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The Taylor County High
School Prom of 2003

Edward Howard

Deep in Georgia’s agricultural heart-
land sits the small town of Butler. This
town of only 1900 residents is the county
seat for Taylor County, which has a popula-
tion of only 8,800. Butler appears as the
classic example of a rural county seat in the
South. Commanding the high ground is the
stately, columned courthouse. Surrounding
that are a few dozen pre-war brick buildings
that comprise most of the businesses in
town. A few pick-up trucks parked at the
curb, and some people walking about at a
leisurely pace complete the picture of a
town where time seems to stand still. Some
would say the atmosphere reminds them of
the good old days but others would remind
us that those good old days had some bad
institutions. One of those institutions is
right there in Butler, Georgia: racially sepa-
rate high school proms.

Racially separate school proms have
been the norm in Taylor County for the past
three decades, but the 2003 prom gained
special notoriety because it seemed to
digress from the racially combined prom of
2002. The conflict received nationwide
media coverage in May 2003, because sepa-
rate proms in the South appear to many as
an indicator of a discriminating school sys-
tem.

The roots of Taylor County High
School’s separate proms go back to the
school’s desegregation in 1970. Prior to
this time its two school facilities served as
the segregated K-12 schools for a county
with equal numbers of Black and White stu-
dents. Like many other schools in the

South, TCHS delayed complying with the
requirement to desegregate for many years
after the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v.
Board of Education of Topeka case. In the
summer of 1970 the Taylor County School
Board was finally forced to integrate, so to
assuage citizens’ fears of interracial dating,
they segregated by gender while desegre-
gating by race! To accomplish this they
reorganized the two facilities as the K-12
boy’s school and the K-12 girl’s school but
the mile of distance between those two
school facilities would not be a barrier tor
one unavoidable social event: the prom. No
longer able to segregate by race in any
school activity, the school board was forced
to choose between having integrated proms
or having no prom at all. Their fears of
interracial dancing influenced them to
choose the latter. Not to be cheated out of
having a prom, however, the racially divid-
ed student bodies each formed a private
party as an unofficial substitute the follow-
ing May. Informally called, "the Black
prom" or "the White prom" by students,
these private parties were actually not
proms in the technical sense, so they were
outside of the control of the law.

From May 1971 to the present the
prom continued virtually unchanged, even
after a 1978 a court order finally forced the
school to integrate by gender as well as by
race. Even after the school system reorgan-
ized to appear much like any other school,
vestiges of segregation remained (Lange,
May 10, 2003). Today the school still hosts
racially separate groups of cheerleading
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