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State Policy & The Confederate Flag

Through the course of American history, dating from the Civil War to the present, the display of the Confederate flag has come to represent vastly different meanings for many Americans.  Judging on whom you ask, you are likely to encounter reasons and viewpoints that are essentially polar opposites.  There are those who view the Confederate battle flag as a symbol of Southern pride and heritage.  Moreover, it is viewed even as a tribute to those human beings who fought bravely, and sometimes died in the Civil War, for the love of their state.  On the other hand, there are Americans who view the flag as symbol of prejudice and hate that has been implemented by Southern states as a means of achieving racial imbalance.  Most Southern states, currently or have so in the past, used the Confederate flag for various reasons in the government and public sector alike.  Over the course of the past several years, many of these states have been forced to evaluate their policies on displaying the flag and thus establish proper legislation in dealing with it.


The state of Georgia has a long history of dealing with the Confederate flag, dating back to the Civil War.  On many levels, Georgia was a Confederate stronghold, particularly because of the intense military action that occurred there.  The incorporation of the Confederate emblem into the state flag did not actually occur until 1956, through legislation passed by the Georgia Assembly.  The individual who drafted the proposal for the modified flag was, ironically, a black lawyer named John Sammons Bell.  Quite often, there are varying motives given for the inclusion of the Confederate flag.  Some, including Bell, held that the modified flag served as a memorial to those soldiers and civilians who fought for Georgia in the Civil War.  

Nevertheless, it is extremely hard to deny the timing of such an introduction into the state’s government.  In the mid-1950’s, the Civil Rights movement was beginning to gain steam, questioning the subordinate role that African-Americans had held since the beginning institutions of slavery.  Dr. Brooks Blevins, a professor at Mississippi State University, states: “Georgia’s white legislators decided to alter the state flag, incorporating the ‘Stars and Bars’ into its design, in 1956, just two years after the monumental Brown v. Board of Education case declared segregated schools inherently unequal.” (Blevins)  Thus, opponents to the flag have regarded the flag as a rebuttal to the actions of blacks in achieving socio-economic gains.


The actions of anti-Confederate flag activists in Georgia prompted Governor Roy Barnes and his commission to push legislation in 2000.  The Georgia House passed House Bill 16 (H.B. 16) approving a new design for the state flag on January 24, 2001; on the 30th of that month, the Georgia State Senate also approved H.B. 16.  As a result, Governor Barnes signed the bill into law the following day (January 31, 2001), mandating a change in design of the state flag.  The Confederate emblem is still displayed in the state flag, although less prominently.  It is included in a banner under the state seal as part of a succession of flags that have flown in Georgia’s history.  With the modification of the state flag, the controversy in Georgia dwindled significantly.  

Many experts credit Governor Barnes for taking a firm stand on the issue, while implementing policy quickly.  In a traditionally conservative state with weak leadership, Barnes has worked hard to alter the influence of the governor in policy-making.  In order to examine the role of government in Georgia, it is wise to understand the ideological makeup of the governing class.  According to Daniel Elazar’s classification of political culture, Georgia is best described as a traditionalistic-individualistic state.  Ann Bowman and Richard Kearney, authors of State and Local Government, offer their definitions on this classification: “In an individualistic political culture, politics is a kind of open marketplace in which people participate because of essentially private motivations…In a traditionalistic political culture, politics functions to maintain the existing order, and political participation is confined to social elites.” (B & K, 19)  Based on this classification, Georgia government should be dominated by individuals who hold an elitist view of government, one run by and strictly for elites, coinciding with the desire to benefit one-self.

It is debatable whether Governor Barnes fits these ideologies or not, based on his actions in making the Confederate emblem less prominent on the flag.  On one hand, he assumed the decision should be made by the legislature and not the citizens, thus placing absolute power in the ruling or “traditionalist” minority.  However, I also do not believe that Barnes pushed the flag change due strictly to personal motives and interests.  In the past and present, Georgia has been a leader in the South—altering its economy from an agrarian base into a primary transportation, communication and industrial center for other states to model after.  Barnes characterizes his beloved Georgia as frontrunner and bastion of change, so it is understandable why he would welcome change faster.

When discussing the Confederate flag controversy, it is necessary to compare situations that conclude differently, while noting the manner in which they are carried out.  The state of Mississippi, too, began dealing with the problems of having a Confederate emblem incorporated in its state flag.  Unlike Georgia, Mississippi altered is flag to include the emblem long before the Civil Rights era.  The altered flag was adopted by Mississippi in 1894 in the Jim Crow era.  D.W. Steel, of Oxford, MS, states “The current flag was designed in that year, as part of an ongoing program to exclude African-Americans from the franchise and all other aspects of life.  By this time, the battle flag of the Confederacy had been co-opted by groups such as the Ku Klux Klan.” (Steel)  By being adopted by hate groups such as the Klan, the misuse of the Confederate flag had already begun—well before the state of Georgia adopted the emblem into its flag.

Due to pressure from anti-Confederate flag activists, legislators in Mississippi were forced to take action.  According to Steel, “On May 4, 2000, The Mississippi Supreme Court ruled that the 1894 law establishing the current state flag expired in 1906.  On June 30, Governor Ronnie Musgrove appointed an Advisory Commission on the State Flag and Coat of Arms, which is to study the issue.” (Steel)  The significance of the state flag was to be examined, with a report forthcoming.  Debate went to the state legislature, who in turn proposed a modified flag that eliminated the Confederate emblem.  Hoping to avoid criticism, the legislature voted to hold a statewide referendum on the issue.  The issue concluded with the citizens of Mississippi voting overwhelmingly in favor of retaining the current flag, emblem and all.


With the vote against a new flag, Mississippi remains the only state in the Union that continues to incorporate the Confederate emblem into the state flag.  Perhaps the biggest difference between the manner in which Georgia and Mississippi handled the flag controversy, is who inevitably decided the outcome.  In Georgia, it was Governor Barnes and the legislature, while in Mississippi it was the citizens.  The government of Mississippi went against its traditionalistic political culture by allowing their voters to decide on this issue.  Perhaps they made this decision out of fear of citizen backlash, or maybe they honestly felt that it was a matter for the people to decide.


Aside from the argument of prejudice in wanting to remove Confederate emblems, many activists are framing arguments based on business and economic factors.  A main argument that Governor Musgrove and other activists pushed for in the modification of the flag, was that it would help the state attract more businesses to relocate there.  Inevitably, many businesses and corporations view a state as “backward” and perhaps even “racist” if they allow the Confederate flag to fly on public and government property.  Mississippi is already an economically depressed state that yields the lowest per-capita personal income in the United States.  By dumping the flag and adopting a new one, many citizens, public and private, hoped to improve the state’s economy simply by awarding it with more opportunities for growth.


The state of South Carolina learned about the business aspect to the flag controversy the hard way.  While it did not incorporate the Confederate emblem on its state flag, it flew the rebel flag simultaneously with it.  The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) implemented a boycott of South Carolina in 2000, causing the state’s tourism industry to lose millions of dollars.  The state eventually removed the Confederate flag, which had been flying since 1962, and placed it on a memorial on the state grounds.  It is quite certain that South Carolina was concerned about its image, particularly in the business world.  BMW as well as several other corporations were investing in South Carolina, and the state wished to further prosper these economic ties.


Therefore, it is easy to see why the flag debate is not merely one concerning heritage as opposed to hate.  Nonetheless, in the public realm this is what the debate has come to symbolize.  In Georgia and Mississippi, as well as South Carolina, the role of interest groups is pretty extensive and can be characterized as dominant or semi-dominant.  In these states, interest groups are more likely to voice their opinions and have them addressed at the same time.  For example, the actions taken by the NAACP to boycott South Carolina forced the state to remove the Confederate flag from its statehouse.  While the flag was removed due to economic strain on its tourism industry, lets not forget that it was the NAACP who provided the impetus for action.  Likewise, groups lobbying to save the flag, such as the “Sons of Confederate Veterans” and the “Southern Independence Party” became increasingly vocal.


The Confederate flag is perhaps one of the most volatile and expressive symbols in American history.  Regardless of its intentions to honor those who fought in the Civil War, it has come to represent evil and hate for many citizens today.  The meanings of symbols can evolve over time, and that’s exactly what has happened to the Confederate flag.  It is no coincidence that Georgia and South Carolina began to fly the Confederate flag, either incorporated or alone, during and after the Civil Rights era.  Indeed the Civil War was fought over states’ rights, but included in this fight was the rights for Southern states to continue slavery.  This was a struggle that the Confederacy lost; they lost the right to keep institutionalized slavery.  In essence, the Confederate flag is a symbol of the past, and that is where it should stay.
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