
Love the 
South

Question the Confederacy



Its hard to believe we are still fighting a war that happened over 150 years ago. As 
the debate rages over taking down Confederate memorials and flags, its time for 
Southerners to come down on the right side of history and stop whitewashing our 
dark past. We can be proud of who we are as Southerners without celebrating the 
legacy of slavery. We can remember our heritage and understand our history without 
valorizing those that perpetuated awful atrocities. We can be proud of our Southern 
culture without defending a system that terrorized and enslaved an entire race of 
people.

The Civil War was about State’s Rights… 
to Uphold Slavery and White Supremacy
The most common argument made in defense of the Confederacy is to cloak the intentions 
of southern secessionists behind the veil of “states’ rights”. 

Reading the individual state declarations of secession makes quite explicit the reasons for 
joining the Confederacy. Take Mississipi’s for example: “Our position is thoroughly identified 
with the institution of slavery—the greatest material interest of the world,” it reads. “Its 
labor supplies the product which constitutes by far the largest and most important portions 
of commerce of the earth.”

 Or Texas’s declaration of secession: “We hold as undeniable truths that the governments 
of the various States, and of the confederacy itself, were established exclusively by the 
white race, for themselves and their posterity; that the African race had no agency in their 
establishment; that they were rightfully held and regarded as an inferior and dependent 
race, and in that condition only could their existence in this country be rendered beneficial 
or tolerable.”

If that is not convincing enough, read the words of Confederate vice president Alexander 
Stephens in March 1861 just weeks before the first shots were fired in the Civil War,

“The new constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating questions relating to our 
peculiar institution of African slavery as it exists amongst us the proper status of the negro 
in our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present 
revolution.



“Jefferson in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the "rock upon which the old Union would 
split." He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But whether he 
fully comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may be doubted. 
The prevailing ideas entertained by him and most of the leading statesmen at the time of the 
formation of the old constitution, were that the enslavement of the African was in violation 
of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, morally, and politically…

“…Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, 
its corner- stone rests, 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. This, 
our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, 
philosophical, and moral truth.” 

Furthermore, the argument of states rights becomes increasingly dubious when you realize 
that part of the impetus for the Civil War was northern states asserting their rights to not 
enforce the Fugitive Slave act.  Writer Jake Flanagin explains, 

“South Carolina was the first state to secede from the Union. On Dec. 24, 1860, its 
government issued a ‘Declaration of the Immediate Causes Which Induce and Justify the 
Secession of South Carolina from the Federal Union.’ In it, South Carolinian leaders aired 
objections to laws in Northern states—specifically, those that sprung from the case of Prigg 
v. Pennsylvania (1842), in which the US Supreme Court ruled that state authorities could 
not be forced to help return fugitive slaves to the South. Ensuing individual state legislation 
in New England would double down on that very ruling, expressly forbidding state officials 
from enforcing the federal Fugitive Slave Acts, or the use of state jails to detain fugitive 
slaves.

“In effect, South Carolina seceded because the federal government would not overturn 
abolitionist policies in Northern states. South Carolina seceded because the federal 
government would not violate a state’s right to abstain from slavery and its concomitant 
policies”.

The Confederate states seceded from the Union unequivocally to maintain 
the system of slavery. Case closed.



Rich Man’s War, Poor Man’s Fight
For all the people flying Confederate flags and defending monuments these days, celebrating 
what they view as a glorious war to defend the South, few realize just how unpopular it 
was for the average Southerner who actually lived through it. The fact is that many white 
southerners saw the Civil War for what it really was, a rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight. 
It was a war to defend the wealthy plantation class’ slavery driven economy, paid for with 
the death and misery of tens of thousands of mostly poor whites. 

When the Civil War came to a head in 1861, folks in the South were not exactly lining up 
at the door to die on behalf of the plantation owners. In fact, within a year of secession the 
Confederacy had to pass the Conscription Act, mandating that all men 18-35 serve in the 
military in order to fill its ranks, having to threaten young men with imprisonment and even 
execution to enforce the order. Eventually this was not enough and the draft was expanded 
to men aged 17-50, showing just how desperate the Confederacy was to find more cannon 
fodder. 

To add insult to injury the Confederacy created loopholes making it easy for the rich to 
avoid military service, ensuring that this would be a war fought by the poor. For example, 
those owning 20 or more slaves were exempt from serving in the Confederate army, and 
for those that could afford it, conscripts were permitted to hire a substitute to fight in their 
place, a luxury generally only the wealthy could enjoy.

Being conscripted into the Confederate Army didn’t just put a soldiers life at risk for a 
cause he wasn’t eager to die for, it also meant great hardship for the families left behind. 
Conscription tore away fathers and sons who were often vital breadwinners for their families, 
leaving mothers and children to tend the farms and care for the families on their own. As 
a result desertion rates were incredibly high. In North Carolina it is estimated that 23,000 
soldiers deserted the Confederate army. In some regiments such as the 60th North Carolina 
Regiment and the 44thVirginia Infantry Regiment nearly one third of troops deserted. At 
the Battle of Antietam, Robert E. Lee estimated a third of his troops were missing due to 
“straggling” and desertion.

An unnamed Confederate officer at the time noted, "The deserters belong almost entirely 
to the poorest class of non slave-holders whose labor is indispensable to the daily support 
of their families" and that "When the father, husband or son is forced into the service, the 
suffering at home with them is inevitable. It is not in the nature of these men to remain quiet 
in the ranks under such circumstances.”



In fact, the Confederacy was so unpopular in parts of the South that many Southerners 
actually took up arms against it. Western North Carolina, East Tennessee, Floyd, VA,  Jones 
County, Mississippi, and Robeson County, NC among many others, saw active insurgencies 
against the Confederacy. 

So when you fly the Confederate flag, you may well be celebrating a Confederacy that your 
ancestors and many Southerners wanted no part of. 

Monuments to Hate
“I think it wiser …not to keep open the sores of war but to follow the examples of those 
nations who endeavored to obliterate the marks of civil strife, to commit to oblivion the 
feelings engendered.” – Robert E. Lee remarking on a proposal to build a Confederate 
Monument at the end of the Civil War

An interesting thing about Civil War monuments and the confederate flag, the overwhelming 
majority of them were raised decades, even a century after the Civil War, and their 
construction has nearly always peaked in reaction to African Americans fighting for civil 
rights. Writer Logan Strother lays it all out for us: 

“But what is less well-known is the actual history of these symbols after the Civil War — and 
this history sheds important light on the debate. Confederate symbols have not always been 
a part of American or Southern life. They largely disappeared after the Civil War. And when 
they reappeared, it was not because of a newfound appreciation of Southern history.

“Instead, white Southerners reintroduced these symbols as a means of resisting the Civil 
Rights movement. The desire to maintain whites’ dominant position in the racial hierarchy 
of the United States was at the root of the rediscovery of Confederate symbols. 

“For several decades after the Civil War, the Confederate battle emblem was rarely displayed 
— typically only during tributes to actual Confederate veterans. It was not part of state flags or 
other official symbols or displays. In fact, the Confederate battle flag was so uncommon that 
in 1930, Sen. Coleman Livingston Blease had to have one specially made by the Daughters 
of South Carolina for him to display in his office.

“It wasn’t until 1948 that the Confederate flag re-emerged as a potent political symbol. The 
reason was the Dixiecrat revolt — when Strom Thurmond led a walkout of white Southerners 
from the Democratic National Convention to protest President Harry S. Truman’s push for 



civil rights. The Dixiecrats began to use the Confederate flag, which sparked further public 
interest in it.

“Consequently, the flag became strongly linked to white supremacy and opposition to 
civil rights for African Americans. In 1951, Rep. John Rankin (D-Miss.), a very outspoken 
segregationist, proudly announced that he had “never seen as many Confederate flags in all 
my life as I have observed floating here in Washington during the last few months.” Rankin 
himself wore a Confederate flag necktie to serve as a constant reminder of his opposition to 
“beastly” integration policies.

In 1954, the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which ordered 
the desegregation of public primary schools, focused the energies and ire of hardcore 
segregationists throughout the South. Efforts to resist school integration and other civil 
rights protections for African Americans included the display of Confederate symbols and 
especially the Confederate battle flag.

For example, within a year of Brown, there was a push to redesign Georgia’s state flag to 
incorporate the Confederate battle emblem. The flag containing the emblem was designed by 
John Sammons Bell, chairman of the Georgia Democratic Party and leader of the powerful 
Association of County Commissioners (ACC).

The ACC adopted and circulated resolutions supporting the Confederate emblem as 
“symbolic of the traditions it represents … ” One resolution made clear what those traditions 
were: it stated that Brown was “an affront and challenge to the traditions of our people … 
[and] this Association and its members … pledge … to protect and maintain the segregation 
of the races in our schools.” None of the ACC resolutions mentioned Confederate soldiers 
or their cause.

The new flag was approved by the Georgia legislature and officially adopted in 1956. 
Denmark Groover, who guided the bill through the State House, frankly admitted that “the 
Confederate symbol was added mostly out of defiance to federal integration orders.”

Remembering without Celebrating
Did you cheer in 2003 when Iraqis, aided by the US Army, tore down statues of Saddam Hussein? 
If you were around in the 80’s, how did you feel when people across the Soviet Union began 
tearing down the statues of Stalin and Lenin as popular uprisings led to the crumbling of Soviet 
control in Eastern Europe? What do you think about our parents and grandparents who fought 



in World War II and helped German citizens remove every symbol of the Nazi party. Was this 
erasing history? Do Germans, Ukranians, and Iraqis suddenly not remember the dark side of 
their history because they took down the monuments that valorized it? Absolutely not.

We can remember our history without celebrating the people and institutions who 
committed some of the worst atrocities in human history. It is time for these monuments 
to come down. It is time to see that the Confederate flag is not a symbol of rebellion, but of 
hurt and sorrow.

What it Means to be Southern

There is so much more to the South than the Confederacy, a government which perished 
over 150 years ago and was only in existence for five years. We don’t have to let it define 
what it means to be a Southerner. We can celebrate the many great things about the South 
without valorizing a government that wasted tens of thousands of human lives to defend the 
indefensible institution of slavery. We can proudly claim our southerness in our cornbread, 
BBQ, and sweet tea, not to mention our country music, bluegrass, and blues music. We’ve got 
national icons like Hank Williams and Nina Simone to show what it means to be Southern.
And we are blessed live in a rich beatiful land, from the spanish moss covered bayous of the 
Gulf Coast to the ramp filled coves of Southern Appalachia.

We can celebrate the history of real Sothern rebels who fought for the freedom of everyone, 
rather than the side of oppression.  Real rebels like Henry Lowry a Lumbee Indian in eastern 
North Carolina who led a band of escaped slaves and white deserters in a guerilla war against 
the Confederacy and the slave owners. Or Harriet Tubman, a woman born into slavery who 
conducted over a dozen missions to free slaves via the Underground Railroad, and would 
later help John Brown organize his raid on Harpers Ferry. Or Anne Braden, a white woman 
from Kentucky who dedicated her life to fighting Jim Crow segregation laws in the early 50’s 
before the rise of the Civil Rights movement had begun to sweep the nation, and published 
a newspaper called The Southern Patriot, to get out the word about the fight for civil rights. 
Or Robert F. Williams, a black man who successfully desegregated the Monroe, NC library 
despite violent mobs and several attempts on his life by the KKK and law enforcement.

These are the real rebels we need to celebrate when we talk about our Southern heritage, 
those that risked everything to fight for a world where everyone in their community could 
enjoy liberty, equality, and a good life. 
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 “There is so much more to the South than the Confederacy, 
a government which perished over 150 years ago and 
was only in existence for five years. We don’t have to let it 
define what it means to be Southern. We can celebrate the 
many great things about the South without valorizing a 
government that wasted tens of thousands of human lives 
to defend the indefensible institution of slavery.”


