The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights Acknowledges Decision to Change the
Name of the Washington D.C. Football Team

July 17, 2020

The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights by majority vote acknowledges the decision of
Washington D.C.’s professional football team to cease using an offensive term as its
official team name after severe economic pressure was applied by corporate sponsors.!
We urge other non-Native professional teams, schools, and athletic associations to
discontinue their use of team names and imagery associated with Native Americans.

The Commission has long held that the use of Native American nicknames and imagery
for sports teams and in schools is offensive, as it mocks and trivializes Native American
culture.2 In the context of schools,3 we noted these portrayals detract from schools’
educational mission, have the potential to create racially hostile environments
intimidating to Native students, and “prevent non-Native Americans from
understanding the true historical and cultural experiences of American Indians.”4 It
normalizes the legacy of oppression perpetrated against tribes culminating in
dislocation, relocation, and death of many Native Americans.

Professional sports teams likewise wield significant cultural influence, disseminating
imagery that can be pervasive throughout their fan bases and society. Team names
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referencing Native Americans tend to lead fans to develop traditions that rely on untrue
stereotypes of Native Americans, such as the “tomahawk chop” cheer used by fans of
teams such as the Kansas City Chiefs5 and the Atlanta Braves.¢ Although teams can
discourage or de-emphasize such traditions, as the Braves did after criticism,” the team
names themselves, which denigrate and disrespect tribal honorifics and misappropriate
characteristics of persons, perpetuate harmful stereotypes. Ubiquitous branded items
produced to support the teams create an environment saturated with inappropriate and
insensitive portrayals of Native Americans, encouraging a reductive, limited, and
negative view of Native culture.8 They inhibit accurate understanding of the experiences
of Native Americans and encourage biases against them contrary to their rich and
diverse history. 9

While the Commission acknowledges the sponsors, corporations, and fans who withhold
or withdraw financial support from teams that refuse to change, these tactics are
welcome exceptions, not the rule. This issue should not be decided as a matter of
economics, but out of basic respect for the history, rights, and dignity of Native
Americans.

The Commission has studied deep and persistent discrimination against Native
Americans reflected in repeated failures of the federal government to fulfill its
obligations to them.1° Throughout our country’s history, the federal government often
has ignored treaty obligations made to Native Americans, and has failed to adequately
provide resources for their well-being, despite promising numerous times to do so.
These failures cannot be separated from stereotypical images contributing to an
inaccurate view of Native people. Moving beyond a two-dimensional understanding of
contemporary Native American life is necessary to achieve the equitable principles this
country aspires to.

The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, established by the Civil Rights Act of 1957, is the
only independent, bipartisan agency charged with advising the President and Congress
on civil rights and reporting annually on federal civil rights enforcement. Our 51 state
Advisory Committees offer a broad perspective on civil rights concerns at state and
local levels. The Commission: in our 7th decade, a continuing legacy of influence in civil
rights. For information about the Commission, please visit http://www.usccr.gov and
follow us on Twitter and Facebook.
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