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I once asked a liberal professor whose office was in Saunders Hall, “How do you feel about coming to work every day in a building named after the leader of the Ku Klux Klan?”  He replied, “That was then.  That’s not my university now.”  I told him I didn’t think the housekeepers would see it that way.  At that time, the UNC Housekeepers Movement had been struggling for a decade to overcome the low wages, demeaned status, and lack of advancement opportunities that the KKK had fought to impose on black workers during Reconstruction more than a century earlier.

A year or so later, I discussed the history of Saunders Hall with a group of African American students.  At first, the idea that UNC had honored the leader of the North Carolina KKK by naming a building after him seemed unbelievable to them.  It took only some quick research in Wilson Library, however, to verify the facts:  From his home in Chapel Hill, William L. Saunders (UNC class of 1854) directed the activities of the North Carolina Ku Klux Klan during the late 1860s.  The Piedmont counties of North Carolina, including Orange County, were the focus of a KKK campaign of terror, including whippings and assassinations, aimed at the overthrow of the Republican Party and the Reconstruction government (the Democratic Party, in those days, was the party of white supremacy and was controlled by the former slaveholding ruling class).  Later, Saunders became one of the most powerful political leaders of the state, serving as North Carolina Secretary of State and Secretary of the Executive Committee of the UNC Board of Trustees.  One of these African American students, after finding out the facts for herself, told me she got physically sick when she had to go into Saunders Hall to attend classes.

In October, 1999, a group led by current and former members of the Black Student Movement (the group called itself Students Seeking Historical Truth) organized an anti-racist decoration of Saunders Hall to educate the UNC community. Using KKK banners, nooses, and 77 posters (for the 77 years the building had stood as a symbol of white supremacy), the students tried to convey both their outrage and the significance of the historical legacy of Col. William L. Saunders.  Sadly, but predictably, the university Provost, the DTH editors, Professor William S. Powell, and the university police all concurred that this act was, at best, an “unfair judgment (DTH editorial),” or, at worst, “vandalism (University Police).”  Professor Powell, an authority on North Carolina history, stated that students were trying to “put today’s standards on yesterday, when nobody gave [racism] a thought.” (DTH 10/8/99, p. 9).

The ways in which an official university spokesman, the mainstream campus media, an authoritative history professor, and the police power of the university dismissed the students’ concerns was an excellent example of institutional racism: the racism of the individuals who expressed opinions may have been unconscious, but it was egregious to the anti-racist discerning eye. Institutional racism is evident in the fact that these objectively racist statements and attitudes were backed up by the university as an institution.  Professor Powell’s statement is a good example of racist attitudes common among both white liberals and conservatives.  He spoke as though African Americans were invisible, or their concerns and opinions didn’t matter.  Clearly, in 1922, when Saunders Hall was built, African Americans opposed racism, and they made up nearly one third of the North Carolina population. The dismissal of diverse attitudes that existed among the North Carolina population in 1922, or among the UNC population in 1999, reflects an ingrained white normative standard that is objectively racist. The university’s institutional endorsement of such attitudes, whether it is conscious or not, is institutional racism and has profound concrete effects.

Some UNC history professors, including James Leloudis and Jerma Jackson, took a more productive approach to the actions of Students Seeking Historical Truth.  They used the incident as “a teaching moment.”  They participated in a forum to discuss the issues that had been raised, and they encouraged students to think about the ways our history impacts the present.  This approach should serve as a model for the entire university community, including Chancellor Moeser and the UNC administration.

Of course, the university has come a long way from the days when William L. Saunders directed the operations of nightriders to suppress the stirrings of black freedom during Reconstruction.  There have been enlightened individuals at UNC who have earned the university a liberal reputation.  Today, primarily as the result of determined struggle rather than leadership by university administrators, there is more diversity on campus.  But a far more vigorous struggle remains to be waged in order to root out institutional racism.  Too many liberals, like the Saunders Hall professor, are content to leave well enough alone.  At the same time, powerful forces threaten to undo many of the gains won by people of color in the past.  Unless we make active anti-racism part of the UNC institutional culture, the much older and stronger culture of white privilege and white supremacy will grow like a noxious weed.  And we should not forget that the dehumanization of a people, racism, is a fundamental rationalization for inhumane treatment of people of color, both at home and abroad.


Most likely, if you are new to the Chapel Hill campus, or even if you’ve been here for awhile, you have a romantic image of the history of the university—it is “the first state university,” “the university of the people,” “the light that shines.”  Unfortunately, this is a censored history.  It is bad enough that UNC honors a man like Saunders.  But even in the post-civil rights era, the plaque that was placed on Saunders Hall as part of the class of 1985 gift failed to be honest about who William L. Saunders was.  In another example of the way in which the university romanticizes its history, the 637 page book published by the university in 1994 (available in the North Carolina Collection of Wilson Library) contains no mention of slavery or white supremacy in all of the glowing biographies of those honored by public buildings.

Honesty on the part of the university regarding its history of promoting white supremacy is an essential first step toward racial reconciliation, including vigorous efforts to right current and past wrongs. For those of us who believe that diversity without justice is not enough, learning something of the history of the university that is reflected in building names can be a way of opening up questions about institutional racism that are still relevant today.  Here are a few examples of building names that raise important issues for those who are willing to think critically and who care about the ways in which the university’s history of support for slavery and white supremacy still limit and deny people of color today.  For additional resources see the end of this article.

“Silent Sam”—Completed in 1913, this monument to the university’s Confederate war dead was donated by the North Carolina Division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy and the UNC Alumni Association.  In 2000 Professor Gerald Horne, then Director of the Sonja Haynes Stone Black Cultural Center, wrote a newspaper column calling for the removal of this symbol of slavery and racism (Chapel Hill News, 2/2/00, p. 1).  As in the case of the Saunders Hall protest, the university administration took no action and encouraged no debate.

Spencer Dormitory—Completed in 1924, it was the first dormitory for women at UNC.  It was named Spencer Dormitory after Cornelia Phillips Spencer.  According to a reference found on the UNC web page, “Cornelia Phillips Spencer, a daughter of a University professor, was credited for being almost solely responsible for the 1875 reopening of the University after reconstruction.  Spencer wrote countless letters to the legislature and state figures and wrote many articles in the state press fighting for her beloved University.  When the legislature responded with a bill giving the University $125,000, she climbed to the top of South Building and rang its bell, announcing the victory to the town.”  This story about “the woman who rang the bell” is retold and celebrated every year by university officials.  In 1994, the “Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award” was created to honor the contributions of women to the university.  Once again, this is an example of the white normative thinking that characterizes official university positions.  Last year, the UNC Freedom Legacy Project and the Chapel Hill Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, protested the award and focused attention on the other side of the story, which is never mentioned by university officials.  In fact, Spencer was a white supremacist who worked tirelessly to overthrow Reconstruction and force the closing of the university in 1870.  In concert with Col. William L. Saunders’ KKK and former slaveholders, she worked to destroy the efforts of North Carolina’s Reconstruction government to turn the elitist University of North Carolina into a “peoples university.”  It was only after the defeat of Reconstruction that Spencer turned her efforts to the reopening of the university under the control of Saunders and other white supremacists.

The Daniels Building—This building is better known as the Student Stores.  It was completed in 1968 and named after Josephus Daniels.  Daniels was the editor of the Raleigh News and Observer at the turn of the century, Secretary of the Navy during President Wilson’s administration, and a long time trustee of the university.  He is best known to historians, however, as a leader of the North Carolina white supremacy campaign of 1898 and the disfranchisement campaign of 1900.  Like the KKK campaign of 1867-70 led by Saunders, the campaign of 1898 included howling racist propaganda spread by newspapers like Daniels’ News and Observer, as well as beatings and assassination. Former UNC historian, Nell Painter, uses Daniels and the 1898 campaign as an example that “embodies” white supremacy in her book, Southern History Across the Color Line (UNC Press, 2002).  History 67 (North Carolina since 1865), taught by UNC historian Jim Leloudis, uses reproductions of vicious racist stories from the front page of the News and Observer to illustrate turn of the century white supremacist propaganda.    


Hamilton Hall—Completed in 1972, this building houses the departments of History, Political Science, and Sociology.  It was named for J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton, a professor of history at the university (1906-1948) and the founder of the Southern Historical Collection.  Hamilton’s dissertation on “Reconstruction in North Carolina” (Columbia, 1906) won him a job in the History Department at UNC.  His first book, Reconstruction in North Carolina, published in 1914, belittled the freedom struggle of African Americans during Reconstruction (1865-1877) and honored the Ku Klux Klan for restoring “political power to the white race.”

Throughout most of its history, UNC took a leading role in promoting slavery, Jim Crow, and de facto segregation.  This is not surprising, since the wealth of the university was built primarily on profits from slavery, and, in the post-slavery era, up to the present, on the cheap labor of workers of color.  Today, although the diversity of the student body and faculty has increased, institutional racism persists at the university.  This is particularly blatant in relation to university workers, but the problem exists throughout the university.  The celebration of white supremacy revealed by an examination of building names and public memorials would have been honestly acknowledged and repudiated by a real “peoples university.”  Anti-racism should be part of the institutional culture of this campus, not something given a token nod when anti-racist protest erupts.  As yet, however, the university administration has taken no initiative to honor the tremendous contribution of black workers, students, faculty, and citizens.  

Black workers, students and their allies have been the prime movers in efforts to demand that the university confront the legacy of slavery, Jim Crow, and institutional racism.  A building (the University Laundry on Cameron Avenue) was named after two university housekeepers as part of the 1997 settlement with the UNC Housekeepers Movement.  Also, the gift of the class of 2002, an Unsung Founders Memorial, will be a monument to the “workers of color who built the university.”  Soon, the Sonja Haynes Stone Black Cultural Center will be completed, but only as the result of intensive anti-racist struggle.
Students who are interested in challenging institutional racism have many ways to get involved through existing campus organizations.  Those who would like to educate themselves, possibly receiving course credit for their work, should consult with sympathetic faculty or campus institutions such as the Department of African American Studies, the Sonja Haynes Stone Black Cultural Center, or the Institute of African American Research.  Much important research remains to be done.  You may also contact me at ychapman@earthlink.net and I will be glad to assist you. 

