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Americans often see their nation as ‘exceptional’, and in a sense it is.  The 

modern United States of America was forged in a war asserting independence from European forms of government and politics.  The authors and amenders of the US constitution constructed forms of government, and codified individual rights in a way that continues to affect daily life in America. 

Constitutional principles such as freedom of the press, freedom of religion, freedom of assembly and freedom to petition the government are key to Americans’ perception of their national identity.  These beliefs are often supported by the view of America as a frontier-based, immigrant-built nation benefiting from its citizens’ personal sense of individualism, motivation and self-reliance.  This mix of guaranteed constitutional rights and a shared sense of opportunity and personal freedom can contribute to a self-congratulatory political rhetoric that this combination can be found ‘only in America’. This has often coloured the USA’s approach to foreign policy as well.

However, overseas observers do not always see America’s ‘exceptionalism’ in the same way.  For example, the same constitution that gives such admirable protection to individual rights also defends its citizens’ rights to bear arms.  It is estimated that there are approximately 250 million guns for America’s 300 million people and gun related deaths exceed 30,000 annually. Similarly, the use of capital punishment differentiates the USA from almost all the world’s modern industrial democracies.  In the rest of the world the death penalty is most associated with repressive and authoritarian regimes.  But the issue of the death penalty also exposes the way that differences of political culture can exist within the USA, at state level. A small number of southern states are responsible for the vast majority of America’s judicial executions, while many states avoid this type of punishment altogether. Again, the USA’s expenditure of about 14 per cent of its gross domestic product on health care outstrips most other national provision anywhere in the world.  But uniquely among western democracies the American health care system relies predominantly on private health care insurance, and leaves millions of people with no cover. The interesting turns and tensions of American politics do not end there. America holds a national election to choose its president, but the rules of the election can sometimes lead to the person with most popular votes not winning the presidency.  In the 2000 presidential election Democrat Al Gore received over half a million more votes than George W Bush, but it was the Republican who went on to enter the White House.

In each of these political areas as in many others, the American electorate has supported its governments and politicians in marching to a different drummer, not heard by many other nations.  But simultaneously the nation’s federal government structure allows for an unusual degree of variation within the country. As well as its central government, in Washington DC, each of America’s 50 states has its own government, with huge independent powers to tax, spend and legislate.  Some of these states are as large and economically powerful as major nations. Other governments, within the states, make policy in cities, counties, townships and special districts, and provide an interlinking and overlapping web of almost 90,000 governments through which the varied peoples of America can express and implement the politics they want to live with.

Studying this complex pattern of US politics and government, and its relationship with the outside world, opens a window of understanding on this extraordinarily varied nation, with its rich patchwork of people moulding their politics to their needs and tastes.  The processes of US politics can be colourful and engaging – US election campaigns provide high drama and great theatre as well as taught policy debate.  Following the daily activity can require detective work – tracking the interweaving influence of political consultants, public opinion and pressure groups.  The fundamental effect of regional difference, the range of industrial and business interests, and the kaleidoscope of politically active citizen groups provide the foundation for an understanding of the United States which sheds light on everything that the nation stands for in the modern world.
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