country’s immigrant population. China came
in second at 6%. India, the Philippines, and El
Salvador rounded out the top 5.

…like the fact that there are about 80 percent as many NorwegianAmericans as there are people living in Norwayxx; more than 80
percent as many Jews as there are in Israelxxi; and six times as
many Irish-Americans as there are citizens of Ireland.xxii That’s
right: For all intents and purposes, Boston is a colony.

With nearly a quarter of its population claiming Irish
heritage, Boston is the most Irish major metropolitan area
in the country. Though Beantown’s Irish influence is now
considered an essential part of its civic character, it wasn’t
always that way. In the 19th century, Irish immigrants
were held in low regard by the city’s largely Protestant,
English-descended elites. The tension led to decades of
hostilities, including the famous 1837 Broad Street Riot in
which hundreds of members of an Irish funeral procession
clashed with hundreds of yankee firefighters. The fighting
only ended when Boston’s mayor called on the state militia
to break up the disturbance.
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Check the data and time and again, you’ll find that America is a
distinctive and unusual country.
We’re simultaneously the only nation in the industrialized world
without universal healthcarexxiii and the world’s leader in new
drugs and medical devices.xxiv
We simultaneously have the world’s oldest constitution and some
of its lowest voting rates.xxv
While the recognition of the U.S. Constitution as the world’s
oldest is a consensus position, it is not a unanimous one. The
European microstate of San Marino has been continuously using
the same set of legal guidelines since 1600, though many scholars
do not consider it a constitution. Moreover, the United Kingdom
has an “unwritten constitution” — a series of governing protocols
based on tradition and only partially codified into law — that has
a longer history than the American constitution, arguably dating
back to the Magna Carta in 1215.

We simultaneously have more Nobel Prizes than the next five
countries combinedxxvi and more … animal-themed dating shows.
Bottom line: We’re a little weird. The good kind of weird, but
weird nonetheless. And whether we want to boast about what’s best
about our country or complain about what’s worst, we should keep
in mind that … they’re probably two sides of the same coin. And
whether or not we’re #1, we can all at least agree that we’re
kinda special…
…except for this guy. This guy we can assure
you is not special.
[END SCRIPT]
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