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A study of the concept of the American exceptionalism
in the novels of Terrorist (2006) and Expensive people
(1968) based on the actantial discourse
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Abstract
This paper will study the actantial discourse in relation to the concept of American exceptionalism
which defines America as a an exceptional land and nation, and as an exception to the rest of the
world. This concept has been represented in different novels and media implicitly or explicitly to
promote American lifestyle, values and norms.American exceptionalism will be traced and
discussed in two different American novels in this paper. The analysis is based on the actantial
discourse which is a semiotic analysis, and it could shed more light on the existence and recognition
of this concept in the contemporary American literature .According to this concept, America is
exceptional in life style, and it can be considered as a role model politically, economically,
artistically for the rest of the world. Therefore, America will be a symbol of free and prosperous life,
and democracy. This American exceptionalism could be followed in two novels: Terrorist (2006)
by Updike and Expensive People (1972) by Oates. The novels present American exceptionalism in
two different perspectives. However, the concept can be traced in both novels. This paper will read
two novels' motifs through semiotic analysis of the actantial discourse in a broader concept in
literature.
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"The cockroaches that slither out from the baseboard and from
beneath the sink-do you pity them? The flies that buzz around
the food on the table, walking on it with the dirty feet that have
just danced on feces and carrion-do you pity them?"(62)
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"Those people worked in finance, furthering the interests of the
American empire, the empire that sustains Israel and inflicts
death every day on Palestinians and Chechnyans, Afghans and
Iraqgis. In war, pity has to be put on hold.”(152)
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“The first few weeks in a new home (...) drew us close
together, Nada, Father, and I, a happy family...”(42).
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