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June 6, 2025

The Honorable Pete Hegseth
Secretary of Defense

U.S. Department of Defense
1000 Defense Pentagon
Washington, D.C. 20301-1000

Dear Secretary Hegseth,

Founded by Thurgood Marshall, who later became the first Black Associate Justice of the
Supreme Court of the United States, the Legal Defense Fund (LDF) has, for 85 years, fought to defend
and advance the dignity of Black people in America.! This mission also compels us to speak up when
the legacies of those who fought to expand justice and equality in this country are undermined by our
government. Today, we write to register our categorical opposition to the U.S. Department of Defense’s
(DOD) reported intentions to remove the names of civil and human rights icons—including Supreme
Court Justices Thurgood Marshall and Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Harriet Tubman, Medgar Evers, and
Harvey Milk—from vessels in the John Lewis-class fleet oiler replenishment program.?

Such erasure would represent a profound act of disrespect, not only to these Americans and their
historic contributions, but to the very principles of equality and justice they each arduously fought to
advance. These names were not chosen as mere symbolic gestures. Rather, they were earned through
service and sacrifice to this country—under the threat of burning torches,? through sheer perseverance in
the face of racial and gender barriers,* and through extraordinary and courageous efforts that reshaped
the moral, legal, and democratic fabric of our nation.’

The proposed removal of these heroes of American history, civil rights, and human rights is not
merely a matter of nomenclature. It is part of a broader pattern of historical erasure targeting Black
Americans, women, LGBTQ+ people, and other marginalized communities. From attempts to defund
and malign the work of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture and

! Since its founding in 1940, LDF has used litigation, policy advocacy, public education, and community organizing strategies to
achieve racial justice and equity in the areas of education, economic justice, political participation, and criminal justice. It has been
a separate organization from the NAACP since 1957.

2 Eleanor Watson, James Laporta, & Mary Walsh, Navy set to rename USNS Harvey Milk, mulls new names for other ships named
for civil rights leaders, CBS NEWS (Jun. 3, 2025), https://www.cbsnews.com/news/navy-new-name-usns-harvey-milk-ships-
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3 See GILBERT KING, The Devil in the Grove: Thurgood Marshall, the Groveland Boys, and the Dawn of a New America 18-

19 (2013).

* See Anthony Romero, In Memory of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (1933-2020), ACLU (Sep. 18, 2020),
https://www.aclu.org/news/civil-liberties/in-memory-of-justice-ruth-bader-ginsburg-1933-2020.

5> See Andy Hose, Gay rights icon Harvey Milk’s legacy slighted by decision to rename Navy ship, CNN (Jun. 4, 2025),
https://www.cnn.com/2025/06/04/us/harvey-milk-navy-ship-trump; NAACP, Medgar Evers, https://naacp.org/find-
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the American Women’s History Museum,® to attacks on the truthful teaching of our history in
classrooms,’ these efforts seek to rewrite who counts in the story of America.

At a time when national and global security face genuine threats, it is deeply concerning—
bewildering even—that your office would devote time and resources to erasing the names of those who
extended the moral arc of this country. Symbolic stunts of this nature do not advance our national
security; rather, they undermine it by spotlighting our divisions and revealing the current DOD
leadership’s disloyalty to American history. Further, it reflects the Department’s misplaced priorities and
dishonors the very principles of respect, justice, and personal courage that our service members are
charged to uphold.

We urge you in the strongest possible terms to reverse this directive and preserve the names of
the John Lewis-class vessels.

Sincerely,

9&4@' S, Nelzon

Janai Nelson
President and Director-Counsel
Legal Defense Fund

6 Exec. Order No. 14253, Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History, 90 Fed. R. 14563, (Apr. 3, 2025).
7 See Russell Contreras, Legal Defense Fund sues Department of Ed over DEI defunding move, AXI0S (Apr. 15, 2025),
https://www.axios.com/2025/04/15/legal-defense-fund-education-dei-funding-lawsuit.
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