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ABSTRACT

Nationalism, in the U.S. case, has a messy connection with the ideology of exceptionalism, which as Daniel Rodgers argues, is associated with a need to "imagine everyone else's history" as much as its own. Exceptionalist ideology is thereby not simply confined to an internal conception of uniqueness; it frequently drives a program for external action, often as conquest (as in British exceptionalism or German Sonderweg), or in America’s case, as a quest to reshape the world along a moral axis that it casts in universalist terms. Universalist, perhaps, but the nation that sits outside of history and refuses connection with the rest of the world prefers to think in terms of an eventual convergence to its norms (think “democracy” and “markets”). I use Thomas Friedman (journalist) and Mathias Risse (political philosopher) as interlocutors to show how their resistance to cosmopolitanism betrays an underlying anxiety driving an agenda of "explanatory nationalism" (Thomas Pogge's phrase). Both, I argue, are "convergence theorists," i.e., believers that the economic and political order of the rest of the world could converge (for Friedman, explicitly towards the American ideal; for Risse, nothing quite so crude, but nevertheless pointing in the same direction) as long as countries themselves take the initiative. Together, they act as gatekeepers of a liberal moral order in a post-Cold War globalized world with a single remaining superpower. The risk is that in a world increasingly haunted by environmental catastrophe as well as global social dissent, this gatekeeper tendency could backfire badly to empower neoconservatism. American environmentalists are especially likely to be caught on the wrong foot unless they avow an unambiguous cosmopolitan agenda that is driven by principles of global justice.
“We do not teach political democracy, nor overthrow prime ministers, nor monarchs, like the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. We do not claim extra-territoriality. We do not teach social revolution nor tear off veils. We do not aspire to be an East India Company. We prefer banks and Bechtel.” William A. Eddy, ARAMCO consultant and CIA operative, notes for a 1952 speech (cited in Vitalis 2007: 137).
One of the major themes in the American presidential campaign of 2004 was George W. Bush’s repeated attempts to characterize John Kerry as a “globalist” and the latter’s increasingly bizarre gestures to redefine himself as a patriotic American. The final blow came when Kerry used the phrase “global test” as a normative requirement to legitimize the Iraq invasion, which Bush pounced on as proof that his opponent was in fact a foreign agent, willing to let Europeans and Asians circumscribe America’s role in the world. Kerry’s argument, one might recall, was itself hedged in with a robustly militarist nationalism, even as he seemed paradoxically to be to reaching out to a cosmopolitan wing of the electorate  who he thought would respond favorably to the notion of needing to be able to “prove to the world that you did it for legitimate reasons." 
Nevertheless, even the notion of needing to “prove to the world” could be interpreted as a realist counterpoint to the prevailing neoconservative geopolitical strategy of isolationism which, already by 2004, was yielding neither military nor diplomatic victories in the “war on terror.” That is to say, we ought to be able to provide reasons for our actions to the world not so much to engage in a Kantian exercise of universalist ethics, but to win friends on our side through an exercise of soft power, since “attraction often leads to acquiescence (Nye 2004).”  
An ironic syndrome of the “war of terror” (in the re-telling by the British comedian, Sacha Baron Cohen) is the intensification of American solipsism despite the increased engagement of American military and corporations with the world outside. The election of 2004 saw the largest increase in political participation, but this did not in necessarily signal that the American electorate had become more sensitive to their country’s deep connectedness to the rest of humanity. Indeed, the Kerry and Bush campaigns each bent over backwards trying to establish their own candidates’ greater insularity, until Kerry made the fatal “global test” mistake, which was actually in the context of a tirade against Bush for his failure to get more coalition troops into Iraq.  

Seven years earlier, in July 1997, the Byrd-Hagel resolution, which declared that the U.S. would not be party to any international agreement on climate that did not require emissions reductions on developing countries as well (i.e., the Kyoto Protocol), passed in Senate with a vote of 95-0. Five months later, the Clinton administration signed the Kyoto Protocol anyway, but never sent it to the Senate for ratification. Yet, the same Senate had only a few years earlier ratified (with a two-thirds majority) the framework convention on climate change, which expressly recognized the need for “common but differentiated responsibilities,” with greater responsibility for reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the near term on the part of developed countries. Indeed, the final text of the Convention itself was a product of intense lobbying on the part of the George Bush administration, which was friend to neither environmentalists nor internationalists. Even today, in both the left and right wings of American politics, one encounters the “what about China” syndrome in climate policy debates, even though the cumulative greenhouse gas emissions from the U.S. exceed those of all of Asia, including India and China, and are expected to for decades to come.
What are we to make of these schizophrenic swings, especially on the part of the liberal wing of the U.S. polity, between an emphatic nationalism and tentative support for global regulations? In this paper, I want to make the argument that they reflect anxiety about disentangling a mythical entity named “American interests” from a cosmopolitan ethic which liberals feel compelled to acknowledge, though only in passing, in an increasingly globalized but post-Cold war world order. American liberal discourse, I contend, cannot yet escape its ideology of hyper-nationalism, also known as exceptionalism, which has become especially attractive now that the U.S. is the sole remaining superpower. While most liberals tend to feel ambivalence towards Empire, many feel compelled to believe that, as a result of its unique history built on individual rights and freedoms, America’s moral axis could potentially help transform a chaotic world outside. 
American environmentalism, which has hitherto been deeply inward looking, concentrating primarily on local concerns of conservation and pollution control, has only lately been exposed to issues of global justice. Until recently, environmental ethics, at least as practiced in this country, never really had to confront issues of global responsibility, poverty, and the disastrous consequences of the rapacious actions of multinationals abroad. But this shift toward cosmopolitan politics has not been especially kind to environmentalism, which has been forced to confront its localist emphasis on ecological manicuring rather than global social justice. Unless liberal discourse as a whole were to strip off its strong nationalist/exceptionalist ideology, I suggest, American environmentalism is unlikely to be able to make the transition it needs to in order to address the political challenges ahead.
To assist my argument, I shall engage two interlocutors, Thomas Friedman and Mathias Risse. The former I choose because he is one of the most prolific and well-known spokespersons of the new American liberal order. Friedman is also an unapologetic defender of American exceptionalism, especially in its late capitalist, post-Cold War version. Risse is more obscure, but is a nevertheless a useful representative of the detractors in the philosophical debate on cosmopolitanism and, thereby, perhaps unwitting supporters of exceptionalist discourse. Both come from organizations that are paragons of Atlantic liberal respectability, the New York Times and the Kennedy School at Harvard University, respectively, and as such provide representative views of the contemporary resistance towards cosmopolitan politics. 
Post-Cold War American exceptionalism
A very short “Nationalism for Dummies” would read something like the following. A strange phenomenon seems to taken place during the past two centuries or so. Nationalism, which never existed as a source of collective pride in prior periods, emerged as a peculiar ideology of a large community who shared a language, history or territory. Apparently, these feelings did not arise in a vacuum, but were in many cases cultivated by intellectuals and local leaders who historicized the nation as an “imagined community” that was larger than the local tribe and proximate groups. In some cases, this collective cultural identity was crafted with the direct purpose of deposing colonial masters or defeating invading armies. This is what helped motivate people to think positively about the nation starting in the 18th century in the Americas and Europe, and in vast and heterogeneous regions such as South and South-East Asia (Anderson 1991; Chatterjee 1993)
. In others, it helped consolidate disparate voices and rally forces behind conquest or simply legitimize rule. In either case, the task was to convert the many into “us.” Print media—and the novel, in particular—played a significant role in initially popularizing the idea of the nation as a shared community; radio and TV subsequently sustained it, but by then an entire body of international law was developed to protect it as a legal entity. 
The idea of a “national character” as an intrinsically distinctive attribute of any given nation has now become so powerfully imprinted in the social imagination that in its everyday or banal forms, especially in well-established nation-states, nationalism simply entails the constant reminder of one’s allegiance to one’s “own” nation. Michael Billig suggests that people are “reminded of their national place in a world of nations” in all sorts of ways, but this is not consciously registered as such (Billig 1995: 8). Thus, nationalist ideology is reproduced, like any other form of cultural or economic capital, and remains a powerful motivating force that can call upon citizens to make significant and often tragic sacrifices on behalf of their country.
In the United States, an extra founding myth of the American creed supplements the otherwise familiar nationalist imaginary:
In most countries, national identity is expressed in terms of common linguistic, religious and racial characteristics. The foundations of American identity, however, were fundamentally different. Not ethnicity, but a commitment to liberal political principles was held out by the founding elite as the leaven of American identity (Citrin et al. 1994: 6) 

As Citrin et al. as well as several other commentators (e.g., Shklar, West) have pointed out, Americanness was defined as such from the very beginning to exculpate the fledgling nation from the shame of slavery. Nevertheless, it is this Tocquevillean account of America as being “qualitatively different,” and stripped of embarrassing references to troubling historical details, which has since become entrenched among both scholars and the general public. 
To examine exceptionalism as ideology rather than sociological fact, however, we must leave Seymour Martin Lipset behind and turn to Daniel Rodgers, who provides a useful account of how it places the trajectory of the nation outside of history as well as beyond the normal fate of societies: 

An exceptionalist nation is not simply different from all others. An exception is a deviation from a rule. Like difference arguments, exceptionalist claims depend on an imagined “elsewhere.” But what makes them so powerful is that they bundle the world’s immense variety into general historical tendencies that govern everywhere except at home. Exceptionalist arguments universalize history so that the exceptionalist nation’s peculiarities appear to stand out against the tendencies of the world. They create a “here” and an “elsewhere” in which, in an important sense, history itself runs by different dynamics (Rodgers 2004: 23) 
Rodgers’ particular insight is that the terms of this particular form of national consciousness are actually more recent than they are normally associated with. While New England was indeed imagined as a “city upon the hill” and Theodore Roosevelt spoke of America’s manifest destiny, it was only after World War II, with rising domestic prosperity and increasing global dominance, that exceptionalism as a concept even entered scholarly discourse. Now, at the end of the Cold War, as the U.S. has emerged as a reluctant empire, “exceptionalist rhetoric has come back at full-throat in the ‘war against terrorism’ (ibid.: 45).”

While history stops at the water’s edge, the American nation “is fated to spend at least as much of its popular historical energy imagining everyone else’s history as in writing its own (Rodgers 1998: 24).” What that implies of course is that exceptionalist ideology is not simply confined to an internal conception of uniqueness; it frequently drives a program for external action, often as conquest (as in British exceptionalism or German Sonderweg), or in America’s case, as a quest to reshape the world along a moral axis that it casts in universalist terms. Universalist, perhaps, but the nation that sits outside of history and refuses connection with the rest of the world prefers to think in terms of an eventual convergence to its norms (think “democracy” and “markets”).
Thomas Friedman’s case for flattening the world
While Friedman’s thesis about globalization may seem to contravene the conventional view of American exceptionalism, I want to argue that it fits very nicely with Rodgers’ definition above relating to a convergence paradigm. In his most famous conception, Friedman speaks of a “triple convergence” toward a flat global political, economic, and cultural playing field: “It’s called commoditization, and in the wake of the triple convergence, it is happening faster and faster across a whole range of industries (Friedman 2005: 344)” While the call centers of Bangalore are an unstoppable global phenomenon, and that’s a good thing, America had better get ready to “create value through leadership.” 

Meeting the challenges of flatism, Friedman assures us, requires us to be as focused and as comprehensive as we were to meet the challenge of Communism. While the forces of the convergence ought to be aided along by the American state and enterprise, American workers themselves should be preparing to meet the forces of global competition. As with all recent convergence theorists who practice exceptionalism but appear to preach leveling, the end of ideology or borderless worlds, Friedman’s arguments appear to be remarkably free of political economy and, most of all, of history. But he obviously does need a theory of both and locating the necessary resources in the realist camp provides, in all earnestness, a glowing endorsement of Michael Mandelbaum: “It is America, through its vast military deployments, diplomatic engagements, and vital role buttressing the global economy and its rules which provides the basic governance that keeps the world stable and on a decent track (Friedman 2006).”  
In fact, then, flatness pertains only to labor and commodity markets, but not to political or financial power. A flat world must rather be complemented by a benign and powerful state that will actually drive the engine to ensure its success. Most of all, this state must be the U.S., not a coalition of countries like the U.N., nor any other power even if it has legitimate reasons to oppose the U.S.:  “Most of France's energy is devoted to holding America back from acting alone.” For, “today's world is divided between the ‘World of Order’ -- anchored by America, the E.U., Russia, India, China and Japan, and joined by scores of smaller nations -- and the ‘World of Disorder.’” There is no room for disagreement. 
Perhaps the clearest sense in which Friedman’s thesis is a restatement of the old American exceptionalism repackaged in a post-Cold War order comes from Lipset: 
The United States is less exceptional as other nations develop and Americanize. But, given the structural convergences in economy and ecology, the extent to which it is still unique is astonishing (Lipset 1996: 62). 

Americanization is a term typically used to suggest cultural homogenization: a desire for Coca Cola, Hollywood movies and Levi’s jeans. Friedman suggests that it also indicates a certain degree of economic integration in the form product supply chains becoming globalized with the help of American capital and know-how or that a form of  capitalism invented in America takes root in receptive places like India and China, whose cheap labor markets make it easer to propagate. These are not enough, of course, for the world must be made safer by spreading democracy. Most of all, as Robert Hunter Wade points out, it implies a form of statecraft that bolsters the economic pre-eminence of the U.S., allows its citizens and only its citizens to consume far more than they themselves produce, and keeps challengers down, without having to throw its military weight around more than occasionally (Wade 2003).
American exceptionalism, then, is the nationalist ideology that reproduces a sense of awe and innocence among its residents about the basic moral engine that drives its nation’s interests, even if particular regimes deviate strongly from its core values from time to time. It is the confidence in its institutions and their underlying moral origins, which helps to justify even the worst actions of its state abroad (from colonization of the Philippines to Guantanamo Bay detentions), where acknowledged, as reluctant acts of an ultimately benevolent power. It frequently uses a narrow consequentialist paradigm to promote the idea that a period of illegitimacy at the global level may be justified to promote global order and as long as the ensuing structures are tolerable to the most powerful states, whose residents can in fact be insulated from its effects. Eventually, and with the firm guidance of the American moral order, it is conceivable that global institutions will come into being that are worth taking over in the service of more democratic purposes, and only in that way will there be something concrete for the demand for legitimacy to go to work on (cf. Nagel 2005).  
Risse’s negation of cosmopolitanism
Political philosophy has acquired a decidedly more cosmopolitan flavor in the past decade or so since Rawls’ Law of Peoples. One might speculate that this is reflects globalization’s mounting challenge to the narrower community-of-fate understanding within liberal democratic societies by revealing the scale and scope of global injustice. One doesn’t have to be a cosmopolitan traveler to Porto Alegre’s annual carnival to discover the extent to which poverty, war and environmental degradation are perpetuated by capitalist expansion and, more generally, by elite networks of state and non-state power. Yet, while liberal theorists have been compelled to address questions of justice at the global level, many respond by curiously modifying their otherwise universalist positions. 

For instance, there continue to be many who defend Rawls’ well-known extension of the veil of ignorance at the global level applies to peoples rather than individuals, so that the agents of international justice are states or societies (not even institutions), which are almost entirely responsible for “their people’s” fate.  “Burdened societies,” Rawls writes, “lack the political and cultural traditions, the human capital and know-how, and, often, the material and technological resources needed to be well-ordered." But the task of the wealthy societies “is to help burdened societies to be able to manage their own affairs reasonably and rationally and eventually to become members of the Society of well-ordered Peoples. This defines the `target' of assistance. After it is achieved, further assistance is not required, even though the now well-ordered society may still be relatively poor" (Rawls 1999): 111.
Brian Barry once famously explained why it makes sense to focus on states or societies rather than individuals when it comes to addressing any type of global injustice other than the most egregious violations of human rights: first, that intra-societal obligations are stronger than those to others on account of the greater mutual interdependence that members within societies have to each other; second, burdened societies may be backward because of intrinsic/historical domestic reasons; and third, the responsibility for addressing these ought to lie with the leadership of these societies (Barry 2005). But, as Beitz and Pogge among others have shown, it is no longer tenable to pretend that one’s private actions are immune from global consequence, nor that burdened societies are entirely responsible for their own conditions. There are both positive and negative duties towards the global poor: 

We are not bystanders who find ourselves confronted with foreign deprivations whose origins are wholly unconnected to ourselves…First, their social starting positions and ours have emerged from a single historical process that was pervaded by massive grievous wrongs… Second, they and we depend on a single natural resource base, from the benefits of which they are largely, and without compensation, excluded… Third, they and we exist in a coexist within a single global economic order that has a strong tendency to perpetuate and even aggravate global inequality.(Pogge 2001: 11).
Pogge uses the term “explanatory nationalism” to describe the tendency to ascribe global poverty almost exclusively to domestic causes (and, I might add, ahistorical ones). Rather, he maintains, the political and economic power of rich states, and the institutional arrangements they perpetuate (e.g., oppressive WTO rules on poor states and the hypocrisy of domestic subsidies in rich ones, intellectual property rights regimes, support for authoritarian and corrupt rulers, arms privileges, preferential treatment for multinationals), can routinely be seen to worsen whatever domestic disadvantages the poor countries may have.
Pogge’s ethical argument can be captured in a single sentence: “the global poor have a compelling moral claim to some of our affluence and that we, by denying them what they are morally entitled to and urgently need, are actively contributing to their deprivations (Pogge 2005: 4).” He uses three types of reasoning to bolster this moral claim, two of which relate to the history of the global political economy and its negative impacts on the poor, and the third on the present institutional order, which continues to impose harm on the poor by reproducing conditions of radical inequality. His main innovation is that, in addition to positive duties to help those in need, we have negative duties towards others, duties “not to expose people to life-threatening poverty and duties to shield them from harms for which we would be actively responsible.”
I want to examine Mathias Risse’s reaction to this position of Pogge’s, both on its own terms as a philosophical argument and, perhaps more riskily, as being a characteristically evasive political maneuver to resort to explanatory nationalism as a way to parry around the question of global dominance and the perpetuation of injustice. I want to suggest thereby that this paradigm works in two ways: it provides a secure explanation for global social problems to not have discomforting causes closer to home; and conversely ascribes the causes of our own success to our enterprise and ensuring our well-ordered institutions. We can thus feel relatively safe about the basic institutional arrangements and imaginative preconceptions that circumscribe our routines and resist any of its potentially destabilizing effects.
Risse responds to Pogge’s cosmopolitanism by advancing two main arguments. First, he suggests that there is no way to determine the counterfactual, i.e., whether or not there would have been the same levels of poverty had there been no “globalized” civilization. It is impossible to “distinguish between the view that the global order harms developing societies (Pogge’s view), and any other view explaining how the present magnitude of global poverty could have arisen. Such references can only show that things are not as they should be, which does not reveal who is to blame for it (Risse 2005: 14).” 
Second, there is substantial evidence that poverty is tied to the “humanly devised constraints” otherwise known as institutions, but these “work to society’s benefit only if most individuals support the ‘rules of the game.’ Moreover, while foreigners can destroy institutions, they can often do little to help build them (ibid. 16).” Risse acknowledges that domestic, multilateral and global factors impact any given society’s economic and political status. But he ends up treating the role of the global order rather oddly as well as narrowly: it is merely the unequal distribution of resources which impacts their relative economic standing. In fact, “as far as we can tell, the global order has benefited the poor (ibid. 14),” because of the overall positive effects of a flattening world. Risse nevertheless accepts that addressing global poverty is a positive duty, that is, individuals in rich countries have a moral responsibility to help the global poor, by helping build their institutions: “Assistance in institution-building may be extremely taxing, depending on how difficult it is to build them… [but one could justifiably arrive at] a normative normative framework within which especially the Millennium Declaration finds its place and thus guides the way of global justice in the 21st century (Risse 2003).”
As Pogge astutely notes in his rebuttal, Risse seems to have subtly shifted the terms of Pogge’s original case, concerning “whether present citizens of the affluent countries, in collusion with the ruling elites of most poor countries, are harming the global poor.” Addressing that question head-on will require having to unpack, as Pogge tries to, the political economy of poverty and the perpetration of global injustice. Risse, on the other hand, pointedly slips around this possibility by contending that this form of analysis is akin to dependency theory, which is obsolete and that “we have not yet been able to identify an ongoing evil for which the global order is responsible that is comparable to the way in which Southern whites were responsible for the plight of African Americans long after the abolition of slavery (15).” The point of course is that the evidence is available for anyone to see:

With whatever degree of intentionality, today’s international economic architecture ensures that the ordinary operation of world market forces—the process we call globalization—tends to shore up American power by yielding disproportionate economic benefits to Americans and conferring autonomy on U.S. economic policy-makers while curbing the autonomy of all others. It is legitimized by the widespread belief that markets are an expression of the deepest truths about human nature and that as a result they will ultimately be correct. The economic benefits that accrue to the United States as the result of the normal working of market forces within this particular framework then provide the basis of American military supremacy, which helps to protect the framework (Wade 2003: 77).

Wade is hardly alone in revealing these workings of the global political economy and the interests of the American state and its clients in maintaining the global order. But the point of Friedman’s or Risse’s exercises does not seem to be to debate these details, but to serve as plugholes against serious debate about the righteousness of a shaky liberal moral order in a post-Cold War globalized world with a single remaining superpower.
American Environmentalism is Dead, Long Live Cosmopolitanism
With a cascade of bad news especially on climate change American environmentalists appear frozen in their responses, like deer caught in the headlights. Indeed, the inconvenient truth appears to be not the mere recognition of the climate problem (the time for which has long come and gone), nor even the acknowledgement of the need for substantial reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, but the fact that there are global ethical issues of multiple dimensions to address for which environmentalists have as yet no clear formulation. 
The ethical problem of finding just solutions for allocating future emissions rights are only slowly rising to the surface, but there has yet been little or no acknowledgement of the burden of cumulative emissions, at least within the American environmental movement, and virtually no discussion of fair burden sharing among countries on that basis. A handy excuse is that the current administration is averse to making any policy at all and that it is important not to “scare” the electorate away.  But at least as important are the ethical issues relating the future impacts of climate change and the responsibilities (i.e., negative as well as positive duties) of Americans. Indeed, one of the many ironies of climate change is that although wealthy countries are responsible for most of the accumulated greenhouse gases in atmosphere, they will likely face far lower human damage from the associated climate effects than poor countries. It is somewhat scandalous that there has been virtually no discussion in scholarly or activist circles of any significance of the allocation of historically generated obligations to provide downstream victims of environmental pollution a fair option in the global context notwithstanding the rich tradition of debate on this very issue at the local level. 
Without additional resources to prove my case, I wish to contend nevertheless that the combination of a strong conservationist ethic and the “formative context” of exceptionalism will make it especially hard for the American environmentalist movement to make the political argument that responses to climate change should be based specifically on our ongoing and egregious violation of the human rights of the poor in the developing world. Yet, it is precisely that cosmopolitan framework that the movement needs in order to preserve its legitimacy as an authentic player in the global struggle to create another possible world.
The problem with gatekeepers of “explanatory nationalism” within the liberal camp is that they undermine the efforts of progressives to transcend exceptionalist ideology by postulating the need for any sort of “global test” of ethical principles. But in a world increasingly haunted by environmental catastrophe as well as global social dissent, this tendency could also backfire badly to empower the neo-conservative agenda, whose right libertarian ethic can be perfectly consistent with creating “Fortress world.” A cosmopolitan agenda for American environmentalism thus becomes more urgent than ever.
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