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Excerpt from “Why Can’t We Teach This?” by Nikita Stewart

“In most teachings, she said, slavery is treated like a dot on a timeline.

“The best textbooks maybe have 20 pages, and that’s in an 800-page

textbook,” Costello told me. “At its best, slavery is taught because we

have to explain the Civil War. We tend to teach it like a Southern

problem and a backward economic institution. The North is

industrialized; the South was locked in a backward agricultural

system.” About 92 percent of students did not know that slavery was

the war’s central cause, according to the survey.

So how did we get here? How have we been able to fail students for so

long? Almost immediately after the Civil War, white Southerners and

their sympathizers adopted an ideology called “the lost cause,” an

outlook that softened the brutality of enslavement and justified its

immorality. One proponent of the ideology was Edward A. Pollard,

whose book “The Lost Cause” transformed many Confederate generals

and soldiers into heroes and argued that slavery was proper, because

black people were inferior. The “lost cause” theory buried the truth

that some 750,000 people died in a war because large numbers of

white people wanted to maintain slavery. Over time, the theory

became so ingrained in our collective thinking that even today people

believe that the Civil War was about the South’s asserting its rights

against the North, not about slavery.


