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    This book is dedicated to all the students who sat in my class and asked the hard questions. The questions that required us to grapple with reality, not just the version of history the textbook wanted us to learn.
I also thank my wonderful wife, Natalie, for all the conversations we have had, which have led to so many of the ideas in these books.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Whoever closes his eyes to the past is blind to the present. Whoever does not remember inhumanity is prone to new risks of infection." Richard von Weizsäcker (President of Germany, 1985)

      

    


The Cost of Compromise: 

How the Failure of Reconstruction Fueled America’s Divide

By John Weyermuller

From the Civic Sense series, straightforward insights and practical answers for those who want to understand the world and improve it.

About the Civic Sense Series

The Civic Sense series was created with a simple goal: to make sense of a complicated world. In a time of political dysfunction, social upheaval, environmental crisis, and economic anxiety, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed or to tune out altogether. These books are an invitation to do the opposite.

Written in clear, accessible language, each volume tackles a major issue shaping our future, from the collapse of civilizations and climate change, to democratic reform, education, economic justice, and beyond. These are not textbooks, academic essays, or political manifestos. They are short, thoughtful guides for everyday people who want to understand what’s happening, why it matters, and what can be done about it.

Each book begins with the big picture, explores how we got here, and offers real-world solutions rooted in history, evidence, and common sense. Whether you’re a concerned citizen, an educator, a student, or just someone looking for clarity, the Civic Sense series is for you.

This is a time for rebuilding, not only our systems, but our civic imagination. That starts with good information, told plainly and honestly. The Civic Sense series is part of that effort: a toolbox for thinking critically, acting wisely, and working together to create a future that is more resilient, more just, and more humane than what we inherited.

No jargon. No spin. Just ideas that matter. For people who care.
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​Introduction: 

​The Ghosts We Choose to See
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This book is about the consequences of forgetting and the price we pay for refusing to remember honestly. In the United States, the Civil War is often remembered as a national tragedy, but far less often as the crime of betrayal that it was. The men who led the Confederacy took up arms against the country they had sworn to serve, in defense of slavery and white supremacy. And yet, when the war ended, the country made a deliberate choice: to reconcile without justice. The architects of the rebellion were forgiven. The emancipated were abandoned. The chance to build a multiracial democracy was lost.

This failure of Reconstruction, the failure to punish treason, protect freedom, and transform a broken system, casts a long shadow over American history. It allowed white supremacy to survive the battlefield and thrive in government. It shaped our laws, our institutions, our schools, and our streets. It left us a country that teaches myths instead of truth and punishes those who challenge them. And it left us vulnerable, over and over again, to the lie that political violence is sometimes acceptable if it serves the right cause.

This book asks what might have been different. What if, after the Civil War, we had chosen accountability over appeasement? What if we had treated the Confederacy not as a region in need of healing, but as a movement in need of dismantling? To help imagine that possibility, we look to other nations that have faced their darkest chapters, particularly Germany after the Holocaust. These are not perfect examples, but they are proof that truth-telling, remembrance, and justice are possible. We draw those contrasts not to shame, but to illuminate.

We explore how the Lost Cause myth rewrote the memory of the Civil War, and how those lies gave moral cover to Jim Crow, lynching, and segregation. We examine how the refusal to reckon with slavery and treason has echoed through American history, from the backlash to the civil rights movement to Nixon’s Southern Strategy, to Trump’s pardons of January 6th rioters. We look at how the politics of memory fuels violence, as it did in Charlottesville in 2017, when the defense of a Confederate statue became a rallying cry for white nationalists. And we argue that these ghosts will keep returning without a national reckoning. Not as echoes of the past, but as real threats to the present.

This is not a book about guilt. It is a book about responsibility. It is for teachers and students, citizens and leaders, families and neighbors, anyone who wants to understand why the past still shapes the present and how the future depends on what we choose to remember. It is a call to reject comfortable myths and demand hard truths. Healing does not come from forgetting. It comes from finally seeing clearly and then doing what should have been done all along.

The question isn’t whether we still live with the consequences of Reconstruction’s failure. We do. 

The question is: what will we do once we finally understand them?
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