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Main Idea: Politicians are reluctant to challenge assumption of American Exceptionalism because voters 
        are reluctant to tackle difficult issues.

What if presidential candidate spoke w/ blunt honesty about American problems:
· Of 35 most economically advanced countries, US ranks 34th, edging out only Romania. 
· US ranks 28th in the percentage of 4-year-olds enrolled in preschool
· 14th in the percentage of 25-to-34-year-olds with a higher education. 
· US ranks worse than 48 other countries/territories in social mobility; 
· trails most of Europe, Australia and Canada. 
· US is No. 1 in following areas:
· Incarceration rate far higher than Russia, Cuba, Iran or China
· Obesity, 
· easily outweighing 2nd place Mexico 
· almost 10X rate of Japan
· Energy use per person, 
· 2X consumption of prosperous Germany. 
· Candidate would get nowhere fast. Such a candidate all but unimaginable in our political culture. 
· Americans demand constant reassurance that country’s achievements and values are extraordinary. 
· Candidates only discuss problem is wed to instant solutions:
· i.e., unemployment is too high, so I will create millions of jobs. 
Robert Dallek, presidential historian: “People in this country want the president to be a cheerleader, an optimist, the herald of better times ahead.” “It’s almost built into our DNA.” 
American exceptionalism may inspire heroics, but candidates avoid major issues. 
Citizens see themselves as “problem-solvers and realists,” but avoid bad news. 
Allan J. Lichtman, American University: “It has a pernicious effect on our politics and on governing, because to govern, you need a mandate. And you don’t get a mandate if you don’t say what you’re going to do.” 
Self-censorship is bipartisan: 
· Democrats ignore debt crisis and effect on aging baby boomers + ballooning cost of Medicare. 
· Republicans ignore climate change, “its causes and consequences.


Jimmy Carter = “memento mori for American politicians” 
· “disastrously spoke of a national “crisis of confidence”
  failed to project optimism. 
· Lost re-election bid to “sunny Ronald Reagan, who promised ‘morning in America’” 
	(Analysis: Does this account for Reagan’s popularity today among conservatives?) 
Deborah Lea Madsen, U of Geneva: “European politicians exercise much greater freedom to address bluntly the uglier social problems.” Candid American politician might be called un-American.
Historical precedent: shipboard sermon the Puritan lawyer John Winthrop en route to Massachusetts Bay Colony nearly five centuries ago. 
· “We must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill — the eyes of all people are upon us.” 
· Words surface in speeches by JFK and Reagan. 
· Winthrop wished to aspire. 
· Today’s politicians point backwards 
· “boast of supposed accomplishment” 
· a way of combating pessimists
· “asserting American greatness, whatever the facts.” 
· 
Could politician wage “war on poverty, as President Lyndon B. Johnson did in 1964?”
· Unlikely = Johnson’s effort fell short, revealing the agonizing difficulty and huge cost of trying to change the lives of the poor. 
· Ambitious program would mean massive federal spending: a non-starter
· Political advisers and consultants view these issues as a third rail 
· Martha Joynt Kumar, Towson U: “Nobody wants to be the one who proposed taking the position that got the candidate in trouble.”
· Main risk = “most voters don’t like it.”
· Mark Rice, St. John Fisher College, Rochester, N.Y claims students in his classes “steeped in the notion that the United States excelled at everything.”
· His blog, “Ranking America,” challenges assumptions 
· US #1 in small arms ownership
· #24 (ties w/ with Nigeria) in frequency of sex. 
· Rice: 
· “Sure, we’re No. 1 in gross domestic product and military expenditures.”
· “But on a lot of measures of quality of life, the U.S. ranking is far lower. “
· “I try to be as accurate as I can and I avoid editorializing.” 
· “I try to complicate their thinking.”
