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ABSTRACT 

Flags have represented people groups, geographic areas, cultures, histories, and 

ideologies for millennia. A diverse populace has the potential to rally underneath a strong 

flag and move beyond past wounds, as evidenced by South Africa’s post-apartheid flag. 

Due to this intrinsic connection with society, flags can elicit extreme emotions and 

become the identity of a particular locale, for better or for worse (Smith, 2015, p. 6). In 

the summer of 2015, Mississippi House of Representatives Speaker Philip Gunn 

expressed his personal viewpoint while addressing fellow state politicians: “I believe our 

state’s flag has become a point of offense that needs to be removed. We need to begin 

having conversations about changing Mississippi’s flag (Sanburn 2015).” This body of 

research explores the state of Mississippi’s controversial flag and how an informed 

design process can create an appropriate, aesthetic solution.  

Mississippi is the last state in the U.S. to include the Confederate battle flag in its 

identity. Since the Civil War, this symbol has held a racially divisive connotation due to 

its association with the slave-holding Confederacy and adoption by hate groups such as 

the Ku Klux Klan. This symbol of the past is a hindrance to a state that has, according to 

the 2015 U.S. Census, a 37.6% African American population (the highest in the nation, 

behind Washington DC).  With African Americans making up a large percentage of the 

state’s residents, a flag connected to the Confederate States of America is not an accurate 

representation of its people. 

In 2001, Mississippi held a statewide referendum for a new flag, but the state 
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overwhelmingly voted to keep the old flag adopted in 1894. One of the most common 

arguments for keeping the flag has been maintaining a so-called symbol of Southern 

pride and respecting ancestors who died fighting the Civil War. “A corner of our flag is a 

small sacrifice of cloth for the bloody, honorable and selfless sacrifice [Confederate 

soldiers] made for Mississippi (Cantner 2C).”  

This thesis will explore important Mississippi symbols that could effectively 

represent Southern heritage while also celebrating racial diversity. Since 2001, other 

Southern states such as Georgia and South Carolina have removed the Confederate battle 

flag from their identities and governmental facilities. 

The deliverables for this thesis will result in two flag designs: Outcome A—

generated by research and design expertise, and Outcome B—generated by a creative 

partnership with Mississippians through online surveys. The following items will be 

created as a result of the new flag proposals: flag design process journal, flag style guide, 

new flag symbolism posters, new flag proposal video, a new flag proposal kit, and 

websites promoting Outcome A (MightyMagnoliaFlag.com) and Outcome B 

(DesignMississippi.com) to assist in promoting these new potential state identities. By 

researching vexillology (the study of flags), vexillography (the design of flags), 

Mississippi symbolism, Mississippi history, and similar flag discussions, this project aims 

to accurately represent the twenty-first century residents of this state. The proposed flag 

designs will be incorporated in online surveys to assess their potential appeal among 

Mississippians.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In the State of Mississippi, a new flag design is needed to help heal a troubled 

past, unify the diverse populace, instill pride-of-place, and remove a stigma. In 1963, Roy 

Wilkins, the Executive Director of the NAACP proclaimed, “there is no state with a 

record that approaches that of Mississippi in inhumanity, murder and brutality and racial 

hatred.  It is absolutely at the bottom of the list (Bagwell, 1987).” Although the situation 

has changed in Mississippi over the decades, a negative perception of the state has 

remained due in part to its controversial symbolism (Wolken, 2014). 

Statement of the Problem 

Since 1894, the State of Mississippi has positioned the Confederate battle flag in 

the forefront of its identity, in the upper-left quadrant (upper hoist or canton) of its 

official state flag (see Figure 1). Such a divisive symbol of the past affects a large portion 

of the state’s populace on a negative emotional level and inhibits internal unity. For many 

African Americans, seeing the Confederate symbol elicits fear and is a reminder of 

violence perpetrated at the hands of men who have proudly displayed it (O’Keefe 2015). 

In the documentary 30 for 30: Ghosts of Ole Miss, the racial turmoil that occurred during 

the University of Mississippi’s winning football season in the autumn of 1962 is reflected 

upon by past students, football players, and James Meredith, the first African American 

student at Ole Miss. After Meredith enrolled, riots broke out involving the students, local 

residents, the National Guard, and federal troops. At the height of the deadly conflict, a 

Confederate flag was hoisted above the central campus building, the Lyceum, as a 

symbol of victory for the antebellum mind-set and staking claim to a university that only 

included white students. Charles K. Ross, the Director of African American Studies at the 
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University of Mississippi, explains that the symbol still holds emotional power in the 

twenty-first century: “When I see a Confederate flag, it is a very disturbing image to me 

as an African American (Mitchell).” On June 17, 2015, a 21-year-old white man named 

Dylan Roof shot and killed nine African American worshippers at Emanuel African 

Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina. After the tragedy, reporters 

asked local church leader Reverend Joseph Darby about his feelings concerning the 

Confederate battle flag that flew over government property. He replied that in the flag he 

saw “rape, torture, terrorism, murder, subjugation” and discussed his memories of the 

KKK’s affiliation with the symbol in the 1960s (CBS This Morning). Karlos Taylor, a 

committee member for this thesis who lives in Mississippi, regarded the symbol in an e-

mail correspondence as the “negro skull and crossbones (Taylor 2016).” A 2015 Mason-

Dixon statewide poll substantiates this viewpoint, showing that 77% of African 

Americans in Mississippi supported the removal of the Confederate symbol from the state 

flag (MS News Now). 
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Figure 1. The State Flag of Mississippi. The canton includes the Confederate battle flag emblem. The state 
of Mississippi first recognized this flag after a vote in 1894. Copyright The State of Mississippi. 
 

In addition to the social ramifications, the current flag design is a potential 

hindrance to the state’s economy and business growth. In a 2015 interview, Blake Wilson 

of the Mississippi Economic Council ruminated on the possibility of the state flag design 

hurting Mississippi’s business. “If you’re trying to market a product and you have a 

brand that makes 37 percent to 38 percent of your potential public uncomfortable, would 

you market that brand (Jackson)?” In 2000, Nissan Motor Company was in the early 

stages of planning a 4,000-worker plant near the city of Canton, MS. Jim Morton, vice 

president for finance at Nissan North America, admitted the company had concerns about 

the state’s image. “The Confederate flag was an issue that was discussed and addressed 

with state officials in our decisions to come here (Shoenberger 1A).” Essentially, some 

companies are leery to conduct business in a state that associates itself with what many 

perceive as a symbol of backwards thinking and racism. Before the flag vote of 2001, 
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Ray Phillips, president of the Mississippi Tourism Association, publicly promoted a flag 

change. “With $6.1 billion generated by tourists each year in the state, Phillips said it 

made sense to join others…in endorsing the change (Lindsay 2001).” 

In his book, Design for Social Change, graphic designer Andrew Shea says that 

“a single logo or poster design rarely addresses the totality of the social issue that 

prompted the designer’s engagement in the first place. Instead, designers need to find 

ways to get to the root of the problem, which is often part of the larger, messier system of 

issues that need to be dealt with (Shea 10).” In order to get to “the root of the problem” 

surrounding the Mississippi state flag, this thesis will explore vexillology, vexillography, 

Mississippi history and symbolism, a worldwide comparative analysis of other flags, and 

related current events to establish the foundation for an appropriate design solution. The 

goal of this thesis is to use the research findings to create a proof-of-concept flag design 

for the State of Mississippi that accurately represents all of its residents, thus forming an 

appropriate historical identity for this state in the twenty-first century.  

Defining Vexillology  

According to the Flag Institute website, vexillology is “the scientific study of 

flags and related emblems. It is concerned with research into flags of all kinds, both 

modern and historical, the creation of a body of practice for flag design and usage, and of 

a body of theory of flag development. Vexillology seeks to understand and explain the 

important part played by flags in the modern world (flaginstitute.org).” This field of 

study combines semiotics, aesthetics, and anthropology, as it views all cultures through 

the lens of each unique flag. By doing so, much can be learned about people groups at 

specific moments in history.  
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History of Vexillology 

The term “vexillology” was coined in 1958 by Whitney Smith, the founder of the 

Flag Research Center located in Massachusetts (Sarwark).  The word derives from 

vexillum, the Latin word that signifies a military banner (Oxford Dictionary). Evidence 

suggests that ancient civilizations such as Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, China, and the Aztec 

nations attached emblems and ornamental elements to the end of long sticks, which are 

referred to as “vexilloids (see Figure 2).” The oldest vexilloid still in existence is a 5,000-

year-old Persian staff with an eagle finial perched on top and a metal square protruding 

from the side, reminiscent of a modern flag in high wind. These ancient objects were 

primarily used for military and ceremonial practices and were made of materials such as 

feathers, wood, and pieces of cloth. The appearance of the vexilloids evolved with the 

introduction of silk from China around AD 500. China’s flag practices extend as far back 

as 1500 BC, with the flag representing the fabled Yellow Emperor (Znamierowski 8–10).  

Inspired by the Persians, Rome introduced vexilloids within their empire, thus 

spreading their usage into all of its conquered territory. An early version of a Roman 

vexilloid is described as “a fringed square hanging from a crossbar, fastened beneath the 

spear top of [a]…lance (New Wave 7).” By the 12th century, vexilloids were used to help 

identify rulers, domains, and nationality at sea (Znamierowski 8). 
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Figure 2. Vexilloids. These flag-like staffs were used by ancient civilizations for military and ceremonial 
purposes. Left to right: Assyrian, Roman, Aztec, Mongolian, Japanese. From The World Encyclopedia of 
Flags (p. 9), by Alfred Znamierowski, 2014, London: Lorenz Books. Copyright Anness Publishing Ltd 
2014. 
 

Heraldic symbols, which are often seen in modern flag design, have been used in 

the branding of place and people since the twelfth century. These familial crests or coats 

of arms have permeated western history and helped to form the central flag symbolism 

for many nations. “At the period of the Third Crusade (1189) they were in actual 

existence as hereditary decorations of weapons of warfare (Davies 16).” These symbols 

grew in the eyes of the people they represented, and a strong emotional bond was created. 

Heraldry (or armory) was incorporated into the design of weapons, flags, and clothing, 

establishing a visual sense of community that emotionally filtered down through 

generations. “In those days every man fought, and his weapons were the most cherished 

of his personal possessions. The sword his father fought with, the shield his father 

carried, the banner his father followed would naturally be amongst the articles a son 
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would be most eager to possess…for the son would naturally take pride in upholding the 

fame which had clustered round the pictured signs and emblems under which his father 

had warred (Davies 17).” Nations such as Portugal still fly flags with heraldry 

prominently displayed harking back to royalty (Smith 86).   

In the 11th century, one hundred years before European families developed a 

visual identity, Japan introduced its own heraldry, called Mon, via wealthy courtiers. 

While Europe often chose natural or mythological symbols of power—lions, eagles, 

griffins, horses—the high-ranking families of Japan primarily used shapes suggestive of 

the botanical and avian world (Adachi V). The Japanese heraldic tradition has continued 

its influence in the modern-day prefecture flag designs of Japan and even into 

international brands. Mitsubishi Motors Corporation’s logo design is a combination of the 

three oak leaves representing the Yamauchi family crest and the three-tiered water 

chestnuts in the Iwasaki family crest (Mitsubishi.com). 

In the 18th century, the Dutch Prinsenvlag was introduced and is regarded as the 

first national flag. It also ushered flags into modernity, taking away heraldry and utilizing 

colors and shapes to evoke national pride. The Prinsenvlag included horizontal bands of 

three colors—white, orange and blue—which were echoed in the flags of subsequent 

Dutch colonies (see Figure 3). Revolutions that took place in America and France 

followed this trend by avoiding the inclusion of traditional heraldry (New Wave 9). “The 

design of these newly created flags reflected the idea that, with the abolition of 

monarchy, the heraldic system of identification was also rejected. The colours and 

designs acquired symbolic meaning and flags began to carry ideological and political 

messages (Znamierowski 18).”  
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Figure 3. The Prinsenvlag. This Dutch flag from the 17th century is considered an early example of 
“modern” flag design. Iterations of this flag were utilized in Dutch colonies around the world. The 
apartheid-era flag of South Africa is an example of a Prinsenvlag derivation (Znamierowski 18.) Re-created 
by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 

 

In the twenty-first century, flags still carry emotional weight. Citizens find pride, 

hate, and personal identity in flags—they are brand-loyal and proud to fuse their 

individuality with that of a nation or community. During times of unrest, flags are burned 

as an act of rebellion or to send a message of dissatisfaction to a nation’s leadership 

(Savage 2016). Flags can be seen on t-shirts, smart phone cases, patches, baseball caps, 

playing cards, computer wallpapers, lapel pins, license plates, pet collars, coffee mugs 

and anything else with a surface that can be decorated. During international sporting 

events, fans paint their bodies to mimic their nation’s flag. For this reason, Panasonic 

created an app called Flag Tags for the 2012 Olympic games, which enabled fans to 

“paint their faces with national flags in the digital space (Rudenko 2012).” Fans could 

share their national pride on social media by having flag designs superimposed over their 
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faces in digital photography, thus avoiding the use of actual body paint. With the modern 

day popularity and acceptance of tattoos, many people choose to have flags permanently 

displayed on their skin as an act of inseparable allegiance to that flag’s community. All of 

these psychological connections to communal flags are a reflection of the pride evoked 

by seeing the symbolism, colors, and shapes catching wind at the top of a flagstaff.   

In his book Love Thy Neighbor: A Story of War, reporter Peter Maass discusses 

the power of flags during the Serb and Muslim conflict within Bosnia in the 1990s: 

“…the victors had delusions of grandeur. It was visual. Across the street from the hotel 

stood City Hall, sporting an oversized Serb flag that hung from the roof to the ground, a 

hundred feet tall, fifty feet wide, three horizontal stripes of blue, white and red, so large 

that only a strong breeze could make it flap. The flag…was meant as a projection of Serb 

nationalism, as though size were all that mattered, rather than content. I had never 

thought of flags as weapons, but in Bosnia, as in the rest of Europe, they were becoming 

the deadliest weapons of all (Maass 80).” People still follow flags into battle, die for them 

on the battlefield and have their caskets covered with them. 

Defining Vexillography 

 The North American Vexillological Association (NAVA) defines vexillography 

as “the design of flags (Kaye 11).” This term is often included as a subcategory under 

vexillology, but is broad enough to merit its own field of study. Kaye further 

differentiates the two terms as “a shift from the descriptive to the prescriptive.” In other 

words, one must have a foundation in flag history and culture in order to effectively judge 

the aesthetic qualities of a flag as well as design an appropriate flag for a unique people 

group.  
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The late vexillologist Dr. Peter Orenski proposed a new name for a person who 

effectively studies flags as well as critiques their designs: “Vexillonnaire.” It describes “a 

person actively addressing poor flag design or inaccurate flag renditions in actual flags, 

as well as promoting broad usage of flags, enhancing their appreciation, and teaching 

their history (E. Kaye 11).” Dr. Orenski utilized four rules to effectively judge a flag 

design’s aesthetic components: color, simplicity, distinctness, and symbolism. Orenski 

emphasized the importance of simplicity: “The flag must be recognizable from fifty feet 

or on a one-inch lapel pin (Howe VI).” According to Randy Howe, author of Flags of the 

Fifty States, there are three ways to judge a flag’s beauty: “aesthetically (based purely on 

appearance), symbolically and in a social/political/historical context (Howe VII).” 

Ted Kaye of NAVA gets a little more specific with his Good Flag, Bad Flag: How to 

Design a Great Flag booklet. His five principles include:  

1) Keep It Simple  

2) Use Meaningful Symbolism  

3) Use 2–3 Basic Colors  

4) No Lettering or Seals  

5) Be Distinctive or Be Related 

These principles were investigated during a 2015 TED Talk with Roman Mars, host of 

the 99% Invisible design podcast. Mars discusses what makes some civic flags beautiful 

or ugly using Kaye’s principles. “What I love about flags is that once you understand the 

design of flags, what makes a good flag, what makes a bad flag, you can understand the 

design of almost anything (Mars 2015).” Essentially, these principles could be practiced 

in other facets of design to help create economical and significant visual communication.  
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Mars ends his impassioned talk with a demand for effective flags: “The marriage of good 

design and civic pride is something that we need in all places. The best part about…flags 

is that we own them. They are an open-source, publicly owned design language of the 

community. When they are done well, they are remixable, adaptable, and they are 

powerful (Mars 2015).” 

 

 
Figure 4. Flag Anatomy. When practicing vexillography, it is important to have a basic knowledge of flag 
anatomy and terminology. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
 

Flag Anatomy and Terminology 

 In order to effectively discuss flag design, a base knowledge of traditional flag 

anatomy and terminology is required (see Figure 4). A flag design is typically displayed 

with the hoist edge (the side that connects to the flagstaff) on the left and the fly edge (the 



 

12 

side that catches the wind) on the right. The flag surface is divided into quadrants using 

the hoist and fly edges to distinguish specific sections of the flags being discussed. For 

instance, many flags use the upper left quadrant for prominent visual elements, which is 

called the upper hoist or the canton. The canton is a place of importance for many flags 

(e.g., the fifty stars on the flag of the United States of America) and can be designed in 

various size proportions on the top edge of the flag’s face. The field, also known as the 

ground, is the predominant background color of a flag. Many flags have two colors 

(bicolors) or three colors (tricolors) composed as stripes, making up the field in various 

orientations and proportions. Occasionally multi-colored fields require a narrow band of 

color, called a fimbriation, separating areas of low contrasting color. This helps create 

contrast in a design and heightens the legibility of a flag from a distance (Flags of the 

World). 

The field at times contains a prominent symbol or object positioned in the 

forefront, called a charge. A charge can vary from a simple shape, like a star, to 

something more complex, like a detailed heraldic crest. Japan’s flag is arguably one of 

the most effective and economically designed charges in the world. In his book Design as 

Art, Bruno Munari ponders the Japanese flag and describes it as “a red disc on a white 

background. Why is such a simple design so effective? Because the white background 

isolates the disc from everything around it…and because the disc itself is a form that the 

eye finds it hard to escape from (Munari 86).” A variety of crosses are used as popular 

charges around the world . The saltire is comprised of two diagonal crossing bars 

creating an X on top of the field. Well-known examples of the saltire include the national 

flag of Scotland (the St. Andrew’s Cross), St. Patrick’s Cross of Ireland, Jamaica, and the 
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state flags of Alabama and Florida. The St. George’s Cross is a more symmetrical design 

with the cross bars arranged in a horizontal and vertical composition—as seen in the flag 

of England. The United Kingdom’s famous Union Jack combines the St. Andrew’s, St. 

Patrick’s, and St. George’s crosses to denote harmony between Scotland, Ireland and 

England. Some other charge designs include the crescent moon, star, diamond/lozenge, 

circle, square, triangle, or single diagonal band. The strategic positioning of color, shape, 

and symbol within a specific ratio make a flag effective (Flags of the World). 
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Figure 5. Symmetrical Flag Design. These flag designs are considered symmetrical either vertically and/or 
horizontally. Public Domain. 

 

Flags can be designed in both symmetrical and asymmetrical compositions (see 

Figure 5). For example, flags representing England, Canada, India, Japan, Jamaica, and 

France all contain symmetrical compositions. The symmetrical appearance can be 

achieved by including a central charge or evenly spaced bars of color. Symmetry can be 

achieved either vertically (e.g France) or horizontally (e.g Canada).  
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Figure 6. Asymmetrical Flag Design. These flag designs are considered asymmetrical because of their use 
of the canton, an asymmetrical charge, or an unconventional flag shape. Public Domain. 

 

Examples of asymmetrical flags include: The United States of America, New 

Zealand, Greece, Nepal, Mongolia, and Peru (see Figure 6). Asymmetry can be achieved 

through the use of a canton in the upper hoist (e.g. Greece), the use of an asymmetrical 

charge (e.g. Peru), or a design that is not composed on a traditional rectangle (e.g. Nepal). 
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Figure 7. Subtle Asymmetrical Flag Design. Some flag designs appear symmetrical at a glance, but are 
actually asymmetrical. Public Domain. 

 

Some flags appear to be bilaterally symmetrical, like the flags of the United 

Kingdom and Brazil, but contain subtle attributes that make them asymmetrical (see 

Figure 7). The Union Jack flag of the United Kingdom staggers the red St. Patrick’s 

Cross within the white fimbriation, which appears to go behind the red St. George’s 

Cross. The white saltire and red cross give the impression of a symmetrically designed 
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flag, because they represent larger portions of the design. The flag of Brazil includes a 

centrally positioned yellow diamond on a green field. Within the diamond is a 

representation of earth with a 27 star constellation. A slightly concave white bar with 

green text, which says “Ordem E Progresso” or “Order and Progress,” is diagonally set 

within the circle. The centrally stacked rectangle, diamond, and circle give the impression 

of symmetry, while the smaller components within the circle are asymmetrical. 

Flag Identity 

As a form of graphic design, vexillography is a practice that requires the ability to 

take the collective identity of a community and visually abbreviate the spirit of that 

population into a simple graphic on a piece of cloth (Kaye 11). Looking at a flag can 

cause the viewer to have an emotional connection with the design and, in turn, a stronger 

sense of place and community. For instance, the flag for the city of Chicago is so popular 

and ingrained within its current and former residents that there is a website dedicated to 

documenting Chicago flag tattoos: ChicagoFlagTattoos.com. The aesthetic attributes of a 

flag can also be polarizing depending on social and political events. “The colors, shapes, 

sizes and devices of each flag are often linked to the political evolution of country, 

embodying heraldic codes, and often reflect strongly held ideals, past and present 

philosophies and aspirations…flags arouse feelings of patriotism and national pride, and 

major insult may be caused if such a potent symbol is defiled (Smith 6).” John M. 

Purcell, author of American City Flags: 150 Flags from Akron to Yonkers, describes an 

emotional flag moment in his life: 

“In 1961 I was a student at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. It 

was the beginning of turbulent times in the 1960s, though much of that would arrive in 

the U.S. somewhat later. In Mexico at the time there were some factions that were very 

unhappy with U.S. policies…and as it happened I found myself in one of the large plazas 
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of the cities where a large group of angry and noisy people were demonstrating against 

the U.S. In the process of their demonstration, they torched an American flag, sending up 

exultant cheers as it burned. Nobody tried to stop them. I was appalled. This was the flag 

of my country, and I, as an American, was one of the people they were shouting about. I 

felt personally affronted. I had always been taught to treat my country’s flag with respect, 

and had always observed the proper protocol with the display of the flag. Although I was 

proud to be an American, I had not considered myself especially patriotic. At that 

moment, as the U.S. flag burned before me, I never felt so much an American, nor have I 

since (Purcell 1–4).”  

A simple, non-destructive reaction to a flag can also communicate a message of 

dissent. Recently, professional football player Colin Kaepernick received criticism for 

kneeling during the U.S. national anthem. Many critics saw this act as insulting to the 

U.S. identity and to the military that fought under the flag. Kaepernick cited that his 

actions were about making a social statement: “I am not going to stand up to show pride 

in a flag for a country that oppresses black people and people of color (Wynche 2016).” 

As the football season continued, the subject of Kaepernick and the flag would not stop. 

While responding to continued criticism he said: “At the end of the day the flag is just a 

piece of cloth and I am not going to value a piece of cloth over people’s lives (Hookstead 

2016).” A year before Kaepernick’s controversy, Peter Sessum, a military veteran, wrote 

about the flag using very similar language: “Ultimately, no matter what anyone thinks, 

the flag is more than just a piece of cloth. It represents something but it also doesn’t have 

a singular meaning for everyone. Even for me…the meaning of the flag is not the same as 

all other vets and service members. There are as many different meanings for the flag as 
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there are strands and stitches on the flag flying outside my office window (Sessum 

2015).” 

Deciphering the symbols of flags can be as difficult as representing the identity of 

a community in a single design (Jones 2016). The inherent connection an individual has 

with a community’s flag shares some similarities with the notion of “branding” and being 

“brand loyal” to a particular location instead of a product. For author Seth Godin, 

“Branding” is “the set of expectations, memories, stories and relationships that, taken 

together, account for a consumer’s decision to choose one product or service over another 

(Godin 2009).” Graphic Designer Jacob Cass creates a distinction between “Brand” and 

“Identity”: “What is a brand?—The perceived emotional corporate image as a whole. 

What is an identity?—The visual aspects that form part of the overall brand (Cass 2010).” 

If these definitions are applied to the field of vexillography, the flag design could be 

considered the “identity” and the feelings the design evokes would be the “brand.” 

According to Sessum, the “brand” communicated by the design might be so nuanced that 

parts of the community may feel underrepresented.  

London designer William Knight created a series of six flags entitled “Flags for 

the Forgotten (see Figure 8).” These flags are intended to stand for marginalized people 

such as the homeless, disabled, refugees, and immigrants in the United Kingdom. “The 

flags attempt to embody their experiences and versions of Britain, representing a more 

‘true’ alternative to the Union Jack (Knight).”  
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Figure 8. Flags for the Forgotten. Graphic designer William Knight created six flags to embody the 
marginalized citizens of London. They represent the homeless, disabled, refugees, and immigrants of the 
UK. Copyright William Knight. 

 

By understanding the symbols and semiotics of a community, a successful flag 

design is more attainable and possibly more appealing to every part of the population, 

despite potential added interpretations developed over time. Carl Jung in his final book, 

Man and His Symbols, discusses the psychological connection humans have with 

symbolism: “What we call a symbol is a term, a name, or even a picture that may be 

familiar in daily life, yet that possesses specific connotations in addition to its 

conventional and obvious meaning (Jung 3).” The symbolism of these flags can be taught 

to a public or developed by an individual over time. Beyond its own populace, a flag can 

be perceived by outside communities in strategic ways. “The extremely high level of 

congruence in shapes and colors deployed in national flags [have] sociological 

significance regarding the self-image that national states wish to project in international 

relations (Knowlton 58).” 

The social symbolism that develops while branding a community with a flag 

design may be a strategic political move, but also a means to positively represent a people 
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group. “A comprehensive nation-branding strategy is seen by its proponents as a public 

good, uniting municipal, regional, and national interests in the increasingly competitive 

quest to attract international legitimacy, foster and maintain domestic 

loyalty…(Aronczyk 64).” 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

22 

II. MISSISSIPPI AND ITS FLAG HISTORY 

 The history and culture of any location in the world (city, state, province, or 

country) generate symbols that contribute to the unique attributes of that location’s 

branding and identity. In order to more accurately design a flag that represents a 

particular area and people group, one must first understand the past and the people of that 

location (Howe VIII). In the 2012–2016 Mississippi Blue Book, Secretary of State 

Delbert Hosemann cited a famous quote by Mississippi author William Faulkner: “To 

understand the world, you must first understand a place like Mississippi.” Hosemann 

concluded, “I believe for the world to understand a place like Mississippi, it must first 

understand the stories of our people (Hosemann 2).” 

 State History 

In the earliest days of the land now known as the state of Mississippi, sixteen 

different Native American tribes flourished. “Tribes resident in Mississippi at the time of 

the European intrusion included the Acolapissa, Bayougoula, Biloxi, and Pascagoula on 

the Gulf, the Natchez on the lower Mississippi, the Chakchiuma, Choula, Houma, 

Ibitoupa, Koroa, Taposa, Tiou and Yazoo on the Yazoo River and its tributaries, and the 

Tunica in northwestern Mississippi. The Choctaws occupied Mississippi’s interior center 

and south, and the Chickasaws inhabited the north and northeast (R. McLemore 69).” The 

largest populations in this region were the Choctaws, Chickasaws, and Natchez. Many of 

the state’s prominent cities and geographical locations continue to utilize the names from 

tribes located in the state (e.g. Pascagoula, Biloxi, and Yazoo). Although these tribes 

didn’t use a written language, they maintained a rich oral tradition that shared folklore 

and histories through Muskhogean, a common language of the region. The name 
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“Mississippi” is also a word phonetically derived from Native American languages, 

which means “Great River” or “Large River” (M. Wright 2001). 

 

 

 
Figure 9. The Spanish Flag of Castile and Leon. This flag was used during the reign of Ferdinand and 
Isabella of Spain in the 15th century. The flag is quartered into diagonally-connecting red and white 
rectangles. The lion represents Ferdinand/Leon, and the castle represents Isabella/Castile (The Lions and 
Castles Flag 2015). Public Domain. 

 

In 1539, Hernando De Soto, a Spanish explorer and governor of Cuba, was given 

a royal grant by King Charles V to rule and explore the region that we now know as the 

southeastern United States. De Soto took all of his men and explored the land hoping to 

find rich cities like those discovered by his peers in South America. After wandering over 

much of the region, De Soto and his men found themselves in Mississippi in 1540 and 

settled down for the winter. A fort was built near Pontotoc, MS and struggles with the 

local Chickasaw tribe ensued (Guyton 19). After losing many men to battles with the 

Chickasaw, De Soto continued to move westward and discovered the Mississippi River 
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on May 5, 1541 (Sansing and Skates 37). The Spanish Flag of Castile and Leon was 

carried in Mississippi until the death of De Soto on the riverbanks of the Mississippi 

River in 1542 (see Figure 9). Afterward, Spain refrained from colonizing the area, but 

maintained a presence along the coast and in Florida (Sansing 2000). 

 

 

 
Figure 10. The Bourbon Flag of France. The three golden fleur-de-lis on the white field represent the rule 
of King Louis XIV in France. Public Domain 

 

In the late 1600s, King Louis XIV of France appointed French explorer René-

Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle to travel to the Mississippi River and claim it for 

France. In 1682, La Salle and his men traveled down the river from Canada to the Gulf of 

Mexico. “In honor of King Louis XIV, he named the new land Louisiana (Sansing and 

Skates 39).” The Bourbon Flag of France, which featured three golden fleur de lis, was 

flown over various forts and buildings around Mississippi until the signing of the Treaty 

of Paris in 1763, thus ending the French and Indian War (“State Flags”) (see Figure 10). 

 



 

25 

 

 
Figure 11. The British Red Ensign. This flag is comprised of the Union Jack in the canton and a red field. It 
was flown over Mississippi between 1763 and 1779 (“State Flags”). Public Domain. 

 

After the French and Indian War, England obtained the land that is now 

Mississippi as part of its Georgia and Florida colonies, flying the British Red Ensign flag 

over forts in Vicksburg and Natchez (“State Flags”) (see Figure 11). The English were 

more successful at maintaining peace with the local natives, but ultimately relinquished 

the territory with the signing of the second Treaty of Paris at the end of the Revolutionary 

War. In 1783, the surrendered region was divided by the United States and Spain, which 

immediately led to boundary disputes. The Spanish restricted travel on the Mississippi 

River near their land in the Natchez District, giving them a stronghold over the area. The 

locals thrived financially and the first crops of tobacco and cotton were grown. At the 

time, cotton was a difficult crop to farm due to the stringent nature of separating the seeds 

from the cotton fiber. In 1793, Eli Whitney, an inventor from Connecticut, solved the 

problem by creating the Cotton Gin. This solution subsequently made cotton 

Mississippi’s leading cash crop (Guyton 73–86).  
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Figure 12. U.S. Star Spangled Banner. The canton for this flag included fifteen stars, and the main body of 
the flag contained fifteen alternating red and white stripes. It represented the United States of America and 
flew in Mississippi when it became the twentieth state in 1817 (“State Flags”). Public Domain. 

 

Due to Spain’s war in Europe, the Spanish inhabitants of Mississippi decided to 

transfer their ownership of the Natchez District to the United States in 1795 to avoid 

another conflict for their country. The Spanish remained in southern Mississippi as part 

of the Republic of West Florida. Subsequently, on April 17, 1798, the U.S. officially 

created the Mississippi Territory out of this newly acquired land, and the fifteen-star 

United States flag was flown (see Figure 12).  This territory extended from the 

Mississippi river on the west to the Chattahoochee River on the east, which comprises the 

area now known as the states of Mississippi and Alabama. The northern border ran along 

the same parallel as the current Mississippi/Tennessee border. The majority of the 

inhabitants of this territory lived in the Natchez/Fort Rosalie District, which was viewed 

at the time as the western frontier (Sansing and Skates 50–55). In 1810, residents in the 

Republic of West Florida (or southern Mississippi) rebelled against the Spanish 

authorities there. A blue flag with a white star was the emblem for this rebellion (see 
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Figure 13). This banner was later named the “Bonnie Blue Flag.” It appeared again 

during Mississippi’s secession from the Union at the beginning of the Civil War and is 

part of the “Lone Star” flag in modern-day Texas (Cannon 31–33).  

 

 

 
Figure 13. The Bonnie Blue Flag. This flag was flown during the 1810 struggle in the Republic of West 
Florida and Mississippi’s 1861 secession from the Union. The name of the flag came from a popular song 
written by Harry Macarthy, a Jackson entertainer, who witnessed it flying over the capitol building at the 
moment Mississippi seceded. It rose to become one of the most popular Confederate anthems during the 
Civil War (Cannon 31–33). Re-created by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 

 

On December 10th, 1817, Mississippi officially became the twentieth state in the 

Union (Wallenfeldt and Sansing 2015). Throughout the early nineteenth century until the 

secession in 1861, this new state’s population and economy grew in part due to its 

procurement of fertile Native American lands. Politicians such as President Andrew 

Jackson forced tribes to relinquish these areas and move to the Indian Territory in 

modern-day Oklahoma. Agrarian culture ruled the economy in the state during this time, 

making Mississippi the nation’s largest producer of cotton by the 1840s. The 

considerable harvesting of cotton required a large workforce, and slavery was introduced 
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to the state. Men and women of African descent who had previously worked on tobacco 

farms in the eastern U.S. were sold and transported to Mississippi in order to handle the 

growing need for economical labor. It has been estimated that over 100,000 slaves came 

into the state during this time. The antebellum period, before the Civil War, saw many 

politicians support this way of life, which solidified the public view of slavery at this time 

(Grivno 2015).  It is estimated that Mississippi had a population of 450,000 slaves and 

350,000 whites by 1860 (Williams 2002).  

By 1861, the South’s animosity towards the northern states grew to the point of 

defection. The South seceded from the Union for many different reasons that are still 

hotly debated today. Dr. James McPherson, Pulitzer Prize-winning author and Civil War 

historian, writes, “The Civil War started because of uncompromising differences between 

the free and slave states over the power of the national government to prohibit slavery in 

the territories that had not yet become states. When Abraham Lincoln won [the] election 

in 1860 as the first Republican president on a platform pledging to keep slavery out of the 

territories, seven slave states in the Deep South seceded and formed a new nation, the 

Confederate States of America. The incoming Lincoln administration and most of the 

Northern people refused to recognize the legitimacy of secession. They feared that it 

would discredit democracy and create a fatal precedent that would eventually fragment 

the no-longer United States into several small, squabbling countries (McPherson).” 

 Clay Williams, former director of the Old Capital Museum in Jackson, discusses 

the reason for the war from Mississippi’s perspective: “Historians continue to debate why 

Mississippi and her sister southern states chose to leave the Union. Issues such as state’s 

rights and high tariffs are frequently cited as causes of the war, but Mississippi’s defense 
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of the institution of slavery was the ultimate reason the state seceded from the Union. 

Indeed, a Declaration from its January 1861 State Convention on whether to secede from 

the Union stated, ‘Our position is thoroughly identified with the institution of slavery — 

the greatest material interest of the world’ (Williams 2002).”  

On February 4, 1861, the Confederate States of America was established during a 

meeting in Montgomery, Alabama. By the time Jefferson Davis was officially elected 

President of the Confederacy in November of 1861, eleven states had seceded: South 

Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Virginia, Arkansas, 

North Carolina, and Tennessee (Sansing and Skates 100). Earlier that year Mississippi 

flew the “Bonnie Blue Flag” once again as a symbol of independence while its Ordinance 

of Secession was being passed at the Old Capitol in Jackson. Several weeks later, on 

January 26, 1861 the state adopted a flag called the Mississippi Magnolia Flag (see 

Figure 14) (“State Flags”). In the Journal of the State Convention 1861, the new flag is 

described as follows: “A Flag on white ground, a Magnolia tree in the centre, a blue field 

in the upper left hand corner with the white star in the centre, the Flag to be finished with 

a red border and a red fringe at the extremity of the Flag (89–90).” The Bonnie Blue 

Flag’s white star and blue field were relegated to the canton, maintaining an air of 

defiance. This flag only lasted several months until the Confederacy’s flag was 

employed. 
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Figure 14. Mississippi Magnolia Flag. Attributes of the Bonnie Blue Flag are maintained in the canton, 
while an illustration of a magnolia tree is centered on a white field. A red strip usually appears at the fly 
end of the design, but can sometimes appear as red trim around the entire flag. (“State Flags”). Public 
Domain. 

 

In the years between 1861 and 1865, Mississippi became a pivotal location in the 

Civil War. General Ulysses S. Grant moved his army south through Tennessee in order to 

take over a railroad in Corinth, Mississippi. This campaign resulted in one of the 

deadliest battles in the war—the Battle of Shiloh in Tennessee (Sansing and Skates 101). 

Soon afterwards, the fighting made its way within the borders of Mississippi. Eighteen 

battles were fought in the state between April 1882 and July 1863 (Weiser 2013). 

After the war and the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation, weary 

Mississippi troops returned home to a state that had been decimated. “The American 

Civil War…left Mississippi in chaos with its social structures overturned, its economy in 

ruins, and its people shattered (Williams 2002).” Not only had the Union solders 

destroyed many homes and possessions, but the population of the state had been severely 

impacted as well. Approximately 80,000 Mississippians fought in the war and 25,000 

perished (Sansing and Skates 110). For several years, Mississippi experienced a difficult 
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reconstruction period. Some of the difficulty resulted from the indecision of Northern 

politicians on how to approach the Southern reconstruction. President Johnson and 

Congress had very different plans on how this should be done, causing dissention 

(Guyton 109). Race issues escalated, with many white citizens of the state still viewing 

black citizens as lesser beings. Colonel Samuel Thomas, a Union official for the 

Freedmen’s Bureau based in Vicksburg, shared his observations with Congress 

concerning Mississippi’s white citizens during this time:   

“Wherever I go—the street, the shop, the house, or the steamboat—I hear the 

people talk in such a way as to indicate that they are yet unable to conceive of the Negro 

as possessing any rights at all. Men who are honorable in their dealings with their white 

neighbors will cheat a Negro without feeling a single twinge of their honor. To kill a 

Negro they do not deem murder; to debauch a Negro woman they do not think 

fornication; to take the property away from a Negro they do not consider robbery.” 

Thomas continues, “The reason of all this is simple and manifest. The whites 

esteem the blacks their property by natural right, and however much they may admit that 

the individual relations of masters and slaves have been destroyed by the war and the 

President's emancipation proclamation, they still have an ingrained feeling that the blacks 

at large belong to the whites at large, and whenever opportunity serves they treat the 

colored people just as their profit, caprice or passion may dictate (Thomas 1865).”  

With the state slowly recovering from the war, a decision was made to create a 

fresh visual identity in the form of a new state flag (see Figure 1). In February of 1894, 

General W. T. Martin proposed the new flag design, described as follows: “One with 

width two-thirds of its length; with a union square, in width two-thirds of the width of the 
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flag; the ground of the union to be red and a broad blue saltier thereon, bordered with 

white and emblazoned with thirteen (13) mullets or five pointed stars, corresponding with 

the number of the original states of the union; the field to be divided into three bars of 

equal width, the upper one blue, the center one white, and the lower one, extending the 

whole length of the flag, red—the national colors; the staff surmounted with a spearhead 

and a battle-axe below; the flag to be fringed with gold and the staff gilded with gold 

(Cain 35).”  

 After 1900, Mississippi began to feel the economic and social benefits of the 

Industrial Age. Governor Andrew H. Longino passed laws to support new business 

growing in the state. The capitol of Jackson enjoyed a population increase that lasted 

throughout the 20th century, as well as the construction of a new capitol building, 

completed in 1903 (Sansing and Skates 146).  

The twentieth century also brought adversity to Mississippi, as the state suffered 

through economic, social, and natural problems. A severe boll weevil infestation in 1908 

caused $238 million worth of damage to cotton crops in Mississippi’s farmlands, 

threatening the future of the industry (Giesen 2015). The growth of rural poverty 

coincided with the reemergence of the Ku Klux Klan, increasing racial tension in the 

state. The hopelessness in the black community grew when the “most destructive 

American flood in the twentieth century” spilled over from the Mississippi River banks 

into the Delta in 1927 (Swinford 2007). 

The Great Depression hit Mississippi very hard in the 1930s. In April of 1932, 

one-fourth of the property in Mississippi went up for auction in order for the landowners 

to pay taxes (McCarty 2000). The state also struggled with a $12 million deficit, 
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inhibiting most Mississippians from receiving help from their local government (Sansing 

and Skates 161). The website for Mississippi College, the oldest college in Mississippi, 

states that some students even paid their tuition with a “wagonload of potatoes” during 

this time (“Early 20th Century”). In the final years of the 1930s, the state economy began 

to heal as it utilized local resources. “The abundance of raw materials and the availability 

of low-wage labor made Mississippi very attractive to Northern industries. Many new 

plants were located in Mississippi (Sansing and Skates 161).”  

After the great Depression, Mississippians joined the military in response to 

America’s entry into World War II.  Throughout the twentieth century, Mississippians 

participated in all the major wars the United States became embroiled in. While speaking 

at an organizational meeting for the Committee to Preserve the State Flag of Mississippi 

in 1988, Major General Gray Harrison, Jr. lauded this fact as a justification for the 1894 

state flag: “Mississippians have served the state and nation under this flag with pride and 

patriotism during five major wars—Spanish-American, World War I, World War II, 

Korean Conflict, and Vietnam.” He added that the flag was a “fitting and beautiful 

memorial to the thousands of Mississippians who gave their lives in those conflicts 

(Harrison 1988).”  

The racial strain in the state continued to grow in the decades following World 

War II, thus ushering in the Civil Rights Movement. Between 1954 and 1970, these 

tensions escalated. Black citizens and activists from around the country stood up against 

years of racially-motivated violence, oppression, and murder perpetrated within the state. 

Eighteen people were murdered in Mississippi while speaking out for the Civil Rights 

cause during this time (“Civil Rights Martyrs”). 
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In the decades following the Civil Rights Movement, Mississippi continued to 

change with the progressing social and economic trajectory of America. The agriculture 

industry in the state saw the demand for cotton decline after the 1950s, due to the creation 

of synthetic materials. By the 1970s, soybeans became the leading crop and catfish farms 

replaced cotton fields (Sansing and Skates 205). Agriculture was no longer the leader 

within the state economy. “The incredible dominance of agriculture over industry was 

over. In post-war years, the industrial, service and professional sectors joined with 

agriculture to give Mississippi a more balanced economy (Farrell 2001).” 

By 2000, the state of Mississippi was once again struggling with race and its past. 

This time, the issue was associated with the state’s flag and identity. The 1894 flag with 

its Confederate canton had created enough controversy to initiate a statewide vote to 

change the design. This issue made Mississippi an international point of interest, as 

instances of race and immigration issues escalated globally. Dr. Leslie B. McLemore, a 

history professor from Jackson State University told reporters: “It propels us in the news 

all the time, especially around an issue as sensitive as heritage, history, culture and race. 

We’ll always remain on trial because of our history. We have to demonstrate again and 

again that not only can black and white coexist, they can thrive in Mississippi. That’s the 

test black and white leadership face each day. The flag only illuminates that issue 

(Mitchell 2001c).” 

The 2001 referendum allowed state citizens to vote in order to maintain the 1894 

flag or adopt a newly designed flag by local vexillologist Clay Moss (see Figure 15). The 

vote resulted in almost 65% of Mississippi citizens voting to keep the 1894 flag (Clark 

656–658).  
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Figure 15. Mississippi 2001 Flag Proposal. The horizontal blue white and red stripes remain the same as 
the 1894 design. The Confederate battle flag canton has been changed. The canton is now blue with 20 
concentric stars, which represent Mississippi as the 20th state in the U.S. Copyright Clay Moss 2001. 

 

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated Mississippi leaving 158,000 

damaged homes and 225 deaths in its wake. Forty-nine counties in south Mississippi 

were acknowledged as federal disaster areas (Sloan 2006). This storm also accentuated 

racial injustice through the federal response time for black inhabitants of New Orleans. 

In the years following the 2001 flag vote, other racially-dividing incidents have 

occurred around the country (“About the Black Lives Matter Network”). This escalation 

in the conflict between black and white citizens in the United States has invigorated the 

discussions concerning any publicly-connected Confederate emblem (Funke and Susman 

2016).  

Due to national discussions on race and hate, Mississippi House of 

Representatives Speaker Philip Gunn brought the state flag issue back into the spotlight 

in 2015. “We must always remember our past, but that does not mean we must let it 

define us. As a Christian, I believe our state’s flag has become a point of offense that 
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needs to be removed. We need to begin having conversations about changing 

Mississippi’s flag (Associated Press 2015).”  

State Culture 

Despite the state’s difficult history regarding race and economic issues, 

Mississippi prides itself on the culture it has developed over the past two centuries. In 

2011, the state commissioned a survey regarding Mississippi’s creative economy. In the 

survey’s introduction, former Governor Haley Barbour ruminates over past and present 

artistic strength in the state: “Mississippi’s rich creative legacy defines who we are as a 

people. The state is the birthplace of America’s music and has produced some of the 

South’s greatest writers. Our heritage continues to serve as an inspiration for countless 

artists, entrepreneurs and innovators, and the creative spirit found in Mississippi is just as 

vibrant and alive today as it was in decades past (“Mississippi’s Creative Economy” 

2011).” According to OxfordDictionaries.com, the definition of “culture” is as follows: 

“The arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded 

collectively.” Much of Mississippi’s twenty-first century culture is very dependent on 

traditions and happenings from its past. The Mississippi Tourism Department’s website, 

VisitMississippi.org, describes it like this: “Today, Mississippi is regarded as a unique 

and rich intersection of history, architecture, commerce…and the arts (Visit 

Mississippi).”  

The Native American inhabitants of Mississippi continue to uphold traditions 

from the state’s pre-history. Groups such as the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians 

help to preserve Native American heritage and educate others about this culture within 

the state. The Choctaw Indian Fair takes place annually in Choctaw, Mississippi. 
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“Fairgoers will experience the magnificent journey of our people through historical and 

cultural displays, social dancing, tribal arts and crafts, Choctaw stickball—the 

granddaddy of all field sports—as well as the Choctaw Indian Princess Pageant and 

traditional Choctaw food (Choctaw Indian Fair).” Another Native American attribute of 

Mississippi is the National Park-registered Natchez Trace Parkway. Native Americans 

used this 444-mile route for thousands of years before Europeans settlers arrived. In the 

21st century, the Natchez Trace is used as a scenic driving route and by outdoor 

enthusiasts year-round (“Natchez Trace Parkway”). 

Another important aspect of Mississippi’s culture is its connection to the Civil 

War. The ramifications of the Civil War have not only been felt socially and 

economically in Mississippi, but also culturally. Antebellum mansions and Civil War 

sites are scattered over much of the state. Many cemeteries, museums, antebellum 

architecture and battlefields are open to visit and tour. Some of the most prominent Civil 

War heritage cities in the state include Vicksburg, Natchez, Corinth, Oxford, and Biloxi 

(Visit Mississippi).  

The musical tradition in Mississippi is arguably one of the most unique aspects 

about the state’s culture. Many of the welcome signs across Mississippi include the 

tagline “Birthplace of America’s Music.” The Delta Blues, one of the few musical genres 

that originated in America, had modest beginnings in the fertile farmlands of the 

Mississippi Delta. Morgan Freeman, actor and Mississippi resident, was asked about this 

unique musical heritage in a 2013 interview. He states: “Blues started out in the cotton 

fields and people working those cotton fields they called it ‘field holla.’ Great work 

songs. Great work rhythms. That was actually the birth of the blues.” Mr. Freeman co-
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owns Ground Zero Blues Club, an internationally known Blues venue in Clarksdale, MS. 

The importance of this musical heritage is evident both historically and economically. 

Freeman continues: “We have a business and it is around the blues. It is to our benefit to 

sell the blues. In selling blues we are selling Clarksdale…and in selling Clarksdale we are 

selling Mississippi (Hart 2013).” Famous Mississippi Blues musicians such as Robert 

Johnson, Charley Patton, Muddy Waters, B.B. King, Howlin’ Wolf, John Lee Hooker, 

and Mississippi John Hurt have influenced modern music in incalculable ways. “From 

these humble beginnings, the blues went on to influence 20th-century American music, 

emerging in bass patterns, guitar riffs, and piano boogies in country, pop, jazz, and rock. 

The music of Elvis Presley, Mick Jagger, and Jimmie Rodgers resonates with the sounds 

born in the Delta (Redd 13).” 

The cuisine in Mississippi is a mixture of cultural heritage, local produce and 

wildlife, antebellum and Depression-era traditions, and regional recipes. “Food and drink 

are at the core of Mississippi culture and history…We find great joy in sharing the 

Mississippi story through the heirloom recipes, family-owned restaurants and farm-to-

table menus full of our most celebrated dishes (Visit Mississippi).” This food culture has 

become part of the stereotypical gentility often associated with this state, otherwise 

known as the “Hospitality State.” In his article for the New York Times, writer Richard 

Grant documents this attribute of the state when neighbors brought him gifts and food 

after his move from Manhattan to the Mississippi Delta. “This is an aspect of Mississippi 

that usually gets lost in translation. Because the state is so infamous for its vicious past—

Mississippi had the most lynchings, and the most violent resistance to civil rights—it’s 

hard for outsiders to accept that it’s also a place of extraordinary warmth, kindness and 
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hospitality (Grant 2015).” 

Literature and storytelling have also featured prominently in the state’s creative 

culture. Twentieth century writers such as Eudora Welty, Richard Wright, Tennessee 

Williams, Shelby Foote, and Willie Morris have not only shaped southern literary 

tradition, but have garnered international acclaim. William Faulkner, another famous 

Mississippi author, won two Pulitzer Prizes and one Nobel Prize for literature (Sansing 

and Skates 183). Modern authors such as John Grisham, Greg Iles, and Kathryn Stockett 

carry on the customs of Mississippi storytelling. 

 In 2007, the Mississippi Museum of Art re-located to a new building in Jackson to 

help carry on Mississippi’s visual arts traditions as well as showcase outside exhibitions. 

The artists in Mississippi have been greatly influenced by the state’s social traditions and 

geography. “In a very direct way, the land itself has played a part in the creation of 

objects of art (Black 1998).” The symbolism of Mississippi’s gulf coast is richly and 

stylistically portrayed in the paintings of Walter Anderson. The rural landscapes of 

Theora Hamblett accurately present the agricultural side of the state. The portraits of 

Marshall Bouldin III portrayed Mississippians and presidents.  Other notable artists in the 

state, past and present, include: Marie Hull, George Ohr, William Hollingsworth, Karl 

and Mildred Wolfe, Glennray Tutor, Wyatt Waters, Kennith Humphrey and Sam Gore 

(mswritersandmusicians.com). 

 Many entertainers and media personalities have also emerged from Mississippi. 

Some of these include Elvis Presley, Oprah Winfrey, James Earl Jones, Jim Henson, 

Jimmy Buffett, and Leontyne Price. 

 



 

40 

State Symbolism 

 Like most states in the U.S., an extension of Mississippi’s identity has been 

officially connected with local flora, fauna, and geographical characteristics within the 

state’s borders. Mississippi is home to a vast array of aquatic animals, from the Gulf 

Coast to the vibrant wildlife encountered in its forests and swamps. The official state 

animals are as follows: Mockingbird (bird), Oyster (shell), Largemouth Bass (fish), 

Honeybee (insect), Bottlenose Dolphin (water mammal), White-tailed Deer (land 

mammal), Spicebush Swallowtail (butterfly), and Wood Duck (fowl) (Shearer and 

Shearer 20). 

There are many other unofficial animals that figure prominently in Mississippi 

symbolism. Due to the plentiful catfish present in its lakes and streams, the state has 

picked up the nickname “Mud-Cat State” and is known for its catfish farms. In 1902, 

Theodore Roosevelt took a hunting trip to Mississippi and had an encounter with a black 

bear. This incident led to the creation of the stuffed “Teddy Bear” in his honor (Sansing 

and Skates 146–147).  Many species of snakes, crawfish, frogs, lizards, and turtles abound 

along the state’s waterways, as well as the American alligator. 

The evergreen magnolia (Magnolia grandiflora) grows abundantly in the state 

and has been adopted as the official state tree. It was prominently featured as the main 

symbol in the “Magnolia flag,” adopted in 1861 (see Figure 9). In 1900, the 

schoolchildren of the state selected the magnolia blossom as their preference for the 

state flower. The official vote took place in 1952, thus solidifying the state’s 

connection with this particular plant. Mississippi has since been given the nickname “The 

Magnolia State (Hosemann 51).” The Magnolia Grandiflora grows between 50–100 feet 
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in height, has a straight trunk with grayish-brown bark and low-hanging limbs. Its leaves are 

evergreen, elliptical in shape, and grow up to 8 inches long. The magnolia blossoms are 

comprised of creamy-white petals (up to 18) with a yellow, pink, or red cone-shaped 

stamen at the center. The magnolia fruit is also cone-shaped and produces bright, red seeds. 

These trees are in bloom from April to June and are highly fragrant (“Mississippi State 

Flower —Facts about Magnolia”). 

One of the most iconic symbols of the state of Mississippi is its namesake, the 

Mississippi River. As the fourth longest river in the world, it is internationally 

recognized and is a prominent geographical feature in the United States, splitting the 

country in two. It flows through ten states and spills “600,000 cubic feet of water per 

second” into the Gulf of Mexico. The river has been heavily used for transportation 

throughout history and is still an important travel route for cargo ships and riverboats 

today (“Mississippi River Facts”). 

Mississippi’s historical role as part of the Confederate States of America has 

produced symbols for the state associated with the Civil War. The Confederate battle flag 

is the most prominent symbol from this time period. Its usage on the current official state 

flag has positioned this symbol in a place of prominence, leading to modern discussions 

about its true meaning in relation to the people of Mississippi. With an abundance of 

symbols available to represent the state of Mississippi, the history and evolution of the 

Confederate battle flag need to be investigated. 
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III. THE CONFEDERATE BATTLE FLAG AND RACIAL TENSION 

The Confederate battle flag design that manifested during the American Civil War 

has become an iconic symbol representing many things to many people. In his book 

Christ to Coke, Martin Kemp defines an “icon” in this way: “An iconic image is one that 

has achieved wholly exceptional levels of widespread recognizability and has come to 

carry a rich series of varied associations for very large numbers of people across time and 

cultures, such that it has to a great or lesser degree transgressed the parameters of its 

initial making, function, context and meaning (3).” The Confederate battle flag’s 

“meaning” is not only iconic, but is also eclectic. This simple blue saltire with thirteen 

stars on a red field tends to elicit a variety of reactions from many people (see Figure 17).  

The website for Southern Poverty Law Center utilizes an abbreviated version of 

the Confederate battle flag as an icon on their “Hate Map” infographic, which categorizes 

hate groups in the United States (see Figure 16). The Anti-Defamation League’s website 

lists the Confederate flag as a racially-charged image on its “Hate Symbols Database,” 

but avoids generalizing people who support the symbol: “…because of the continued use 

of the flag by non-extremists, one should not automatically assume that display of the 

flag is racist or white supremacist in nature. The symbol should only be judged in context 

(“Confederate Flag”).”  

Across the South, there are people who continue to connect with the Confederate 

battle flag as a symbol of southern pride and heritage. A guest columnist for the Clarion-

Ledger newspaper in Jackson writes: “Those of us who regard our sacred…Confederate 

flag with ‘affectionate reverence and undying remembrance’ must never permit the 

improper use of our flag. This absolutely needs to be understood (Kaufman 2016).” 
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Figure 16. Southern Poverty Law Center’s “Hate Map” detail. This map helps locate and categorize 
numerous known hate groups from around the United States. The Confederate saltire is used as one of the 
hate group icons. Copyright SPLC. 

 

Origins of the Confederate Battle Flag 

In early 1861, the first Confederate States collectively desired a new flag design 

that represented their independence. In response, the Provisional Congress established a 

Committee on Flag and Seal lead by Chairman William Porcher Miles. The deadline for 

the new flag was set for March 4, 1861, Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration day. The 

Committee on Flag and Seal had a difficult time deciding on a flag, so four different 

designs were eventually presented to the Confederate Congress. W.P. Miles presented the 

initial design (see Figure 17). This flag design represents the very first iteration of the 

“Confederate Battle Flag” that many Americans recognize today. Ultimately, it was 

rejected. The possible reasons include the asymmetrical qualities of the seven stars in the 

saltire and how the composition favored a pair of suspenders (Cannon 7–9).   
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Figure 17. The First Proposed Flag of the Confederate States. This flag resembles the modern “Rebel 
Flag,” but only contains seven mullets (five-sided stars). The original design by William Porcher Miles. 
Re-created by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 
 

The second design proposed to the Confederate Congress was a flag that was 

compositionally similar to the flag of the United States. It presented a blue canton 

containing seven stars and seven alternating blue and red stripes on the field (see Figure 

18). The third design was a solid red field with a hollow, blue circle in the center.  It is 

said that this flag was intended to represent “unity” (Cannon 8–9)(see Figure 19). The 

fourth and final design was selected to represent the Confederacy. It also featured a blue 

canton with seven stars, but added three, horizontal stripes with two red and one white 

(see Figure 20). This final flag design, known as the “First National” or “Stars and Bars,” 

was adopted on March 4, 1861. The Stars and Bars was sewn together within two hours, 

so it could fly over Montgomery, Alabama during Lincoln’s inauguration (Cannon 9). 

Once this flag was selected, W.P. Miles commented, “A flag should be simple, readily 

made, and, above all, capable of being made up in bunting. It should be different from the 

Flag of any other country, place or people. It should be significant. It should be readily 
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distinguished at a distance. The colors should be well contrasted and durable, and lastly, 

and not the least important point, it should be effective and ‘handsome’ (Thian 5).  

 

 

 
Figure 18. The Second Proposed Flag of the Confederate States. The blue canton includes seven stars to 
represent the first seven states of the Confederacy. The design is similar to that of the U.S. during this time, 
but the white bars were changed to blue. Ultimately this design was rejected (Cannon 8). Re-created by 
Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 

 

 Despite Miles’ assessment, the “Stars and Bars” caused confusion on the 

battlefield due to its similarity to the U.S. flag. This resulted in Confederate armies 

developing their own, unique flag designs. Many of these flags re-introduced W.P. Miles’ 

saltire design— Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia being the most famous 

implementation (see Figure 21). “Historians have documented the extent to which 

Confederates identified the success and survival of their nation with that of Robert E. Lee 

and his army by the middle of the war; correspondingly, that army’s flag became near 

and dear to many southerners (C. Wright 92).” 
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Figure 19. The Third Proposed Flag of the Confederate States. This flag includes a red field with a blue, 
circular charge. The hollow circle was meant to represent the “solidarity of the Southern States (Cannon 
8).” Re-created by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 
 

The Confederacy struggled against the troops from the North, and the similarity 

between the Star Spangled Banner and the Stars and Bars bothered those both on the field 

and in power. A Joint Committee on Flag and Seal was formed to create a new flag that 

the South could more easily identify with and call its own. Between February 1862 and 

March 1863, five flag designs were presented to the Confederate Congress (Cannon 14–

19) (see Figure 22). 
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Figure 20. The Fourth Proposed Flag of the Confederate States or “Stars and Bars.” In some examples of 
this flag the blue canton contains thirteen stars, but the number varied between seven and seventeen (C. 
Wright 90). Three stripes, red and white, make up the field. This flag became known as the “First National” 
or “Stars and Bars.” Re-created by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 

 

A new flag design was finally selected and implemented on May 1, 1863. It 

featured a white field and the W.P. Miles saltire design as the canton in the upper hoist 

(see Figure 23). The flag became known as the “Stainless Banner,” which derived from 

its use of white, which symbolized “purity.” It was first seen in public as the flag 

adorning the casket of General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson after he died during the 

Battle of Chancellorsville. Despite the change in the flag’s design, it still caused 

problems on the battlefield. Due to the large white field, the flag could be mistaken for 

the flag of truce on days when the wind was calm (Cannon 19–22). The flag was, once 

again, changed for a third and final time on March 4, 1865. The third flag of the 

Confederacy featured a white field and saltire canton, similar to the second design. A red, 

vertical band was added on the fly end, to help identify the flag more clearly (see Figure 

24). This flag was draped over the casket of former Confederate President Jefferson 

Davis in 1889 (C. Wright 93).  
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Figure 21. Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia (ANV) Flag. This battle flag saltire became one of 
the most popular symbols for Confederate armies. General P.G.T. Beauregard and General Robert E. Lee 
are often connected with its usage (Cannon 51). Re-created by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 
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Figure 22. Five Designs Submitted by Joint Committee on Flag and Seal. Between 1862 and 1863, these 
five designs were created to potentially replace the “Stars and Bars” due its similarity to the U.S. Flag. Re-
created by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 
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Figure 23. The Stainless Banner. The simple design sees the Confederate saltire placed in a position of 
honor in the canton. The field is pure white, thus the name “stainless.” It is also known as the “Jackson 
Flag,” since it was placed on General T.J. “Stonewall” Jackson’s casket. Re-created by Chase Quarterman. 
Public Domain. 

 

Another cause of strife in the region was the presence of Carpetbaggers, Northern 

Republicans who came south with a political or economic agenda, and Scalawags, 

Southerners in favor of progress during the Reconstruction. Feeling powerless, many 

white men of the South turned to a secret society that was formed in Tennessee in 1866, 

the Ku Klux Klan (Phillips 2006). One early purpose of this organization was to assist the 

hurting Confederate soldiers, widows and children, but also to regain power and reassert 

the antebellum beliefs they held dear. Using scare tactics and anonymity due to their 

white hoods, the Klan eventually gained power and influence over the voter turnout for 

elections. This signaled the beginning of white, Southern control easing back into places 

of power (Guyton 219). 

The State of Mississippi was readmitted into the Union on February 23, 1870 by 

the pen stroke of President Ulysses S. Grant. The latter part of the nineteenth century saw 
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the state grow in power with a new self-sufficient government. Everything that was 

destroyed during the War, including transportation systems, factories, and public 

buildings, was repaired or rebuilt. The Reconstruction period officially ended in 1875, 

but antebellum sentiments continued to linger. The white Southerner found his way back 

into power through a series of laws and intimidation that greatly limited the political 

involvement of the black population (Sansing and Skates 125–126). 

 

 

 
Figure 24. The Blood-Stained Banner. The white field of the “Stainless Banner” caused some to believe it 
could be confused for a flag of truce. For the third and final Confederate flag, a thick red bar was added on 
the fly end to help avoid confusion. This was the flag design that was draped over Jefferson Davis’ casket 
after he died. Re-created by Chase Quarterman. Public Domain. 

 

The Confederate battle flag did not have a widespread presence in Mississippi for 

several decades before the 1894 state flag was produced. In a 2001 article for the Clarion-

Ledger, Jerry Mitchell writes that “the 1890s sparked a renewed interest in the Civil War. 

Confederate veterans were dying, and their sons and daughters were searching for ways 

to honor them. Monuments began to be built in front of courthouses across the state in 
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honor of the ‘noble cause.’” Mitchell goes on to point out that the renewed interest in the 

War appeared to correspond with hateful acts toward black people in Mississippi: 

“Between 1882 and 1952, more black Americans—534—died at the hands of lynch mobs 

in Mississippi than any other state (2001a).”  

 Fayssoux Scudder Cornell, the daughter of the 1894 Mississippi flag designer, 

Senator E.N. Scudder, discussed the flag in more positive, patriotic tones during the 1924 

Convention of the United Daughters of the Confederacy: “My father loved the memory 

of the valor and courage of these brave men who wore the grey…He told me that it was a 

simple matter for him to design the flag because he wanted to perpetuate in a legal and 

lasting way that dear battle flag under which so many of our people had so gloriously 

fought (Cornell 1924).”  

The Civil Rights Movement and 20th Century Confederates 

After World War II, Mississippi experienced economic growth with the rest of the 

country, but also a rise of racial tension. Strict segregation of black and white citizens 

became part of everyday life in the state, but was challenged in the 1950s by the idea of 

integration. In response to the threat of integration, the Ku Klux Klan and other racially 

motivated groups began associating more closely with the Confederate battle flag as 

public rallies escalated (Eyre 1989). Up until the mid-twentieth century, the Confederate 

battle emblem was treated as a fairly innocuous symbol from the past. “The resurgence in 

the 1950s and ‘60s is really about resistance against the ‘imposition’ of northern and 

federal government on the southern way of life (Shavin 2015).” In 1955, the beginning of 

the Civil Rights Movement was triggered by the brutal murder of fourteen-year-old 

Emmitt Till in Tallahatchie County, Mississippi. The black Chicagoan was visiting the 
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state and not accustomed to the sensitive nature of racial interactions present in the South 

at that time. While in a local grocery store, Till allegedly “whistled at a white woman,” 

which resulted in him getting beaten, shot and thrown in a nearby river (Latson 2015). 

Not only did fear of pain and death permeate the black community in Mississippi during 

this time, but also a sense of political helplessness was brought on by restrictive voting 

laws. The Citizens’ Council, a white political group founded in Mississippi, took 

advantage of the undereducated black population in the state by giving a “test” before 

anyone could register to vote. The white registrars were then allowed to pass or fail 

anyone they saw fit, resulting in most black citizens being unable to vote (Cozzens 1998). 

The Citizens’ Council sign prominently features the Confederate flag crossed with the 

flag of the United States (see Figure 25). 

 

 
Figure 25. Citizens’ Council Sign. The Citizens’ Council was created as a political entity to resist 
integration (www.mdah.ms.gov). Copyright Museum of Mississippi History. 
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Another well-known figure in the Mississippi Civil Rights story was NAACP 

field director, Medgar Evers. Evers was an outspoken voice for the movement in 

Mississippi, leading boycotts, giving speeches, and helping to desegregate state colleges. 

He became a martyr for the movement in 1963, when he was gunned down in front of his 

Jackson home after several attempts on his life had been made (NAACP History: Medgar 

Evers).  

In the summer of 1964, eight hundred white students making up the SNCC 

(Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) prepared to enter the State of Mississippi 

as a part of the “Freedom Summer” initiative. These “Freedom Riders” were given the 

task of assisting with black voter registration, while drawing attention to the state’s racial 

injustices. At an orientation in Oxford, Ohio, James Foreman, Executive Secretary for the 

SNCC, gave them a dire warning: “I may be killed. You may be killed. The whole staff 

may go.” By late June, three Freedom Riders in Mississippi had been arrested for 

speeding, released from jail and went missing. Over a month later, their bodies were 

found in a dam close to Philadelphia, Mississippi. By the end of the summer, the 

Freedom Riders had not accomplished all of their goals, but became an important fixture 

in the Civil Rights Movement during the 1960s (Cozzens 1998). 

By the end of the decade, the Civil Rights Movement evolved after the 

assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 

1968 by President Lyndon Johnson. Despite the end of the era, some of the conflict 

surrounding Civil Rights persisted in Mississippi. 

In 1962, federal marshals were sent to the University of Mississippi in Oxford to 

prevent possible riots in response to the enrollment of James Meredith, a black student 
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from Kosciusko, Mississippi. Ross Barnett, Mississippi’s Governor, set the tone of this 

rebellious conflict when he spoke out against the calls for Civil Rights by President John 

F. Kennedy. Debbie Elliot, a journalist for National Public Radio, stated: “Some 

historians say the integration of Ole Miss was the last battle of the Civil War.” In the end, 

the University was integrated, but marshals had to escort Meredith to his first class (Elliot 

2012).  

Despite the racial turmoil on campus in the early 1960s, Ole Miss students 

continued to utilize the Confederate battle flag as a symbol of school pride.  The waving 

of the flags became a custom at football games (see Figure 26). A poetic account 

juxtaposing Ole Miss football traditions with the Confederate agenda was recorded in a 

1981 school yearbook: “…a sea of Rebel flags waving to the strains of Dixie, these 

Confederate soldiers fight for the Gallant Cause. The Glorious Cause was gallantly 

surrendered in 1865, but true Southern spirits rise today on a new battlefield. Rebel 

warriors again battle to overcome the enemy amid an excitement and pageantry that is 

uniquely Southern (Harris 2016).” 

In 1982, John Hawkins, the first black cheerleader at Ole Miss, refused to carry 

the flag during games as a way to protest the University’s affiliations with Confederate 

symbols (F. Mitchell 2012). By 1997, Robert C. Khayat, Chancellor for the University, 

saw the need to remove the symbol’s association from campus. A survey was 

commissioned to assess people’s view of the University. While other Southern 

universities elicited more positive, symbolic associations, Ole Miss was viewed as a 

“racist” institution. “The results were clear. Among our symbols, songs, mascots, and 

names, the Confederate flag was by far the most damaging to us (Khayat 168).” During 
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the losing 1996 Football season, Ole Miss head coach Tommy Tuberville gave Khayat 

another good reason to remove the symbol: “we can’t recruit against the Confederate 

Flag (Carlton 2013).” Despite death threats, Khayat successfully found a legal way to ban 

Confederate flags at games without hindering personal freedoms of expression. “We did 

that by adopting a rule that you could not bring a pointed object into the stadium, whether 

it was an umbrella, a hot dog on a stick, or a flag on a stick (Carlton 2013).” 

 

 

 
Figure 26. Flags at an Ole Miss Football Game. Before Khayat’s ban, Confederate battle flags were often 
waved at football games while the famous southern anthem “Dixie” was played by the band. Copyright 
Tannen Maury/Associated Press 

 

Over the next few years, events that dealt with race and injustice became major 

news stories. In 2005, Hurricane Katrina re-ignited a national conversation about race due 

to the slow response time to the majority black victims in New Orleans’ Ninth Ward. 

Oliver Thomas, a New Orleans City Councilman said “people are too afraid of black 

people to go in and save them…rumors of shootings and riots are making people afraid to 
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take in people who are being portrayed as thugs and thieves (Alfano 2005).”  

In 2013, George Zimmerman, a neighborhood watch volunteer, was acquitted of 

killing black teenager Trayvon Martin as the youth walked home from a convenience 

store. Protests erupted around the United States in response to Zimmerman’s acquittal, 

which was the catalyst for the “Black Lives Matter” movement (“About the Black Lives 

Matter Network”). 

The shooting of nine black parishioners in the Emanuel A.M.E. Church in 

Charleston, South Carolina during the summer of 2015 caused the state to re-think its 

usage of the Confederate flag. The perpetrator, Dylann Roof, had expressed a desire to 

incite a “civil war” in the U.S. before the massacre took place. He also posed with flags 

associated with white supremacy in social media photos. The flags included the 

apartheid-era flag of South Africa, the flag of Rhodesia, and the Confederate battle flag 

(Robles, Horowitz, and Dewan 2015). 

 In response to this tragedy, major retailers such as Wal-Mart, eBay, Sears, and 

Amazon removed any merchandise which featured the Confederate battle flag image. 

This, in turn, caused a 3,000% spike in sales of Confederate flags around the country. 

“The debate has since shifted to other Southern states with Confederate imagery on their 

banners. Mississippi prominently features the Confederate battle flag in its official state 

flag, and some top Democrats and Republicans have said they want that changed as well 

(Peterson and Campbell 2015).” 

Mississippi Flag Controversy 

The official flag for the state of Mississippi that was adopted in 1894 has been the 

subject of polarizing public discussions by citizens and non-residents for decades. The 
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inclusion of the Confederate battle flag as the canton has been the crux of the debate due 

to its affiliations with hate groups and the slave-owning Confederate States of America 

(see Figure 1). Many Mississippians feel that this is a misrepresentation of the state they 

live in. In a 2016 interview, former Mississippi Governor William Winter asserted his 

opinion about the 1894 flag: “We are still the victims of stereotypes that label us as being 

committed to the past rather than to the future. We need to eliminate those symbols that 

when people look at them they think, ‘Now here’s a state still fighting the Civil War.’ 

You and I know that is not the case, but that is the impression too many people have. 

That Mississippi is still stuck in the past (Emmerich 2016).” 

In 2001, William Winter was chosen to lead a commission to change the flag. 

“[The former governor] has always seemed to have a calming, moderate voice, a voice of 

reason. That’s a plus given [the] potential volatility of the issue (Rossilli 2000).” The 

commission included eleven white and six black members. To better understand the task 

ahead, Winter charged the committee to focus on three separate areas of study: “how the 

flag design fits in with Mississippi’s history and heritage,” what the “long-term economic 

impact of the [new] flag” could be, and the development of the “design” itself (Wagster 

2000a). The commission consulted many members of the community in order to receive 

some aesthetic directions for the new flag design. The feedback included many positive 

connections to “magnolia” and “stars.” In December 2000, a new flag design was 

approved by the commission (see Figure 15). Clay Moss, the designer of the proposed 

new flag, addressed the members of the commission: “You may or may not like this flag. 

You may or may not appreciate what the canton on it stands for, but from a pragmatic, 

conclusive and technical standpoint this is a good flag design (Lynch 2000).”  
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The proposed flag design’s appeal was due to its shared similarities with the 1894 

flag. The only difference was a concentric arrangement of twenty stars in the canton, 

replacing the Confederate battle flag. “The 13 stars comprising the exterior circle in the 

corner…represent the original 13 states of America. The six stars orbiting within the first 

circle signify the six major entities that had held domain over the state in the past, such as 

the original Native American populace, France, Spain, the United Kingdom, the 

Confederacy and finally the United States. The central enlarged star…is intended to 

represent Mississippi itself, as it existed as a territory, as a republic and as a state (Lynch 

2000).” 

The public hearings in Mississippi concerning the flag attracted many protesters 

holding Confederate battle flags and outbursts from attendees. “When speakers talked 

about slavery and Confederate ancestors, audience members were rowdy—booing and 

yelling over people with whom they disagreed (Wagster 2000b).” 

The flag referendum was set for April 17, 2001, as controversy and debate 

escalated in the media. Polls were taken in order to gain a more accurate sense of the final 

outcome of the flag vote. In the first few months of 2001, a poll of 886 voters showed 

that 55% of voters wanted to keep the 1894 flag design. A similar poll had been 

conducted in 1994, which found that 80% of Mississippians wanted to keep the 1894 flag 

(Mitchell 2001b). Regardless of the shift in public opinion, the flag referendum resulted 

in almost 65% of Mississippi citizens voting to keep the 1894 flag (Clark 656–658).  

In the years following the flag vote, the tension surrounding the state’s use of the 

Confederate emblem escalated due to heightened racial tensions around the country. As 

previously mentioned, racially-sensitive events such as Hurricane Katrina, the shooting of 
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Trayvon Martin, the rise of Black Lives Matter, and the Charleston Church shootings 

brought this topic to the forefront of the national consciousness. “Politicians of all stripes, 

including most of those from the Deep South and Confederate-leaning states, are now 

calling for [the Confederate Flag’s] removal from government premises. Many are calling 

for the replacement of Mississippi’s state flag, which incorporates the legendary “X” of 

white stars on a blue field and red background. In a strange way, this episode—the flag 

uproar, not (sadly) the shootings—might turn out to be one of the most powerful 

influences for a shift in attitudes—or, at least, a shift in overt behavior (Albercht 2015).” 

Public figures also began to join the dialogue. “Quantico” actress Aunjanue Ellis attended 

the 2016 NAACP Image Awards in a dress that featured a blood-red handprint and text 

saying “TAKE IT DOWN MISSISSIPPI” across the front (Grinberg 2016) (see Figure 

27). Ellis wrote: “In a few years, when the civil rights museum is open in Jackson, I want 

to take my family there. When they ask about the flag of the KKK that is in photo after 

photo of violence against black bodies, I want to tell them what it is and what it should 

be: a relic (Ellis 2015).”  

Public universities around the state, including the University of Mississippi (Ole 

Miss), Mississippi State University, and Mississippi University for Women, began 

removing state flags from their campuses in 2016 (Pettus 2015). Some critics of these 

universities, like Our State Flag Foundation, cited that these universities are state-funded 

therefore should proudly fly the Mississippi flag (www.ourstateflag.com). Senator Mike 

Seymour has written “proposed legislation” that would “withhold a quarter of the salary 

of any president of a university [in Mississippi] that refuses to fly the state flag (Melchior 

2017).” 
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During the 2016 Democratic National Convention, the Mississippi state flag was 

taken down because it was deemed “offensive.” Vallena Greer, a delegate from 

Mississippi, initiated the removal. “I just lost it. I snatched it, I threw it under the seat…I 

didn’t want to see it, nobody else from Mississippi wanted to see that (Lovelace 2016).” 

 

  

 
Figure 27. Aunjanue Ellis at the 2016 NAACP Image Awards. Ellis, a native Mississippian, made a 
statement concerning the 1894 Mississippi state flag while on the red carpet. Copyright Jesse Grant/Getty 
Images for NAACP Image Awards). 

 

 The Mississippi flag, once again, is a main topic of conversation and a common 

news headline. In the 2017 Legislative session, twenty-two “flag-related bills” have been 



 

62 

proposed in hopes to initiate another public vote for a new flag. House Speaker Philip 

Gunn reiterated: “My position on the flag has not changed…I still believe the flag needs 

to be changed. I think we can find something that represents all of Mississippi, so we’re 

going to continue those discussions to see what we can come up with (Ganucheau 

2017).” 

 Public discussions concerning flag designs have not only occurred in the state of 

Mississippi, but also across the globe. Countries such as Myanmar, Venezuela, Malawi, 

Georgia, and Libya have all successfully changed their flags in the 21st century (“Five 

Countries That Have Changed Their Flags Recently”). Despite the historical evidence of 

successful flag transitions, the social, political, historical, and cultural elements in any 

location can make the potential change cumbersome or impossible (Zilbermints 2016).  
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IV. VEXILLOLOGICAL COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

There are many flags that have created controversy around the world. The reasons 

for certain flag controversies vary, but some of the most common are the inclusion of 

divisive symbolism, negative historical connotations, or improper representation of a 

people group (Orr). Like Mississippi, the following locations have dealt with flag issues 

in the public forum. 

South Africa and the Prinsenvlag 

In 1928, South Africa introduced a new flag that was aesthetically similar to the 

Dutch Prinsenvlag from the 17th century (see Figure 3). This new flag displayed a tricolor 

design that included horizontal bars of orange, white, and blue. Within the white bar, 

three small flags were arranged side-by-side: The British Union Jack, the original flag of 

the Orange Free State, and the Transvaal Vierkleur (Historical Flags of Our Ancestors) 

(see Figure 28). These small flags represent the European colonization of the region. 

“Domination of the black population began early, resulting in the introduction of 

apartheid in 1948, when discrimination and racial segregation were stringently enforced 

(Smith 187).” 

 Although the animosity towards apartheid and its flag grew, its predecessor, the 

Prinsenvlag, had already obtained a negative connotation in the Netherlands. During the 

years leading up to World War II, the Dutch Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging (NSB) 

grew in power. “When the Nazis occupied the country and installed the NSB as their 

local puppet regime, the Prinsenvlag became imbued with the overtones of Nazi racial 

ideology; like the Confederate flag, it also came to symbolize treason. For decades after 

the second world war, it was nearly as provocative to fly the Prinsenvlag in the 
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Netherlands as it would have been to display a swastika (“How an Old Dutch Flag 

Became a Racist Symbol” 2015).”  

 

 

 
Figure 28. The Apartheid-Era Flag of South Africa. The orange, white, and blue tricolor alludes to the 
Dutch Prinsenvlag of the 17th century. The three small flags in the white bar represent European 
colonization of the region. Public Domain. 

 

With its ties to World War II fascism and European colonization, the apartheid-

era flag of South Africa became globally controversial. During the 1992 Olympic games 

in Barcelona, the apartheid-era South African flag was forbidden to fly for “political 

reasons.” A South African Olympic flag was designed to stand in its place and represent 

the athletes during the games (Znamierowski 49). 

In the early nineties, political prisoner Nelson Mandela rose to power, ushering in 

a time of post-apartheid healing for South Africa. With a new era, there was a call for a 

new flag design by the Commission on National Symbols. The Commission, which was 

created by the country’s Negotiating Council, was given the task “to recommend at least 

four flags and coats of arms, a seal and an anthem for the transition period following the 
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1994 elections (Berry 2011).” The general public of South Africa was given the 

opportunity by the Commission to submit design ideas, resulting in 7,000 design 

submissions. These failed to produce a suitable flag, so design studios were approached. 

After the studios’ designs were assessed and rejected by the Commission, the pressure 

mounted to find a new flag design by the time the first democratic elections began in 

1993. South African vexillologist Fred Brownell was selected to attempt the last minute 

design. The symbolism he wanted to achieve in the new flag presented a sense of 

“convergence and unification.” By combining pan-African colors (gold, green, and black) 

with colors that hinted at the colonial flags (red-orange, white, and blue), Brownell 

attempted to represent the entirety of the South African population (see Figure 29). The 

flag design was officially adopted on March 15, 1994 by the Transitional Executive 

Council (“Fred Brownell: The Man Who Made South Africa’s Flag”). 

 

 

 
Figure 29. The Flag of South Africa. The colors combine those that are common among African nations 
(gold, black, and green) with those used in the original colonial flags (red-orange, blue, and white). 
Designed by Fred Brownell. Public Domain. 
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White supremacists in South Africa and elsewhere began using the apartheid-era 

flag to represent their personal ideology even before the new flag was implemented in 

1994. Similar to the Confederate battle flag in the U.S., the apartheid-era flag of South 

Africa is listed on the Anti-Defamation League website as a “hate symbol (‘South 

African Flag: Apartheid Era’).” In 2015, the apartheid flag of South Africa made 

international news when photos of Dylann Roof, Charleston shooting suspect, surfaced. 

One photo previously posted on Facebook features Roof donning the apartheid-era flag as 

a patch on his jacket (see Figure 30). Neo-Nazi organizations in South Africa, like the 

Afrikaner Resistance Movement, also use a modified version of the apartheid-era flag 

(Berry 2015). In this iteration, a red Afrikaner emblem replaces the Union Jack (see 

Figure 31). In a 2015 interview, some members of the Afrikaners showed their derision 

toward the current South African flag adopted in 1994: “No one will force us to stand 

under this flag…we Afrikaners want our freedom. We want our own country (Tomlinson 

2015).”  
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Figure 30. Dylann Roof and the Apartheid Flag. The flags of Rhodesia and Apartheid-era South Africa are 
clearly seen on Roof’s jacket. These symbols are both used in the white supremacist communities as 
symbols of white power. Copyright Dylann Roof (Facebook). 

 

 

 
Figure 31. Afrikaner Resistance Movement March 1993. Neo-Nazi groups in South Africa carry the 
Afrikaner version of the apartheid-era South African Flag. Copyright The South African History Archive 
(SAHA). 
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New Zealand 

In 2015, a $26 million, two-part referendum focusing on redesigning the flag of 

New Zealand was proposed by Prime Minister John Key. There are several common 

reasons for the country’s consideration of a redesign. One is the desire for a symbol that 

is unique to New Zealand and represents its diverse population. Despite being a large part 

of the population, the native Maori people do not have any symbolism associated with 

their culture within the current flag. Secondly, the current design is too similar to the flag 

of Australia (see Figure 32). The Union Jack canton, the “southern cross” star 

arrangement, and the blue field are similar for both countries (Innis 2016). 

New Zealand’s current flag was implemented in 1902 after decades of flying the 

Union Jack flag. A description of the flag is as follows: “The New Zealand flag is the 

symbol of the realm, government and people of New Zealand. Its royal blue background 

is derived from the ensign of the Blue Squadron of the Royal Navy. The stars of the 

Southern Cross emphasize this country’s location in the South Pacific Ocean. The Union 

Jack in the first quarter recognizes New Zealand’s historical origins as a British colony 

and dominion (‘Flags of New Zealand’) (see Figure 33).” The differences between the 

flags of New Zealand and Australia are slight and have caused confusion internationally 

(“New Zealand Water Polo Team Welcomed with Australian Flag”). 
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Figure 32. The Flag of Australia. The flags of Australia and New Zealand have caused much international 
confusion by their similar designs. The only difference is the number, color and points of the stars on each 
flag. Public Domain. 
 

 

 

 
Figure 33. The Flag of New Zealand. The Union Jack canton represents British colonialism and the stars 
create the “southern cross” constellation, which is an allusion to New Zealand’s geographic location in the 
South Pacific. Public Domain. 
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The first part of the flag referendum included a call for designs from the general 

public within New Zealand. Almost 10,300 designs were submitted to be part of the vote. 

They were eventually narrowed down to forty different compositions (see Figure 34). 

The majority of these designs provided iterations of the “southern cross” constellation, 

the silver fern, and Maori Koru spiral (Jamieson 2015). The introduction of the fern and 

the Koru spiral symbolism to these flags reflected the history and heritage in New 

Zealand. The silver fern (Cyathea Dealbata) is meaningful to colonial inhabitants as well 

as the native Maoris. This indigenous plant has been used for bedding due to its soft 

texture and as a “track marker” due to its glow under moonlight. Its image was also used 

throughout the twentieth century on coins, military badges, and on the jerseys of the All 

Black’s rugby team (“The Silver Fern”). The Koru is a spiral design used by the Maori 

people of New Zealand. It represents “new beginnings, growth, and re-generation” as 

well as resembling a “fern frond (‘Traditional Maori Symbols and Meanings’).” 

 The design that received the most votes from the residents of New Zealand was a 

representation of the silver fern with the “southern cross” by architectural designer Kyle 

Lockwood (see Figure 35). Four of Lockwood’s designs were included in the final forty 

and two of his designs were in the top five (Macdonald 2015). 

 With the country having settled on a potential replacement for the original flag, 

the second referendum took place on March 24, 2016. The final tally showed that 56.6% 

of voters wanted to keep the original flag. Prime Minister Key, the politician to initiate 

this referendum, commented after the final vote was confirmed: “I always knew it was 

going to be a very tough thing to get more than 50 percent of people to vote for change 

(Innis, 2016).” The original New Zealand flag with the Union Jack and Southern Cross 
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remains the symbol for this country. Despite the flag referendum results, people who 

prefer the Silver Fern design can purchase flags, pins, and patches of this design from 

www.silverfernflag.org. 

 In January 2017, New Zealand’s recently elected Prime Minister Bill English 

revealed that he voted for the Silver Fern in 2016. He believes that politics should be 

removed from a decision of this magnitude. “That is the lesson from the flag referendum. 

I oversaw the process for changing the flag. In the end, a lot of the voting became a bit of 

a political vehicle, probably because it was proposed by the Prime Minister…So I think 

in future that constitutional change needs to come from the will of the people (Trevett 

2017).” 

 

 

 
Figure 34. Forty Flags in First New Zealand Flag Referendum. In 2015, New Zealanders were given the 
option to vote on a possible alternative to their current flag. These forty designs were chosen from 10,300 
possible designs. Designed by various designers. Copyright Flag Consideration Project. 
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Figure 35. The Black and Blue Silver Fern Flag. The Silver Fern is a popular symbol in New Zealand due 
to its connections with the nation’s nature, military, native culture and rugby team. The “southern cross” 
from the original flag maintains its place on the fly-end of the design. Created by Kyle Lockwood. 
 
 
 

Georgia 

During the 20th century, symbolism associated with the Confederacy continued to 

appear on the flags of many Southern states. Like Mississippi, the state of Georgia 

included a large Confederate battle emblem on its official flag adopted in 1956 (see 

Figure 36). This design choice for the 1956 flag included a vertical blue strip on the hoist 

end with the state seal positioned at its center. The width of the blue strip takes up 

roughly 1/3 of the flag. A squared Confederate battle flag is utilized for the other 2/3 of 

the composition on the fly end. This particular design is said to be in response to the 1954 

ruling for integration in Brown vs. Board of Education. Although there is speculation 

concerning the reason for the redesign, there is a lot inferred in the language of the 

politicians who were calling for the flag change in Georgia. “There is little legislative 

history to indicate the purpose [for the flag design of 1956]. The sponsor of the bill 

simply stated that the flag would show that Georgians ‘intend to uphold what we stood 
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for, will stand for, and will fight for (Schedler 42).’” In 1956, Governor Marvin Griffin 

made his segregationist stance clear in his State of the State address: “There will be no 

mixing of the races in public schools, in college classrooms in Georgia as long as I am 

Governor…the rest of the nation is looking to Georgia for the lead in segregation 

(Martinez, Richardson, and McNinch-Su 305).” Representative Denmark Groover of the 

House of Representatives in Georgia said that the newest design “would leave no doubt 

in anyone’s mind that Georgia will not forget the teachings of Lee and Stonewall 

Jackson, and that this will show that we in Georgia intend to uphold what we stood for, 

will stand for, and will fight for…anything we in Georgia can do to preserve the memory 

of the Confederacy is a step forward (Owen 2015).” 

 

 

 
Figure 36. The 1956 Georgia State Flag. In this design, the state seal is placed on a vertical blue bar on the 
hoist-end, and a square Confederate battle emblem on the fly-end. Public Domain. 
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The Confederate battle flag once again became a symbol of a rebellious, Southern 

state of mind in the mid-twentieth century. It was waved by mobs protesting the 

integration of the University of Alabama by black student Autherine Lucy. In 1962, 

South Carolina began flying the Confederate battle flag over its capitol in Columbia, with 

Alabama doing the same in Montgomery soon thereafter (Martinez, Richardson, and 

McNinch-Su 306). 

By the mid 1980s, opposition to the flag grew in Georgia and legislation was put 

forth to instigate a new design. In January 2001, Governor Roy Barnes presented a bill 

aiming to alter the flag design due to its controversial nature. Cecil Alexander, an 

architect from Atlanta, proposed the new flag design (see Figure 37). The new design 

included the state seal in gold surrounded by thirteen white stars on a blue field. A golden 

ribbon featuring five smaller flags, two flags of the U.S. flanking three previous flags of 

Georgia, and labeled “Georgia’s History” in blue type. Below the ribbon, the words “In 

God We Trust” is set in golden type. The design was seen as a “compromise” because it 

retained subtle Confederate symbolism in the ribbon with the previous state flag, but it 

also made symbols like the state seal more prominent. In January of 2001, the Georgia 

House adopted Alexander’s flag without a public referendum (“Georgia State Flag 2001–

2003”). 

Despite the successful adoption of this new state flag, many thought the flag was 

aesthetically sub-par. In the 2001 Flag Survey for the North American Vexillological 

Association, Georgia’s flag design ranked lowest among all the flags in the U.S. and 

Canada, garnering a meager 2.4 points out of 10. “Georgia’s complex design violates all 

the principles of good flag design, incorporating a seal, lettering, and a series of miniature 
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historic flags (in incorrect order) (E. Kaye 24).” Once the survey was released, many 

detractors felt free to criticize the new flag without feeling like they would be perceived 

as racist.  

Cecil Alexander, the flag’s designer, defended his flag in a letter addressed to 

Vexillologist Ted Kaye: “Rating the flags solely on ‘design qualities’ and ignoring 

‘political, historical or geographical consideration’ is simplistic and does not address the 

political and historical considerations required for the new Georgia flag. I doubt that 

many flags ever demanded such political acceptance (Alexander).” 

 In 2003, Governor Sonny Perdue began the process of a new flag adoption. 

Critics of the 2001 flag cited its design inefficiencies and the lack of public referendum 

for the new design. To remedy this, another design was created mimicking the first 

national flag of the Confederacy (see Figures 20 and 38). The only difference between 

the two flags was the inclusion of the state coat of arms in the center of the thirteen white 

stars within the canton. In 2003, Governor Purdue officially signed House Bill 380 in 

order to implement the new flag design. A “statewide advisory referendum” was held on 

March 2, 2004, which allowed the Georgia residents to voice their opinions concerning 

the 2001 and 2003 flag designs (“Georgia State Flag, Current”). This referendum angered 

many residents because it was “non-binding,” allowing the Legislature complete control 

over the flag implementation. Also, residents who wanted the 1956 flag as an option on 

the ballot were disappointed with the two choices (Barry 2004). 

In an interview former Georgia Congressman Newt Gingrich was asked in an 

interview after the 2015 Charleston shootings about his feelings concerning the 2003 

flag’s association with the Confederacy:  “I think that may well be changed now that 
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people are into a new cycle (Bluestein 2015).” The connections with the first national 

Confederate flag continue to generate some controversy in Georgia. In 2003, Michael 

Julian Bond, who was chairman for the NAACP at the time, said the flag was “not as 

obvious as the rebel cross. But for those who are in the know, it is still a very 

Confederate, very slave-oriented flag (Barry 2004).”  Even though the state successfully 

changed their flag and removed the Confederate battle emblem, the final result is still 

controversial to those who realize Confederate symbolism continues to exist in Georgia’s 

identity. 

 

 

 
Figure 37. The 2001 Georgia State Flag. This flag was designed as a “compromise” during the rigorous 
debate concerning Confederate symbolism. This flag design not only includes the state seal, but also five 
small flags that represent Georgia’s history. Designed by Cecil Alexander. Public Domain. 
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Figure 38. The 2003 Georgia State Flag. The design was taken from the first national Confederate Flag. A 
golden state seal was added in the middle of the thirteen stars in the canton. Public Domain. 

 

As seen in the flag stories of South Africa, New Zealand, and the state of Georgia, 

re-designing a country or state’s flag identity can be a difficult task due to past loyalties 

for the symbol, political climate of the place, or simply finding a unifying aesthetic 

direction within a community. By seeking an ideal flag design through the public’s 

opinion or political leadership, the process can sometimes be as contentious as the 

original design itself.   
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V. NEW FLAG DESIGN PROPOSAL 

 According to Design Researcher Liz Sanders’ Map of Design Practice and 

Design Research, design methodology can be organized into several categories. “The 

design research map is defined and described by two intersecting dimensions: One is 

defined by approach and the other is defined by mind-set (Sanders 2008).” The 

“approach” portion of the map includes the “Design-Led” modules on the top hemisphere 

and the “Research-Led” modules on the bottom hemisphere (see Figure 39). The left 

hemisphere of the map is dedicated to the “Expert Mindset.” “Design researchers here are 

involved with designing for people. These design researchers consider themselves to be 

the experts, and they see and refer to people as ‘subjects,’ ‘users,’ ‘consumers,’ etc. 

(Sanders).” The right side of the map is dedicated to the “Participatory Mindset.” “Design 

researchers on this side design with people. They see the people as the true experts in 

domains of experience such as living, learning, working, etc. Design researchers who 

have a participatory mind-set value people as co-creators in the design process 

(Sanders).” 

 The research methodology for this thesis has generated a flag design outcome, 

proposed in this chapter, based on the “Expert Mindset.” This “Design-Led with Expert 

Mindset” flag is referred to in this thesis as Outcome A (see Figure 40). Future research 

will be dedicated to creating a second design, Outcome B, with the assistance of a sample 

of users comprised of diverse Mississippi residents (see Figure 41). This collaborative 

second flag outcome will utilize surveys and collected data to help generate a design that 

is more “Participatory” and “Research-Led.” The process for Outcome B is presented in 

Chapter 6 of this thesis.  
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Design-Led Research Methods 

 

 
Figure 39. Liz Sanders’ Map of Design Practice and Design Research. Recreated by Chase Quarterman. 
Copyright Liz Sanders. 
 

The foundation for this Communication Design thesis is based on studies in 

vexillology, vexillography, Mississippi history/culture and flag history, flag re-design 

case studies, and an “artifact analysis” of the aesthetic and emotional nature of the 

Confederate battle flag (Martin and Hanington 14). This research was the impetus for the 

proposed flag design process delineated in this chapter. According to Sanders’ Map of 

Design Practice and Design Research, this strategy falls under the “Critical Design” 

category (see Figure 40). “Critical Design evaluates the status quo and relies on design 

experts to make things that provoke our understanding of current values people hold 

(Sanders 2008).” Focusing on “Critical Design” in the “Expert Mindset” hemisphere of 
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Sanders’ map has led to a design approach built upon research relevant to Mississippi’s 

current flag situation. 

 

 
Figure 40. Research Methodology Quadrants utilized for Outcome A. Recreated by Chase Quarterman. 
Copyright Liz Sanders. 

 

The case studies detailed in Chapter 4 present different ways that flag designs 

came to be implemented—or almost implemented—in various cultural and political 

moments in time. These scenarios provide examples that accentuate the importance of 

using experts versus relying on “crowdsourcing” of a particular populace. The role of 

“experts” in these case studies has been considered as a reason to pursue the “Critical 

Design” angle on Sanders’ map.  
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Figure 41. Research Methodology Quadrants utilized for Outcome A and B. Recreated by Chase 
Quarterman. Copyright Liz Sanders. 

 

In South Africa, the initial search for a post-Apartheid flag resulted in 7,000 

designs generated by the public that were ultimately rejected. In the end, a flag expert, 

Fred Brownell, designed a flag that was presented to a committee of public officials for 

approval and later implemented as South Africa’s official flag (“Fred Brownell: The Man 

Who Made South Africa’s Flag”) (see Figure 29).  

By contrast, New Zealand’s 2015–2016 flag referendum relied completely on 

open-call design submissions (over 10,000 designs), which were narrowed down by a 

panel of non-experts (“Flag Consideration Panel Members Announced”). Despite the 

publicly-culled design options, the original flag of New Zealand garnered the majority of 

the votes in the second referendum in 2016 (Innis 2016) (see Figure 33).  
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In 2001, Georgia Governor Roy Barnes initiated a bill that would change the state 

flag due to its Confederate symbolism. The Georgia House of Representatives adopted a 

flag design by a local architect, Cecil Alexander, without input from experts in the 

subject (see Figure 37). Alexander defended his design in a letter to vexillologist Ted 

Kaye: “Except for ‘experts’ and those who resisted any change, I have been told many 

times that the flag is beautiful (Alexander).” Kaye, whose survey listed Georgia’s 2001 

flag as the worst-designed flag in North America, wrote a letter in reply: “…the survey of 

100 ‘experts’ and over three times as many public respondents said ‘no,’ confirming that 

[the flag of Georgia] violates the basic principles of flag design (E. Kaye 2001).” Even 

though the 2001 flag was unpopular, the change from a highly-controversial, 

Confederate-driven design was successful (“Georgia State Flag 2001–2003”). A public 

referendum was eventually held in 2003 due to the unpopularity of Alexander’s design. 

The alternative design that eventually won was not a design by experts, but a refurbished 

version of the first national Confederate flag (Owen 2015) (see Figure 38).  

In 2016, the Clarion-Ledger, one of the largest newspapers in Mississippi, held a 

public contest that encouraged people to “Design a new state flag for Mississippi.” This 

contest resulted in many overtly-racist flag design submissions. Sam R. Hall, Executive 

Editor for the Clarion-Ledger, responded in anger at the “disappointing” lack of political 

leadership to initiate a change instead of relying on “voters” like the ones generating the 

racist submissions. Hall exclaimed that expecting voters to effectively change the 

Mississippi flag is tantamount to “kicking the can down the road (Hall 2016).” These 

situations, despite their varied results, have solidified the importance of expert-driven, 

“Critical Design” investigations. 
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Design Process for Outcome A 

 

 
Figure 42. Mood Board. 
 
 

The mood board imagery gathered for this thesis is primarily comprised of 

Mississippi imagery, simplistic logo designs, and flag designs from around the world 

(See figure 42). The sketches that ensued are broken down into four main categories: 
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Mississippi culture, Mississippi magnolias, the Mississippi River, and Mississippi 

wildlife (see Figures 43–46). The river and magnolia flower were given their own 

iteration pages due to their symbolic significance to the state of Mississippi. These pages 

explored potential stylistic interpretations of these two symbols. The wildlife and culture 

sketches explore a broader symbol base that represents many facets of Mississippi nature 

and society. These sketches were treated as a preliminary exploration before vector 

shapes were created. 

 

 

 
Figure 43. Mississippi Culture Sketches. Drawn by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 44. Mississippi Magnolia Sketches. Drawn by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 45. Mississippi River Sketches. Drawn by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 46. Mississippi Wildlife Sketches. Drawn by Chase Quarterman. 
 

Symbolism 

 The vector symbol collections seen in Figures 47–50 represent an exploration of 

symbolism associated with various aspects of the state of Mississippi based on the initial 

sketches. These were created with the intention of building a palette of abbreviated 

Mississippi imagery to assist with creating flag iterations. 
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Figure 47. Mississippi Culture Symbolism. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
 

 The symbol set features cultural elements from the state which include: musical 

heritage, food, outdoor recreation, agriculture, literature, weather, Civil War history, 

Native American society, and Civil Rights history (Figure 47). 
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Figure 48. Mississippi Magnolia Symbolism. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
 

Mississippi is known as the “Magnolia State” due to its abundance of Magnolia 

trees. The Magnolia flowers are common symbols within the state and are the official 

state flower. This set of symbols explores simplified, stylistic representations of this plant 

(see Figure 48). 
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Figure 49. Mississippi River Symbolism. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
 
 

The Mississippi river is one of the longest rivers in the world. This namesake for 

the state of Mississippi has been an important geographical feature of North America 

since Native Americans ruled the land. The symbols are simplified graphic iterations of 

the river (see Figure 49). 
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Figure 50. Mississippi Wildlife Symbolism. Created by Chase Quarterman. 

 

This symbol set includes some of the official and unofficial state animals such as 

the Mockingbird, Large Mouth Bass, Bottlenose Dolphin, Spicebrush Swallowtail, 

Honey Bee, and Wood Duck (see Figure 50). 
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Figure 51. Mississippi SWOT Analysis. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
 

The SWOT Analysis seen in Figure 51 provides information that has assisted in 

the proposed branding process for the state of Mississippi. While the “Strengths” module 

presents some of the positive symbolism seen in Figures 47–50, there are racial struggles 

presented in the “Weakness” and “Threats” modules that could be assuaged by a flag re-

design. The “Opportunities” module influenced the design process by focusing on 

“positive” and “unique” symbols associated with the state. 
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Figure 52. First Proposed Flag Set (1–50). Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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The Mississippi symbol sets were implemented into 150 potential flag designs 

(see Figures 52–54). 

 

 
Figure 53. Second Proposed Flag Set (51–100). Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 54. Third Proposed Flag Set (101–150). Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 55. Fifty Proposed Flags (Mississippi River and Magnolia Symbols). Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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The 150 potential flag designs were reduced to 50 flags that focused on 

Mississippi’s most prominent symbols: the Magnolia and the Mississippi River (see 

Figure 55). With the focus being on these two symbols, a global collection of flags that 

utilize flower and river symbolism was studied (see Figures 56 and 57). Some of the flag 

designs that used river symbolism represented the river with flat rectangular shapes (State 

of Para, Gambia and Mao Zedong’s China Proposal). The flag of Overijssel, a Dutch 

province, includes a horizontal, wavy blue line that represents the river IJssel. The Tigris 

and Euphrates rivers are rendered in blue and red undulating bands that create an X 

across the 1971 Assyrian flag. Finally, in the flag of South Sudan, the Nile River is 

represented by the color blue in a triangle on the hoist-end of the design. 

 Flower symbols are commonly used as a prominent centrally located “charge” on 

flag compositions. The styles and meanings of the flowers presented in these flags vary 

greatly. The flags of Macau and Kalmykia utilize two different stylized versions of a 

Lotus flower. The Macau Lotus features three petals that represent the three islands of 

Macau. Kalmykia’s Lotus flower simply represents the abstract notions of purity and 

rebirth. The Iris of Brussels and the Sturt’s Desert Rose of Australia’s Northern Territory 

are reflections of the local nature in these areas. The Bashkortostan flag’s Kurai flower 

represents friendship, while the Hong Kong Bauhinia flower represents its residents. 
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Figure 56. Flags with River Symbolism. Public Domain. 
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Figure 57. Flags with Flower Symbolism. Public Domain. 
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Figure 58. Six Proposed Flag Options. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
 

 The six flag designs in Figure 58 represent the six favorite Magnolia flower and 

Mississippi River symbol compositions from the fifty choices in Figure 55. 
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Figure 59. Two Proposed Flag Options. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
 

 The final two flag design options feature a stylized Magnolia flower on the fly-

end of the composition and an undulating river shape cutting diagonally towards the 

hoist-end (see Figure 59). 
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Design Proposal 

 

 
Figure 60. First Proposed Mighty Magnolia Flag Design. This iteration was presented in the 
Communication Design Thesis Show at Texas State University in January 2017. Designed by Chase 
Quarterman. 
 
 

The flag design that was selected from the vector iterations features two 

prominent symbols that are often associated with Mississippi: The Mississippi River and 

the Magnolia Flower. This flag has been nicknamed “The Mighty Magnolia flag (see 

Figure 60).” This flag’s name is derived from one of the nicknames of the Mississippi 

River: “The Mighty Mississippi.” This iteration of the Mighty Magnolia Flag, design 

process, and thesis research were presented in the JC Mitte building on the campus of 

Texas State University in January 2017 (see Figure 61). 
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Figure 61. Thesis Show. Photo by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 62. Further Iterations of the Mighty Magnolia Flag: A) Original flag; B) Original flag flipped 
horizontally; C) Simplified river symbol angled from upper-left to lower-right; D) Simplified river symbol 
with the magnolia symbol placed as the “canton” in the upper-left corner. Designed by Chase Quarterman. 

 

 The Mighty Magnolia design experienced further iterations with slight 

adjustments to the placement and treatment of the river and magnolia symbols (see 

Figure 62). Observations of flags catching the wind and at rest led to the placement of the 

magnolia in the upper-left corner, or canton, of the flag. This section allows for the 

highest visibility in both flying and resting flags. Option D was ultimately selected due to 

its placement of the magnolia as the canton and the legacy component of red positioned 

at the fly-end—an allusion to the 1861 Mississippi Magnolia Flag (see Figure 14). The 

strokes of the magnolia symbol were also thickened in order to heighten visibility (see 

Figure 63). 
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Figure 63. The Mighty Magnolia Flag. Designed by Chase Quarterman. 
 

The Mighty Magnolia Flag includes three colors in its palette: Old Glory Red 

(Pantone 193 C), Old Glory Blue (Pantone 282 C), and white. These colors are used in 

the 1894 Mississippi flag and also reflect the colors in the flag of the United States.  

The red signifies hardiness and valor. It is also representative of the blood that 

was shed in the state during the Civil War and the Civil Rights Movement, as well as the 

red mineral-rich clay that is prevalent in the state.  

The blue signifies perseverance, vigilance, and justice. It is an allusion to the 

Bonnie Blue Flag that unofficially flew over Mississippi when it became a state in 1817. 

The Bonnie Blue star was also used as a canton for the 1861 Mississippi Magnolia Flag, 

which is reflected in the placement of the magnolia symbol in the Mighty Magnolia Flag. 
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The white, which divides the blue and red fields, signifies purity. It is also 

presented in the form of the Mississippi River meandering toward a horizon line. The 

river is a prominent geographic attribute of the state, shaping most of the western border 

and is utilized on this flag design as a symbol of persistence, strength, and longevity. This 

undulating strip also represents a plucked guitar string, alluding to Mississippi’s rich 

musical heritage. Finally, the curves of the white strip form a stacked double “S,” 

suggesting the unique phonetic element in the word “Mississippi.” The six point bars or 

river bends surrounding this white shape indicate six different points in Mississippi’s 

timeline: the state’s pre-history and Native American habitation; Hernando de Soto’s 

arrival into the region; the moment Mississippi became a state in 1817; Mississippi’s 

involvement in the Civil War; the Civil Rights Movement within the state; the future of 

Mississippi. 

The white magnolia blossom included as the canton of the Mighty Magnolia is a 

symbol of hospitality, peace, and unity. This is also an allusion to the Bonnie Blue Flag, 

which featured a white star on a blue field. The magnolia blossom’s nine petals represent 

the eight flags that have flown over Mississippi plus this re-design. At the tip of each 

petal is a concave dimple that emulates the slight folding that occurs on this particular 

flower (see Figure 64).  Each dimple has two points for every petal. These eighteen 

“points” on this magnolia charge represent the eighteen battles fought in Mississippi 

during the Civil War. The points also symbolize the eighteen Civil Rights murders that 

took place within the state during the 1950s and 1960s. The stamen and carpel of the 

magnolia blossom are presented in Old Glory Red to represent the bloodshed that 

occurred in the state during both the Civil War and Civil Rights Movement. The seeds for 
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the Magnolia Grandiflora fruit are bright red, which suggests growth and renewal (see 

Figure 65). This central red element is also a visual representation of the fiery spirit of 

Mississippians. 

In the summer of 2015, a rally was held outside of the Mississippi state capitol 

with the sole purpose of promoting the Confederate battle emblem within the official 

state flag. Joshua Herring, an African American spectator at the all-white rally, discussed 

state symbolism he believed would best unify Mississippi on a flag: “We can all agree on 

a magnolia…it can grow under any circumstance (‘Mississippi Flag Supporters Rally 

Outside State Capitol’).”  

 

 
Figure 64. Magnolia Grandiflora Flower. Copyright EatTheWeeds.com. 
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Figure 65. Magnolia Grandiflora’s Red Seeds—Oxford, Mississippi. Photo by Phillip M. Stewart. Licensed 
under Creative Commons. 
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Figure 66. The Mighty Magnolia at the Capitol. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia Flag flying in 
front of the Capitol building in Jackson, Mississippi. Created by Chase Quarterman. 

 

In Figures 66–76, the Mighty Magnolia Flag design has been incorporated into 

various collateral uses: large flag on a flag pole, desk flag, set within the shape of 

Mississippi, welcome sign, manhole cover, digital airport signage, lapel pin, embroidered 

patch, baseball cap, pennant banner, and T-shirt.  

 



 

110 

 

 

 
Figure 67. Mighty Magnolia Desktop Flag. A digital mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia Flag as a desktop 
flag. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 68. Mighty Magnolia Mississippi Shape. The Mighty Magnolia design set within the shape of 
Mississippi. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 69. Mighty Magnolia Welcome Sign. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia Flag as a 
“Welcome” sign. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 70. Mighty Magnolia Manhole Cover. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia as a city manhole 
cover. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 71. Mighty Magnolia Digital Signage. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia as digital airport 
signage. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 72. Mighty Magnolia Lapel Pin. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia as a lapel pin. Created 
by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 73. Mighty Magnolia Patch. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia as an embroidered patch. 
Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 74. Mighty Magnolia Cap. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia on a baseball cap. Created by 
Chase Quarterman. 
 

 

 
Figure 75. Mighty Magnolia Pennant Banner. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia on a pennant 
banner. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 76. Mighty Magnolia T-Shirt. A photo mock-up of the Mighty Magnolia on a T-shirt. Created by 
Chase Quarterman. 
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Figure 77. The Mighty Magnolia Flag Style Guide. Created by Chase Quarterman. 
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A grid and color specifications of the Mighty Magnolia Flag assists with 

consistency and will be included in promotional packets in future investigations (see 

Figure 77). 

 

 

 
Figure 78. The Mighty Magnolia Flag Compared to Other Southern Flags. Designed by Chase Quarterman. 

 

In Figure 78, a line-art map of the Southern states and their flags is represented. 

The Mighty Magnolia Flag is presented with the state of Mississippi in order to compare 

and contrast the flag designs of other Southern states. Many states in the U.S. have flags 

with designs that are too similar—Alabama and Florida, for example—therefore other 

state flag designs have been considered.  
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VI. CONCLUSION + FUTURE INVESTIGATIONS 

By utilizing research and designer expertise, the Outcome A flag design prototype 

for the state of Mississippi was created in this thesis project. The new proposed design, 

the “Mighty Magnolia” flag, symbolically and graphically represents the state and its 

identity as it potentially transitions its brand away from divisive Confederate symbolism 

(see Figure 63). The Outcome B flag design will derive from surveys and participation of 

Mississippi residents in future investigations. 

Future Investigations for Outcome A  

Now that there is a proposed flag design that has a basis in research and design 

expertise, it is important to test this design’s appeal among the diverse residents of 

Mississippi. Tools like Survey Monkey will be used in future investigations allowing 

residents to judge the proposed Mighty Magnolia design and the relevance of its 

meaning. The data collected from this survey will help evaluate the Mighty Magnolia flag 

and potentially initiate design modifications to the proposed flag design before it is 

implemented in any promotional materials. The content of this survey would utilize what 

Universal Methods of Design calls a “judgmental” survey. A judgmental survey “asks [a] 

participant for his or her opinion, what he or she thinks about things (Martin and 

Hanington 172).” The “Mighty Magnolia” survey would also incorporate the “Design + 

Emotion” bubble on Sanders’ Map (see Figure 40). According to the Design and Emotion 

Society, this form of research “raises issues and facilitates dialogue among practitioners, 

researchers, and industry, in order to integrate salient themes of emotional experience 

into the design profession (‘Our Mission’).” In this survey, the proposed flag design 

would be judged on its aesthetic qualities as well as its “emotional” value. As seen 
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throughout the Mississippi flag controversy discussed in this thesis, flags tend to elicit 

strong emotions. In the end, the “Design + Emotion” bubble is still “design-led,” but this 

survey will allow Mississippi residents to evaluate the proposed flag design and 

participate as judges. The survey would incorporate residents who represent various age 

groups and races. It would also include Mississippi politicians, both Republican and 

Democrat, and designers/vexillologists within the state.  

After taking the results of the survey into consideration, the main vehicle for 

promoting the proof-of-concept “Mighty Magnolia” flag design (Outcome A) to the 

Mississippi population will be through a website: MightyMagnoliaFlag.com. This site 

will feature the story of this flag’s development and a proposal video. The proposal video 

will be available to share on social media with the intention of igniting a design-focused 

conversation about the Mississippi flag in 2017. Aesthetically, this video will be 

consistent with the flag collateral and experimentations created for this thesis project. The 

@MightyMagnoliaFlag Instagram and Facebook handles have been reserved to assist in 

sharing this project with Mississippians. 

Once this website and pitch video are complete and live online, Mississippi 

politicians will be contacted directly with promotional flag kits, showing the potential for 

collateral usage of the new “Mighty Magnolia” flag design. The kit will include a Mighty 

Magnolia lapel pin, sticker, desk flag, and brand guide. 

Jackson-based newspapers such as The Clarion-Ledger and Jackson Free Press 

will be contacted in order to provide “Mighty Magnolia”-related content as a guest 

columnist in order to create awareness. 

A committee comprised of historians, politicians, and designers will be appointed 
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to assist in making people aware of this proposed flag design as an option in future 

referendums or legislative bills. 

Future Design Process for Outcome B  

The research for the Outcome B prototype design will stem from the quadrants of 

the Liz Sanders map that are more “research-led” and utilize a “participatory mindset.” 

These quadrants include spatial zones labeled “User-Centered Design,” “Participatory 

Design,” and “Generative Design Research (see Figure 79).” The “User-Centered 

Design” zone uses the “expert mind-set to collect, analyze, and interpret data in order to 

develop specifications or principles to guide or inform the design development of product 

and services (Sanders 2008).” The process for the Outcome A flag design considered the 

end user, but the Outcome B design process will be informed by users throughout its 

development.  
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Figure 79. Research Methodology Quadrants utilized for Outcome B. Recreated by Chase Quarterman. 
Copyright Liz Sanders. 

 

Another large zone in Sanders’ map focuses on the “Participatory Mindset”: 

“Participatory Design is an approach to design that attempts to actively involve the 

people who are being served through design in the process to help ensure that the 

designed product/service meets their needs (Sanders 2008).” There will be three surveys 

given to a diverse group of Mississippi residents that will help generate another prototype 

design. This survey initiative will be called “Design Mississippi.” The domain name 

DesignMississippi.com and Instagram/Facebook handle @DesignMississippi have been 

reserved to promote the involvement of Mississippi residents in the process. The first 

Design Mississippi survey will focus on symbolism and color schemes that 

Mississippians feel they can identify with (see Figure 80). The symbols designed for 
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Outcome A will be presented and labeled for the user to reference in their answers (see 

Figure 81). The second survey will present a selection of fifty new flag designs based on 

the results of the first survey (see Figure 82). Users will be asked to select their top five 

favorite designs. The third survey will present the twelve most popular flag designs the 

stakeholders acknowledged in the second survey and will allow them to choose two 

designs that they feel are most appropriate. 

The last zone in Sanders’ map to be incorporated into the Outcome B process is 

the “Generative Design Research” bubble. “Generative design empowers everyday 

people to generate and promote alternatives to the current situation (Sanders 2008).” The 

surveys will allow Mississippi residents to share their detailed opinions and preferences, 

giving them the ability to help “generate” an alternative flag option. 
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Figure 80. First “Design Mississippi” Survey Navigation. Created by Chase Quarterman.  
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Figure 81. Example Symbol Chart for First Survey. Created by Chase Quarterman.  

 



 

128 

 

 
Figure 82. Second “Design Mississippi” Survey Navigation. Created by Chase Quarterman.  
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Figure 83. Third “Design Mississippi” Survey Navigation. Created by Chase Quarterman.  

 

Conclusion 

As seen in Chapter 4 (comparative analysis), motivating a group of people to 

modify their collective identity can be difficult. Committees of political figures were 

given control over the flag changing process for the state of Georgia and South Africa. In 
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both instances, the public was brought into the discussion in an advisory capacity. By 

contrast, the New Zealand flag re-design included two referendums that cost the country 

millions of dollars, but the nation ultimately opted to retain the previous flag (see Figure 

33).  

The solution for graphically representing almost three million Mississippians has 

been a polarizing issue for decades. By promoting the “Mighty Magnolia” flag (Outcome 

A) and working with Mississippi residents on a new design (Outcome B), the desired goal 

for this thesis is to renew the conversation regarding the necessity of a flag change in the 

state of Mississippi and present two potential identity options that citizens can regard as 

their own. 
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