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ABOUT THE SOUTHERN POVERTY LAW CENTER



The Southern Poverty Law Center, based in Montgomery, Ala., is a

nonprofit civil rights organization founded in 1971 and dedicated

to fighting hate and bigotry, and to seeking justice for the most

vulnerable members of society.

For more information about



THE SOUTHERN POVERTY LAW CENTER

SPLCENTER.ORG



“The Confederate flag is coming to mean something to everybody now.

It means the southern cause. It means the heart throbs of the people

of the South. It is becoming to be the symbol of the white race and the

cause of the white people. The Confederate flag means segregation.”

—roy v. harris, editor of augusta courier, 1951



“[I]t should have never been there. These grounds are a place that

everybody should feel a part of. What I realized now more than ever

is people were driving by and felt hurt and pain.”

—south carolina gov. nikki haley, july 10, 2015, on

the confederate battle flag on the state house grounds in columbia
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



After being indoctrinated online into the world of white supremacy and inspired by a racist hate group, Dylann Roof told friends he

wanted to start a “race war.” Someone had to take “drastic action”

to take back America from “stupid and violent” African Americans,

he wrote.

Then, on June 17, 2015, he attended a Bible study

The moment came amid a period of growing

meeting at the historic Emanuel A.M.E. Church alarm about the vast racial disparities in our counin Charleston and murdered nine people, all of try, seen most vividly in the deaths of unarmed

them black.

African Americans at the hands of police.

The act of terror shocked America with its chillUnder intense pressure, South Carolina offiing brutality.

cials acted first, passing legislation to remove the

But Roof did not spark a race war. Far from it.

Confederate flag from the State House grounds,

Instead, when photos surfaced depict- where it had flown since 1962. In Montgomery,

ing the 21-year-old white supremacist with the Alabama — a city known as the Cradle of the

Confederate battle flag —

Confederacy — the govincluding one in which he

ernor acted summarheld the flag in one hand

ily and without notice,

and a gun in the other —

ordering state workers

Roof ignited something

to lower several versions

else entirely: a grassroots

of Confederate flags that

movement to remove the

flew alongside a towering

flag from public spaces.

Confederate monument

In what seemed like an

just steps from the Capitol.

South Carolina removed this

instant, the South’s 150The movement quickly

Confederate flag in July 2015.

year reverence for the

began to focus on symConfederacy was shaken.

bols beyond the flag. In

Public officials responded

Memphis, the City Council

to the national mourning and outcry by remov- voted to remove a statue of Nathan Bedford Forrest,

ing prominent public displays of its most recog- the Confederate general who oversaw the massanizable symbol.

cre of black Union soldiers and became a Ku Klux

It became a moment of deep reflection for a Klan leader after the Civil War. Months later, after

region where the Confederate flag is viewed by a heated debate in December, the New Orleans

many white Southerners as an emblem of their City Council voted to remove three Confederate

heritage and regional pride despite its association statues and another commemorating a bloody

with slavery, Jim Crow and the violent resistance white supremacist rebellion against the city’s

to the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s. Reconstruction government in 1874.
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*This sum does not include approximately 2,570 Civil War battlefields,

markers, plaques, cemeteries and similar symbols that, for the most

part, merely reflect historical events.



Dylann Roof, the suspect in the

massacre of nine African Americans

in Charleston, S.C., in June 2015.



Across the South, communities began taking a

critical look at many other symbols honoring the

Confederacy and its icons — statues and monuments; city seals; the names of streets, parks and

schools; and even official state holidays. There have

been more than 100 attempts at the state and local

levels to remove the symbols or add features to provide more historical context.

Following the Charleston massacre, the

Southern Poverty Law Center launched an effort

to catalog and map Confederate place names and

other symbols in public spaces, both in the South

and across the nation. This study, while far from

comprehensive, identified a total of 1,503.*

These include:

•	 718 monuments and statues, nearly 300 of which

are in Georgia, Virginia or North Carolina;

•	 109 public schools named for Robert E. Lee,

Jefferson Davis or other Confederate icons;



•	 80 counties and cities named for Confederates;

•	 9 official Confederate holidays in six states; and

•	 10 U.S. military bases named for Confederates.

Critics may say removing a flag or monument,

renaming a military base or school, or ending a state

holiday is tantamount to “erasing history.” In fact,

across the country, Confederate flag supporters have

held more than 350 rallies since the Charleston attack.

But the argument that the Confederate flag

and other displays represent “heritage, not hate”

ignores the near-universal heritage of African

Americans whose ancestors were enslaved by the

millions in the South. It trivializes their pain, their

history and their concerns about racism — whether

it’s the racism of the past or that of today.

And it conceals the true history of the Confederate

States of America and the seven decades of Jim

Crow segregation and oppression that followed the

Reconstruction era.
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The Confederate Flag



The Confederate battle flag is one of the most

controversial symbols from U.S. history, recognizable by its red background and blue “X”

adorned with 13 white stars. The stars represent the 11 Confederate states plus Missouri

and Kentucky, two states that never officially

seceded. It’s also sometimes called the rebel

flag, Dixie flag or Southern Cross.

To many white Southerners,

the flag is an emblem of

regional heritage and pride. But

to others, it has a starkly different meaning — representing

racism, slavery and the country’s long history of oppression

of African Americans.

The flag we see most often

today is a rectangular version

of the square battle flag that was flown by the

Army of Northern Virginia, the South’s primary

military force in the Civil War. But this was never

the national flag of the Confederate States of

America (CSA). In fact, from 1861 to 1865, the

CSA adopted three different but similar versions

— the Stars and Bars, the Stainless Banner and

the Blood-Stained Banner. In addition, there

were many other flags associated with various military units, including the Confederate

States Navy.

It’s difficult to make the case today that the

Confederate flag is not a racist symbol. After

being used sparingly for decades, it began

appearing frequently in the 1950s and 1960s as

white Southerners resisted efforts to dismantle Jim Crow segregation. It began to fly over

state capitols and city halls across the region.

Elements of it were also incorporated into several state flags. Worst of all, it became a mainstay at Ku Klux Klan rallies as the organization

launched a campaign of bombings, murders and

other violence against African Americans and

civil rights activists.

Today, the state flags of Alabama, Arkansas,

Florida, Georgia and Mississippi still contain elements of the Confederate flag, with Mississippi’s

being the most conspicuous.



There is no doubt among reputable historians

that the Confederacy was established upon the

premise of white supremacy and that the South

fought the Civil War to preserve its slave labor. Its

founding documents and its leaders were clear.

“Our new government is founded upon … the great

truth that the negro is not equal to the white man;

that slavery subordination to the superior race

is his natural and normal condition,” declared

Confederate Vice President

Alexander H. Stephens in his 1861

“Cornerstone speech.”

It’s also beyond question that

the Confederate flag was used

extensively by the Ku Klux Klan

as it waged a campaign of terror

against African Americans during

the civil rights movement and

that segregationists in positions

of power raised it in defense of Jim Crow. George

Wallace, Alabama’s governor, unfurled the flag

above the state Capitol in 1963 shortly after vowing

“segregation forever.” In many other cases, schools,

parks and streets were named for Confederate

icons during the era of white resistance to equality.

Despite the well-documented history of the

Civil War, legions of Southerners still cling to the

myth of the Lost Cause as a noble endeavor fought

to defend the region’s honor and its ability to govern itself in the face of Northern aggression. This

deeply rooted but false narrative is the result of

many decades of revisionism in the lore and even

textbooks of the South that sought to create a

more acceptable version of the region’s past. The

Confederate monuments and other symbols that

dot the South are very much a part of that effort.

As a consequence of the national reflection that

began in Charleston, the myths and revisionist history surrounding the Confederacy may be losing

their grip in the South.

Yet, for the most part, the symbols remain.

The effort to remove them is about more than

symbolism. It’s about starting a conversation about

the values and beliefs shared by a community.

It’s about understanding our history as a nation.

And it’s about acknowledging the injustices of

the past as we address those of today. »



FINDINGS



It’s difficult to live in the South without being reminded that its

states once comprised a renegade nation known as the Confederate

States of America. Schools, parks, streets, dams and other public

works are named for its generals. Courthouses, capitols and public

squares are adorned with resplendent statues of its heroes and towering memorials to the soldiers who died. U.S. military bases bear

the names of its leaders. And, speckling the Southern landscape are

hundreds of Civil War markers and plaques.

The South even has its own version of Mount

But everything changed on June 17, 2015 — just

Rushmore — the Confederate Memorial Carving, five days short of the 150th anniversary of the last

a three-acre, high-relief sculpture depict- shot of the Civil War.

ing Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee and Thomas

That day in June, a white supremacist killed

“Stonewall” Jackson on the face of Stone nine African-American parishioners at the “Mother

Mountain near Atlanta.

Emanuel” church in

T h e re i s n o t h i n g

C h a r l e st o n , a p l a c e

remotely comparable

of worship renowned

in the North to honor

for its place in civil

the winning side of the

rights history.

Civil War.

As the nation recoiled

For decades, those

in horror, photos showopposed to public dising the gunman with

plays honoring the

the Confederate flag

Confederacy raised their

were discovered online.

This statue of Gen. Robert E. Lee towers over

objections, but with little

Almost immediately,

Monument Avenue in Richmond, Virginia.

success. A notable exceppolitical leaders across

tion was a Southern

the South were besieged

Poverty Law Center suit that, relying on an obscure with calls to remove the flag and other Confederate

state law, led to the removal of the Confederate bat- symbols from public spaces.

tle flag from the Alabama Capitol in 1993. Another

In the weeks that followed, it became clear that

was a 2000 compromise between South Carolina hundreds of public entities ranging from small

lawmakers and the NAACP that moved the flag towns to state governments across the South paid

from its perch above the Capitol dome to a monu- homage to the Confederacy in some way. But there

ment on the State House grounds.

was no comprehensive database of such symbols,
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