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ABSTRACT 

 

The Confederate flag is a symbol rich with meaning. While public debate has focused largely on which 

perception of the Confederate flag is the most appropriate, it is equally important to understand the 

consequences of being exposed to this symbol. We predict that exposure to the Confederate flag is 

likely to lead individuals who associate the flag with racism to engage in more negative judgments of 

and behavior toward Black targets than peers not exposed to the flag. In contrast, those who view the 

flag as a symbol of the South should show little to no effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on 

judgment of and behavior toward Blacks. In study one, participants then made judgments of either a 

Black or a White male after reading a short story about him. For those who believe the flag is a symbol 

of racism, exposure to the Confederate flag increased negative judgments toward a Black person, 

compared to those who believe it is a symbol of the South and were exposed to the flag and those in 

both groups exposed to a neutral symbol. Study two served as a replication and extension in which we 

easured parti ipa ts  aggressio  to ard a purportedl  Bla k or White part er through oise last task. 
For those who believe the flag is a symbol of racism, being exposed to the Confederate flag increased 

aggression toward a Black person, compared to those who believe the flag is a symbol of the South and 

for those who had a White partner. 



 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 The Confederate flag is a symbol rich with meaning. Some view the Confederate flag as a symbol 

of racism (Martinez, 2000; Webster & Leib, 2001). This view of the flag stems from its historical 

connections with slavery, the Southern Confederacy in the Civil War, and, more recently, from its use as 

a s ol of hite po er   se eral pro i e t a ti-Black groups (Martinez, 2000; Mendelberg, 2001; 

Webster & Leib, 2001). Others disagree with this perception of the flag and view it as a symbol of 

Southern culture and independence. These opposing views of the Confederate flag have inspired heated 

debate over the true meaning of the flag and the appropriateness of its display, particularly on 

government property (Knight, 2009; Webster & Leib, 2001).  

While public debate has focused largely on which perception of the Confederate flag is the most 

appropriate, it is equally important to understand the consequences of being exposed to this symbol. 

Exposure to symbols that are rich with meaning can lead to increased accessibility for concepts 

associated with those symbols and, consequently, can have a profound influence on judgments and 

behavior (Butz, Plant, & Doerr, 2007; Ferguson & Hassin, 2007). Recent research suggests that exposure 

to the Confederate flag, in particular, results in more negative judgments of Black targets (Ehrlinger, 

Plant, Eibach, Columb, Goplen, Kunstman, & Butz, in press).  The present investigation extends this 

recent research into behavior, as well as assesses a potential moderator for this effect. 

Priming and Confederate Flag exposure 

 Culture and personal experiences imbue objects and symbols with meaning (Barsalou, 1999; 

Ledgerwood, Liviatan, & Carnevale, 2007). For example, many Americans associate guns with violence 

and aggression (Anderson, Benjamin, & Barthalow, 1998). This association might develop from 

knowledge of how guns have been used historically (e.g., military action, crime) and exposure to movies, 

television shows, and news coverage in which guns might be mentioned or displayed in connection with 

crime and aggressive acts. These associations are important because simply reading a word or viewing a 

picture related to a particular object primes, or make more accessible in the mind, its associated 

concepts (Barsalou, 1999). For example, Berkowitz and LePage (1967) showed that the mere presence of 

a weapon led participants to be more aggressive than control participants, for whom the weapon was 

replaced with a badminton racket. For many, seeing a weapon activates aggression-related thoughts 

(Anderson, Benjamin, & Barthalow, 1998). Thus, participants in the room with a weapon presumably 

were primed with aggression in a way that participants in a room with a badminton racquet were not.  

Consistent with other effects of priming on behavior (e.g. Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996), this activation 

of aggressio  the  arried o er to parti ipa ts  eha ior to ard a  a tago ist.  
With my colleagues, I have previously suggested that the most salient association with the 

Confederate Flag is negativity toward Blacks (Ehrlinger et al., in press). Even those who view the 

Confederate flag as a symbol of the South are likely to be aware of its well-known history and 

connections with negativity toward Blacks.  As such, we predicted that exposure to the flag would lead 

to heightened accessibility of this negativity and, consequently, impact subsequent judgments of Black 

targets. We predicted that these judgments could include both everyday judgments and those with a 

potential of great impact, such as judgments regarding a Black presidential candidate. We asked 

participants during the 2008 presidential primaries to rate their likelihood of voting for each of the four 

leading presidential candidates at the time  — Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, John McCain, and Mike 

Huckabee —after being exposed to either the Confederate flag or a neutral symbol.  As predicted, 

individuals who were exposed to the Confederate Flag subsequently were less willing to vote for Barack 

Obama compared to the control symbol, while exposure to the Confederate flag did not significantly 

affect willingness to vote for any of the other three candidates. This demonstrates that exposure to the 



2 

 

Confederate flag affects judgments toward Black targets only, most likely because it increases 

accessibility to negativity toward Black people.  

 The present research builds upon this work to explore the effect of exposure to the Confederate 

flag on interracial behavior. If participants exposed to the Confederate flag made more negative 

judgments of Black targets than controls because exposure to the flag increased accessibility of 

negativity toward Blacks, this negativity should extend to behavior directed toward Black targets.  

A secondary goal of this thesis is to better understand how individual differences in perception 

of the flag can impact the effects of flag exposure. For many objects, the associations one holds with the 

symbol might differ from person to person, stemming from individual differences in knowledge and past 

experiences with that symbol (Barthalow, Anderson, Carnagey, & Benjamin Jr., 2005; Higgins, King, & 

Mavin, 1982; Karremans & Van Lange, 2005). This difference in associations will lead to a comparable 

difference in what concepts are primed through exposure to the symbol and, consequently, the effect of 

priming on judgment and behavior. For example, Barthalow, Anderson, Carnagey, and Benjamin Jr. 

(2005) demonstrated that exposure to a hunting gun increases aggressive thoughts only among those 

who view those weapons as aggressive. Hunters, who view hunting guns as recreational, show no 

increase in aggressive thoughts, while non-hunters associate hunting guns with aggression and 

consequentially show an increase in aggressive thoughts and behavior after exposure to guns.   

In the same way, I expe t that people s e perie es a d eliefs regardi g the Co federate flag 
will lead people to differ in their associations with the flag and, by extension, in the concepts that are 

made active through exposure to this symbol. Specifically, some individuals likely have had exposure to 

the Confederate flag primarily through its associations with negativity toward Blacks through slavery, 

the Civil War, and with extremist groups like the KKK. Current events can also influence the associations 

that come to mind when seeing a particular object. For example, during the 2008 Presidential election, 

racial issues and history were talked about frequently, such that associations between the Confederate 

flag and race might have been particularly salient at that time. For individuals who associate the 

Confederate flag primarily with negative attitudes and behavior toward blacks, exposure to this flag is 

likely to heighten accessibility for negativity toward Blacks.  However, this effect might be less 

prominent or perhaps even absent for those who view the flag primarily as a symbol of Southern 

culture. People who think of the flag in this manner were likely exposed to the Confederate flag through 

its associations with Southern culture and history. Since these concepts are less related to negativity 

toward Blacks, it is possible that these people would not be primed with negativity toward Blacks after 

exposure to the Confederate flag and, as a result, flag exposure might not affect their judgments of and 

behavior toward a Black target after being exposed to the flag.  In short, I expect that exposure to the 

Confederate flag will lead to heightened negativity toward Black people and, as a result, more negative 

judgments of and behavior toward Black targets, but primarily for those who view the flag as a racist 

symbol.  

Although we argue that exposure to the Confederate flag will increase negativity toward Blacks 

primarily for those who view the flag as a symbol of racism, Ehrlinger et al. (in press) report a main 

effect of flag exposure on judgments toward a Black person, where those exposed to the Confederate 

flag made more negative judgments than those primed by a control symbol. One reason we may have 

seen this main effect could have been the current events that were unfolding during the time of data 

collection, such as the presidential nomination and election. During the election, racial issues became a 

theme that was discussed due to America having its first Black presidential nominee. With this high 

amount of exposure to racial issues and with most people having knowledge about the Confederate flag 

being used by several anti-Black groups, it is possible that the association between the Confederate flag 

a d egati it  to ard Bla ks e a e stro ger, o erridi g o e s per eptio s of the flag. If this is true, 

then exposure to the Confederate flag after the election should alter judgments and behaviors to be 

ore aki  to the i di idual s per eptio  of the flag.   
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Current research 

 The current research explores the effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on judgments 

(Study 1) and behaviors (Study 2) toward Black people. We hypothesized that exposure to the 

Confederate flag would increase negative judgments about and behaviors toward Black targets but not 

toward White targets, when compared to judgments made after exposure to a neutral symbol. Further, 

we predict that the effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on judgment and behavior will depend on 

ho  parti ipa ts  ie  the Co federate flag. For people ho ie  the Co federate flag as a racist 

symbol, we expect that exposure to the flag will prime negativity toward Blacks and consequentially lead 

to more negative judgments of and behavior toward a Black target, compared to both those who have 

the same views but are exposed to a control image and those who view the flag as a symbol of the South 

in either condition. 
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STUDY ONE 

 

 People have a tendency to evaluate Black targets in stereotype-based ways, particularly when 

the behavior of the target is ambiguous and could be interpreted as consistent with the stereotype (e.g., 

Srull & Wyer, 1979). This sort of stereotyped-based judgment is particularly likely when negativity 

toward Blacks or stereotypes about Blacks have been primed. For example, Devine (1989) showed that 

those who were primed with word lists consistent with stereotypes about Blacks judged a hypothetical 

Black target to be more hostile than those who were not primed with stereotypic words. The effects of 

priming on stereotype-based judgment occur in ways independent of any effect of personal levels of 

prejudice on judgment (Devine, 1989; Miller, Maner, & Becker, 2010; Srull & Wyer, 1979). 

 Because we argue that exposure to the Confederate Flag makes negativity toward Blacks more 

active, we argue that exposure will also lead to more negative judgments toward Black targets. Previous 

literature has already established that exposure to the Confederate flag impacts judgments toward a 

Black target (Ehrlinger et al., in press). The present study was designed to replicate and extend this work 

by examining how individual differences in associations about the Confederate flag influence judgments 

toward a Black target. Past research suggests Americans tend to associate the flag primarily with one of 

two meanings: as a symbol representing racism or as a symbol representing the South (Martinez, 2000; 

Webster & Leib, 2001). Since the effect of primes is dependent on the meaning associated with the 

prime (Barthalow, Anderson, Carnagey, & Benjamin Jr., 2005; Higgins, King, & Mavin, 1982; Karremans & 

Van Lange, 2005), exposure to the Confederate flag should lead to more negative judgments about a 

Black target only for those who associate the flag with racism. This should occur because those who 

associate the Confederate flag with negativity toward Blacks will have those concepts activated, 

whereas those who view the flag as a symbol of the South should instead of concepts related to the 

Southern culture activated, which is not related to negativity toward Blacks.  

In this study, participants completed a lexical decision task, during which they were subliminally 

primed by either the Confederate flag or a neutral control image. They then completed a commonly 

used judgment task (Srull & Wyer, 1979) in which participants made judgments of either a Black or a 

White male after reading a short story about him. Participants also completed an individual difference 

measure evaluating their beliefs about the Confederate flag. We hypothesized that participants who 

believe the flag is a symbol of racism (Racial Symbol theorists) should make more negative judgments of 

a Black target after exposure to the Confederate flag than those who believe the flag is a symbol of the 

South  (Southern Symbol theorists) because only the Racist symbol theorist should experience 

heightened accessibility of negativity toward Blacks. Similarly, the Racist Symbol Theorist in the 

Confederate Flag condition should make more negative judgments of a Black target after exposure than 

participants in the Control condition, for whom negativity toward Blacks should not be primed.  

 One plausible alternative hypothesis is that those who are more prejudiced would show more 

negative judgments toward a Black person. Some may believe that those who view the flag as a symbol 

representing the South would have more prejudice toward Black people, since they are the ones who 

support display of flag in public despite its association with negativity toward Blacks (Knight, 2009; 

Webster & Leib, 2001). If Southern Symbol theorists are more prejudiced toward Black people, then it is 

plausible that they would show more negative judgments toward a Black person, compared to Racial 

“ ol theorists. Ho e er, a perso s le el of prejudi e predi ts their likelihood of e dorsi g 
stereotypes (Devine, 1989) but does not predict the degree to which stereotypes are made more 

accessible as a result of priming or the degree to which this heightened accessibility leads to stereotype-

consistent judgments (Bargh et al, 1996; Devine, 1989; Lepore & Brown, 1997). Further, Ehrlinger and 

colleagues (in press) found no relationship between individual levels of prejudice and the effect of 

exposure to the Confederate flag on judgment of Black targets. We expect to replicate this pattern, such 
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that prejudice level is not expected to moderate the effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on 

judgment. To assess this prediction, we administered the Attitudes toward Prejudice scale (ATB; 

Brigham, 1992) and the Implicit Associations Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998), 

measures of explicit and implicit prejudice.  

Method 

Participants 

 One hundred and forty-five non-Black participants (27.3% men; 73.4% White, 17.5% Hispanic, 

9.1% other) participated for partial course credit in their introductory to psychology course.  

Procedure 

Priming Task:  

Participants first completed a computerized lexical decision task consisting of 44 trials during 

which we primed participants with one of two images. For participants randomly assigned to the 

Confederate flag prime condition, each trial was preceded first with an X in the center of the screen, 

followed by the rapid subliminal presentation of the Confederate flag for 15ms, followed by a masking 

image of an X. For control participants, each trial was instead preceded first with an X in the center of 

the screen, followed by the rapid presentation of a control image (the New Zealand flag) for 15ms, 

followed by a masking image of an X. Past research suggests that stimuli presented at this speed and 

followed by an afterimage are not able to be recognized consciously by the participant but are 

processed at a subconscious level, as demonstrated by behavioral consequences of stimuli presented 

this quickly (e.g. Mikulincer et al., 2000). After the presentation of the subliminal image, participants 

were asked to indicate whether the string of letters was a word or a nonword by hitting one of two 

labeled keys on the keyboard.  

Dependent measures: 

 After the lexical decision task, participants were asked to read a short story about a target male 

based on the classic Donald task (Srull & Wyer, 1979). The story described the events in a day of a target 

a ed ‘o ert. The stor  des ri ed se eral of ‘o ert s a tio s that ould e i terpreted as aggressi e 
(e.g. refusing to pay his rent, and demanding his money back after buying an item at a store). 

Participants were also shown a picture of either a Black or White male who they were told was Robert. 

Next, participants were asked to describe their impressions of Robert by rating the degree to which he 

likely possessed a series of 32 traits (e.g. aggressive, smart, and boring) on a scale from 1 (not at all 

describes Robert) to 10 (very much describes Robert). Sixteen of these traits (e.g. selfish, mean, and 

prone to violence) were used to create a composite score of judgment negativity (see Appendix for the 

full list of negativity index traits).  

 Participants then completed measures of implicit prejudice (the Implicit Associations test (IAT); 

Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998), explicit prejudice (the Attitudes toward Blacks scale (ATB); 

Brigham, 1992), and demographics questions regarding their gender, race, and region of origin (e.g. 

North, South, Midwest, West). Lastly, participants also completed a set of seven open-ended sentences 

measuring participa ts  eliefs a out the Co federate flag e.g. The Co federate flag sta ds for 
__________;   People ho displa  the Co federate flag are ________ . Parti ipa ts ere the  
debriefed and dismissed.  

Results 

Beliefs about the Confederate flag:  

 One coder li d to o ditio  a d respo ses to the other DVs lassified ea h of the parti ipa ts  
seven responses in the Confederate Flag sentence completion task as relating to the South (e.g. the 

South, heritage, pride), racism or prejudice (e.g. prejudice, racism, intolerance), or as not related to 

either racism or the South (e.g. Civil War, peace, unknown). For each participant, we set aside responses 

in the last category (7.1% of responses were set aside in this way) and focused just on responses that 

could be interpreted as believing the Confederate flag is a symbol of racism or as a symbol of the South. 
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Those with a higher percentage of responses coded as related to racism were identified as Racial Symbol 

Theorists. Those who had a higher percentage of responses coded as related to the South were 

identified as Southern Symbol Theorists. Two participants gave no responses that were coded as related 

to either racism or the South. Those participants were dropped from the analysis. The remaining 143 

participants included eighty-two (57.3%) who were coded as holding the Symbol of the South view, and 

61 (42.7%) who were coded as holding the Racist Symbol view.  

To e plore hether parti ipa ts  eliefs a out the Co federate Flag ere predi ted  their 
level of explicit or implicit racism, we ran t-tests o  parti ipa ts  eliefs a out the Co federate flag a d 
their implicit and explicit prejudice levels.  We found that perceived meaning of the flag predicted ATB 

scores (t (141) = 10.33, p = .002). Southern Symbol Theorists scored, on average, higher in explicit 

prejudice than Racial Symbol Theorists. Perceived meaning of the flag also predicted IAT scores (t (138) = 

13.99, p < .001), in which Southern Symbol Theorists on average showed more implicit bias than Racial 

Symbol Theorists.  

Effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on Judgment of Black targets: 

Next, we explored the effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on judgments of a Black 

person. We predicted when the target was a Black male, participants who believe the flag to be a racist 

symbol will make more negative judgments after being exposed to the Confederate flag, compared to 

both those who believe share the same belief who are exposed to the control image and those who 

believe the flag is a symbol of the South ho are e posed to either i age.  We did t a ti ipate a  
significant difference for this comparison when the target was a White male. We first created an index 

of egati it  i  parti ipa ts  target rati gs o  the judg e t task α = . 5), such that higher scores were 

associated with greater negativity toward the target in the story.  

 We conducted a contrast analysis comparing negativity ratings made by Racist Symbol theorists 

after exposure to the Confederate flag to participants in the other three conditions (Racist Symbol 

Control Participants, Southern Symbol Control participants, and Southern Symbol Theorists exposed to 

the Co federate Flag . A  s ol pri e    ra e of the a  i  the judg e t task    parti ipa t s 
perceived meaning of the Confederate flag) ANOVA on judgments toward the man in the judgment task 

failed to reveal any main effects (all F s < .5 .  The o trast a al sis re ealed, as e pe ted, that ‘a ist 
Symbol Theorists in the Confederate Flag condition rated the target more negatively than the 

participants in the other three conditions, on average. (F (1, 135) = 4.14, p < .05, see Figure 1). We ran 

the same analysis for those who judged a White male and found no significant difference in this 

comparison (F (1, 135) = .39, ns, see Figure 2). Controlling for gender, region of origin, IAT and ATB 

scores did not change the significance level for any reported effect.  

Discussion 

Study one provides evidence that exposure to the Confederate flag has a direct impact on 

judgments toward another individual. More specifically, people who perceive the Confederate flag to be 

a racist symbol make more negative judgments of a Black target after being exposed to the Confederate 

flag, compared to both those who shared their belief and were exposed to the New Zealand flag and 

those who perceive the flag as a Southern symbol who were exposed to either symbol. In contrast, there 

was no significant difference in judgments when the target was a White person.  

The effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on judgments of a Black target could be 

explained by the associations that are activated after being exposed to the Confederate flag. Prior 

research has established that primes can influence our judgments and behaviors to be more like the 

concepts we associate with the prime (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996; Barthalow, et al., 2005; Higgins, 

King, & Mavin, 1982; Karremans & Van Lange, 2005). For those who believe the Confederate flag is a 

symbol of racism, exposure to the Confederate flag should activate concepts related to racism. This 

activation could be what is causing the increase in negative judgments we are seeing occur only toward 

a Black person; we should have seen an increase in negative judgments toward both a Black and a White 
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target if the Confederate flag was a prime of simple aggression or hostility. Those who believe the flag is 

a symbol of the South, however, would be less likely to have racist concepts activated, since they 

associate the flag with Southern pride and heritage.  

This study also provides evidence that the effect of exposure to the Confederate flag is not 

mediated by implicit or explicit prejudice levels. In fact, Southern Symbol Theorists, on average, scored 

higher in both implicit and explicit prejudice than Racist Symbol Theorists. However, they made less 

negative judgments than Racist Symbol Theorists when exposed to the Confederate flag. If exposure to 

the Confederate flag as affe ti g judg e ts e ause of parti ipa ts  prejudi e le els, tha  those ho 
showed higher levels of prejudice on our measures (i.e. Southern Symbol Theorists) should have made 

more negative judgments toward Black people after being exposed to the Confederate flag. This did not 

occur. Therefore, the effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on judgments appears to be unrelated 

to prejudice levels.  
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STUDY TWO 

 

 Previous research has demonstrated that people show greater levels of anger and action 

tendencies related to aggressive behavior toward members of an outgroup, than members of their own 

group (Yzerbyt, Dumont, Wigboldus, & Gordjin, 2003) and more likely in general to value more outgroup 

violence than ingroup violence (Cohen, Montoya, & Insko, 2006), particularly after being primed with 

negative stereotypes related to the outgroup (e.g. Correll, Park, Judd, & Wittenbark, 2007). For example, 

Correll and colleagues (2007) looked into this issue by having participants complete a shoot-do t shoot 
simulation. In the shoot-do t shoot si ulatio , the parti ipa t prete ds the  are a op a d the  eed 
to make rapid decisions about whether a person in a picture is armed or unarmed, and are instructed to 

hit the shoot button when the person is armed and hit the do t shoot  utto  he  the  are u ar ed. 
Correll and colleagues (2007) showed that participants who read an article describing the behavior of a 

criminal were more likely to mistakenly shoot an unarmed Black person in a shoot-do t shoot 
simulation when that criminal was described as Black, relative to when he was described as White.  

Study One provided evidence that Racist Symbol theorists experienced increased accessibility of 

negativity toward Blacks after exposure to the Confederate flag, and that this negativity carried over to 

their judgments of Black targets. We expect that this increased accessibility will also influence interracial 

behavior such that Racist Symbol theorists exposed to the flag will more often behave aggressively 

toward a Black than a White target. As in Study One, this activation of negativity toward Blacks should 

not occur for Southern Symbol Theorists, since they do not associate the flag with negativity toward 

Bla ks. Thus, e posure to the Co federate flag should t i rease aggression levels toward a Black 

person for Southern Symbol Theorists, compared to when they are exposed to a control symbol.  

As in Study 1, we subliminally exposed participants to either the Confederate flag or a neutral 

symbol during a lexical decision task. Participants then completed an interaction task with an apparent 

partner in which they had an opportunity to show aggression through a blast of noise. We hypothesized 

that those who view the flag as a racist symbol will show greater aggression toward a Black partner after 

being exposed to the Confederate flag, compared to both those who share the same belief and are 

exposed to the control symbol and those who believe the flag is a symbol of the South in both 

conditions.   

Method 

Participants 

 One-hundred and nine non-Black (46.5% female, 77.4% White, 11.7% Hispanic, and 11% other) 

Florida State University students agreed to participate in exchange for partial course credit in their 

general psychology course. 

Procedure 

Participants first completed a lexical decision task identical to that used in Study one, during 

which they were primed by either the Confederate flag or a neutral symbol. Participants were told that 

they would be doing a reaction time task with a partner, and given a cover story that for the purposes of 

the e peri e t their part er eeded to e so eo e the  did t k o . After this o er stor  as gi e , 
participants were shown a fake ID of a same-gendered person that was purportedly their partners. Half 

of the participants were randomly assigned to see the ID of a White student while the other half saw an 

ID of a Black student.  

Afterwards, participants were asked to complete a task that included an opportunity to behave 

aggressively toward a partner through a blast of noise (Anderson & Dill, 2000; Bartholow & Anderson, 

2002). They were told that they were competing against their partner and should click their mouse 

inside of a square box on their computer screen as quickly as they could once the box turned a certain 

color. They were also told that their response would be compared to that of their partner. Whoever was 
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slower in clicking the box would have to listen to an aversive noise, the level and duration of which 

would be determined by their partner. There was no actual partner. Instead, the program was designed 

so that participants lose the first trial, but win the second. The program was arranged in this fashion so 

that the participants would be provoked after the first trial, giving participants an excuse to show a high 

level of aggression if they wish.  

 Parti ipa ts  eha ior i  the rea tio  ti e task produ ed t o easures of aggressio  hi h 
were set by the participants during each trial: the noise intensity and the noise duration. Past research 

has shown that noise intensity more closely maps onto other traditional measures of aggression, while 

noise duration may have poor validity since it has in the past failed to correlate with other traditional 

aggression measures (Ferguson et al., 2008). Therefore, analyses were conducted with the noise 

intensity as the dependent measure of aggression.  

 Participants were next asked to complete a second lexical decision task, identical to the first, in 

order to ensure that the prime remained active. Participants were then asked to complete the IAT, ATB, 

demographic information, and the Confederate flag sentence completion measure from study one 

before being debriefed and dismissed. 

Results 

Beliefs about the Confederate flag:  

O e oder li d to o ditio  a d respo ses to the other DVs lassified ea h parti ipa t s 
responses in the Confederate Flag sentence completion task. Participants were coded using the same 

coding scheme as in study one, first removing all responses that were not related to interpreting the flag 

as a symbol of racism or of the South followed by identifying the participant as either a Racist Symbol 

Theorist or a Southern Symbol Theorist. All but eight participants gave responses that could be classified 

as believing that the Confederate flag is a symbol of the South or of racism. Of the remaining one-

hundred and one, sixty-nine participants (68.3%) associated the Confederate flag primarily with the 

South, while the remaining thirty-two participants (31.7%) associated the Confederate flag primarily 

with racism.  

We agai  looked at hether parti ipa ts  eliefs a out the Co federate Flag ere predi ted  
their level of explicit or implicit racism using correlational analyses. Unlike in study one, perceived 

meaning of the flag was not correlated with ATB scores (t (99) = 1.76, ns) or with IAT scores (t (82) = 

1.51, ns). 

Aggression Measure: 

We predicted that Racist Symbol Theorists would show greater aggression toward a Black 

partner after being exposed to the Confederate flag, compared to both those with the same belief who 

were exposed to a neutral symbol and Southern Symbol Theorists who were exposed to either symbol. 

In contrast, we predicted that there would be no difference between these groups when they had a 

White partner.  

We conducted a contrast analysis comparing aggression levels of Racist Symbol theorists after 

exposure to the Confederate flag to participants in the other three conditions (Racist Symbol Control 

Participants, Southern Symbol Control participants, and Southern Symbol Theorists exposed to the 

Confederate Flag), controlling for participant gender. A 2 (symbol prime) x 2 (race of the man in the 

judg e t task    parti ipa t s per ei ed ea i g of the Co federate flag  ANOVA o  aggressio  i  
the noise blast task revealed a main effect of partner on the task (F (3, 92) = 3.81, p = .05), as well as a 2-

way interaction between partner and belief about the Confederate flag (F (3, 92) = 6.96, p = .01), 

qualified by a three-way interaction between symbol exposure, partner, and belief about the flag (F (3, 

92) = 9.78, p = .002). The planned contrast analysis revealed that Racist Symbol Theorists in the 

Confederate Flag condition were not more aggressive than the participants in the other three 

conditions, on average, although this effect was in the predicted direction (F (1, 92) = 2.53, p = .12). 

However, the overall three-way interaction of symbol prime, race of partner, and meaning of the 
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Confederate flag was significant. We ran post-hoc analyzes comparing those who believed the flag is a 

symbol of racism, had a Black partner, and were exposed to the Confederate flag with their respective 

control conditions (believing the flag is a symbol of the South, those who had a White partner, and those 

who were exposed to the control symbol). Analysis revealed that those who believed the Confederate 

flag was a racist symbol, had a Black partner, and were exposed to the flag showed an increase in 

aggression compared to both those who believed the flag was a symbol of the South (F (1, 92) = 4.25, p 

< .05, see Figure 3), and those who hold the same belief but had a White partner (F (1, 92) = 11.11, p = 

.001), but did not significantly differ from racist symbol theorists in the control condition with a Black 

partner (F (1,92) = .731, ns, see Figure 3). We found an unexpected significant effect when running the 

original contrast analysis for those who had a White partner, where those who believed the Confederate 

flag is a symbol of racism and were exposed to the Confederate flag showed less aggression, compared 

to the other three groups (F (1, 92) = 7.63, p < .01, see Figure 4).  

Discussion 

 Study two provides evidence that exposure to the Confederate flag can impact behaviors 

toward another individual. Although the planned contrast was a nonsignificant trend, we did find 

evidence that people who perceive the Confederate flag as racist and were exposed to the flag showed 

more aggression toward a Black partner, compared to both a White partner and those who view the 

Confederate flag as a symbol of the South. It is possible that the original planned contrast, which 

included conditions where people were exposed to the control symbol, failed due to a lack of power 

from a low sample size. Since there were eight different conditions, one-hundred and one participants is 

not enough to give high statistical power; with our main contrast, we had only 35% chance of finding a 

significant effect if in fact there is one. With more participants, we can increase the power and therefore 

have a higher likelihood of finding an effect if there is an effect.   

These results, although surprising to a layperson, make sense when one thinks about the 

associations related to the Confederate flag: those who think of the Confederate flag as a racist symbol 

have racist thoughts activated upon exposure to the symbol, which influences their behavior such that 

they on average show more aggressive toward a Black person, both in comparison to when they are 

partnered with a White person and with someone who was also exposed to the Confederate flag but 

believes the flag is a symbol representing the South.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

 This investigation provides evidence that exposure to the Confederate flag can influence a 

perso s judg e ts of a d eha ior to ard a Bla k target, a d that this i flue e is dri e   o e s 
associations with the flag. Study one demonstrated that for those who believe the flag is a symbol of 

racism, exposure to the Confederate flag increases negative judgments toward a Black person, 

compared to those who believe it is a symbol of the South who are exposed to the flag and those in both 

groups exposed to a neutral symbol. Study two showed that for those who believe the flag is a symbol of 

racism, being exposed to the Confederate flag increases aggression toward a Black person, compared to 

those who believe the flag is a symbol of the South and for those who had a White partner. In both 

studies, there was no increase in negative judgments of and aggression toward a White person when 

exposed to the Confederate flag; in study two, those who believe the flag is a symbol of racism and were 

exposed to the Confederate flag actually showed a decrease in aggression toward a White person, in 

comparison to those who believed the flag is a symbol of the South and those in both groups exposed to 

a neutral symbol.  

 This research replicates previous research demonstrating the effect of exposure to the 

Confederate flag on judgments (Ehrlinger et al., in press) and extends previous research in two 

important ways. First, it demonstrates that exposure to the Confederate flag not only affects judgments, 

but behaviors such as retaliatory aggression. This is an important finding because exposure to the 

Confederate flag is a common occurrence in the South. People display the flag on houses, cars, and 

apparel and many believe that the flag should be proudly displayed in public places such as the South 

Carolina capitol building and over highways in downtown Tampa (Knight, 2009; Webster & Leib, 2001). 

This research suggests that display of the flag can have adverse effects on interracial interactions; 

exposure to the Confederate flag can influence people to judge a Black person more negatively and 

react with higher levels of aggression if provoked. This research would therefore argue against the 

display of the flag, since there is an increased likelihood of interracial interactions to be negatively 

affected with exposure to the Confederate flag.  

 Second, this research provides evidence that the associations we hold for the Confederate flag 

influence judgments of and behavior toward a Black target. For those who view the flag as a symbol of 

racism, exposure to the Confederate flag will increase negative judgments of and aggression toward a 

Black target. However, for those who view the flag as a symbol of the South, exposure to the 

Co federate flag does t appear to i flue e judg e ts of a d eha ior to ard a Bla k target, a 
relatively counter-intuitive prediction. A lay person familiar with our past work might expect that any 

effect of exposure to the Confederate flag on treatment of Blacks might be most negative among 

Southerners and/or among those who hold racist views. However, past research on automaticity 

suggests quite the opposite — that the effect of priming on behavior stems directly from those concepts 

that are made most active through priming. If individuals who see the flag as a symbol of the South do 

not also hold strong associations between the Confederate flag and negativity toward Black people, we 

would not expect their behavior toward Black people to be more negative as a result of flag exposure. 

This is exactly what we found in two studies: exposure to the Confederate flag influenced interracial 

judgments and aggression only for Racial Symbol Theorists.  

 Although this research is informative, there are some questions that are still unanswered. 

Neither of these studies looked into the concepts and traits that are being activated when people are 

exposed to the Confederate flag. Based on previous research looking at the effects of priming, I would 

predict that for those who perceive the Confederate flag as a racist symbol, exposure to the 

Confederate flag would activate negativity toward Blacks, as well as possibly concepts that are 

stereotypic of Black people. I would predict that, after exposure to the Confederate Flag, these concepts 
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would be activated to a lesser degree or perhaps not activated at all for those who perceive the 

Confederate flag as a Southern symbol. Instead, exposure to the flag should activate concepts related to 

the South for these individuals. Research demonstrating activation of these concepts upon exposure to 

the Confederate flag would support a priming explanation of this effect and would explain the effects 

found in the first two studies.  

 It may be possible that for those who believe the flag is a symbol of racism, being exposed to the 

Co federate flag is t just a ti ati g egati it  to ard Bla ks, ut also o er  a out ei g iewed as 

racist. American society holds a stereotype concerning White people where they are considered to be 

racially insensitive (Steele, 2010). Exposure to the Confederate flag, combined with having to judge a 

Black person or interacting in a task with a Black person, may cause activation of this stereotype, 

creating a situation where participants may experience stereotype threat. When one experiences 

stereotype threat, participants become concerned with acting in a way consistent with their stereotype, 

confirming that stereotype in the eyes of others. This concern creates anxiety and takes up precious 

mental resources, resulting in fewer resources to devote to a given task and often times influencing 

behavior that in fact confirms the stereotype (Schmader & Johns, 2003). This effect has been shown in 

several domains, including women and the domain of math (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999), Blacks and 

the domain of academics (Steele & Aronson, 1995), and Whites and the domain of racial sensitivity 

(Goff, Steele, & Davies, 2008). Stereotype threat has also been shown to be unrelated to both implicit 

and explicit prejudice levels. If exposure to the Confederate flag does in fact activate concepts related to 

racism for those who view the flag to be a symbol of racism, it may also activate concerns about being 

viewed as racist, which would then create anxiety and tension and result in behaviors that are consistent 

with racism, such as more negative judgments of and more aggressive behavior toward a Black person. 

Future research will also want to look into this possibility.  

 The Confederate flag is a widely recognized and highly visible symbol in the United States. This 

symbol has sparked controversy throughout America, with the arguments surrounding it involving the 

meaning of the Confederate flag. This research adds to this debate, demonstrating that exposure to the 

Confederate flag has a negative impact on judgments and behavior toward Black people. The results 

found within these two studies should be taken into account when making decisions about the visibility 

of the Confederate flag, since it has real-life impact upon judgments of and behavior toward a significant 

percentage of the American population.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

Judgment Task vignette:  

 

 I ran into my old acquaintance Robert the other day and I decided to go over 

and visit him, since by coincidence we took our vacations at the same time. Soon after I 

arrived, a salesman knocked at the door, but Robert refused to let him enter. He also 

told me that he was refusing to pay his rent until the landlord repaints his apartment.  

We talked for a while, had lunch, and then went out for a ride. We used my car, 

si e ‘o ert s ar had roke  do  that or i g, a d he told the garage e ha i  that 
he would ha e to go so e here else if he ould t fi  his ar that sa e da .  

We went to the park for about an hour and then stopped at a hardware store. I 

was sort of preoccupied, but Robert bought some small gadget, and then I heard him 

demand his money back fro  the sales lerk. I ould t fi d hat I as looki g for, so 
we left and walked a few blocks to another store.  

The Red Cross had set up a stand by the door and asked us to donate blood. 

Robert lied by saying that he had diabetes and therefore could not gi e lood. It s fu  
that I had t oti ed it efore, ut he  e got to the store, e fou d that it had go e 
out of business. It was getting kind of late, so I took Robert to pick up his car and we 

agreed to meet again as soon as possible.  
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APPENDIX B 
 

List of traits on the judgment task: 

Pessimistic 

Kind 

Mean 

Considerate 

Interesting 

Dislikable 

Selfish 

Thoughtful 

Aggressive 

Boring 

Hostile 

Friendly 

Sociable 

Narrow-minded 

Optimistic 

Prone to Violence 
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APPENDIX C 

 

IRB Approval Letter 

 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 6/2/2010 

 

To: Corey Columb 

 

Address:  

Dept.: PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT 

 

From:        Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re:        Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Exposure to the Confederate flag on Aggression 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the research 

proposal referenced above has been reviewed by the Human Subjects Committee at its meeting on 

04/14/2010.  Your project was approved by the Committee. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to weigh 

the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk and benefit. 

This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent form is 

attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in 

recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 4/13/2011 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your expiration 

date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request renewal of your 

approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by the 

Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, 

federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any unanticipated 

problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is reminded 
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that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human subjects in 

the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that the project is being 

conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The Assurance 

Number is IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Joyce Ehrlinger, Advisor 

HSC No. 2010.4117  
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APPENDIX D 

 

Informed Consent Form 

 

Reaction Time Informed Consent 

 

I freely and voluntarily and without element of force or coercion, consent to be a participant in 

the research project entitled “Reaction Time.” This research is being conducted by Joyce 

Ehrlinger, who is an Associate Professor of Psychology at Florida State University. I understand 

the purpose of her research project is to better understand people’s responses in social situations. 
If I choose to participate, I understand that I will complete a computer task of associations and 

reaction times and then work on a competitive reaction time task with another participant. 

Finally, should I choose to participate, I will compete a questionnaire that asks me about my 

attitudes toward different social groups. I understand that I must be at least 18 years of age in 

order to participate. The total time commitment would be about 30 minutes and I will be 

compensated by receiving a half of a research credit point for my time. I also agree not to discuss 

this study or its methods with other potential participants until after the current academic term is 

completed. 

 

I understand that my participation is totally voluntary and I may stop participation at anytime. If 

I decide to stop participation, I will still be entitled to the credit point. At all times my responses 

will remain confidential to the extent allowed by law. No individual responses will be reported. 

Only group findings will be reported. The data will all be stored in locked rooms. In addition, all 

materials will be destroyed on or before October 1, 2015. 

 

I understand there is a possibility of a minimal level of risk involved if I agree to participate in 

this study. I might experience anxiety completing the questionnaire materials or working with the 

other student. The research assistant will be available to talk with me about any emotional 

discomfort I may experience while participating and explain the experiment in more detail at the 

end of the study. In addition, on the competitive reaction time task I will hear an unpleasant 

noise which will last no longer than five seconds. I also understand that the noise will not be loud 

enough to inflict any damage upon myself. I understand there are benefits for participating in this 

research project. I will be providing researchers with valuable insight into students’ cognitive 

associations, and the relationships between these associations and behavior. 

 

I understand that this consent may be withdrawn at any time without prejudice, penalty, or loss 

of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled. I have been given the right to ask and have 

answered any inquiry concerning the study. Questions, if any, have been answered to my 

satisfaction. I understand that I may contact Corey Columb, Florida State 

University, Department of Psychology A303, or Dr. Joyce Ehrlinger, Florida State University, 

Department of Psychology Building, Room A320, for answers to 

questions about this research or my rights. Group results will be sent to me upon my request. If I 

have questions about my rights as a participant in this research, or if I feel I have been placed at 

risk, I can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional Review Board, 

through the Office of the Vice President for Research, at (850) 644-8633. 
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I have read and understand this consent form. 

 

____________________________________ ________________________________ 

(Subject)      (Date)  
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APPENDIX E 

 

Table 1 

 

Means and SD on Judgment negativity by Flag Priming Condition 

 

  

                   RST                                                     SST 

Condition Mean         N              SD  Mean            N            SD 

Confederate Flag 

     Black target 

     White target 

Neutral symbol 

     Black target 

     White target 

 

119.14       14          13.54 

116.88       16          14.63 

 

106.78        9           10.39 

110.68       22          20.43 

 

104.27          18           19.41 

114.80          20           11.91 

 

116.77          22           14.43 

120.55          22           14.98 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Table 2 

 

 

Means and SD for Noise blast intensity by Flag Priming Condition 

  

 

                   RST                                                     SST 

Condition  Mean          N            SD Mean           N              SD 

Confederate Flag 

     Black target 

     White target 

Neutral symbol 

     Black target 

     White target 

 

  6.86            7           2.19 

  2.14            7           1.67 

 

  6.50            6           3.39 

  5.17            12         3.16 

 

 4.56            16              2.53 

 6.89            19              2.83 

 

  5.52           21              2.38 

  5.26           13              2.55 
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APPENDIX G 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Negati it  of ‘a ist “ ol ‘“T  a d “outher  “ ol Theorists  ““T  judg e ts of a Bla k 
target after exposure to either the Confederate Flag or a Control Symbol.   
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APPENDIX H 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Negativity of Racist Symbol (RST) and Southern Symbol Theorists  ““T  judg e ts of a White 
target after exposure to either the Confederate Flag or a Control Symbol. 
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APPENDIX I 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Racist Symbol Theorists (RST) and Southern Symbol Theorists (SST) noise blast intensity for a 

Black target after exposure to either the Confederate flag or a Control symbol.  
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APPENDIX J 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Racist Symbol Theorists (RST) and Southern Symbol Theorists (SST) noise blast intensity for a 

White target after exposure to either the Confederate flag or a Control symbol.  
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