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Rethinking Exceptionalism in an Age of Plague: An
Introduction

Our current predicament—in which the entire human species is con-
fronted by the existential crises of climate change, on the one hand,
and a seemingly interminable pandemic, on the other—might
seem, if nothing else, like an appropriate moment to relinquish any
pretense to exceptionalism. How could anyone possibly cling to the
fancy of exemption, to what María del Pilar Blanco describes in her
article in the following pages as the “dream of untouchability,” in
the face of threats that make no distinction among cultures or creeds?
And yet, as a number of the contributors to this issue’s “Rethinking
Exceptionalism” cluster point out, one of the most distressing para-
doxes of this “age of disruption” (Torpey) is the resilience, even the
efflorescence, of exceptionalist thought. If both climate change and
the COVID-19 pandemic are catastrophes produced and exacerbated
by the very global interconnectedness of the contemporary world, the
desperate, haphazard, and woefully uncoordinated responses of
national governments and international health organizations have
too often devolved into or been co-opted by an impulse to monopo-
lize or, worse, monetize resources in the interest of the privileged few.

Last year, working under the leadership of my predecessor, Wai
Chee Dimock, the PMLA Editorial Board decided to put together the
Theories and Methodologies section “Rethinking Exceptionalism” in
an attempt to derive an opportunity for critical reflection from a con-
founding set of circumstances. The novelty of the collective undertak-
ing here is signaled in the title, which is deliberately not circumscribed
by the project of rethinking American exceptionalism in particular.
Without ignoring the prominence of the United States as a case
study, the essays gathered here attempt as a group to rethink exception-
alism at a broader and less settled scale of comparative analysis.

There is an enormous and robust body of interdisciplinary schol-
arship on the topic of American exceptionalism at the intersections of
fields including history, political science, sociology, international
affairs, public policy, and law. As a point of entry into this sprawling
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interdisciplinary conversation, one might first cite
the significant bibliography of work tracing the
complex lineage of American exceptionalism as a
discourse with roots in the republican and millen-
nial traditions of the early United States, revised
and expanded into “an explanatory locomotive of
profound, enduring historical difference” in the
Cold War era (Rodgers 21; see, e.g., Bell; Ceaser;
Deneen; Hughes; Kammen; Madsen; McDougall;
Pease, New American Exceptionalism and
“Re-thinking”; Ramrattan and Szenberg; Tyrrell,
American Exceptionalism and “American
Exceptionalism”). If there are withering critiques
of the delusional jingoism of the tendency to view
the United States as exceptional (including Fatton;
Hodgson; Ignatieff; Sachs; Walt), there is also a
long-standing tradition of qualified apology for or
even celebration of the claim that the unique quali-
ties of the United States make it an exemplary
nation-state and even bestow on it a tutelary mission
to spread and enforce the ideals of liberal democracy
throughout the globe (Huntington; Koh; Lipset;
Restad; Shafer). In addition, as Elizabeth Duquette
has pointed out, since 9/11 debates about exception-
alism have been transformed by the emergence of a
discussion in European political theory (especially
in the work of Giorgio Agamben and in renewed
attention to the writings of Carl Schmitt) that
poses the question of the fundamental role of the
exception in the establishment and maintenance of
political sovereignty (Duquette 476–79; see also
Huysmans; De Boever).

Whether in ongoing discussions of American
exceptionalism or in contemporary theories of sov-
ereignty, the focus is on what Agamben calls the
“political realm” (Homo Sacer 6) and at the scale
of the nation-state. As Agamben puts it, politics
“appears as the truly fundamental structure of
Western metaphysics insofar as it occupies the
threshold on which the relation between the living
being and the logos is realized.” Revising Schmitt’s
well-known formulation of the political, Agamben
continues, “[T]he fundamental categorical pair of
Western politics is not that of friend/enemy but
that of bare life/political existence, zoē/bios, exclu-
sion/inclusion” (8). In contrast, the aim of the cluster

of articles in this issue is to rethink exceptionalism as
a discourse that inherently exceeds the political realm
and that operates on multiple registers. As Galen
Brokaw suggests in his piece, if exceptionalism is
“most often associated with the political posturing
of certain nation-states,” still it can be taken to refer
“to any discourse that exaggerates the significance
of peculiarities in order to set one group apart
from, and above, others.”

This point could even be taken further, since
exceptionalism is not necessarily only a matter of
the characteristics of a given population segment.
Instead one might observe in recent scholarship
something of a proliferation of analyses of exception-
alisms of various sorts, in which the term is used to
identify historical phenomena, social institutions,
and analytical categories as seemingly disparate as
“disaster exceptionalism,” “music exceptionalism,”
“creole exceptionalism,” “climate exceptionalism,”
“aesthetic exceptionalism,” “diaspora exceptional-
ism,” “Internet exceptionalism,” “collegiate excep-
tionalism,” and “human exceptionalism” (see,
respectively, Luft; Beaster-Jones; Degraff; Nagle; De
Boever; Jean-Charles; Stokes; Greenstein; Oakley;
Kirby). In modeling this expanded purview by
including the contributions by Deborah Jenson (on
“cognitive exceptionalism”) and Brokaw (on “glotto-
graphic exceptionalism”) in addition to a number of
articles on national exceptionalisms in a more con-
ventional sense, this special cluster has been orga-
nized to make the case that we must learn to think
exceptionalism across conceptual registers. Indeed,
the grouping is meant to imply that we are missing
something crucial in the mechanics of exceptionalist
thought when we fail to notice its profligacy—its
rampant application in apparently incommensurate
domains. To come to termswith the ideological func-
tion of American exceptionalism or l’exception
française, in other words, we must not only be able
to toggle between them, recognizing, as Christy
Pichichero argues in her article in this cluster, that
“French and American exceptionalisms have been
declaredly coconstitutive” throughout their history.
We must also be able to consider the constitutive
interplay between national exceptionalism of any
stripe and, say, disaster exceptionalism or human
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exceptionalism (as María del Pilar Blanco, Anne
Anlin Cheng, and Deborah Jenson could be said to
suggest in their respective pieces).

This is to say that the “Rethinking Exceptionalism”
pieces ask to be read in the old-fashioned way: in tan-
dem as a “special section,” a collective grouping that
only assumes its full implications in the ways the
individual pieces speak to or resonate with one
another. Some of the articles do require us to shift
among scales even as we read them; this effect is per-
haps most notable in Seeta Chaganti’s stunningly
original contribution. She suggests that the institu-
tional history of policing and incarceration in the
United States—by any standard, a unique if perhaps
not exactly “exemplary” national characteristic—
depends on a specific sense of time and causality,
and turns to Boethius to excavate a premodern abo-
litionist critique of the “inevitability” of the carceral.
Her article asks us not only to read across periods
but also to think across putative disciplinary bound-
aries between theology and politics, as she puts The
Consolation of Philosophy into conversation with
Policing the Crisis, the seminal 1978 study of polic-
ing and authoritarian populism in the British state’s
discursive production of the so-called crisis of
“mugging” in the United Kingdom. Nevertheless,
in the cluster overall the case is made in the ways
we are forced to rethink exceptionalism as it is resi-
tuated in the sometimes jarring leaps in context
from one article to the next.

It is worth briefly revisiting the vast scholarship on
American exceptionalism to glean some of the charac-
teristics of exceptionalist thought in general. Duquette
offers a succinct definition of the phenomenon:

American exceptionalism is a set of loosely related
propositions that collectively assert the unique nature
of the United States, its exemption from the historical
forces that buffet the rest of the world. Gesturing to
what the United States lacks—most notably, a feudal
past and a robust socialist or Marxist tradition—
exceptionalist ideology maintains that the problems
and paradigms that exist elsewhere are not germane
to the United States. It has justified territorial expan-
sion, authorized intervention in foreign wars and the
domestic affairs of sovereign nations, and vigorously,

sometimes aggressively, promoted free market capi-
talism. (473)

Exceptionalist discourse is less a set of coherent
tenets than what Donald Pease calls a “complex
assemblage of . . . assumptions” that can be, and
in fact must be, reformulated and revised over
time (New American Exceptionalism 7). Duquette
calls American exceptionalism the “organizing
myth” of the national self-understanding (473),
while Pease describes it as a “state of fantasy,” not
in the sense of a delusion or a mystification that
one might be able to puncture or dispel, but instead
as the “dominant structure of desire out of which
U.S. citizens [have] imagined their national iden-
tity” (New American Exceptionalism 1). As a state
of fantasy, the discourse of American exceptional-
ism can be and often is self-contradictory, even
extravagantly so, perhaps most obviously in the
respect that it “allows the United States to position
itself simultaneously as a model for other nations
while positing that it is unlike them in its fundamen-
tal values and structures” (Duquette 473). As
“engines of national self-consciousness” (Rodgers
22), exceptionalist discourses are structured as per-
formatives: as Nikhil Pal Singh has stressed, they
“seek to produce what they purport to describe.
They are civic ideologies, normative and pedagogi-
cal statements that attempt to create or reinforce a
particular narrative of national identity” (18–19).
For this reason they are never fixed in perpetuity,
but must be continually updated in response to
the transformations of the geopolitical landscape
(see Pease, “Re-thinking” 20). As Singh writes, the
exceptionalist “story of nationhood must be told
over and over, because there is nothing natural
about the nation or the fashioning of its predomi-
nant civic identities” (19).

Exceptionalist thought is unavoidably “rela-
tional,” as Abdoulaye Gueye puts it (224): it posits
one entity or polity as unique, exemplary, and
exempt in contrast to some outside or other.
According to Daniel Rodgers,

[a]n exceptionalist nation is not simply different
from all others. An exception is a deviation from a
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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. (23)

This universalizing drive of exceptionalist thought is
key: it is precisely because of the postulation that the
United States is somehow immune from or
untainted by the pitfalls of identity everywhere else
—a country founded on an “egalitarian tradition
of civic nationalism” distinguishing it from “nation-
states with ethno-racial conceptions of the polity, or
ones in which national belonging is defined by kin-
ship, primordial attachments, and a metaphorics of
blood” (Singh 18)—that it can be said to represent a
“universalism beyond race” (33) and a template for
liberal democracy around theworld. As Singh points
out with an appropriately paradoxical formulation,
the self-professed “exceptional universalism” (19)
of the United States was a driving force in the spread
of American influence globally across the twentieth
century:

The emergence of U.S. internationalism as the dom-
inant internationalism after World War II brought
with it a renewal of a core nationalist ideology: the
notion of America as a republic at once unique
and universal. What was most distinctive about
this idea, as it was transferred from its continental
and hemispheric dominion to a global scale, was
the insistence that the U.S. capacity to mediate the
general interests of humanity (in other words, to civ-
ilize) derived from America’s distinctiveness as a
power amicably divorced from old world intrigues
of empire and hierarchies of blood and rank.
Rather than being antithetical to U.S. nationalism
(or to U.S. national interests), America’s global
reach was represented as an outgrowth of the univer-
salizing force of U.S. national ideals—America, to
paraphrase Benjamin Franklin[’s] famous words, as
the cause of all mankind. (136–37)

Or, as Patrick Deneen puts it using a slightly different
vocabulary, despite the internal contradictions
between the main ideological currents in American
exceptionalism—between the “liberal exemplarism”
that might seem to signal a tendency toward isola-
tionism, on the one hand, and the “liberal expansion-
ism” that might seem to point to imperialist
ambition, on the other—historically these two trajec-
tories have tended to converge:

[T]he exemplarist view of America as a beacon to
other nations was easily paired with, and even
informed by, a necessarily expansionist mind-set ori-
ented toward domestic liberalization. . . . It may
rather be the case that American exceptionalism
expressed in its liberal guise contains an inherent
tendency toward expansionism, with its relatively
more exemplarist international disposition eventu-
ally giving way to an expansionism that first seeks
domestic dominance and then extends outward
into theworld stage. (40)

Michael Denning famously observed more than
three decades ago that “the notion of ‘American
exceptionalism’ is in many ways the foundation of
the ‘discipline’ of ‘American Studies,’” which initially
took as its mandate the elaboration of the national
“mind” or “character” (360). Some of the contribu-
tions in the “Rethinking Exceptionalism” cluster
can be described as emerging out of the critical
turn to a “postexceptionalist” or “new” American
studies that commenced in the early 1990s (see
Pease, “Re-thinking” 19; Rodgers 32–39; Spanos
292). Thus María del Pilar Blanco examines the
ways that ecological disaster “restyles US exceptional-
ist ideology as it steps outside the immediate home-
land,” looking at the United States response to two
devastating storms in Puerto Rico (Hurricane San
Ciriaco in 1899 and Hurricane Maria in 2017) as a
form of “resentful humanitarianism,” in which the
fantasy of American exceptionalism had to be rede-
fined in the face of the plight of a population that
the United States state had “incorporated for strategic
gain.” And Ilya Vinitsky takes us on a dizzying archi-
val dive into the phantasmagoric history of
“Shambhala,” the “ultimate fake” utopia that exposes
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the fantasy structure of American exceptionalism for
the myth-making projection it is.

Both Anne Anlin Cheng and Josephine Park
rethink the implications of American exceptionalism
from the vantage of one of its most striking perversi-
ties. As Blanco phrases it bluntly, “exceptionalism
operates by taking exception.” Even as the discourse
of national exception emphasizes the uniqueness and
privilege of the United States in contrast to an imag-
ined “elsewhere,” it simultaneously proliferates an
unending series of internal exclusions: segments of
the American populace that remain, in Cheng’s
words, “close enough to be utilitarian but not too
close, incorporated but not assimilated, consumed
but not digested.” Étienne Balibar has argued that
the practice of internal exclusion—and in particular
the figure of the racial or ethnic “minority”—is a “strict
correlate of the nation-form” itself (“Ambiguous
Universality” 53), and in that sense a familiar element
in national exceptionalism in general.1 But it takes on
specific contours in American history.

Park in particular focuses on the foundations of
the “model minority” myth (in other words, the
ironic structure of an “Asian American exceptional-
ism”) in the cauldron of America’s imperial wars in
Korea and Vietnam and, at home, in the egregious
forced detention of Japanese Americans in intern-
ment camps during World War II. As both Singh
and Pease have forcefully argued, these violations
of the principles of liberal democracy should be
understood not as isolated irregularities but as reg-
ularly repeated instances—including, among many
others, the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, the Jim Crow
laws of the 1890s, the description of Puerto Rico
as “foreign to the United States in a domestic
sense” in the 1901 Supreme Court decision in
Downes v. Bidwell (United States 341), and
“Operation Wetback” in the 1950s—in which the
state reiterated its authority to create exceptions to
its own supposed principles. As glaringly hypocritical
as they might seem, these internal exceptions “regu-
lated US citizens’ responses to historical events,”
Pease writes, by providing them with powerful psy-
chosocial “structures of disavowal” (“Re-thinking”
19). According to Singh, “the denial of the historical
legacies of racism and empire had long been central

to American Exceptionalism. From the inception of
the slaveholding republic, finessing the contradic-
tions between the racial and imperial parameters of
U.S. nationalism and its universalizing claims was
one of the more refined exercises of American social
thought” (137).

In helping to set the agenda for a “post-
exceptionalist” American studies, both Pease and
Amy Kaplan called for scholarship that would not
only critique what they influentially described as
the “cultures of United States imperialism” from
within, but also would undertake what Pease
termed a “comparative study of empires” that
would elucidate the “contestatory geopolitical ter-
rain” in which various imperial discourses of excep-
tionalism necessarily have to operate (“Re-thinking”
24; see also Kaplan; Kaplan and Pease). In contrast-
ing the American and French versions of exception-
alism, Pichichero’s article is very much in this
vein, which has emerged into an important area
of comparative imperial history and cultural
studies (see, e.g., Doyle; Eskildsen; Fuchs; Go 205;
Lowe; Shih).

In his 2003 preface to the anniversary edition of
Orientalism, Edward Said contended that the dis-
course of empire is exceptionalist by definition:
“Every single empire in its official discourse has
said that is not like all the others, that its circum-
stances are special, that it has a mission to enlighten,
civilize, bring order and democracy, and that it uses
force only as a last resort” (xvi). Ann Laura Stoler
has elaborated this point in a suggestive manner,
writing that “imperial states by definition operate
as states of exception that vigilantly produce excep-
tions to their principles and exceptions to their
laws. From this vantage point, the Unites States is
not an aberrant empire but a quintessential one, a
consummate producer of excepted populations,
excepted spaces, and its own exception from inter-
national and domestic law” (57). For Stoler, all
empires are

founded on gradated variations and degrees of sover-
eignty and disenfranchisement—on multiplex criteria
for inclusions and sliding scales of basic rights. Each
generated imperial conditions that required constant
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judicial and political reassessments of whowas outside
and who within. Each required frequent redrawing of
the categories of subject and citizen, fostering elabo-
rate nomenclatures that distinguished among “resident
alien,” “naturalized citizen,” “national” “immigrant,”
or “U.S. citizen” without voting rights—as in the
case of Guam. All produced scales of differentiation
and affiliation that exceeded the clear division between
ruler and ruled. These are enduring forms of empire,
force fields of attraction and aversion, spaces of arrest
and suspended time. In imperial discourse, they are
framed as unique cases—but they are not exceptions
to imperial formations. (56)

Inoneofhismost resonant formulations, Saidsuggested
that the study of empire should be “contrapuntal”:

A comparative or, better, a contrapuntal perspective
is required in order to see a connection between cor-
onation rituals in England and the Indian durbars of
the late nineteenth century. That is, we must be able
to think through and interpret together experiences
that are discrepant, each with its particular agenda
and pace of development, its own internal forma-
tions, its internal coherence and system of external
relationships, all of them co-existing and interacting
with others. (Culture 32)2

As Blanco mentions, William Spanos has adopted
Said’s figure to describe the recent current of
American studies scholarship that has attempted
to trace American exceptionalism itself “from the
point of view of the disavowed victims of its repre-
sentational and global practice (contrapuntally, as
it were)” (Spanos 303).

Although the figure of musical counterpoint in
Said’s work is framed as a question of attending to
the “actual experience of empire” (32) as staged between
metropole and colony, one might suggest that it can
also be applied to the studyof comparative imperialisms
and, perhaps even more intriguingly, to the study of
comparative anticolonialisms. Peter Kalliney’s contri-
bution to the cluster takes the question of “Rethinking
Exceptionalism” in this direction, with his provocative
approach to the anticolonialism of the Afro-Asian
Writers’ Association. Considering the pivotal role of
translation and multilingualism in Lotus, one of the
great periodicals of the Global South, Kalliney contends

that in its relentlessly contrapuntal form—juxtaposing
contributions from different national contexts without
providing the reader with an analytical thread to link
them—Lotus pursued a “paradoxical platform” for
rethinking exceptionalism, “promoting cultural particu-
larity through translation and horizontal comparison.”

Aside from Kalliney’s consideration of the stag-
ing of anticolonial exceptionalism in the form of the
literary periodical and Park’s compelling close read-
ing of Mitsuye Yamada’s poem “Inside News,” the
contributors to the cluster have little to say about
the implications of rethinking exceptionalism for
the study of literature. But it is worth pausing to
consider the impact of this cluster’s experiment in
collective heuristics for our understanding of the lit-
erary.3 I am thinking less of what we might describe
as the literature of American exceptionalism in par-
ticular: there is a substantial body of scholarship on
the ways the American literary tradition has been
animated by the embrace or the critique of excep-
tionalist thought. Instead I am wondering about
the possibility of suggesting literary cognates to
the comparative project of rethinking exceptional-
ism enacted across the articles in this cluster.

One place to start might be Pease’s argument that
the structure of disavowal integral to American excep-
tionalism pivots on a question of figuration. “State
fantasies do not altogether conceal the inconsistencies
that they mask,” he writes. “State fantasies disclose
and open up irreconcilable rifts that provide the state’s
subjects with a space wherein they can change their
relationship to what is worst about the U.S. imperial
state formation and start to let go” (New American
Exceptionalism 37). This possibility arises through
the eruption of what Pease calls “limit figures” or (fol-
lowing Walter Benjamin) “dialectical images”: for
Pease, these are “figures that could not be included
within these fantasies without bringing them to
their limits” (37), in a representational crisis that func-
tions both to “reveal the profound social antagonisms
that these fantasies structurally disavowed”4 and also
to open “sites in which an alternative state of justice
might emerge” (38). Writing in another age of disas-
ter, Pease highlights the video footage of the 1991
beating of Rodney King as one such “limit figure,”
but such an analysis seems clearly applicable to a
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host of recent examples (the deluge of recorded kill-
ings of African American men and women at the
hands of the police; the television coverage of the
storming of the United States Capitol in January
2021). Without neglecting the specific role of visual
culture and mass media in these examples, it would
be possible to extend Pease’s argument into a broader
analysis of the politics of figuration in a manner that
would include the literary.

If for Agamben the sovereign exception is not
only a central feature of the political realm but
also the “original—if concealed—nucleus of sover-
eign power” (6), if “Western politics first constitutes
itself through an exclusion (which is simultaneously
an inclusion) of bare life” (7), we might wonder with
FredMoten how to “analyze the originary power of a
figure that depends on the originary violation of the
normativity that guarantees that power” (40–41).
Moten points out that this model of political sover-
eignty provides “no analytic for the unmaking—the
first refusal—to which sovereign power answers, no
sense whatever of something like an anoriginal fugi-
tivity to which the rule of law responds.” And so, in
his words, the question remains: “To what tradition
can we turn for a thought of the outside?” (41).
Moten calls for the “contemplation of the history of
the exception to the state of exception—the fugitive;
the outlaw, the impossible domestic, the incorrigibly,
promiscuously questioning maid; the one whom
Cedric Robinson calls the ‘internal alien,’ she who
disrupts the originary force of the very state that
her choreographic refusal of assimilative exclusion
(her ecstasy-belonging) guarantees” (42). If Black
radicalism is another name for this anoriginal fugitiv-
ity, for Moten, it is also a question of aesthetics, the
“autopoiesis of imagined, imagining things” (43), in
a manner that resonates with Jenson’s meditation in
her article included here on Sylvia Wynter’s figure
of the “ceremony” as a “model of a nonsolipsistic, dis-
tributed, rhythmic, nonlinear, embodied autopoietic
cognition” that undoes the exceptionalism of a “cere-
bral subject representing the consubstantiality of
brain with self in Western cultures.”

What would it mean to theorize an antiexcep-
tionalist literature as privileged vehicle for the elab-
oration of a thought of the outside?Wouldn’t it have

to imply something more than a fiction that exposes
the pomposity and self-sanctioned abuses of the
exceptionalist mindset? I think of the astonishing
opening of Bessie Head’s 1974 novel A Question of
Power: “It seemed almost incidental that he was
African. So vast had his inner perceptions grown
over the years that he preferred an identification
with mankind to an identification with a particular
environment. And yet, as an African, he seemed to
have made one of the most perfect statements: ‘I
am just anyone’” (11). If in the course of the novel
“the possibilities of massive suffering were being
worked out” in the head of Elizabeth, the troubled
South African migrant protagonist, it culminates
in the abandonment of the “power”—the word the
book thoroughly, dazzlingly rethinks—of excep-
tionalism. Or, as this lesson is summarized: “Never
think along lines of I and mine. It is death” (134).
It is an epiphany forged in suffering, the specific his-
torical suffering of peoples of African descent. “Black
people learnt that lesson brutally,” Elizabeth muses,
“because they were the living victims of the greed
inspired by I and mine and to hell with you, dog”
(134). But out of that particularity—signaled with
that critical qualifier “And yet, as an African”—
there comes a universal insight: “Africa had nothing,
and yet, tentatively, she had been introduced to one of
the most complete statements for the future a people
could ever make: Be ordinary” (39).

Brent Hayes Edwards

NOTES

1. Balibar writes that in the demographic consolidation of
national populations in the nineteenth century, “minority” status
was “considered an exceptional phenomenon. More precisely, it
was a normalized exception. Nineteenth-century nationalism and
nation-building politics had led to a double-edged situation. On
the one hand, it was considered ‘normal’ that a nation-state be ‘eth-
nically’ (if not religiously) homogeneous, above all from the point
of view of the official language (which had all sorts of cultural
effects, since it was the language of law, politics, education, admin-
istration, etc.). On the other hand it was precisely because political
entities were generally conceived as nation-states that minorities
officially existed, i.e. populations were formally classified
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according to their ‘national’ or ‘ethnic’ (sometimes also religious)
membership, and individuals were identified with their ‘common’
majoritarian or minoritarian status, in spite of all their other dif-
ferences and likenesses. The very existence of minorities, together
with their more or less inferior status, was a state construct, a strict
correlate of the nation-form” (“Ambiguous Universality” 53). He
adds crucially that “racism is not a simple excess of identity feel-
ings or xenophobia, but more specifically linked with internal
exclusion, i.e. hostility and discrimination taking place among
populations which are not really separated, but belong to the
same society and are culturally mixed with one another” (55).
See also his important essay “Racism and Nationalism,” in
which he links this point to the history of European colonialism:
“The heritage of colonialism is, in reality, a fluctuating combina-
tion of continued exteriorization and ‘internal exclusion’” (43).

2. For considerations of counterpoint as a methodological fig-
ure in Said, see, e.g., Capitain; Chowdhry; De Groot; Lachman;
Wilson. As Capitain has pointed out in his detailed analysis,
there is a notable fluctuation in Said’s definition of the term. In
some of his work, Said seems to suggest an understanding of coun-
terpoint as one of the main compositional procedures in the
Western classical tradition and thus as an approach deeply based
in diatonic harmony: “In the counterpoint of western classical
music,” he writes in Culture and Imperialism, “various themes
play off one another, with only a provisional privilege being
given to any particular one; yet in the resulting polyphony there
is concert and order, an organized interplay that derives from
the themes, not from a rigorous melodic or formal principle out-
side the work” (51). Elsewhere in the same book, however, he
defines the contrapuntal in amanner that suggests it is an emblem-
atic figure of dissonance: “this global, contrapuntal analysis should
be modelled not (as earlier notions of comparative literature were)
on a symphony but rather on an atonal ensemble; we must take
into account all sorts of spatial or geographical and rhetorical
practices—inflections, limits, constraints, intrusions, inclusions,
prohibitions—all of them tending to elucidate a complex and
uneven topography” (318). In the light of this second passage,
Said’s insistence that contrapuntal analysis means that “we must
be able to think through and interpret together experiences that
are discrepant” (32) seems closer to Nathaniel Mackey’s definition
of “discrepant engagement” as a methodological approach that
foregrounds “practices that, in the interest of opening presumably
closed orders of identity and signification, accent fissure, fracture,
incongruity, the rickety, imperfect fit between word and world”
(Mackey 19).

3. Raising the same question, Duquette notes intriguingly that
“Agamben’s aim is to energize readers into a new politics, one he
glimpses in the example of a fictional character—Herman Melville’s
famous scrivener, Bartleby—where the ability to resist and reject
exceptional traps created by sovereignty, power, law, and violence
might become possible” (479). She is alluding to Agamben’s conten-
tion that the refrain uttered byMelville’s character (“I would prefer not
to”) represents “the strongest objection against the principle of sover-
eignty” (Agamben, Homo Sacer 48). See also Whyte’s article on
Agamben’s reading of Melville, as well as Agamben’s article
“Bartelby; or, On Contingency.”

4. In a related tone, Rodgers writes, “Because displacement and
censure are so central to the exceptionalist frame, challenges to the
nation imagined in its terms often cut very close to the bone.
When the boundaries between rule and exception shift, the ban-
ished and exported parts of one’s history threaten to return” (30).
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