
Exposing The Crisis Of American
Exceptionalism In The Civil War Era Littlefield
The Civil War era has often been portrayed as a romanticized period in American
history, with ideals of unity, heroism, and exceptionalism. However, a closer
examination of the era reveals a crisis of American exceptionalism, exposing the
deep divisions and contradictions within society. The Littlefield Plan, a
controversial educational program, played a significant role in perpetuating these
notions of exceptionalism and exacerbating the crisis.

A Brief Overview of American Exceptionalism

American exceptionalism is the belief that the United States is uniquely
positioned in history as the embodiment of liberty, democracy, and progress. This
ideology has deep historical roots, dating back to the early European colonizers
who saw America as a utopian experiment. The Civil War era was characterized
by rapid industrialization, westward expansion, and the ongoing struggle over the
institution of slavery. These factors fueled the narrative of American
exceptionalism, as the nation grappled with its identity and defined its place in the
world.

The Crisis of American Exceptionalism

Contrary to the idealized image of national harmony presented in many historical
accounts, the Civil War era was rife with social, political, and economic divisions.
The issue of slavery, in particular, brought these divisions to the forefront,
challenging the notions of liberty and equality upon which American
exceptionalism was based.
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The institution of slavery was deeply ingrained in the southern states, with the
economy and social structure depending on the labor of enslaved Africans. This
contradiction, between the ideal of freedom and the reality of slavery, intensified
the crisis of American exceptionalism. The northern states, increasingly
industrialized and moralistically opposed to slavery, became caught in the
crossfire of this conflict.

Another aspect of the crisis of exceptionalism was the brutality and devastation of
the Civil War itself. The romanticized image of heroic battles and noble sacrifice
masked the immense human suffering, loss, and destruction caused by the
conflict. The war shattered the notion of exceptional American unity, leaving scars
that would shape the nation for years to come.

The Littlefield Plan: Perpetuating Exceptionalism

In the midst of this crisis, the Littlefield Plan emerged as an educational program
aimed at promoting the ideals of American exceptionalism. George Washington
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Littlefield, a wealthy cotton magnate from Texas, proposed the plan to the
University of Texas with the intention of shaping young minds in accordance with
his own conservative beliefs.

The Littlefield Plan funded the construction of the Littlefield Fountain and the
statues of Confederate leaders on the university campus, symbolizing the
glorification of the Confederacy. This overt display of Southern pride and defiance
served to reinforce the narrative of exceptionalism, despite the devastating
consequences of the Civil War.

The program also included the of compulsory courses on Southern history and
literature, perpetuating the myth of a romanticized and noble South. These
courses painted a distorted picture of the South's role in the Civil War,
conveniently ignoring the atrocities committed by the Confederacy and
downplaying the centrality of slavery as a cause of the conflict.

Exposing the Fallacies

The Littlefield Plan, while successful in promoting the ideals of American
exceptionalism among generations of students, hindered a genuine reckoning
with the crisis of the Civil War era. By perpetuating a distorted narrative, it
prevented a deeper understanding of the complex realities of the time, further
exacerbating divisions and inhibiting progress.

Recent efforts to confront the legacy of the Littlefield Plan have focused on
reevaluating the Confederate symbols on the University of Texas campus. In
2015, the university removed the statue of Jefferson Davis, the president of the
Confederacy, and formed a committee to address the broader issue of
Confederate symbolism.



By critically examining the crisis of American exceptionalism in the Civil War era
and its perpetuation through initiatives like the Littlefield Plan, we can begin to
unravel the layers of national identity and work towards a more inclusive and
accurate understanding of history.

In

The Civil War era was not the idealized period of unity and exceptionalism often
portrayed. Instead, it exposed deep divisions and contradictions within American
society. The Littlefield Plan played a significant role in perpetuating the myths of
exceptionalism, hindering a true reckoning with the crisis. By exploring the
fallacies of this plan and reevaluating our understanding of the era, we can work
towards a more honest and inclusive narrative of American history.
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Most mid-nineteenth-century Americans regarded the United States as an
exceptional democratic republic that stood apart from a world seemingly riddled
with revolutionary turmoil and aristocratic consolidation. Viewing themselves as
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distinct from and even superior to other societies, Americans considered their
nation an unprecedented experiment in political moderation and constitutional
democracy. But as abolitionism in England, economic unrest in Europe, and
upheaval in the Caribbean and Latin America began to influence domestic affairs,
the foundational ideas of national identity also faced new questions. And with the
outbreak of civil war, as two rival governments each claimed the mantle of
civilized democracy, the United States' claim to unique standing in the community
of nations dissolved into crisis. Could the Union chart a distinct course in human
affairs when slaveholders, abolitionists, free people of color, and enslaved African
Americans all possessed irreconcilable definitions of nationhood?

In this sweeping history of political ideas, Andrew F. Lang reappraises the Civil
War era as a crisis of American exceptionalism. Through this lens, Lang shows
how the intellectual, political, and social ramifications of the war and its meaning
rippled through the decades that followed, not only for the nation's own people
but also in the ways the nation sought to redefine its place on the world stage.
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