
Southern Symbolism: Conversations in the Westminster Upper School after Charlottesville 
 
 
In the dining hall of the Westminster Schools, a private Christian school located in Atlanta, GA, 
an outsider may notice a divide between students. Around one table sits a group of students, all 
white, almost all blonde. Around another table sits East Asian, Indian, African-American, white, 
and Hispanic students. Visitors driving through the campus, however, are greeted by banners of 
smiling faces, a mix of all different shades. 
 
The Westminster Schools, my school, is understood by most as a cookie-cutter example of 
everything a private high school should represent. According to Niche.com’s 2018 list, 
Westminster ranks as the best private high school in Atlanta, and number 21st in the country. Its 
Global Programs hail from Africa, Europe, Asia, and South America. A picture on social media, 
however, would bring Westminster’s diverse appearance into question. 
 
It was a picture of a girl. She was smiling equally as bright as the students on the banners posted 
around campus. And she stood next to a Confederate flag. 
 
After the deadly events in Charlottesville, VA, unanswered questions about the Confederacy and 
Southern history seemed to linger in the air. Even before the “Unite the Right” rally on August 
12, Charlottesville had a similar dichotomy between a “peaceful” image and a growing, 
inconspicuous force of intolerance. National Geographic described the university city as one of 
the happiest in the United States. Yet, as the murder of 32-year-old Heather D. Heyer suggests, 
even in a place with a peaceful appearance, political tensions can lead to catastrophe.  
 
Then, how and why did the statue of Robert E. Lee spark a conflict of this scale in one of the 
“happiest cities in the U.S.?”  
 
Despite my classmate’s picture on social media, no one broached the subject at school. Before I 
talked with the students and teachers in this article, I had not heard a single conversation about 
Charlottesville. Nonetheless, the picture draws attention to an inevitable fact; Westminster is in 
Georgia, the American South, home to a difficult history. Though I had just moved to Atlanta a 
year ago, some of my classmates’ and teachers’ families have lived here for generations. 
 
Take Jack Morgan for example. Morgan, a ninth-grade English teacher, belongs to one of the 
many families with a long history in the South. He grew up in one of many agrarian communities 
in the South with a conservative majority. As he recounts memories of him and his grandfather, 
he laughs and the words flow out easily. His grandfather, a County Agricultural Agent, would 
take him to see the cows, he says. Through his grandfather, he met an entire community of 
farmers. 
 
There’s just one complication – his grandfather belonged to the Ku Klux Klan. Despite all the 
positive memories, he says, he feels no nostalgia for the part of his grandfather’s history that 
include the Klan and any of their ideologies that discriminate against minority groups. 
 



“I can’t sentimentalize those memories about who he was and the other stories I’ve heard about 
some of the things he did,” says Morgan. “It was immoral. It was wrong.” 
 
Those with family members who fought for the Confederacy face a similar dilemma. Morgan 
believes, however, that there lies a distinction between heritage and history. And because 
Southern agriculture relied upon slave labor before the Civil War, to celebrate the Confederacy 
as part of one’s heritage, he says, is a “sin.” 
 
“If heritage is predicated upon a lie that enslaves literally millions of people… then we have to 
be really careful about how we honor that heritage,” says Morgan. “Because that’s not the 
heritage of the United States. It’s part of our history, but it shouldn’t be our heritage.” 
 
But, asks George Berry, a teacher of Old Testament, does slavery make up the entire history of 
the South?  
 
“I’m afraid that we’ve gotten to the point where people believe that anybody who says anything 
remotely sympathetic about the South or the Confederacy must be a hate-filled racist,” Berry 
says, “and I really don’t think that’s fair.” 
 
Like Morgan, he, too, has history in the South. “Born and raised,” he says proudly. The Civil 
War, he believes, had a complicated history. Besides slavery, other causes for the war included 
the boundaries between federal and state rights, as well as heavy tariffs on imports and exports. 
Furthermore, he stresses that during the time of the Civil War, black men and women in the 
North, though free, had many laws that limited their freedom. They could not vote, nor could 
they hold office. 
 
“Racism is a sin,” Berry says. “Acknowledge it and forsake it. But let the record be truthful, and 
that means that not only Southerners, but everybody, acknowledge the skeletons that are in your 
closet.” 
 
The history of Robert E. Lee himself, Berry feels, has also been misrepresented. Berry attended 
Washington and Lee University in Virginia, and back when he studied there, he says, people 
embraced the legacy of Lee. “It saddens me when I see, for all of [Lee’s] faults, whatever they 
may have been, replicas of him torn down, and people that really don’t know much about him 
casting judgment on him,” says Berry. “I mean, we need to realize that we’re talking about 
somebody who, after the war, did everything he could to heal the wounds.”  
 
Senior Alex Cann, like Berry, also believes that the history of slavery should not define the 
South. Cann heads the Young Conservatives club at Westminster. His father’s side is from the 
South. Lee’s statue, he believes, preserves a portion of history. As for Robert E. Lee himself, 
Cann says that those who support the removal of his statue ignore his other qualities, such as his 
military prowess and leadership, and only consider one aspect of his legacy. That aspect – his 
ownership of slaves – is shared by many others whom we admire and revere as founders of our 
country. 
 



“If you’re going to take down monuments or a statue of someone in the Confederate army, you 
also have to look at doing the same thing to someone like George Washington or Thomas 
Jefferson, whose face is on the nickel and who was known for mistreating his slaves,” says Cann. 
His message is clear: Are we really going to take down Mount Rushmore or the nickel? 
 
Actually, we should consider it, says history teacher John Monahan. Monahan grew up in 
Charlottesville and attended the University of Virginia. “We should start talking about a different 
set of people that should get included about who we are as a country,” he says. “Who goes on 
money is another example of this.” 
 
So what set of people does American imagery portray now? As of 2016, there are in America 
over 718 Confederate statues, at least 109 schools and 10 military bases named after Confederate 
figures. In the U.S. Capitol’s National Statuary Hall Collection alone, there stand 12 statues of 
Confederate soldiers and figures. However, there are only four statues of black men and women. 
Our symbolism, says Monahan, should also include African-Americans and Civil Rights figures 
such as Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass. “They’ve been with us all along and they are 
us, they’re not an ‘other.’” 
 
Like Morgan, he sees a statue as a type of monument – a tribute made to honor a person or a 
concept. Some believe that Lee’s history does not reflect slavery, bigotry, or hatred, but what do 
the people who use or defend his images believe? When white supremacists in Charlottesville 
protest the statue’s removal while carrying weapons and chanting slogans that target minority 
groups, he says, the intentions behind the use of Confederate imagery seem to be far from 
peaceful. 
 
So save the intricacies of Civil War history for the textbooks, he says. “A statue is simple,” says 
Monahan. “It’s often a heroic image. It’s not words. It doesn’t include complexity, and the Civil 
War’s impact on American life was complex.” 
 
Beyond the real story of Robert E. Lee himself, Monahan adds, the context for the statue itself 
plays an important role in understanding the statue. It was erected in Emancipation Park in 1924, 
during the increasing implementation of Jim Crow laws that promoted racial segregation. In his 
article “When Bigotry Paraded Through the Streets,” Joshua Rothman of The Atlantic writes that 
there were between 2 and 5 million Klansmen in America by 1925, a year after the placement of 
the statue. That year on August 8, more than 50,000 Ku Klux Klan members marched through 
Washington D.C. 
 
And nearly a decade later in Charlottesville, white supremacists take to the streets again, torches, 
Nazi and Confederate flags in hand, chanting Nazi-era slogans such as “You will not replace us.”  
 
So how does Monahan deal with the presence of white supremacy in his hometown? “It’s 
awkward,” he says.  
 
Charlottesville is where he got married. His parents still live there. He attended the University of 
Virginia. People, he says, have sentimental feelings about their hometown. “They’d like it to 
remain this positive place because as we grow older, we’d like to return to a feeling of innocence 



about that place.” But he declares with certainty, “I don’t have those feelings anymore about 
Charlottesville.” 
 
Neither do other Charlottesville locals. City Council member Nikuyah Walker’s campaign aimed 
to address the discrepancy between the university city’s title as one of the “happiest cities in the 
U.S.” and the issues that affect its disadvantaged residents. Besides the recent white supremacy 
rallies, these issues include the lack of affordable housing, the decreasing number of black 
homeowners, and inequality in the public school system. Her campaign slogan, “Unmasking the 
Illusion,” says it all.  
 
Thus, her victory, says Monahan, reflects the desire of more and more people to face the social 
reality of their city and tackle the problems at hand. Still, he thinks that the tension between 
Charlottesville’s “idealized university community” and its underlying problems will always 
exist. The students at UVA, he says, “go to football games and live their young lives and act like 
these aren’t their problems to solve for right now. The problems don’t hit students in the face. 
The people that sweep the floors and the people that make the meals live in another part of town 
that they don’t interact with very often.” 
 
A similar “illusion,” some believe, affects the students at Westminster. The subdued student 
response to Charlottesville and similar events, says junior Mackenzi Stewart, gives a prime 
example. “It’s difficult being the only people upset on a campus like Westminster, where there’s 
not many people of color in comparison to the white students,” says Stewart. “It’s difficult 
always feeling like you have to be the one educating people about your struggle.” 
 
Nevertheless, Westminster has been making more efforts to educate students about the world 
outside of the campus bubble. The school invites people from different types of backgrounds and 
experiences to speak to during assemblies. The Hispanic and Latino affinity group Café con 
Leche prepared a presentation for Hispanic Heritage Month. John Dau, one of the Lost Boys of 
Sudan, spoke to us twice about his escape from war-torn Southern Sudan.  
 
Yet, after these assemblies, what kind of conversations do students have in private? 
 
A singer-songwriter once sang for us and shared her musical journey. The first record label she 
contacted rejected her, not because of her skill, but because she openly identified as lesbian. As I 
was returning to class after the assembly, two boys walked in front of me, having a conversation. 
Suddenly, one of them lowered his voice. 
 
“I bet that singer didn’t get rejected just because she’s a lesbian. She probably just wasn’t good 
enough and wants to blame it on the company.” 
 
His friend agreed, laughing, and asked him if he was coming to practice today. 
 
During another assembly, filmmaker and author Jackson Katz once spoke about violence against 
women. In class afterwards, before the teacher arrived, my classmates chattered about the 
assembly. Instead of hushed voices, they clamored to fit in comments about the way he talked or 



looked, or the video he showed us. But when one girl brought up his points about gender 
discrimination, the class fell silent. 
 
This kind of environment, says Stewart, mask the real issues. “I feel like there’s a point where 
you shouldn’t be able to say, ‘I’m just ignorant on this,’ or ‘This is just a joke.’” As a school, she 
says, we cannot continue to “grant that ignorance” to others. Instead, she believes that students 
with different opinions should have conversations in earnest about how certain words, symbols, 
and events affect those in the community. 
 
In fact, every person I talked with – Morgan, Berry, Cann, and Monahan – emphasized the 
importance of mutual dialogue. Teachers at Westminster are beginning to incorporate into their 
curricula more real-world application and student-led discussions. In English classes, students 
write about current events and social problems in relation to the texts they read. Juniors and 
seniors can take electives such as Civil Rights, taught by Monahan, or Social Ethics, taught by 
Bible teacher Kay Solomon.  
 
But teachers and administration alone cannot initiate conversation. It’s up to the students 
themselves. Charlottesville has already demonstrated what happens when two polarized 
narratives meet head-to-head. But maybe the “illusion” of peace hurts us more than we know, 
says junior Saige-Simone Haynes. 
 
“I feel like that creates the environment where people have these built-up feelings and emotions 
and opinions, and they’re afraid to share them,” says Haynes. And those built-up emotions, she 
says, explode into clashes like Charlottesville. 
 
That’s why she created BRIDGE, a discussion space intended for people of different 
backgrounds and opinions.	“I definitely think that if there was that safe space, that could help 
build our community stronger together at Westminster and lessen that hostile, awkward tension 
in between the students and even the teachers.” That discussion, she says, must include everyone 
– from those who fly the Confederate flag to those who burn it. 
 
But reducing that tension in places like Westminster or Charlottesville does not happen with one 
conversation, says Monahan. “I’m not saying that a single charismatic speaker could have 
prevented that by saying, ‘Everybody stop. Let’s hold hands and sing ‘Kumbaya’ and sit down 
and talk this all out, because I promise that there’s common ground between white supremacists 
and counter-protesters.’” 
 
Still, in the future, Monahan believes that the people represented in the banners at Westminster – 
people of different races, beliefs, gender, etc. – will play an active role in the conversation. In the 
long term, he believes Americans will learn how to better address the needs of our society, and 
how to better represent people from all walks of life in the narrative we tell through statues, 
symbols, and imagery. 
 
But for now? 
 
“I’m as nervous as everybody.” 


