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Heritage vs. Hate:
The Impact on Higher Education of 4 Southern States Desire to Honor the Confederacy

Standing at the intersection of Jeff Davis Avenue (1% President of the
Confederacy) and Martin Luther King Street (Leader of the Civil Rights Movement), it is
difficult to digest these two symbolic, disparate historical figures combined in any kind of
philosophy that could possibly intersect. Similar to this street corner, however, many
states in the Deep South attempt to create such an intersection where the man who argued
for segregation and the oppression and enslavement of a group of people based on the
color of their skin and a man who fought to end such practices are both honored.

This dichotomy of holding on to an oppressive past while making small
adjustments to a more inclusive present have proved not only to stand in opposition of
one another but have guided many of the southern states into a slower development and
arrival into modern times. The high poverty levels, high incarceration rates, and low high
school graduation rates are all indicative of the States’ desire to hold on as (a plethora of
Confederate monuments suggests) to a separate and not so equal past. All of these
factors contribute to low access to the flagship higher educational institutions in these
states.

In recent times, four states in the Deep South (South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama,
and Mississippi) have all had official state symbols honoring the Confederacy. South

Carolina was recently embroiled in a battle over the Confederate flag’s placement atop



the State House. As a compromise, in 2000 South Carolina legislature voted to take the
flag down from the State House but has still positioned it on display on the State
Grounds.' Georgia recently entered two phases of flag design modifications. The State’s
flag from 1956-2001 had within it a representation of the Confederate flag. In 2001,
Georgia altered the State flag to contain a smaller representation of the flag (assuming its
size had anything to do with its offensiveness). Finally, in 2003, Georgia removed all
images of the Confederate flag from the State Flag.

Alabama, like South Carolina, once flew the Confederate Flag on top of the State
House, but removed the flag in 1993.2 On State Grounds, however, Alabama has a very
large Confederate monument honoring the soldiers’ fight and the premise behind their
fight. Moreover, Alabama’s current state flag displays the bars derived from the
Confederate flag. Lastly, Mississippi is the créme de la créme today in glorifying the
Confederacy. Mississippi currently has a large image of the Confederate battle flag
embedded in the State flag. Not only is this flag affixed upon the State House, but it is
present in every school and governmental building across the state, making its image
even more salient in Mississippi than any other aforementioned Southern state.

Oddly enough, though these States clearly have many white politicians (who
identify and value the ideals of the Confederacy) in power, a large proportion of these
States are comprised of African-Americans. According to Census Data, in 2005
Mississippi had 37% black residents, Alabama had 26%, Georgia had 30% and South

Carolina had 29% all compared with the national average of 13%.* Each of these states
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has more than twice the national average for African-American residents showing that
they have a high concentration of America’s black citizens.

The Confederate flag and what it stands for should be offensive to people of all
races, but it is definitely offensive to the large majority of African-Americans that were
specifically targeted by enslavement and treatment as sub-human. As Mississippi State
Senator David Jordan stated, it is painful for him to look at a symbol that personally
carries such a negative and cruel connotation, a person who attended the Emmett Till trial
and saw the two guilty white men acquitted of the brutal murder of a young black boy by
an all white jury. To many people, seeing the Confederate flag reminds them of the
institution of slavery, vicious lynchings (where in some instances the flag was flown over
the dead hanging bodies), Jim Crow laws, the Ku Klux Klan (which used the flag as one
of their symbols) and a whole host of other injustices directed towards blacks and those
that supported them gaining equal rights.

The psychological impact of seeing the State condone such an image can be
detrimental to all citizens of the particular state. Those who oppose the beliefs behind the
image feel less valued by the government and put little trust into governmental policies
and institutions. This distrust could very well be founded, considering that those voting
citizens and policy makers who stand behind a celebration of the Confederacy and are
sanctioning monuments and flags to carry its symbols, also put into action many policies
that go along with this ideology. A continuing permeation of the Confederate flag indeed
may encourage citizens who might have let go of this heritage to continue to remember

that ideology and put forth practices that support it.



For instance, in some Southern counties following the Brown v. Board decision in
1954 that ruled the “separate but equal” educational system as unconstitutional, officials
simply decided to shut down the public school system as opposed to integrating the
public schools. Under this model, all students suffered considering nobody, regardless of
race, was receiving a public education. Another reaction in some southern counties was
to build segregated academies. These academies would be all white privately funded
schools that would not accept any federal or state aid in order to legally maintain their
segregated status.> With the creation of segregated academies, most, if not all of white
students were pulled from the public system to the financial detriment of the public
school system, offering black students a poor education. At the same time, many of the
segregated academies were also poorly funded providing white students with a lower
quality of education.

This long-lasting effect of placing bigotry above quality education for all citizens
is evident in the high school graduation rates of Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, and
South Carolina (the States with the strongest current attachments to the Confederate flag).
In 2005, the United Health Foundation ranked the 50 states in order of highest to lowest
high school graduation rates. Mississippi was ranked 46™ among all states. Alabama
was immediately behind at 47". Georgia was ranked at 49™ only above South Carolina
which landed dead last at 50™.°

With such dismal graduation rates, a large chunk of these states’ populations are

automatically taken out of the college applicant running. Each state’s percentage of
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residents with a bachelor’s degree was below the national average in 2005.” If such high
numbers of the states’ residents are not graduating from high school, then attaining a
college education is not even an option for them, relegating them to lower salary brackets
and quicker occupational ceilings resulting from this lack of higher educational
opportunities. The Census determined in 2004 that the average person with a college
degree earns over $25,000 more than the average high school graduate.® These statistics
factor into the high poverty levels in these states. Mississippi led the way as the poorest
state in the country with a poverty level of 21.3% in 2005 (compared to the national
average of 13.3%). Alabama, South Carolina and Georgia all joined Mississippi in the
top 15 of the poorest states in 2005.°

All of these statistics have an effect on the public flagship higher educational
institutions in these states and how they are serving their state college-bound population.
Many of these schools have highly publicized stories regarding their integration:
Charlyane Hunter-Gault and Hamilton Holmes integrated the University of Georgia in
1959;'° James Meredith integrated Ole Miss in 1962 after a federal court order and under
the protection of U.S. marshals;*! Vivian Malone and James Hood integrated the
University of Alabama in 1963 against Governor George Wallace’s stand in the
schoolhouse door.** These public institutions are closely tied to the state government
bureaucracy and as such its ideologies. Therefore, if the government approves and

employs the use of the Confederate flag as an official symbol, it is not surprising that the
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state flagship institution would also widely accept the use of the symbol. This acceptance
relays many messages to would-be students who are offended by the Universities’ use of
the symbol and also has an effect on the admissions and recruitment practices of these
institutions.

The University of Alabama, which is located in a state that is 26% African-
American, only had a black enrollment of 11.8% in 2005.** Taking into consideration
that the University of Alabama has a 72.4% admittance rate in 2005, this displays that the
low number of African-American enrollment can both be attributed to low application
rates from black students in addition to the number of black students that are denied
admission.™*

The low number of black students present at the University of Alabama, however,
are not fully integrated themselves. Over 45 years after its initial integration, in 2001, no
black student had ever joined a white fraternity or sorority on campus. This segregation
is true in spite of a supposed university mandate calling for the integration of these
organizations in 1991. Many of the alumni from these white greek organizations are
wealthy politicians and economic powerhouses in the state with a lot of influence on both
university officials and present sorority and fraternity members.”> Under this structure, it
will be many more years to come before blacks and whites are also integrated socially at
the University of Alabama outside of the classroom and the sports fields.

The University of South Carolina (USC), located within walking distance of the
State House where the Confederate flag flies on State grounds, also has disappointing

numbers when it comes to the recruitment and enrollment of black students. In addition
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to the celebration of the Confederate flag, South Carolina also largely celebrates former
U.S. Presidential Candidate on the Dixiecrat segregrationist ticket and 39 year Senator
Strom Thurmond. USC touts buildings like the Strom Thurmond Wellness and Fitness
Center named after and in recognition of Thurmond.

Continuing the trend of low black enrollment numbers for a state with a high
black population (29%), USC only enrolled 13.6% African-American students of its total
enrollment population in 2005.*° The state of South Carolina is also a good example of
how flagship, predominantly white institutions have pushed black students towards
historically black colleges and universities (HBCU’s) to keep them out of the state white
colleges. Before his death, many college presidents of HBCU’s in South Carolina
honored Thurmond for his support and financial backing of many such colleges in the
state.” (Among the schools he aided, Thurmond also supported South Carolina State
University, the HBCU that educated his half-black daughter who was revealed to the
pubic following Thurmond’s death.) By funneling scholarship money and financial
backing to HBCU’s in the state, many black students opted to attend predominantly black
colleges instead of facing opposition to the integration of the white flagship institution.

The University of Mississippi, better known as Ole Miss, continues with its
States’ practice of incorporating the Confederate history and beliefs into the fabric of its
campus life. Following the Brown decision, the university immediately set forth a policy
requiring all applicants to submit five recommendation letters from Ole Miss alumni.

This feat was impossible for black applicants since at that time all Ole Miss graduates
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were white.’® Today, the sports teams of Ole Miss are named the Rebels (a term used to
refer to Confederate soldiers), the marching band still plays the song “Dixie” at football
games, and Confederate flags are prominently waved at sporting events. Furthermore, on
campus students pass a monument of a Confederate solider at the front entrance, a
cemetary for Confederate soldiers near the basketball arena and cross streets named
Confederate Drive, Lee Loop, and Jeff Davis Drive."

Due to its denial to let go of a racist history and belief system, Ole Miss’
academic and athletic quality have suffered tremendously. In 1988, the university was
not permitted access to Phi Beta Kappa chapter membership due to its inferiority of
faculty members and library resources. In addition to struggling to attract strong faculty,
the school’s practices also make it difficult to attract top black athletes. Ole Miss athletic
coaches that value integrated sports teams have complained for years that the school’s
images of white supremacy are only damaging the athletic department’s competitiveness
in the NCAA.?® It comes as no surprise that in the state that has such a high number of
African Americans at 37%, Ole Miss only enrolls approximately 13% black students.*

The state of Georgia may have finally rid itself from the embedded Confederate
flag in its state flag, but the demographics at The University of Georgia (UGA) clearly
show that residual effects are still active in the State’s policies. In 2005, Georgia was
30% black and over 20% of all college students in the state were black, but UGA
astounding only had a black enrollment of 6%.%2 These staggering numbers can be put

into more context when taking into account that in 2000, a U.S. District Court Judge (a
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graduate of both the college and the law school at UGA) struck down the use of
affirmative action policies in the admissions process. Prior to this ruling, blacks already
made up a small number of enrollees at UGA topping out at an all-time high of 6.8% in
1995 showing little sign of overcompensation regarding its policies to enroll black
students.

In 1999 the black acceptance rate was 36.7% compared to the white acceptance
rate of 66.7%; these numbers are before UGA was barred from using race sensitive
admission practices. In addition to discontinuing the use of any race sensitive policies in
admissions, the University without any prompting by court order halted the Holmes-
Hunter Scholarship program that awarded $1500 to a black student who showed
leadership potential. Due to UGA’s already tough admissions practices now coupled
with anti-affirmative action policies and decreased scholarship opportunities for black
students, college-bound blacks in the state are pipelined to the State’s three
predominantly black state institutions (each with an enrollment of over 90% black):
Albany State University, Fort Valley State University and Savannah State University.?

Taking into account the low enrollment rates and social isolation present on these
campuses for black students, it is clear that there are detrimental effects of the
continuation of celebrating the Confederate ideals within state government and in the
higher educational institutions themselves. Moreover, proven by lower high school and
college graduation rates and the ensuing high poverty levels, it can be argued that not
only are African-Americans being adversely affected by a demeaning and dehumanizing
past, but all of the states’ residents, regardless of race are suffering from poor educational

systems and access issues.
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In these environments where black students would be subjected to seeing state
flags, the school’s mascot and state monuments which all commemorate the Confederacy
at every turn, it is no surprise that many blacks would not have a strong desire to attend
these colleges with such atmospheres. A black student may assume that they will be
underappreciated and undervalued in a population that still finds an observance of a
Confederate past significant.

It is also not unthinkable that those blacks who do still want to attend these
colleges are given a fair chance at attaining admission and then excelling academically
and socially once they are on campus. Likewise, white students are receiving an inferior
educational opportunity. They are not challenged to critique an oppressive heritage under
the Confederacy but are encouraged to celebrate and support this heritage cutting
themselves off from an increasingly global market and economy. Alabama, Georgia,
Mississippi and South Carolina may have made tons of progress over the years in
building more inclusive environments (many times by the prompting of federal
government), but they need to do more to dissolve official state connections to the
Confederacy to truly positively impact the educational and therefore financial conditions

of all of their residents.
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