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While much of current public discourse focuses on the ways that black activists 

are working to desecrate or destroy racist memorials, there has been less discussion about 

the ways that lobbying to produce antiracist memorials can also serve as a form of 

protest. This study engages three case studies wherein black activist groups fought for the 

construction of slavery memorials in New York City, Philadelphia, and Richmond. These 

instances of commemorative activism are the focus of this study, wherein activists 

challenge existing commemorative culture by engaging alternative memorial practices. 

The underlying premise of this study is that these slavery memorials and the activists’ 

rhetoric resisted absent and/or distorted memories of slavery in their communities.  



 

 

 This study analyzes the debates surrounding these memorials to demonstrate ways 

that the activists recirculated historical ideologies of black nationalism in their protest 

rhetoric. Specifically, the activists engaged themes of self-determination, black liberation, 

black power, and Pan-Africanism as they sought to challenge a commemorative culture 

rooted in white supremacy. This study accordingly situates commemorative activism as a 

contemporary strategy of resistance in the ongoing black freedom struggle. The black 

activists in this study fought to determine the commemorative landscape, liberate their 

ancestors’ memories from post-slavery containment, recover memories of black 

resistance from selective amnesia, and advance global solidarity surrounding memories 

of the slave trade and ongoing anti-black racism.  

 This study also examines ways that the subsequent commemorations represent 

enduring repositories of black nationalist ideologies, challenging racist cultural attitudes 

embedded in the memorials’ environment. Through their form and function, these 

commemorations visualize the continued relevance of self-determination, black 

liberation, black power, and Pan-Africanism within post-slavery communities. These 

memorials ultimately reflect the beliefs of the activists who fought for their construction, 

revealing the radical potential of commemorative activism to challenge racist attitudes, 

structures, and landscapes. 

 



 

 

 

 
 
 
COMMEMORATIVE ACTIVISM: TRACING BLACK NATIONALISM THROUGH 
CONTEMPORARY CAMPAIGNS TO MEMORIALIZE U.S. SLAVERY, 1991-2017 
 
 

by 
 

Megan Irene Fitzmaurice 
 
 

 
 

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the 
University of Maryland, College Park, in partial fulfillment 

of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

2018 

 

 

 

 

 

Advisory Committee: 

Professor Shawn J. Parry-Giles, Chair 
Professor LaMonda Horton-Stallings  
Professor Michelle Murray Yang 
Professor Trevor Parry-Giles  
Professor Carly S. Woods



 

 

© Copyright by 
Megan Irene Fitzmaurice 

2018 



ii 
 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This dissertation is largely a product of God’s grace, my advisor’s patience, and my 

community’s support. As many people have heard me say, I never feel closer to God than 

when I write. It is when I am most aware of my inadequacies and my need for power and 

strength greater than my own. Job’s reminder that “He who is perfect in knowledge is 

with you”1 has carried me through many moments of weakness and insecurity. In this 

season I have seen glimpses of God through the peaceful liturgy of my church, the sweet 

encouragement of my friends and family, my advisor’s selfless support, and the 

persistence of the activists studied here.  

 My advisor, Shawn, has been this project’s greatest influence. She taught me how 

to write and how to think. While we’ll probably never agree on whether or not I’m really 

a public address scholar, she has equipped me to be a careful, contextually-minded critic 

and for that I am forever grateful. Not only did Shawn read countless drafts of this project 

(including around 20 different abstracts), she helped me navigate the academic world and 

think through ways this sphere intersects with my own personal and activist 

commitments. She tolerated my overeager personality with humor and grace over lunches 

at Adele’s and drinks at conferences. Shawn—I will always count you as one of my life’s 

greatest influences.  

This scholarly pursuit would also not have been possible without the wisdom, 

direction, and encouragement of several other faculty members. The rest of my 

committee significantly shaped this project through their thought-provoking feedback on 

                                                

1 “For truly my words shall not be false; He Who is perfect in knowledge is with you. 
Behold! God is mighty, and yet despises no one nor regards anything as trivial; He is 
mighty in power of understanding and heart.” (Job 36:4-5) 



iii 
 

 

the prospectus. Dr. Horton-Stallings’s course on Feminist Genealogies reinvigorated my 

critical eye at the end of my coursework when I was physically and academically tired. 

The discussions in her course reminded me that there was still life in the university, and it 

gave me the nudge I needed to dig deeper into issues of identity and power. Trevor has 

always been my go-to source for navigating the academy. He has pointed me toward 

sources I need to read, grant opportunities to apply for, and people I need to meet. 

Though he deemed me the “cruise ship director of conferencing,” he is truly the king of 

professional networking. I am forever grateful for Michelle because she has supported 

my whole person. Not only has she always provided me with insightful academic 

feedback, she has also helped me through the publishing process, job applications, and 

teaching strategies. Most importantly, Michelle has been there to remind me that I am 

also a human being. Thank you for giving me a space to think through life decisions 

beyond my academic career. Carly has also been an empathetic listening ear as I 

navigated big decisions this year concerning my personal and professional life. Her 

expertise in navigating projects that are both critical and historical has also been an 

invaluable resource as I have thought through this project’s focus. Belinda Stillion 

Southard, my M.A. advisor, continued to support me throughout this program by 

providing gifs, memes, encouragement, laughter, and of course, professional advice. Dr. 

Catherine Knight Steele has reminded me that academics are people too. Thank you for 

being an incredible scholar, boss, mentor, and person.  

Of course, the opportunity to even go to graduate school would not have been 

possible without the emotional, spiritual, mental, and financial support of my entire 

family—Dad, Mom, Stephanie, Wayne, Veronica, Joe, Johnny, Julia Rose, Joshua, Tim, 



iv 
 

 

Ann, and Jed. You have all taken turns listening to me explain my project and offering 

sweet words of encouragement and confidence. Even though you are across the country, I 

feel your love as strongly as if you were standing right alongside me. Thank you for 

praying for me, writing me cards, sending me care packages, and flying me home. 

Consistently missing you all has always been one of this journey’s hardest aspects. I love 

you all 16 times! Jed, the Lord could not have brought you into my life at a more perfect 

time. You turned my world upside down and showed me what it means to love someone 

selflessly with your whole heart. Thank you for reading my drafts, formatting my 

dissertation, and taking many, many, tear-filled phone calls. I have never met someone 

with more character and gumption. Thank you for taking a huge risk and inviting me to 

adventure alongside you as your wife.  

The Lord has been so good to bless me with rich friendships that sustain me 

through life’s everyday struggles and celebrations. To be known is to be loved, and my 

dear friends Alexandra, Tara, Sarah, Jodie, Stephanie, Emily, Katie, Rachel, Liz, 

Karynna, Ann, and CJ, have affirmed that I am both loved and known. Moreover, Emily 

took on the greatest labor of love in this season: copyediting this manuscript. Thank you 

for your generous time—you helped make my ideas clearer and more precise. You are 

brilliant, kind, and beautiful and I have loved living and laughing with you these past two 

years! My academic community, Becca, Melissa, Jaclyn, Lauren, Nora, Morgan, Will, 

Devin, Jess, Katie, Sifan, Yvonne, Thomas, Sylvia, Marsha, Hagar, Lauren, and Ning—

you have all filled my time at Maryland with laughter, encouragement, and intellectual 

growth. Thank you for being the most supportive graduate cohort I could have ever asked 

for! Sheila—you are the most beautiful person, inside and out, that I’ve ever known. 



v 
  

 

Thank you for your dedication to my walk with the Lord, and for being a constant source 

of spiritual and life wisdom. The “Blue Fishnets”—Allison, Zoe, Esther, and Elizabeth—

you are my kindred souls. You all have challenged me to live a life worthy of the calling 

we have received. Thank you for being the most wonderful friends, conference 

roommates, paper editors, advice givers, and prayer warriors I could ever ask for. I also 

could have never made it through this journey without my church community and CORE 

group. You are all the most vulnerable, genuine, eccentric, and truly loving people I have 

ever known. Thank you for laughing, crying, praying for me, and even feeding me 

through this project’s final stretch. Most importantly, thank you for letting me belong. 

 

“Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.” 

--Martin Luther King, Jr. 



 
 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Acknowledgements………………………………………………………………………. ii 

Introduction: A History of Commemorative Activism in the Fight for Black Liberation .. 1 

Chapter 1: Promoting Pan-Africanism and Racial Solidarity at New York City’s African 

Burial Ground .................................................................................................................... 75 

Chapter 2: Avenging the Ancestors and Asserting Black Power at the President’s House 

in Philadelphia ................................................................................................................. 142 

Chapter 3: Securing Self-Determination and Protecting Sacred Ground in Richmond, 

Virginia ............................................................................................................................ 199 

Conclusion: Slavery’s Legacy and the Ongoing Fight for Black Liberation .................. 254 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................... 279 

 



1 

 

 

Introduction:  
A History of Commemorative Activism in the Fight for Black Liberation 

On the evening of October 29, 2015, a local artist pulled his pickup truck to the 

edge of Wyman Park Dell, a public green space in Baltimore, Maryland. Pablo Machioli 

was soon joined by ten of his fellow local activists. They helped him unwrap and unload 

a ten-foot-tall statue that extended over the edge of his truck bed. The group covertly 

carried the figure through the park and placed it at the foreground of Dell’s existing 

statuary display—a monument featuring Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson with an 

inscription that read: “They were great generals and Christian soldiers and waged war 

like gentleman.” This Confederate commemoration contrasted sharply with the sculpture 

known as “Madre Luz” and illuminated why Machioli’s team orchestrated such a 

clandestine operation. The papier-mâché sculpture featured a ten-foot figure of a bare-

breasted, pregnant black woman with a child on her back and a rainbow sash draped 

around her back and chest. The figure of Madre Luz raised one gold-painted fist into the 

air. Owen Silverman Andrews—one of the involved activists—explained that the 

sculpture was “inspired by black resistance to oppression,” and was meant to protest the 

“white supremacy” represented by the Lee-Jackson memorial.1  

Machioli’s dissident display was swiftly removed. Park officials confiscated the 

statue less than twenty-four hours after its placement, issued a fine to the activists, and 

threatened to arrest them should they trespass again. At the time of their protest, 

Baltimore’s City Council was meeting to debate the future of the city’s four Confederate 

monuments,2 revealing how this empowering display of slave bodies and black solidarity 
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challenged a commemorative culture that symbolically venerated slaveholders. Yet on 

August 15, 2017, Mayor Catherine Pugh significantly altered this commemorative culture 

by ordering the immediate removal of all four statues. She cited “safety and security” 

reasons for her decision, alluding to the recent protests and violence surrounding a 

confederate memorial in Charlottesville, Virginia.3 Machioli and Silverman Andrews 

quickly capitalized on the bare pedestal at the Lee-Jackson memorial, placing Madre Luz 

back on display. Many residents praised the statue, eventually dubbing it “Lady Liberty 

of Black Power.” While police left the statue alone this time, it was not immune to taunts 

and jeers from passersby. And just two days after its display, the sculpture was crushed 

when an unknown person toppled it to the ground.4 

Baltimore’s struggle over how to commemorate slavery is not unprecedented. 

U.S. history is fraught with contested examples over how best to remember the nation’s 

slave past. These commemorations have taken a multitude of forms, as have the protests 

of black activists seeking to shape the monuments’ form and content. In some cases, 

white citizens and groups have portrayed slavery as a benevolent and charitable 

institution. The United Daughters of the Confederacy, for example, led a monument 

campaign during the Reconstruction Era that featured mammy figures and “faithful 

slaves.”5 Groups like the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) and the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) resisted these 

representations. They proposed counter-memorials and reminded Americans of slavery’s 

brutal reality.6 In other cases, citizens failed to recognize the role of enslaved people in 

their community altogether. Georgetown University acknowledged that three hundred 

slaves had helped build the institution’s structural and economic foundations only after a 



3 

 

student group called for the formal recognition of these enslaved men and women in 

2015.7 These examples show the ways that activists have worked to reshape 

commemorations of slavery, recover memories of slavery’s influence on local and 

national communities, and emphasized the legacy of racism this system left behind.  

These instances of commemorative activism are the focus of this study, wherein 

activists challenge existing commemorative culture by engaging alternative memorial 

practices.8 A central premise of this project is that commemorative activism helps us 

understand the ways in which citizens, through their rhetoric, remake dominant forms and 

ideologies of commemoration. This theory builds on John Gillis’s contention that all 

commemorative activity is necessarily political, and often “the product of processes of 

intense contest, struggle, and in some instances, annihilation.”9 A rhetoric of 

commemorative activism not only works to (re)shape the visual and material aspects of 

commemoration, but also the social beliefs they symbolize.  

 The public debates over slavery memorials reveal how historically marginalized 

groups have used commemoration as a protest strategy. More specifically, these citizen 

activists have designed, constructed, and reshaped slave memorials to speak back to the 

institutional voices providing more sympathetic representations of slavery. In this project, 

I examine the ways black activist groups from the 1990s to the present resisted 

commemorative cultures marked by benevolent, negligent, or triumphant representations 

of slavery and designed commemorations that magnified slavery’s oppression and its 

contributions to contemporary race politics.  

A second premise of this project is that the protests and memorial sites recirculate 

several themes from the nation’s ongoing black freedom movements. As Yohuru 
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Williams explains, “black freedom movements” work as an umbrella term for the 

numerous—sometimes conflicting but often overlapping—historical movements “geared 

toward addressing issues of Black inequality” in the United States.10 More specifically, I 

argue that these memorial campaigns echo historical ideologies of black nationalism.11 

Historians John H. Bracey, Jr., August Meier, and Elliot Rudwick explain that black 

nationalism is not a unified or cohesive ideology, but represents “a body of social 

thought, attitudes, and actions ranging from the simplest expressions of ethnocentrism 

and racial solidarity to the comprehensive and sophisticated ideologies of Pan-Negroism 

or Pan-Africanism.”12 With this study, I show how these commemorations invoked black 

nationalist themes of liberation, self-determination, black power, and Pan-Africanism.13 

As activists resisted commemorative cultures rooted in racism and white supremacy, they 

concurrently made arguments that mirrored the rhetorical traditions of black nationalism 

and situated their campaign within ongoing black freedom movements.14 The slavery 

memorials materially embodied these ideological commitments and demonstrated the 

sustained salience of black nationalism in the context of contemporary race politics.  

Indeed, these memorial activists were not just protesting the nation’s racist 

commemorations; these protestors were also joining a long genealogy of black activists 

who used commemoration as a rhetorical protest strategy in the struggle against white 

supremacy. In order to understand the contemporary cases studied in this project, I first 

turn to past commemorative activism by black Americans defying false, oppressive, and 

demeaning representations of the nation’s slave history. 
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Commemorative Activism: Early Efforts to Reconstitute Public Memories of Slavery 

 The Civil War brought the nation’s divergent views on slavery to a head, yet the 

regional, racial, and ideological divisions surrounding slavery persisted in its aftermath. 

These divisions complicated memories and meanings of the nation’s history at the war's 

end—namely, the role of slavery in the war's genesis and the nation’s founding. The 

Reconstruction Era ultimately ushered in an age where citizens began to grapple with 

how slavery should be commemorated.  

While slavery commemorations have taken a diversity of forms since that era, 

they have consistently reflected the racial politics of their time and served as sites of 

activism. In this next section, I analyze the history of these commemorations beginning 

with the Freedom Day celebrations of the early nineteenth century. Next, I look at Lost 

Cause narratives of slavery and ways that black activists resisted these oppressive 

commemorations in the early twentieth century. I then turn to ways that tourism has 

served as a means of commemoration, examining plantation tours, slavery museums, and 

slave monuments in the twentieth and twenty-first century. Finally, I turn to the federal 

government’s efforts to commemorate former slaves and acknowledge its role in 

slavery’s persistence.  

Anticipating Emancipation  

Slavery in the United States was not fully abolished until the Thirteenth 

Amendment was ratified on December 6, 1865. Yet, black Americans began hosting 

freedom celebrations more than fifty years earlier.15 Throughout the nineteenth century, 

black communities in the United States held annual festivals to commemorate the 

abolition of the slave trade, the emancipation of slaves in the British West Indies, the 

Haitian Revolution, the gradual abolition of slavery in individual states, and the 
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Emancipation Proclamation.16 These commemorations served a two-fold purpose for 

black Americans. First, the celebrations provided an opportunity for groups to reflect on 

the progress of abolishing slavery nationally and internationally. Second, these 

anticipatory commemorations served as activist spaces for black Americans to advocate 

for the end of slavery across the United States.  

Freedom Day celebrations changed form as abolitionists secured new victories in 

their global fight against slavery. These festivities became sites where black Americans 

confronted the hypocrisy of the nation’s Independence Day celebrations. In 1834, one 

orator urged his fellow celebrants to “fill every continent and island with the story of the 

WRONGS done to our brethren” and “to preach the DECLARATION OF 

INDEPENDENCE, till it begins to be put in PRACTICE.”17 As Geneviève Fabre argued, 

these festivities served as “countercelebration[s],” where African Americans were able to 

offer an alternate narrative of the country’s Fourth of July celebrations epitomized by 

hypocrisies and inaccuracies.18  

Freedom Day celebrations in the United States also worked to reconstitute a 

shared identity among African Americans with vastly different life experiences. 

Divisions existed between freed and enslaved, African born and American born, Northern 

and Southern, and those seeking to return to Africa and those seeking to integrate into 

America. The parades, festivals, speeches, dances, songs, sermons, and feasts inspired a 

spirit of unity among black Americans.19 As Mitchell A. Kachun observed, these 

commemorations “articulate[d] a distinctive, black-centered historical consciousness and 

sense of peoplehood.”20 Indeed, as black Americans commemorated these freedom 



7 

 

milestones, they were reminded of their shared history in the slave trade, their common 

roots in Africa, and their central role in the formation of the United States.  

The constitutive dimension of these commemorative practices not only relied on 

shared visions of the past, but also on shared hopes and demands for the future. For some 

Freedom Day orators, this meant convincing white leaders to support full emancipation. 

Joseph Sidney, for example, told his fellow black Americans in 1809 that “pure and 

upright conduct” would “effectually put to silence every cavil which may be offered 

against African Emancipation, and must eventually convert our enemies into friends.”21 

Other commemorative speakers called for more resistive collective action, encouraging 

black communities to show hospitality to runaway slaves and to question white 

benevolence.22 In 1838, a Philadelphia group known as the Young Men’s Vigilant 

Society hosted Freedom Day festivals to raise funds for “colored persons in distress.”23 In 

1842, this tradition turned unexpectedly violent. Newspapers gave varying accounts of 

the day’s occurrences. Some reported that the society marched holding a banner that read 

“liberty or death,” while others described the banner as only displaying the term 

“liberty.” The Baltimore Sun reported that “a sinking slave ship” was drawn behind the 

montage, while the Philadelphia Public Ledger and the New York Tribune attested to “the 

conflagration of a town in St. Domingo,” which alluded to “the massacre of the whites by 

their slaves.” Yet, almost all of the newspapers wrote that the banner depicted an 

emancipated slave holding a set of broken manacles.24 No matter which newspaper’s 

depiction is most exact, the Society clearly demonstrated their conviction that black 

resistance must be a central component of emancipation.  
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At times, these celebrations were met with opposition. One group of white men 

was so outraged by the Young Men’s Vigilant Society’s banner that they formed a mob 

of “several thousand,” setting fire to several black citizens’ homes and the festival hall.25 

Festival attendees and other observers confronted the mob, necessitating military 

intervention to quell the “riots and excitement.”26 As Kachun noted, agitators commonly 

disturbed Freedom Day parade routes. Throughout the 1810s and 1820s, white protestors 

frequently taunted, jeered, and threatened participants.27 Moreover, the white press 

circulated broadsides that featured racist caricatures of the festival participants and used 

such malapropisms as the “Grand Bobalition” (Grand Abolition) or “Great Annibersary 

Fussible” (Great Anniversary Festival) to demean the celebrations.28 These broadsides 

also included narratives with characters like “Sambo” and “Mungo” engaging in minstrel 

dialogues about Freedom Day in a style Jenna M. Gibbs describes as “oral blackface.”29 

Such antagonism entailed degrading and often dangerous ramifications for black 

celebrants, but it also demonstrated the widespread social significance of their 

commemorative practices.  

Some black Americans were ideologically opposed to these Freedom Day 

celebrations. Dr. James McClune Smith, for instance, questioned why Africans and their 

descendants should commemorate “the deeds of a race by which we are so despised.”30 In 

1856, Smith wrote a column in Frederick Douglass’s newspaper where he called his 

fellow black Americans to rethink their commemorative practices: “We do not see aught 

in the first of August to throw up our hats about. If our black brethren had won their 

freedom by the strong hand, then we could shout with them. But as it is, their freedom 

was a boon conferred, not a right seized upon and held. It is the order of things.”31 For 
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Smith, only emancipation paired with black self-determination represented a true cause 

for commemoration.  

Despite the physical, discursive, and ideological opposition to these 

commemorative practices, Freedom Day celebrations provided opportunities for African 

Americans to embody their anticipated citizenship. As Fabre noted, these celebrants 

engaged in "crucial social and political acts" and "represented themselves in roles they 

had always been denied."32 Festival orators tested democracy as they spoke to large 

crowds and “promiscuous audiences,”33 engaging men and women, blacks and whites, 

and abolitionists and bystanders.34 These orations emulated African Americans’ readiness 

for public life in an era when one’s rhetorical capacities were concomitant with one’s 

citizenship status.35 Kachun noted that even the ritualistic songs, dances, and parades 

worked as an embodied protest that asserted black Americans’ “claims on the use of 

public space.”36 Freedom Day celebrations were simultaneously a call for black 

resistance, emancipation, and citizenship.  

Commemorating Emancipation 

The August 1 celebrations died out after Abraham Lincoln signed the 

Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863.37 In the years that followed, African 

American communities stood divided on whether or not they should commemorate 

slavery. Mrs. A. L. Trask thought black Americans should commemorate Emancipation 

Day as a means of educating the youth and challenging hegemonic national narratives. 

She made the following claims when commenting on the nation’s widespread 

commitment to July 4th celebrations: “Now have we not more to remember than they! 

What was the oppression of the British yoke to slavery, taxation to stripes?...[C]ry aloud 
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to your children, and let your children’s children never forget what liberty cost; never 

forget Emancipation Day.”38 In Kansas City, Kansas, one citizen wrote to the local paper 

warning fellow black Americans that if they did not actively commemorate Emancipation 

Day, they would face a grave moral danger. Future generations, he suggested, would be 

left to ponder “the great difference in the condition and position of the two races,” 

concluding “that both started on equal footing in the great race of life upon this 

continent.”39 Commemorating slavery, this logic suggested, was crucial for countering 

deceptive assessments of racial difference. 

Yet, other African Americans viewed Emancipation Day commemorations as an 

unwanted reminder of the oppressions and humiliations of slavery. Silas X. Floyd, a 

Baptist pastor, commented that many of his older congregants “wish[ed] to forget all 

about slavery—all about the past.”40 Theophilus G. Steward, another religious minister, 

observed that many former slaves desired to distance themselves from slavery so 

completely that they openly denied their experience. Indeed, he believed that many 

African Americans disavowed their enslaved past because it detracted from their sense of 

“Americanness.”41 A black journalist in Kansas echoed this observation, noting the 

“increasing class among us who wish to obliterate” their enslaved history, and who are 

“ignorant of the fact that they were slaves or subject to the injustice or oppression of their 

white brethren.”42  

Further justifying this disillusionment with commemorating emancipation, a new 

memorial was built in 1895 that revealed the racialized and gendered power dimensions 

of these monuments. Known as the Emancipation Memorial or the Freedman’s 

Memorial, this monument is located just off of Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C. It 



11 

 

features a scarcely-clothed slave with broken shackles kneeling below an upright figure 

of Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln is extending one arm above the slave’s head, and holding a 

scroll meant to represent the Emancipation Proclamation in the other. The stark 

difference in the two figures’ posture visualizes a patronizing relationship in which the 

slave is a passive benefactor of the president’s gift. While the act of emancipation was 

commonly associated with the re-masculinization of former slaves,43 the memorial’s 

design gave material perpetuity to the black man’s demasculinized status.44  

The monument's commission also demonstrated a racialized power differential.  

Former slaves both initiated and funded the memorial through donation drives. They sent 

donations and reminiscences about Lincoln to the Western Sanitary Commission (WSC), 

a white Civil War relief agency. Charlotte Scott was the first to donate, proclaiming: 

“The colored people have lost their best friend on earth…I will give five dollars of my 

wages towards erecting a monument to his memory.” The 70th Colored Infantry donated 

almost three thousand dollars towards the monument. Their colonel commented that “[i]f 

there is a monument built proportionate to the veneration with which the black people 

hold his memory, then its summit will be among the clouds.”45  

Yet, these black men and women were not invited to take part in the monument's 

creation. Instead, the WSC managed the monument’s finances and construction. They 

chose Thomas Ball’s proposal for the memorial and sent him a picture of Archer 

Alexander, a former slave, as a model for the monument's design. Understanding the 

historical context of Alexander’s life adds a layer of visual irony to the monument’s 

imagery. Alexander had fled his slaveholder’s farm in Missouri shortly after the Civil 

War began. In 1864 a union commander issued a directive that would have freed the 
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slaves of Confederate sympathizers in Missouri—including Alexander. Yet Lincoln 

nullified this directive and maintained slavery throughout the state.46 So while the 

monument depicts Lincoln furnishing Alexander with his freedom, this former slave was 

essentially his own “Great Emancipator.”47 

 Douglass exposed these commemorative ironies when the monument was 

unveiled on April 13, 1876. He challenged Lincoln’s reputation as the Great Emancipator 

and reminded listeners of slavery’s racist legacy. Douglass elaborated on ways that the 

president “sacrificed the rights of humanity in the colored people to promote the welfare 

of white people in this country” as he spoke before members of Congress, the Supreme 

Court, President Ulysses S. Grant, and over 22,000 others. Such an indictment diverged 

sharply with public memories of Lincoln as a champion of black Americans and the 

testimonies of those former slaves who financed the monument.48 Gregory Stephens 

described this critique as an act of “revisionist political realism,” wherein Douglass 

provided an alternative interpretation of Lincoln’s antislavery legacy as ambivalent at 

best. At times, though, Douglass did applaud Lincoln’s leadership: “…under his wise and 

beneficent rule we saw ourselves gradually lifted from the depths of slavery to the heights 

of liberty and manhood.”49 Yet, the words take on a seemingly sarcastic tone when 

considered alongside the monument’s patronizing depiction of a crouching slave in a 

loincloth. Douglass defied the event’s epideictic expectations by critiquing the man being 

memorialized and insisting that true emancipation had yet to arrive for African 

Americans.  
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Commemorating the Lost Cause  

The late nineteenth century witnessed a surge of Confederate memorials across 

the American South—a trend that preserved romanticized visions of slavery. This 

nostalgia became known as the Lost Cause myth, and its adherents believed that the 

South’s staunch defense of states’ rights was the primary cause of the Civil War.50 As 

Cynthia Mills explains it, the Lost Cause “pictured an Old South in which genteel white 

men protected their beautiful and virtuous women and children, fighting with dignity and 

pride.” Slavery, conversely, was seen as a “benevolent institution in which southern 

whites gave guidance and nurture to a simple, dusky people who needed Christian help 

and were loyal to their masters.”51 This commemorative ideology worked to displace 

slavery as a point of fundamental conflict within the nation-state and reimagine it as a 

mutually beneficial way of life for black and white Southerners.  

The Lost Cause narrative was materialized in the Confederate monuments built 

throughout the country, especially across the American South. At the war’s end, the 

United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) led a campaign to place a Confederate 

memorial in each Southern city. These memorials became so common that stonework 

companies distributed monument catalogues and ran newspaper ads that featured statues 

of lone men on horseback or famous military leaders.52 Dozens of these monuments 

depicted Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Jefferson Davis. To date, over fifteen 

hundred Confederate memorials pepper the nation’s commemorative landscape.53 The 

uniform style of the memorials maintained a consistent Lost Cause narrative about the 

war—one that honored the sacrifice of noble soldiers and ignored the presence of slaves. 
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The UDC’s memorials also embodied the gendered and racialized dimensions of 

the Lost Cause myth. These monuments almost always featured white men, despite the 

reality that almost 200,000 black men fought on both sides of the Civil War,54 and both 

black and white women served as nurses, spies, and even soldiers.55 Such displays upheld 

white men as model citizens, reinforcing the commonplace belief that military service 

epitomized the nation’s citizenship ideals.56 For members of the UDC, building 

memorials to “the devoted infantryman” was a way to uphold the traditional gender roles 

of the Antebellum South.57 While white women ensured the morality of the home as 

“wives and mothers,” white men served the family as “status-givers and protectors.”58 As 

David Currey explained, Lost Cause adherents believed soldiers represented white men 

“who had sacrificed everything to protect home, family, and society.” And by exalting 

these men in the public sphere, the Confederate women demonstrated their deference and 

moral commitment.59  

Although few monuments commemorated slavery or the lives lost to its brutality, 

notable exceptions existed where enslaved persons were depicted as content and loyal 

subjects. Former slaveholder Samuel White built the Fort Hill “Monument to Faithful 

Slaves” in 1896, featuring a mammy figure holding a child and a male slave working in 

the field. Fort Hill’s depiction of slaves submissively carrying out their duties 

memorialized the Lost Cause narrative that slaves were content with their position. 

Between the 1890s and the 1930s, the journal Confederate Veteran published hundreds of 

“faithful slave” narratives affirming such a myth.60 This myth is also visible in the 

Confederate Memorial at Arlington Cemetery. In 1914, the UDC partnered with the Sons 

of Confederate Veterans and oversaw the memorial’s construction. According to Hilary 
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Herbert, a member of the design committee, the memorial featured a “faithful negro body 

servant” dutifully assisting a Confederate soldier. This whimsical scene also depicted a 

mammy figure holding a soldier’s child and looking at him fervently. Herbert recorded 

that the tableau demonstrated the “kindly relations that existed all over the South between 

the master and the slave,”61 underscoring the commemoration’s revisionist narrative.  

These memorials also encapsulated the gendered bifurcation of slave personas in 

Lost Cause memory.62 While the majority of enslaved women worked as field hands and 

other forms of skilled labor,63 the commemorative culture of the Lost Cause almost 

exclusively depicts them as doting caretakers of white charges.64 These “mammy” figures 

were commonly depicted in the era’s literature, theatre, folksongs, and even 

advertisements. They were commonly portrayed as asexual, unrefined, grandmotherly, 

and full of genuine love for the white families they served.65 Yet such positions were 

rare. Only the wealthiest households enslaved a caretaker for their children, and these 

women were typically under the age of twenty, and occasionally under the age of five.66 

By venerating elderly, asexual mammy figures, the monuments concealed a much more 

common occurrence—slaveholders’ physical and sexual coercion of these domestic slave 

women. This well-documented violation often resulted in children enslaved by their own 

fathers.67 Such brutal testimonies run counter to the benevolent mammies depicted in the 

monuments at Fort Hill and Arlington.  

In 1922, the UDC proposed another monument in Washington, D.C. to the 

“faithful slave mammies of the South,” hoping to give national credence to their 

romanticized memory of enslaved women. The U.S. Senate unanimously approved this 

plan. When Representative Charles M. Stedman introduced the House version of the bill, 
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he contended that the “[Mammies] desired no change in their condition of life. No class 

of any race of people held in bondage could be found anywhere who lived more free from 

care and distress.”68 This proposal invoked an archetypal image of slavery marked by 

docility, servitude, and benevolence. Yet for the monument’s supporters, the 

commemoration would provide a civic and moral education for African Americans. UDC 

member Mary Solari expressed hope that “[i]f the negroes of the present generation and 

generations to follow, measure up [to mammy] in citizenship, character, intellect, 

dependability, industry and godly living, they, as well as the white people of this country, 

will have a right to feel that they are doing mighty well.”69 The monument substantiated 

what many Lost Cause adherents saw as the ideal form of black citizenship—one that 

was passive and subservient to white citizens.  

Not surprisingly, the monument proposal sparked a wave of protest among the 

black press in 1923. Newspapers across the country printed editorials and published 

political cartoons condemning the proposal. On April 21st, The Chicago Defender printed 

one especially notable sketch that satirically proposed the construction of a memorial to 

the “White Daddy.” The cartoon portrayed a white slaveholder embracing a terrified 

black woman while her child stood by covering her eyes, alluding to the sexual violence 

that many enslaved women endured at the hands of their slaveholders.70 That same year, 

staff members at Baltimore’s Afro-American wrote a hypothetical response to the 

monument from the viewpoint of Douglass. They testified: 

Mr. Douglass, if alive, would say to the Confederate Daughters, “you would 
honor the ignorant and ragged mothers of my race with a monument of stone, and 
you would deny their cultured and educated daughters the right to vote or the 
comfort of a sleeping car. Away with your empty, meaningless honors. The Negro 
will have none of them.”71 
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On March 17, 1923, the editorial staff at the Washington Eagle suggested a more extreme 

approach: “A single bomb can remove a monument more rapidly than sculptors and 

builders can erect it.”72 It was clear that many members of the black community were 

willing to go to any lengths to halt the degrading commemoration.  

Prominent activists not only condemned the UDC’s scheme, they capitalized on 

the commemorative debate to bring public awareness to the black community’s greater 

reform efforts. The Senate unanimously approved the UDC’s proposal just months after it 

defeated the Dyer Anti-Lynching bill for the second time. This legislation would have 

provided for the prosecution of both lynch mobs and law enforcement officials who 

failed to protect victims.73 The proposed monument thus became an opportunity for black 

Americans to draw public attention to the violence, poverty, illiteracy, and voting 

obstacles plaguing their communities. Neval Thomas, then-chair of the NAACP, 

responded to the UDC in an editorial published in Washington, D.C.’s Evening Star in 

1923. He wrote: “Democracy is the monument which the ‘colored mammy’ wants 

erected to her, and not a marble shaft.” Instead of building a monument, he suggested that 

Southerners “remove the numberless barriers it has gone out of its way to throw up 

against the progress of the noble negro womanhood who sprang from these 

‘mammies.’”74 Charlotte Hawkins Brown, then-president of the North Carolina chapter of 

the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), also called for material restitution 

rather than symbolic appreciation. She stated that the UDC should consider building 

educational facilities for the descendants of “those faithful souls they seem so anxious to 

honor.”75 Fellow NACW clubwoman Hallie Quinn Brown wrote that if the UDC 

genuinely wanted “to make restitution,” the Daughters should “witness the lynching of 
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mammy’s children, the burning of their homes and the fear that broods over the land, 

away from the protection of the town and city.”76 In other words, black activists rejected 

the UDC’s epideictic gesture in favor of deliberative action.  

To the relief of many, the mammy monument proposal died in committee once it 

reached the House of Representatives—a stark turnaround from its unanimous approval 

in the Senate just months earlier.77 While it cannot be explicitly demonstrated that the 

activists’ rhetoric triggered this reversal, their efforts prompted much needed public 

discourse surrounding slavery’s violent legacy.  

Commemorating Plantation Life  

The commemoration of Lost Cause ideologies across the South was not limited to 

the UDC’s monument campaign. Southern plantation homes became popular tourist 

destinations in the 1930s, circulating idealistic portrayals of the antebellum South to 

visitors from across the country. The rise of plantation tourism in this era is commonly 

attributed to the release of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind.78 Both the book and 

film portrayed plantations as sites where white residents enjoyed a life of leisure and 

romance while being served by content and loyal slaves. Many Southern communities 

sought to attract tourists by recreating this nostalgic image where slave labor was 

frequently minimized or romanticized.  

Docents at these plantation tours take varied approaches in how they represent the 

enslaved communities that lived there. Historians Jennifer L. Eichstedt and Stephen 

Small toured 122 Southern plantations and observed that tour guides generally discussed 

slavery in three distinct ways: the complete or near absence of slavery references 

(“symbolic annihilation”), the isolated inclusion of slavery references in one exhibit 
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(“segregation”), or, the meaningful inclusion of slavery references (“relative 

incorporation”). Eichstedt and Small found that 55 percent of the plantations engaged in 

“symbolic annihilation,” mentioning the site’s former slave population less than three 

times (25 percent made no mention of slavery at all).79 Ethan Kytle and Blain Roberts 

also noticed “highly bifurcated” representations of slavery at tourist sites. The scholars 

observed that in South Carolina, docents’ racial identities often correlated with their 

willingness to discuss slavery. While white docents often abstained from discussing 

slavery to preserve a “magnolias and moonlight” perception of plantation life, black 

docents were more willing to confer the physical and emotional pain of slavery at that 

site.80 These differences in what Kristan Poirot and Chevaun E. Watson call the “tourist 

imaginary” are significant because most Americans rely heavily on such depictions to 

teach them about the nation’s history.81  

While dozens of plantation homes are now tourist destinations, the plantation 

tours in Natchez, Mississippi—former home to several of the state’s elite families—and 

Mount Vernon—former home to President George Washington—provide examples of 

ways that slave history can be sidelined or idealized. As one tourist brochure noted, 

Natchez is “Where the Old South Still Lives and Where Shaded Highways and Ante-

Bellum homes Greet New and Old Friends.”82 Almost 200,000 people visit Natchez each 

year, generating about $83 million in tourism revenue annually.83 A significant amount of 

this income derives from the annual “Natchez Pilgrimage,” where tourists partake in 

eleven home tours and attend the “Confederate Ball” and pageant. Framed as a religious 

experience, guests on the pilgrimage visit the row of “stunning historic homes” filled 

with “eighteenth and nineteenth century furnishings, porcelains, silver, clothing, tools, 
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documents and diaries.”84 Yet, the tours make no mention of the men and women who 

built and managed the structures. Indeed, apart from “Mammy’s Cupboard,” a local 

restaurant built in the shape of a larger-than-life caricature of a black woman’s hoopskirt, 

the town lacks any noticeable representation of its slave history.85  

In contrast, Mount Vernon does acknowledge the people that Washington 

enslaved, yet in a way that elides discussion about slavery's oppressiveness. For example, 

visitors who toured the plantation between 1929 and 1983 encountered its slave burial 

ground, but the only stone marker was dedicated to “the many faithful colored servants of 

the Washington family.” This display constituted the enslaved community as a group of 

loyal helpers rather than generations of people forced to work under actualized threats of 

violence. In 1995, the plantation began offering an “Enslaved People of Mount Vernon” 

tour that reinforced this narrative. The tour focused on Washington’s ethos as a “good” 

slaveowner who worked right alongside his slaves. One tourist reported that their docent 

ended the tour stating, “[a]nyone from the 21st century criticizing someone from the 18th 

century is being sanctimonious, righteous, and unfair,” while another visitor reported that 

their docent asserted, “it doesn’t do us any good to criticize history.”86 So, despite 

laudable efforts to bring public recognition to the plantation’s former slaves, the tour 

largely prevents visitors from grappling with slavery’s violent realities or its racist 

legacies.  

Numerous citizens have challenged the notion that plantations were just expansive 

homesteads and worked to appropriately commemorate their slave communities. When 

African American journalist Dorothy Gilliam visited Mount Vernon in 1982, she was 
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appalled by the state of the slave burial ground and the euphemistic tribute to the “faithful 

colored servants.” In her Washington Post column, she observed:   

It seems not to matter that the hands of these men and women built the celebrated 
mansion that was Washington's home. It seems not to matter that these men and 
women provided the free labor on which the plantation operated. This absence of 
proper recognition is an atrocity that adds insult to the already deep moral injury 
of slavery.87 
 

Gilliam’s public critique of this meager memorialization spurred a coalition between 

Fairfax County Supervisor James Scott and the local NAACP chapter. Frank Matthews, 

legal counsel to the NAACP, attended a meeting of the County’s Board of Supervisors 

upon Scott’s invitation. There, he lobbied for the withholding of Mount Vernon’s tax-

exempt status until “a pledge was made to work with the NAACP and come up with an 

appropriate memorialization.” Ultimately, the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association agreed 

to this proposal and formed a memorial committee that included Matthews and Judith 

Burton—a descendent of a Washington family slave, among others.88   

As a result of the committee, a new memorial was built at Mount Vernon that 

recognized the strength of the plantation’s enslaved community. The new memorial 

design was chosen through a competition among Howard University architecture 

students. David Edge’s winning design featured a plaque dedicated to the “Afro 

Americans who served as slaves,” and a column surrounded by three concentric cement 

rings, each engraved with the words “Faith,” “Hope,” and “Love.” As Edge explained: 

“Slavery was such a horrible thing. Faith, hope and love were the qualities no one could 

take from these people. The column represented their strength.” Moreover, he sought for 

the memorial to remain an open space to contrast with the confinement that slaves 

endured throughout their life.89 Yet during the memorial’s unveiling ceremony on 
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September 21, 1983, it was clear that attendees held a range of viewpoints regarding the 

memorial’s symbolism. Virginia Governor Charles S. Robb depicted the memorial as 

“the repayment of an immeasurable debt long unacknowledged and even longer in 

arrears.” Helen Sharp Anderson, regent of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, 

suggested that the memorial’s location adjacent to Washington’s tomb meant that he “is 

joined now to those faithful ones who served him and Mount Vernon so well.”  She also 

attempted to contextualize Washington’s slaveownership by asserting that “[a]bolition 

was not possible in the eighteenth century.”90 It appears that the new memorial did not 

wholly transform the ideologies undergirding Mount Vernon’s original tribute to the 

“faithful colored servants” or its devoted defense of the president’s character.  

Despite the varied responses voiced at the memorial’s dedication, the Mount 

Vernon Ladies’ Association joined efforts with the Black Women United for Action 

(BWUFA) to commemorate former slaves.91 Each year, the groups host a wreath laying 

ceremony for the purpose of honoring “all of the [s]laves, not just laid to rest at Mount 

Vernon, but wherever they may lie that lived and died as [s]laves.” The BWUFA believes 

they have a moral impetus to host this annual tribute, exclaiming that: “Every year this 

ceremony becomes more and more meaningful as with the times some of our history is 

becoming less authentic. In order to celebrate the liberty and freedom our ancestors 

dreamed about and hoped for we have to commemorate their very existence.”92 The 

BWUFA and NAACP’s commemorative activism at Mount Vernon demonstrates the 

intimate connection between recognizing the injustices of the past and striving for 

“liberty and freedom” in the present.  
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Commemorating Slavery in Museums and Monuments  

 Though there is a documented history of African Americans being excluded from 

national memory sites, black activists have taken important steps to ameliorate this 

incongruity.93 Several grassroots movements have sparked commemorative projects 

honoring both local and national enslaved communities.  

 The lack of any formal recognition of the city’s black history in Savannah, 

Georgia inspired one citizen to launch the African American Monument Association. 

Abigail Jordan lobbied the city to sanction its very first memorial honoring slavery and 

African Americans from 1991-2002. Jordan recalled walking through the city with 

visitors when they asked her where the city’s African American monuments were.94 

Despite the city’s majority-black population and active participation in the slave trade 

(slaves outnumbered free citizens in the state), not a single one of the city’s forty-three 

memorials depicted African Americans or recognized the city’s slave history.95 Jordan 

brought this discrepancy to the City Council’s attention, and while there was widespread 

agreement that a memorial was needed, there was also disagreement about what would be 

remembered and where the memorial would be located. When it seemed like little 

progress was being made, Jordan attempted an act of what Dell Upton described as 

“guerilla memorialization,” placing a makeshift memorial of potted plants and a plaque at 

the riverfront in the middle of the night.96 When the memorial was immediately 

confiscated, she returned to the city’s bureaucratic procedures to secure a more lasting 

monument. She designed a statue of an embracing African American family bound in 

shackles and she proposed that the city council place it along the popular riverfront. 

However, the council strongly resisted the monument’s placement because of the 
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inscription Jordan chose for the statue’s base—a selection from a poem by Maya 

Angelou:  

We were stolen, sold and bought together from the African continent. We got on 
the slave ships together. We lay back to belly in the holds of the slave ships in 
each other’s excrement and urine together, sometimes died together, and our 
lifeless bodies thrown overboard together.97 
 

Local officials disapproved of the inscription because they feared that such explicit 

language “would be perceived negatively by tourists.”98 After almost a decade of 

negotiation, Angelou wrote to the council and agreed to add an “upbeat coda” to the 

inscription, thereby helping to alleviate its concerns. The phrase, “Today, we are standing 

up together, with faith and even some joy,” was added to the plaque, and Jordan’s statue 

was placed alongside the Savannah River.99  

 Charleston, South Carolina also lacked any memorial honoring slavery or an 

African American until February 15, 2010. On this day, residents witnessed the unveiling 

of a monument to the former slave Denmark Vesey. The seven-foot statue of Vesey—a 

minister in the AME church—depicted him carrying his carpentry tools and his Bible. 

While some citizens applauded this effort to commemorate an “abolitionist,” “freedom 

fighter,” and “proto-civil rights leader,” others deplored Vesey as a “terrorist” and “a man 

determined to create mayhem.” Such views are responses to the historical account of 

Vesey’s leadership in planning an armed slave rebellion in Charleston in 1822 (he and his 

associates were arrested and executed before the plan actualized).100 Certainly, members 

of the “Spirit of Freedom Monument Committee” who began plans for the memorial in 

1996 recognized that this display would invoke varied public responses. However, when 

one journalist questioned the committee about the statue’s “controversial” nature, 

member Curtis J. Franks pushed back, asking:  
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You know what, controversial to whom? That’s the question. To us, it wasn’t 
controversial. It made sense. It’s a very human story. It’s like, if you were to deny 
me control of my own person or the little place I’m paying mortgage on, the very 
human thing is to respond, is to alleviate that. That’s very human. That’s what this 
country was born out of. It’s trying to alleviate, to eradicate, oppression.101  

 
For the committee, commemorating Vesey was not just about giving him “the recognition 

he rightly deserves,” it was also about reminding people that “freedom…doesn’t inhabit 

just one race of people. It’s universal!” The committee’s public statements and the 

monument itself worked to persuade citizens to view Vesey’s insurrectionist plans as an 

example of his humanness and spiritual commitment to justice. Not only did the 

monument challenge antebellum beliefs about the humanity of enslaved persons, but as 

committee member Dr. Bernard Powers noted, “the monument changed the landscape by 

now offering a counterpoint to those other monuments to white supremacy and slavery 

that populate Charleston’s streets.”102 The City of Charleston, which afforded the 

majority of the monument’s funding, also provided for the statue’s placement adjacent to 

The Citadel. Charleston founded this military college in 1842 as a response to white 

South Carolinians fears of an actualized slave revolt.103 Thus, the statue also worked as a 

material affront to the racist ideologies embedded in the city’s structures.  

 South Carolina is also host to the Slave Relic Museum. Danny Drain, who 

established the museum in 1998, presents a collection of historic artifacts and documents 

from the slave trade to combat the myth that “little is known about the enslaved because 

of the lack of historical evidence.”104 The museum attempts to create a “hands-on 

narration of enslavement,” allowing visitors to actually touch the artifacts—to pick up 

and handle the chains and shackles, to view and feel the patchwork quilts that served as 

maps during the Underground Railroad. Derek H. Alderman and Rachel M. Campbell 
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describe the vivid narrative created in the Slave Relic Museum as an instance of 

“symbolic excavation,” through which material artifacts are resurfaced to help new 

audiences engage with historically-repressed memories of slavery.105 Drain also works to 

privilege the actions and labor of enslaved Africans over those of white slaveholders 

through his museum displays. Such a focus helps visitors recognize both slaves’ 

craftsmanship and the disturbing ways African Americans were often forced to partake in 

creating the tools of their own oppression. Indeed, the agency of enslaved persons is a 

theme that runs throughout the Slave Relic Museum. As Drain explained to one 

newspaper: “I want [visitors] to know and understand that even when the African-

American population was oppressed, we still developed our culture. …The furniture we 

made, the dolls we made, the music we made…we had all these types of talents, and we 

kept our culture.”106 Drain’s commemorative efforts ensured that visitors recognized not 

only slavery’s oppression, but also the ways that enslaved communities resisted and 

subverted this system.   

Governmental Efforts to Commemorate Slavery  

 The commemorative projects discussed thus far have demonstrated ways that 

local administrations have both helped and hindered the commemoration of their 

communities’ slave history. Political leaders at the national level have also demonstrated 

a varied commitment to memorializing the nation’s former slaves. Examining these 

efforts reveal the tenuous boundaries between activists and institutions.  

 On June 18, 2009, the U.S. Congress passed “A concurrent resolution apologizing 

for the enslavement and racial segregation of African Americans.” More than merely 

apologizing “to African-Americans on behalf of the people of the United States,” the 
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resolution acknowledged the racial disparities still embedded in the nation’s social 

makeup rooted in the legacy of “slavery and Jim Crow laws.” Congressional leaders 

recognized that such a confession “cannot erase the past.” Yet, they also realized the 

rhetorical power of repentance. They hoped the apology would “help bind the wounds of 

the Nation that are rooted in slavery” and “speed racial healing and reconciliation and 

help the people of the United States understand the past and honor the history of all 

people of the United States.” Congress also clarified that this resolution would not 

include reparations of any kind. The resolution displayed a fear of legal and/or financial 

repercussions, providing a disclaimer that: “Nothing in this resolution—(A) authorizes or 

supports any claim against the United States; or (B) serves as a settlement of any claim 

against the United States.”107  

Congress also worked to commemorate those slaves who constructed the building 

they met in every day. Congressman John Lewis (D-GA) established the “Slave Labor 

Task Force” in 2000 to investigate the role that slaves played in the Capitol’s 

construction. He alluded to the challenge of representing the nation’s history of slavery, 

commenting, “Slavery is not anything that we can be proud of, but we don’t need to hide 

from it, run away from it. We have to tell that story to educate and sensitize ... people.”108 

On the Task Force’s recommendation, congress approved the installation of a “Slave 

Labor Commemorative Marker” on February 28, 2012. This block of sandstone rests in a 

glass case alongside a plaque notifying observers that the stone was originally quarried 

by slaves, “including enslaved African Americans.” The marker also “commemorates” 

the “important role” that slaves served “in building the capitol.”109 At the ceremonial 

revealing of the commemorative marker, Speaker of the House John Boehner affirmed: 
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“It’s important for Americans—and the world, frankly—to see that the Capitol will 

continue to reflect our history and our quest for a more perfect union.”110 The memorial, 

however, was placed behind the information desk in the rear northwest corner of the 

Capitol Visitor Center—a placement that the Center’s website notes, “will not interfere 

with visitor flow.”111 Although the memorial’s presence implies that the building officials 

are not trying to conceal the structure’s slave history, its fringe location ensures that this 

narrative remains fairly hidden.  

While there is still much work to be done in commemorating the nation’s slave 

history, congress’s formal apology, its creation of the Capitol Task Force on Slavery, and 

the installation of the Slave Labor Commemorative Marker, suggest a growing concern 

for the remembrance of America’s enslaved communities. This study takes up the task of 

examining the ways in which activist groups have remembered the enslaved communities 

who labored in the nation’s first cities and ensured their material commemoration.   

Project Details 

More specifically, this dissertation examines the protests over constructing new 

slavery memorials at the turn of the twenty-first century and the memorials that these 

debates produced. While many scholars rightly point to the Reconstruction Era as a 

period where black and white Americans struggled to define slavery’s legacy,112 this 

project highlights the rhetorical force of these tensions amidst more recent controversies 

surrounding slavery commemorations. In these instances, activists resisted lingering 

nostalgia surrounding the nation’s founding and growing beliefs that the country had 

entered into a “postracial age.”113 They protested against absent, distorted, or sanitized 

commemorations of slavery, and fought for commemorations that more holistically 
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represented both the oppression and resistance of enslaved communities. These 

commemorative campaigns reflected the ongoing struggle for black liberation, justice, 

and power, and the continued relevance of black nationalist ideologies in contemporary 

commemorative contexts.     

This project’s focus on commemorative activism holds both theoretical and 

historical significance. Theorizing commemorative activism underscores the intricate link 

among embodied, visual, material, and verbal acts of protest. This theory works to 

explain how activist groups can reshape commemorative cultures and how the resulting 

memorials reflect the ideological commitments of their creators. Such a concept also 

embeds commemorative acts and memorial sites within historical contexts of protest and 

resistance. While these instances of commemorative activism echo many arguments from 

the nation’s ongoing black freedom movements, I situate these protests within an 

historical and ideological framework of black nationalism. Black nationalists have taken 

a variety of approaches towards advancing liberation since the earliest days of slave 

insurrections and abolitionism.114 Since that time, the quest for black freedom, power, 

and justice has been intertwined with black Americans’ fight for social, economic, and 

political equality.115 As black activists fight for slavery memorials, their rhetoric invokes 

several themes that have consistently recirculated through the discourse of past activists 

committed to black nationalist ideologies.116 These themes include liberation, black 

power, self-determination, and Pan-Africanism. By acknowledging the parallels between 

past black nationalist rhetoric and contemporary commemorative activism, this project 

highlights the endurance of systemic racism, the power of activists to challenge racist 

structures, and the rhetoric legitimating and defying the authority of these structures.  
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This study also challenges predominant beliefs about where slavery took place by 

focusing on efforts to remember its legacy in urban centers in the North and South. Each 

one of the original colonies participated in the slave trade, and both Northern and 

Southern cities were largely reliant on slave labor until the Civil War ended.117 Yet, 

images of the Southern plantation dominate memories of slavery in the United States. 

Such depictions frequently focus on grandiose homes and rolling landscapes rather than 

the acts of violence and oppression that often occurred in urban settings.118 Moreover, 

this regional focus permits citizens to relegate the country’s slave history to a byproduct 

of Southern racism and ignorance, thereby obscuring the institutional structures that 

permitted slavery’s persistence outside of the South. As Stephanie Yuhl explains: 

“[a]llowing the plantation to be the commonplace starting point for understanding slavery 

similarly obscures the transactional mechanism by which the enslaver’s power was 

expressed—the slave trade.”119 As these commemorative activists memorialized former 

slaves beyond the plantation, they also increased public recognition of the greater 

nation’s complicity in the exchange of money for flesh.  

To better understand these instances of commemorative activism, this study 

addresses two research questions. First, how do black activists reconstitute ideologies of 

black nationalism in their protest rhetoric and the resulting slavery memorials they 

conceived and built? Second, how have black activists challenged absent, distorted, or 

sanitized memories of slavery through their commemorations? To answer these 

questions, I analyze a variety of verbal, material, and spatial texts that engage the protests 

surrounding slavery memorials constructed in the 1990s and early 2000s. I investigate 

archival records, editorials, petitions, position papers, speeches, and news coverage of the 
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activist groups’ commemorative efforts. I also examine the visual and material displays 

of the memorial structures. Attending to the visual and the material involves studying the 

memorials’ design, symbolism, scale, signage, location, and other physical qualities. I 

made numerous visits to the commemorative sites for each case study between 2014-

2017 in order to complete this multi-faceted analysis.  

The case studies featured in this dissertation were chosen based on four criteria: 

(1) public controversies surrounding the design and construction of slavery memorials 

from the 1990s through the 2000s; (2) activism from black-led citizen groups; (3) 

rhetorical roots in black nationalist ideologies; and (4) locations in urban centers. These 

criteria are met by three case studies: the African Burial Ground coalition in New York 

City, New York, the Avenging the Ancestors Coalition in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 

and the Sacred Ground Historical Reclamation Project in Richmond, Virginia.  

 Each chapter’s analysis will focus on one group’s commemorative activism and 

the resulting slavery memorial(s). For each case, I first characterize the historical and 

political contexts specific to the activist group and commemorative site. Next, I analyze 

the rhetoric of these memorial debates, unpacking the patterns, themes, and strategies of 

the activist groups’ discourse as well as responses from citizens, institutions, and media 

representatives. Finally, I examine the slavery memorials, studying the rhetoric of their 

form, content, and location. By studying the debates over slavery memorials and the 

memorials themselves, this project engages both the means and ends of commemorative 

activism.  
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Critical Lens: Rhetorics of Public Memory, Place, and Black Nationalism 

 I study commemorative activism through three critical lenses: public memory, 

place, and black nationalism. As a rhetorical study of these debates and memorials, this 

project assumes that the discourses of a time shape social, political, and historical eras 

through both constitutive and instrumental ends of persuasion.120 As Kathleen J. Turner 

notes, the study of rhetoric looks to understand “the fears, the anxieties, the frustrations, 

[and] the aggressive impulses of a society” by examining discursive manifestations of 

those beliefs.121 Because commemoration involves both deliberation and the tangible 

expression of a complex idea or event, this study understands rhetoric as a symbolic, 

material, and strategic endeavor.122 This project largely focuses on the commemorative 

debates that preceded the creation of slavery memorials, underscoring rhetoric’s strategic 

function in particular. As Michael K. Middleton et. al. explain, rhetoric’s strategic power 

enables people “to build communities and coalitions, articulate their identities, gain 

power, or undermine others.”123 Such an approach allows this project to engage activist 

coalitions’ commemorative acts as a form of strategic rhetoric designed to promote 

political change and shape symbolic representations of racial ideologies. Race scholar 

Michael C. Dawson affirms the importance of this focus on “discourse communities” for 

“sorting out the effects of black political ideologies on African-American as well as 

American politics.” Part of this approach includes examining “the relative levels of 

power between discourse communities.”124 

While using rhetorical studies as the overarching framework, this project reflects 

the assumptions of public address scholarship more specifically. I heed Stephen Lucas’s 

call to “proceed with due regard for the political, religious, economic, intellectual, and 

institutional forces that condition both the development of the text and its internal 
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operations.”125 This contextual focus is crucial for understanding the strategic interplay of 

the activists’ rhetoric and the ensuing racial politics at the local and national level. As 

Eric King Watts notes, public address scholarship orients scholars to recognize both “the 

radical historical contingency of ‘race’” as well as the “specific deployments of racial 

tropes” within public discourse.126 There is also an ethical dimension to this framework. 

Kirt Wilson argues that by focusing on context, public address scholars partake in a 

“critical practice” that “makes room” for engagement in the public sphere by “people 

who lack institutional power or access to the traditional spaces of public oratory.”127 In 

the process, this project contributes to growing efforts to reconceptualize “what counts” 

as public address by viewing material commemorations as fit subjects for close textual 

and historical analysis.128 In the same way that Cara Finnegan suggests scholars consider 

the way “visual modes of public address shape and frame our experience of public life,” I 

argue that material modes of public address maintain a similar potential for social 

influence.129   

By considering slavery memorials and the debates surrounding them within their 

greater social context, this project is designed to grapple with ways that black nationalist 

ideologies have reverberated through debates surrounding the construction of slavery 

memorials. Each chapter situates a commemorative campaign within local and national 

histories of the racial politics that inform the activists’ rhetoric and the memorials’ shape. 

This framework aligns with Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s notion of “racial 

formation,” which stresses the “sociohistorical process by which racial categories are 

created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed.” In this next section, I draw on three 

bodies of literature to understand ways that this “sociohistorical process” is shaped 
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through commemorative activism.130 Specifically, I engage rhetorics of public memory, 

place, and black nationalism to analyze slavery memorials as sites of public engagement 

surrounding the nation’s racial history.131   

Public Memory 

Public memory is a key concept  in the rhetoric of commemorative activism 

because it involves deliberation, shapes collective identity, reflects power and privilege, 

and relies on material representation. As Kendall Phillips argues, “the ways memories 

attain meaning, compel others to accept them, and are themselves contested, subverted, 

and supplanted by other memories are essentially rhetorical.”132 More specifically, public 

memories are persuasive, encouraging individuals and communities to accept particular 

interpretations of the past. These interpretations are frequently met with resistance, 

shaping memories into inventional resources for rhetorics of protest and activism.133 As 

Paul Ricoeur notes, the institutional historical record often “completes, corrects, and 

sometimes contradicts the memory of survivors, their ancestors, and their descendants.” 

Descendants often invoke the memories of their ancestors to reshape public record, 

generating a process where multiple agents are invested in reconstituting the past.134   

 Memories not only reconstitute the past, but they also reconstitute collective 

identities in the present. Sociologist Maurice Halbwachs theorizes that public memories 

are dynamically formed in response to the needs and desires of specific communities, 

ensuring that individuals, groups, and nation-states participate in “reconstructing their 

[own] past” and  (re)shaping their own collective identity.135 As citizens and institutions 

compete, contest, and construct memories of the nation’s founding and evolution, they 

are simultaneously establishing criteria for inclusion and exclusion in the national 



35 

 

narrative. As Barbara A. Biesecker notes, “‘what we remember and how we remember it 

can tell us something significant about who we are as a people now, about the 

contemporary social and political issues that divide us, and about who we may 

become.’’136 

Not all citizens have equal access to the channels through which memories are 

shaped and circulated. Paul Shackel explains that memories become public when “a 

group has the resources and power to promote a particular past.” The conflux of power 

and public memory in turn intensifies social inequalities; the promoted interpretation of 

the past often bolsters the status of its creators.137 These inequalities often reinforce and 

reflect society’s salient identity divisions, including race, gender, sexuality, class, and 

nationality.138 In some cases, the interpretation works to silence those voices that speak 

back to power or challenge the established social order. These hegemonic memories thus 

shape a unified but partial vision of a community’s past, present, and future. Kristen 

Hoerl describes this discrepancy in remembrance as selective amnesia: “the rhetorical 

processes by which public discourse routinely omits events that defy seamless narratives 

of national progress and unity.”139 In this instance, promoting certain memories entails 

erasing or masking others.  

Although public memory is largely an abstract concept, it becomes knowable 

through its material and symbolic referents. Communities make use of words, objects, 

visuals, places, and technologies to make “engagement with the past possible,” a system 

Iwon Irwin-Zarecka calls “the ‘infrastructure’ of collective memory.”140 Pierre Nora 

suggests that these physical sites and objects, which he terms lieux de memoire, function 

as artificial props for memory. While history remains abstract and conceptual, memory 
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acquires a tangible presence through these “spaces, gestures, images, and objects.”141 

These lieux also foster what Allison Landsberg calls “prosthetic memory,” wherein 

memory sites allow people “to take on memories of events through which they never 

lived.”142 Often these memory places take the form of commemoration—places of public 

celebration or observance of a particular person or event.143 As Barry Schwartz observes, 

“commemoration lifts from an ordinary historical sequence those extraordinary events 

which embody our deepest and most fundamental values.”144 Statues and monuments 

commonly denote these commemorative places. While these figures assume a static 

presence,145 they often undergo transformation as citizens challenge their dominant 

meaning. “[C]ountermemories” take shape as citizens alter a commemoration’s form,146 

protest its symbolism,147 or augment its appearance.148  

Place 

As several scholars have noted, places are not merely locations where rhetoric 

occurs, but are rhetorical in their own right.149 Danielle Endres and Samantha Senda-

Cook clearly explicate two ways place is implicated with rhetorical meaning. First, 

citizens can draw on place as a rhetorical source of invention, using its memory and/or 

imagery in support of an argument. Second, place can make an argument in and of itself. 

“Place-as-rhetoric,” Endres and Senda-Cook explain, “refers to the material (physical and 

embodied) aspects of a place having meaning and consequence, be it through bodies, 

signage, buildings, fences, flags” and other material forms.150 In this project, I engage 

place as a critical framework by analyzing ways that places interact with people to shape 

social values and identities.  



37 

 

Places influence collective identities in part because of the histories associated 

with them. As David Glassberg explains, ‘‘historical consciousness and place 

consciousness are inextricably intertwined,” as memories of historical events are 

envisioned within specific landscapes. While space and place are interrelated terms with 

a diversity of meanings, here I take up Patricia Davis’s interpretation of their relatedness: 

“Geographic spaces become places once meanings are ascribed upon them, carrying 

powerful associations and investments for particular communities.”151 For example, a 

vacant city lot becomes a distinct and meaningful place when it is recognized as a symbol 

of the neighborhood’s transformation, when it becomes the subject of public debate, 

when a group transforms it into a community garden, etc.152 Places often reflect layers of 

meaning from their varied histories, representing what Doreen Massey calls “a 

simultaneity of stories-so-far.”153 However, Kristin Poirot cautions scholars against 

thinking of places as “merely bounded containers of historical narratives.” Poirot instead 

explains that places dynamically reflect a community’s public memory, and “work to 

defıne a locale’s public identity in turn.” In this way, places serve a pedagogical role, 

instructing citizens about a locale’s history and teaching them which memories are most 

salient to their own identity.154   

Places also maintain a disciplinary function in the way they compel certain 

rhetorical actions and constrain others. As Roxanne Mountford explains, places have both 

material and symbolic dimensions that impact what we do there. They are embedded with 

rules of propriety that insinuate what can and cannot be said, what can and cannot be 

done, and who does and does not belong.155 Recognizing place’s regulatory function 

underscores its ideological dimension.156 Places reproduce and reflect social norms, 
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shaping the conditions by which people can occupy certain sites and structuring 

relationships among groups based on the terms of their placement. Henri Lefevbre 

reminds readers that: “one of the consistent ways to limit the economic and political 

rights of groups has been to constrain social reproduction by limiting access to space.” 

Places are not just backdrops for societal power plays, but integral actors in their 

production.157  

 It is no surprise then that race and place hold a mutually-constitutive 

relationship.158 Sociologist Caroline Knowles argues that place functions as “an active 

archive of the social processes and social relationships composing racial orders.”159 

Examining the evolution of the symbolic and material dimensions of place also provides 

insight into the development of a community’s racial dynamics. For instance, when Davis 

discusses the “racialization of place,” she looks at the ways racial ideologies are 

preserved in cityscapes through their spatial arrangements, structural designs, naming 

practices, and public commemorations.160 Race “has had a profound influence on the 

spatial development of the American landscape,” Craig Barton explains, “creating 

separate, though sometimes, parallel, overlapping or even superimposed cultural 

landscapes for black and white Americans.’’161 Thus, place can also constitute racism, 

which sociologist Les Black describes as a “territorial form of power.” Historically, 

citizens have maintained notions of white supremacy by assuming control of land, and 

these values are then reflected within the landscapes.162 As George Lipsitz succinctly 

notes, “it takes places for racism to take place.”163  

 Because place is intertwined with notions of power and identity, it can also serve 

as a conduit for social activism. Endres and Senda-Cook call on scholars to take seriously 
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the role of “place in protest,” a term that refers to both the role of place in collective 

activism, and activist efforts to remake the meaning and appearance of place. Analyzing 

“place in protest” is thus a multi-modal endeavor; it examines the ways that “locations, 

bodies, words, visual symbols, experiences, memories, and dominant meanings all 

interact” to (re)shape social and political norms.164 Lefebvre explains that because a 

place’s structure is the result of past social action, places are always being remade by 

present social action.165 The concept of “deictic rhetoric,” or “deixis,” represents a key 

element in this process.166 Allison M. Prasch explains that deictic rhetoric is employed 

when speakers invoke specific places and material markers in the surrounding space as 

support for their message. These instances of deictic rhetoric concurrently work to imbue 

places with new meanings—meanings that can reinforce, contradict, or redefine existing 

ones. Individual and collective speakers consequently often summon “the material and 

symbolic dimensions of a place to remind the audience of previous events and future 

possibilities.”167 Deixis is thus situated at the nexus of place, public memory, and 

activism. While places provide a venue for collective, embodied protest to occur, places 

can also serve as a persuasive resource for protestors, who draw on readily available 

material contexts in service of their cause.168  

Black Nationalism 

This project engages contemporary protests surrounding slavery memorials as an 

outgrowth of historical protests that were influenced by black nationalist ideologies.169 

While black nationalism is often associated with slave rebellions, the Exoduster 

Movement of the 1870s-1880s, the “Back-to-Africa” movement of the 1910s-1920s, and 

the Black Power movement of the 1960s-1970s, this project recognizes that the main 
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ideological tenants of black nationalism have circulated before, between, and subsequent 

to these eras. I engage with scholarship that takes a long view of black nationalism to 

recognize this ideology’s roots in abolitionism and its more contemporary expressions in 

commemorative contexts.  

Black nationalism is difficult to define in part because of this long history and its 

varied usage. Activists have engaged with black nationalist thought through campaigns 

for emigration to Africa, calls for separation from white America, and protests for better 

resources within U.S. society.170 Despite this conceptual diversity, black nationalism has 

consistently referred to a range of ideological commitments that center around racial 

solidarity and black liberation. George Breitman describes black nationalism as: 

the tendency for black people in the United States to unite as a group, as a people 
into a movement of their own to fight for freedom, justice, and equality. … This 
tendency holds that black people must control their own movement and the 
political, economic, and social institutions of the black community.171 

 
While some scholars define black nationalism as a movement with distinct phases, I am 

choosing to engage with it as an ideology. Ideologies are invented and reinvented across 

a spectrum of social and political contexts, allowing for an analysis of black nationalism 

that gives full credence to its historical complexity. As Michael Dawson explains, 

political ideologies are “world view(s) readily found in the population, including sets of 

ideas and values that cohere, that are used publicly to justify political stances, and that 

shape and are shaped by society.” In other words, ideologies function as the lenses 

through which these activists view and react to the world. Although ideologies are 

abstract, Dawson explains that they work to “pin down” a “fluid constellation” of 

political concepts within specific historical contexts.172 In the case of black nationalism, I 

suggest that these concepts include liberation, self-determination, black power, and Pan-
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Africanism.173 This list is not exhaustive, nor are these concepts exclusive. Yet as this 

overview will demonstrate, these themes consistently reoccur in the rhetoric of black 

activists fighting for freedom from emancipation to the present.  

Liberation 

 Individual and collective efforts to resist enslavement during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries marked the beginning of black liberation struggles in the United 

States. As the colonies sought independence and freedom from Britain, abolitionism grew 

steadily throughout the North and the South, engaging both black and white communities 

and free and enslaved individuals. These activists adopted a broad range of approaches in 

their antislavery efforts. This section examines these abolitionist strategies in order to 

recognize how they formed a foundation for the black nationalist movements that would 

continue for the next three centuries.   

 Many black abolitionists beheld self-determination as both the impetus and the 

goal of their antislavery efforts. For some enslaved men and women, this meant 

orchestrating an escape or planning an uprising to liberate themselves. Historians 

estimate somewhere between 30,000-150,000 individuals successfully escaped slavery by 

running away.174 These men and women sometimes developed elaborate schemes in their 

escape and often used the intricate travel network known as the Underground Railroad.175 

Other enslaved men and women attempted to seize their own freedom by collectively 

revolting against slaveholders. Free black abolitionists supported these efforts, 

encouraging slaves not to depend on government action or white benevolence, but to seek 

their own liberation. An editorial published in an 1840 issue of the Colored American 

asserted that black Americans “should enter upon [antislavery] work with the honest 
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conviction that we are doing what no others can do for us, and what cannot be effected 

under any other circumstances.”176 Henry Highland Garnet, a Presbyterian minister, 

echoed this call-to-action at the National Negro Convention in 1843. He told 

delegates: “The time has come when you must act for yourselves…[y]ou can plead your 

own cause, and do the work of emancipation better than any others.”177 This commitment 

to self-determination was strengthened with the passage of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, 

which outlined the capture of former slaves as a duty of citizenship for all Americans. 

Abolitionists recognized that the federal government was still a long way off from 

supporting black freedom, prompting many activists to take matters into their own 

hands.178  

Certain black abolitionists were willing to take up arms and resist slavery by any 

means necessary—commitments that would continue to guide black nationalists through 

the twentieth century.179 David Walker’s 1829 pamphlet framed the use of violence as 

both a spiritual obligation and a natural reaction to enslavement. He asked readers to 

consider the slaveholders: “Are they not the Lord's enemies? Ought they not to be 

destroyed?... [B]elieve this, that it is no more harm for you to kill a man, who is trying to 

kill you, than it is for you to take a drink of water when thirsty; in fact, the man who will 

stand still and let another murder him, is worse than an infidel.”180 Garnet also 

encouraged slaves to secure their liberation using physical force if necessary. He asserted, 

“Strike for your lives and liberties… there is not much hope of redemption without the 

shedding of blood. If you must bleed, let it all come at once—rather die freemen, than 

live to be slaves.”181  
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Other black abolitionists committed themselves to political advocacy and moral 

suasion rather than political force, highlighting the tensions amidst the fight for black 

liberation. Activists at the 1847 National Convention for Colored People rejected the 

effectiveness of violence: “the best means of abolishing slavery is the proclamation of the 

truth, and the best means of destroying caste is the mental, moral, and industrial 

improvement of our people.”182 Some former slaves, like Sojourner Truth and Frederick 

Douglass, advanced abolitionism by “bearing witness” to Northern audiences about 

slavery’s horrors and persuading them to join the antislavery cause.183 Douglass also met 

with various elected officials, including President Abraham Lincoln, in an effort to bring 

about political support for his abolitionist efforts.184  

While many black abolitionists saw coalition-building as integral to slavery’s 

demise, others saw such partnerships as detrimental to the larger goals of black 

empowerment and self-determination. Martin Delany strongly opposed partnering with  

the American Anti-Slavery Society, which included both black and white male 

activists.185 In Delany’s 1852 essay, he cited the lack of equitable treatment that blacks 

faced: “We find ourselves occupying the very same position in relation to our Anti-

Slavery friends, as we do in relationship to the pro-slavery part of the community—a 

mere secondary, underling position, in all our relations to them.”186 Other black activists 

shared in Delany’s concerns, causing strife among those abolitionists who were 

committed to working alongside men like William Lloyd Garrison and Theodore Dwight 

Weld—leaders of the American Anti-Slavery Society. William Cooper Nell encouraged 

his fellow abolitionists at the 1843 Buffalo National Negro Convention to maintain strong 

ties with these leaders. He spoke on Garrison’s behalf, exclaiming: “the day will come 



44 

 

when many an emancipated slave will say of him, while weeping over his monument, 

‘This was my best friend and benefactor.’”187 So while black abolitionists were united in 

their desire for liberation, they maintained differing views on how this goal should 

coincide with the desires for power, justice, and self-determination.  

Early articulations of Pan-Africanism are also visible in the rhetoric of black 

abolitionists. Nineteenth-century abolitionists like Garnet and Maria W. Miller Stewart 

persuaded their fellow blacks to seek freedom because of their distinct and “set apart” 

identity as God’s chosen people and their shared roots in prosperous African 

civilizations.188 Such ideas provided a unifying response to the white supremacist 

structures of early America, offering both free and enslaved blacks an empowering 

counter-narrative to institutionalized beliefs in their intellectual and moral inferiority. 

This rhetoric shaped a black community with both a spiritual and ancestral obligation to 

seek emancipation. As Dexter B. Gordon explains, the initial stages of black nationalism 

worked to challenge the corporeal and ideological domination of slavery by constructing 

a new ideological framework for black Americans—one that established collective pride 

in their African past and empowerment in their liberated future.189 

 Upon the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, black Americans both 

celebrated their new-found freedom and recognized the long road still ahead in the fight 

for equality, justice, and power. Almost ten years after emancipation in 1876, Douglass 

acknowledged that although the nation had made significant “progress” since the 

Antebellum Era, slavery “still lingers to blight and destroy in some dark and distant parts 

of our country.”190 As black Americans continued their fight for liberation from the 

“lingering” effects of slavery, they sustained many of the tensions and ideologies of the 
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abolition movement. This next section examines ways that these early roots of black 

nationalism continued to develop through the twentieth century.  

Self-Determination 

Most iterations of black nationalism embrace racial solidarity and self-

determination as key components of liberation. Such principles embolden black 

communities to seek political and cultural freedom from white-dominated institutions 

through the creation of their own establishments.191 To this end, W. E. B. Du Bois called 

for the creation of a “Negro Academy” in his 1897 essay, The Conservation of Races. Du 

Bois hoped that this consortium of black colleges, art schools, newspapers, and 

businesses would enable black Americans to “strive by race organization, by race 

solidarity, [and] by race unity.”192 Marcus Garvey would later echo this commitment to 

political and cultural self-determination in 1914, when he founded the Universal Negro 

Improvement Association and African Communities League (UNIA-ACL). Members of 

the UNIA-ACL sought “complete control of our social institutions without interference 

by any alien race or races” in their Declaration of Rights of the Negro Peoples of the 

World. The Declaration further insisted on “the self-determination of all peoples” 

through the protection of the black press, the election of black governmental 

representatives, and the promotion of free trade “with all the Negro people of the 

world.”193 The UNIA-ACL also promoted black culture by sponsoring black beauty 

contests, publishing black fashion magazines, and manufacturing black children’s toys.194 

Black nationalists continued to voice a need for separate black media outlets and cultural 

establishments throughout the 1960s. Leaders like James Forman and Malcolm X 
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asserted that only through such distinct institutions would black Americans achieve 

freedom from the racism embedded in the country’s white-dominated institutions.195 

Many black nationalists have placed economic self-determination at the center of 

the freedom struggle. To this end, activists have worked to support black labor unions, 

encourage black businesses, fund black charities, and fight for black reparations. For 

example, when A. Philip Randolph founded the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in 

1925, he viewed the union’s advocacy as a means of emancipating black workers from 

unjust wages and working conditions and securing their ability to live with dignity and 

self-sufficiency. During his presidential address at the 1936 National Negro Convention 

(NNC), Randolph admonished attendees from placing “their problems for solution down 

at the feet of their white sympathetic allies which has been and is the common fashion… 

salvation of the Negro, like the workers, must come from within.”196 Frustrated that the 

organization did not heed this warning, Randolph resigned from his post in 1940. In a 

New York Times interview, he reiterated that the NNC “should be dependent on resources 

supplied by the Negro people alone…[for] where you get your money you also get your 

ideas and control.”197  

This commitment to funding by-and-for black Americans was reinforced during 

the resurgence of black nationalism in the 1960s and beyond. In 1964, Malcolm X clearly 

explained that “the economic philosophy of black nationalism is pure and simple. It only 

means that we should control the economy of our community.” He encouraged black 

Americans to attain economic power by patronizing only black-owned-and-operated 

businesses. More than mere retail politics, Malcolm X insisted that such a commitment 

would increase employment, financial stability, and overall quality of life within black 
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enclaves.198 Though Malcolm X broke ties with the Nation of Islam (NOI) just before this 

speech, he was significantly influenced by the organization’s commitment to promoting 

economic independence for black communities across the globe.199 In 1965, NOI founder 

Elijah Muhammad called black Americans to “stop relying upon the white man” and 

issued a twelve-point plan to help them “become an independent people.” Among other 

social and political actions, Muhammad called black Americans to “build an economic 

system among [them]selves” and construct “their own homes, schools, hospitals, and 

factories.”200 In 1985, Minister Louis Farrakhan worked to implement this proposal by 

founding the NOI’s POWER program—People Organized and Working for Economic 

Rebirth. With a five-million-dollar loan from Muammar el-Qaddafi, Farrakhan’s program 

aimed to create a “self-contained economic system” for black Americans that would free 

them from “looking to Washington” for assistance.201 As James Turner noted in 1969, the 

self-determination of black communities ensured not only freedom from poverty, but 

“freedom from white determination of black identity.”202 

Several black nationalists viewed self-determination as a means of achieving total 

separation from white America. Martin Delany described African Americans as a “nation 

within a nation” as early as the 1850s.203 Some activists conceived of a separate black 

nation in territorial terms, seeking land in either Africa or the United States for the 

complete independence of black communities.204 Others invoked the idea of a black 

nation to underscore the power and distinctiveness of black culture—analogous to 

Benedict Anderson’s conception of nation as “an imagined political community.”205 

Malcolm X affirmed the need for both nationalistic sentiments, acknowledging in 1964 

that while the “best solution” for complete freedom would be for black Americans to 
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return to the “African homeland,” this was a distant goal. He urged black Americans to 

focus on developing a separate sense of political, economic, and cultural nationalism 

within the United States to achieve “racial solidarity” and community control.206 Such 

nationalistic sentiments were exemplified in the series of interviews conducted by black 

anthropologist John L. Gwaltney during the 1970s. When Gwaltney asked Hannah 

Nelson how she would define black culture, she responded: “We are a nation. The best of 

us have said it and everybody feels it….We don’t really agree with white people about 

anything important. If we were in power, we would do almost everything differently than 

they have. We are a nation primarily because we think we are a nation.” For Nelson and 

others, nationalism was not about physical separation, but about psychological separation 

from the ongoing experience of racism and marginalization.207 John Oliver, another 

respondent, affirmed this separatist conviction in his definition of black culture: “We are 

ourselves. We are our own nation, or country, whatever you want to call it. We are not 

one tenth of some white something! That man has got his country, and we are our 

country.”208  

This conception of nationhood freed black Americans from a status of 

marginalization as a racial minority or demographic subset and empowered them to 

control their own history, identity, and future.209 In short, proponents of this separatist 

national ideology rejected the society that had already rejected them.210 

Black Power 

In the 1960s, black activists seized the term “black power” to describe their 

commitment to racial pride and liberation from anti-black violence, “by any means 

necessary.”211 Groups like the Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU), the 
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Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the late Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), and the Black Panther Party for Self Defense (BPP), were willing to 

move beyond the nonviolent strategies of the Civil Rights Movement to achieve black 

liberation. While this ideology is visible at moments throughout the black freedom 

struggle,212 the term gained national traction following Stokely Carmichael’s speech at 

James Meredith’s 1966 “March Against Fear.” He had been arrested during the march 

and upon his release, he told the crowd: “The only way we gonna stop them white men 

from whuppin' us is to take over. We been saying freedom for six years and we ain't got 

nuthin.’ What we gonna start saying now is Black Power!”213 Led by Carmichael, SNCC 

published a “Position Paper on Black Power” that year rejecting “white paternalism” and 

asserting, “an all-black project is needed in order for the people to free themselves.”214 

Ella Baker, another SNCC leader, affirmed the need for a more radicalized mindset. 

Baker argued the following during her speech at the 1969 Institute for the Black World 

conference in Atlanta, Georgia: “We are going to have to learn to think in radical 

terms…In order for us as poor and oppressed people to become a part of a society that is 

meaningful, the system under which we now exist has to be radically changed.”215 This 

framework urged black Americans to continue the fight against race and class-based 

oppression even after the legislative gains of the 1960s. As Carmichael argued, “[t]he 

only thing that’s gonna get us freedom is power.”216 

The Black Panther Party (BPP) embraced Black Power as its guiding philosophy 

and sought to bring the radical tenants of black nationalism to the urban centers of the 

West. As Jeffrey Ogbar explains, the BPP was “built on the traditions of the black 

freedom struggle,” but also “raised the bar of racialism and resistive politics.”217 Huey 
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Newton and Bobby Seale founded the BPP in 1966 in Oakland, California after hearing 

Malcolm X speak and being influenced by the black nationalist philosophy of the NOI.218 

By 1970, the BPP had more than five thousand members across twenty states. They 

issued a “Ten-Point Program” that spelled out their desires for the black community. The 

group’s number one priority spelled out: “We want freedom. We want power to 

determine the destiny of our Black Community.” The program went on to call for 

adequate housing, education, income, and jury representation, as well as an end to mass 

incarceration and police terror.219 The group strongly encouraged members to carry 

weapons for self-defense, and actively fought for their right to do so.220 The BPP also 

embraced socialism as a means of countering the intersectional violence of white 

capitalism. Eldridge Cleaver, Minister of Information for the BPP made the point most 

vividly: “We repudiate the capitalist economic system…At the same time we recognize 

the national character of our struggle. We recognize the fact that we have been oppressed 

because we are black people.”221 Newton argued that blacks had been fighting this dual 

struggle since their enslavement. In 1966, he explained: “this country became very rich 

upon slavery and that slavery is capitalism in the extreme. We have two evils to fight, 

capitalism and racism.”222 For the BPP, freedom meant both black autonomy and 

economic revolution.  

Pan-Africanism 

Africa has served as both a literal and figurative site of empowerment for black 

activists throughout the freedom movement. Pan-Africanism calls for African 

descendants across the globe to stand in solidarity against anti-black racism and to 

embrace a shared African heritage.223 While leaders like Marcus Garvey viewed Africa as 
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the geographical homeland for the black diaspora, other activists viewed Africa as a 

symbol of cultural freedom.224 As Gordon notes, many black Americans have seen Africa 

as “not only as a physical place, a home to which blacks could return, but as a 

psychological space from which blacks could trace their ancestry and reclaim a lost 

dignity.”225 This notion of shared place and shared memory was crucial for constituting a 

sense of national belonging amidst a population that was subjected to mass displacement 

through the slave trade.226 For Du Bois, the shared experience of slavery works to unify 

the global African diaspora. In his 1940 essay, “The Concept of Race,” he remarked that 

“the real essence of this kinship is its social heritage of slavery; the discrimination and 

insult; and this heritage binds together not simply the children of Africa, but extends 

through yellow Asia and into the South Seas. It is this unity that draws me to Africa.”227 

For many African descendants, this shared experience of oppression was not just a source 

of unity, but also an impetus for revolution.  

 Pan-Africanism took a revolutionary turn during the 1960s, as black leaders 

sought to gain global support in their fight against white supremacy. In 1964, Malcolm X 

and John Henrik Clarke formed the Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU), a 

group that worked “to unite everyone in the Western Hemisphere of African descent into 

one united force.”228 At a press conference shortly after its founding, Malcolm X asserted 

that the OOAU’s global power would allow the black diaspora “to fight whoever gets in 

our way…and bring about the freedom of these people by any means necessary.”229 

Carmichael also worked to revive African culture among black Americans, framing this 

shared heritage as key to black empowerment. In 1969, he asserted that “[o]ne of the 

most important things we must now begin to do, is to call ourselves ‘African.’ No matter 
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where we may be from, we are first of all and finally Africans.” He underscored the 

centrality of this collective memory and shared identity to black nation-building by 

positing that “one must know one's beginning, who one is, before one knows where one 

is going.”230 In this sense, reclaiming one’s African heritage was a means of countering 

white nationalist memories that constituted black Americans as first and foremost slaves.    

Indeed, activists have drawn on the rhetorical traditions of black nationalism for 

centuries, invoking this ideology’s themes of freedom, self-determination, black power, 

and Pan-Africanism in the ongoing fight for liberation. Since abolition, black nationalists 

have sought to “envision black American freedom and citizenship in a nation that has 

rarely devoted much effort toward either end.” Garrett Felber summarizes that “black 

nationalists addressed the racist power structures that governed their communities by 

creating jobs, businesses, schools, and places of worship.” 231 This project’s first major 

argument is that activists in the 1990s-2000s have also resisted “racist power structures” 

and echoed the central tenants of black nationalism by creating commemorations that 

acknowledge the oppression and resistance of enslaved Americans. Through the creation 

of slavery memorials, I suggest that these commemorative activists are joining a long 

genealogy of black Americans who have worked to promote memories of their resilience 

and empowerment amidst ongoing threats to their freedom.  

 The second argument of this project is that as commemorative activists fight for 

the creation of slavery memorials, they are also working to free their ancestors’ memories 

from national narratives more likely to erase and distort than commemorate and mourn. 

These activists identify as descendants of the enslaved, recovering, preserving, grieving, 

and exalting the memories of their ancestors. The descendants highlight ways that the 
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racist ideologies used to enslave their ancestors are also manifest in collective memories 

that ignore or sanitize slavery’s oppression. Through various forms of protest, the 

activists work to challenge racist commemorative norms and ensure their ancestors’ 

posterity.  

 This project’s final underlying argument exhibits ways that the resulting slavery 

memorials challenge notions of racism and white supremacy in the existing cityscape. 

The activist groups worked to create physical and symbolic places that testified to 

memories of their enslaved ancestors. To denote these places, descendants called for 

countermemorials that recognized the humanity, oppression, and resistance of the city’s 

former slaves. This project ultimately demonstrates that the form and function of these 

memorials stand as an enduring form of protest against racist memory practices. I suggest 

that these commemorations reify the central tenants of black nationalism, exemplifying 

their creators’ commitment to freedom, black power, self-determination, and Pan-

Africanism.  

 Précis 

This project demonstrates ways that the rhetoric of commemorative activists 

echoed these tenants of black nationalism as they fought for the construction of slavery 

memorials. The activists envisioned commemorative places that could liberate their 

ancestors’ memories from efforts to erase their labor, their abuse, and their humanity. 

These cases of commemorative activism resulted in slavery memorials that challenged 

the racist ideologies animating historical and contemporary politics and permeating the 

physical places that the activists shared with their enslaved ancestors. Ultimately, these 
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cases capture rhetorical acts of solidarity among activists in the present and slaves from 

the past struggling to ensure that this history is never forgotten. 

Chapter One examines the rhetoric of the African Burial Ground (ABG) Coalition 

and the resulting slavery memorial in New York City. I examine how the coalition’s 

rhetoric invoked black nationalist themes of pan-Africanism and self-determination and 

correspondingly shaped a physical and symbolic place for African Americans in the 

city’s past, present, and future. I also argue that the resulting memorial advanced an 

ideology of black nationalism by liberating forgotten memories of enslavement and 

commemorating the black community’s African heritage. The activists’ rhetoric and the 

resulting memorial worked to recover the city’s African roots amidst a whitewashed local 

history and promoted black cultural solidarity on a global scale.   

Chapter Two interrogates how the Avenging the Ancestors Coalition (ATAC) 

reified black nationalist ideologies as they liberated memories of enslaved individuals at 

George Washington’s presidential home in Philadelphia. In their fight to construct a 

slavery memorial and exhibit at this site, ATAC worked to build a commemoration that 

challenges the white national narrative materialized in the city’s Independence Park. 

ATAC’s commemorative activism ultimately invoked themes of black liberation and self-

determination as they challenged racism in the national government’s past and present. 

The memorial ultimately materialized the power of these activists to reshape the 

commemorative landscape and thereby reshape memories of the nation’s founding.   

Chapter Three examines the rhetorical appeals of the Sacred Ground Historical 

Reclamation Project (SGHRP) to halt the City of Richmond from developing in Shockoe 

Bottom—the site of a slave jail and burial ground—and to build a memorial park and 
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museum instead. This chapter analyzes how the SGHRP worked to constitute the 

struggles of contemporary black Richmonders as consubstantial with their enslaved 

ancestors, demonstrating black nationalism’s continued relevance. I argue that the 

SGHRP’s plans to commemorate Shockoe Bottom worked to liberate both their 

ancestors’ memories as well as Richmond’s current black residents from the ideologies of 

white supremacy memorialized in the city’s commemorative landscape. 

Chapter Four addresses the implications of slave memorials as a form of 

commemorative activism, pointing to the ways in which memorials can function as 

rhetorics of social change. To synthesize this dissertation’s contributions and 

implications, I turn to the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI)’s commemoration of victims of 

slavery, lynching, and mass incarceration through a museum and memorial. These 

commemorative sites serve as material touchstones representing the ongoing need to fight 

for black liberation, power, and justice. Thus, this project concludes by suggesting that 

commemorative activism works not just to reshape public memory, but also to call for 

future social change.  

Indeed, the need to remember the historical roots of these infringements on black 

freedom is crucial to their eventual demise. As renowned black historian Arthur 

Schomburg asserts:  

The American Negro must remake his past in order to make his future. Though it 
is orthodox to think of America as the one country where it is unnecessary to have 
a past, what is a luxury for the nation as a whole becomes a prime social necessity 
for the Negro. …History must restore what slavery took away, for it is the social 
damage of slavery that the present generations must repair and offset.232 

 
Commemorative activism, then, represents “a prime social necessity,” and the 

construction of slavery memorials is one step towards repairing the “social damage” of 
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the nation’s slave past. This next chapter attends to the ways the ABG coalition lobbied 

New York City to acknowledge its slave past, protecting the fifteen thousand African 

bodies buried below a municipal building and constructing a memorial in their honor.   
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Chapter 1:  
Promoting Pan-Africanism and Racial Solidarity at New York City’s  

African Burial Ground 

“Here's a young girl she's about 15, She's good in the fields. She can sew and 

cook…Strip her down Roy, let the gentlemen look… Bid 'em in! Get 'em in! Bid 'em in!” 

On October 5, 2007, Maya Angelou recounted these striking lyrics by Oscar Brown Jr. to 

a large crowd gathered underneath the shadow of a skyscraper in lower Manhattan.1 

Brown’s lyrics describe a young girl being sold at auction—a brutal depiction of what 

New York City’s earliest black residents experienced.2 Angelou’s striking visualization 

reminded her audience of the reason they were gathered on that day—to commemorate 

the estimated 15,000 to 20,000 bodies of free and enslaved Africans buried directly 

beneath them.3 This commemoration was the first memorial to Americans of African 

descent in the United States.4 The commemorative space consists of seven grassy knolls 

containing the re-interred bones of 400 men, women, and children enslaved in colonial 

New York. A large granite memorial stands alongside this green space. The structure 

includes a triangular granite wall to symbolize the Middle Passage and honor “those who 

were stolen,” a small pool of water serving as an “Ancestral Libation Chamber,” and a 

plaza—the “Circle of Diaspora”—which displays symbols representing different African 

cultures who lost members to the slave trade.  

While this memorial was indeed groundbreaking, it was never guaranteed. Since 

construction workers discovered the burial ground in 1991, the site had been at risk for 

ruin by development plans and the apathy of decision makers. In the sixteen years leading 

up to the memorial’s dedication, an activist coalition of community members, religious 
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leaders, professionals, and politicians protested for the protection of the African Burial 

Ground (ABG) and the commemoration of New York’s earliest black community. 

Adunni Oshupa Tabasi, an Uhuru Elder and a member of the ABG’s Federal Steering 

Committee, acknowledged this coalition’s long fight at the dedication ceremony: “Some 

of them are gone, have joined those ancestors we cherished, but some of us are still here 

and they should be recognized for the sacrifices they made.” She added that many in the 

audience “have no idea what we had to do to make this day possible.”5   

Tabasi’s observation is the starting point for this chapter. Just what did this 

coalition have to do to make this monument possible? Up to that point, memories of the 

city’s enslaved past were largely pushed to the margins and quite literally, buried 

underground. This coalition’s commemorative activism liberated forgotten memories of 

enslavement, bringing recognition to the ways slavery and segregation formed the city’s 

foundation. And in the 1990s, black New Yorkers continued to experience hyper-

surveillance and the physical and symbolic loss of place due to intensified gentrification 

and policing.6 This context helps explain the ABG coalition’s investment in promoting 

racial solidarity and protecting this sacred space. For as David Chidester and Edward T. 

Linethal assert, “…a sacred space is not merely discovered, or founded, or constructed; it 

is claimed, owned, and operated by people advancing specific interests.”7 As the activists 

crafted a sacred space for African Americans in the city’s past, present, and future, they 

advanced an ideology of black nationalism. This chapter examines how the coalition 

drew on such ideological roots in their public rhetoric.  

Specifically, the activists’ rhetoric and the ABG memorial reflected the black 

nationalist tenants of self-determination and Pan-Africanism. Members of the coalition 
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invoked their shared racial identity with those buried in the ABG to assert their right to 

determine the fate of this sacred space. The activists also framed the ABG’s 

commemoration as a means of honoring the black community’s African heritage. Pan-

Africanism calls for African descendants across the globe to stand in solidarity and self-

determination against anti-black racism and to embrace a shared African heritage.8 I posit 

that the design of the ABG memorial reflected the city’s African roots amidst a 

whitewashed local history and promoted black cultural solidarity on a global scale. 

Indeed, the coalition’s efforts secured an enduring memory of the city’s African heritage 

and visibly confronted a cityscape all but devoid of its slave history.  

Before beginning this analysis, I first provide a historical overview of slavery in 

colonial and antebellum New York and the ABG’s establishment. Recognizing the city’s 

deep roots in the enslavement of Africans is crucial for understanding the gravity of this 

history’s absence in local memory. Second, I examine ways that both national and local 

racial politics continued to marginalize the city’s African Americans through the end of 

the twentieth century. The ABG coalition fought to commemorate this sacred place as 

black New Yorkers faced spatial constraints through hyperactive policing and expanded 

gentrification. Third, I give an overview of the political events surrounding the 

rediscovery of the ABG in 1991. The breadth of activists involved with the ABG 

coalition, the various measures taken to protect the burial ground, and the range of 

governmental responses underscores the complexity of this commemorative activism. I 

next analyze the arguments made by members of the ABG coalition to remember the 

city’s slave history, assert their role as the rightful guardians of this place, and ensure the 

material presence of New York’s earliest black residents in the city’s future. I end the 
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study with an analysis of ABG monument’s design and the accompanying 

commemorative displays.  

Remembering Slavery and Black Life in New York City 

New York has struggled to represent and remember its slave past in part due to 

the complexity of this history. The state lays claim to several of the country’s foremost 

abolitionist groups, including those led by Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd 

Garrison.9 Yet, New York also held the continent’s largest urban slave population for 

much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Slavery was lawfully practiced in New 

York from the time of the Dutch occupation in the 1620s until the 1850s.10 Even after the 

state outlawed slavery, New York’s cultural and economic ties to slavery persisted in the 

decades that followed.11 This next section examines slavery’s evolution in New York 

throughout this era, focusing on ways that cultural beliefs about race and place curtailed 

black freedom and self-determination in the city’s early history.  

 In 1624, New York’s first black residents arrived with Dutch explorers to a port 

city they named “New Amsterdam.” The colonists brought men, women, and children 

who had likely been enslaved in other parts of the Atlantic world through the Dutch West 

India Company. These African and Caribbean born enslaved workers frequently labored 

alongside Native American and European indentured servants. While some enslaved 

workers were able to buy, negotiate, or receive their freedom from individual masters, 

they could never be truly free from the Dutch West India Company. The trading firm 

required that any man or woman who they transported to the colony, regardless of slave 

status, work for them on-demand and pay an “annual tribute” to compensate for their 

passage across the Atlantic. Though slaveholders granted freedom to certain individuals, 
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such status did not extend to their children. Many of these free men and women 

participated in Dutch religious and social traditions, yet they were never seen as equal 

members of the community. For instance, the colonists did not allow the black 

community to bury their dead within Dutch cemeteries. As such, black New Yorkers 

created a separate sacred space in the mid-1660s—an African burial ground where they 

could honor their deceased.12  

 Slavery in New York transformed when the British invaded in 1664. Near the 

time of the militia’s arrival, a ship carrying around three hundred slaves pulled into the 

city harbor. After a lengthy battle, Dutch Commander Peter Stuyvesant and British 

commander Richard Nicolls came to a truce. The terms of their peace agreement included 

“their mutual assurances that the rights to slave property established under the old regime 

would be respected under the new one.”13 Over the duration of their rule, the British 

brought over seven thousand slaves from Africa to New York.14 By the year 1790, New 

York City had the highest concentration of slaves in the United States outside of South 

Carolina.15 

Many Africans who survived the Middle Passage to New York quickly fell victim 

to disease and illness because the treacherous journey compromised their immune 

systems.16 Moreover, the British discouraged family life among their slaves—they often 

cast out women at the first sign of pregnancy and rarely made allowances for spouses to 

cohabitate. Gendered and spatial divisions of labor further inhibited black family life, 

making it difficult for slaves to even form relationships. While women were more 

frequently enslaved in residential and urban areas as cooks, nurses, and housekeepers, 

men were often enslaved in rural areas or at the ports as farmers, manual laborers, and 
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skilled craftsmen. The resulting low birthrate and high mortality rate of New York’s slave 

population spurred the British to continue kidnapping men and women predominately 

from Angola and the Congo to meet their growing labor demands. As Ira Berlin and 

Leslie Harris note, “[t]he vicious cycle made New York into a death factory for black 

people.”17 Funerals at the ABG were thus a routine part of life and an opportunity for the 

African community to maintain spiritual practices and burial customs from their native 

cultures.  

 New York’s black population not only faced racial and spatial regulation with 

regards to their family life and burial practices, but also in their everyday movements. 

Shortly after the British invasion, slaves were forbidden from leaving their master’s 

house without permission and could not gather in groups larger than four. In 1707, the 

colonial government declared that even free blacks could not own or inherit property. 

Following a slave revolt in 1712, the city issued an ordinance that forbade enslaved 

blacks and Native Americans from walking on the streets after dark without carrying a 

lantern.18 A 1722 law required all black funerals to take place during daylight hours—

though many of the city’s Africans saw nightfall as the customary burial time. The city 

also soon mandated that no more than twelve people could attend a slave’s funeral—to be 

chosen by the deceased slave’s master.19 Thus, while the ABG served as a refuge for 

black Americans in some capacities, city governance still attempted to exert control over 

this space and the community members it served.  

The American Revolution did not immediately bring “liberty and justice” for 

black New Yorkers. While the growth of antislavery societies and efforts toward gradual 

abolition led to a higher number of manumitted slaves, both free and enslaved blacks still 
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faced significant infringements on their personal liberties. In 1788, the state outlawed the 

importation of slaves into New York, and in 1799, it passed the Gradual Emancipation 

Law. Such efforts curtailed slavery’s growth but did not set any slaves free.20 As 

Europeans began immigrating to the city at higher rates, those black individuals who 

were free found themselves barred from certain trades and forced to live on the outskirts 

of the city. Moreover, President George Washington signed the Fugitive Slave Law in 

1793, allowing slaveholders to recapture slaves who had fled to other states. The law also 

forced governments and residents of other states to aid in the return of slaves.21 In 1857, 

the Supreme Court ruled in the Dred Scott v. Sandford case that enslaved persons who 

had resided with their owners in “free” states were still not entitled to their freedom. 

These policies entailed that all black bodies—whether in slave or free states, enslaved or 

not—were at risk for capture and enslavement.22 Though the state’s census shows that 

slavery was practiced in New York up until 1850, the city’s dependence on the slave 

economy lasted through the Civil War. The city served as the primary port from which 

the Southern cotton industry shipped their product to Europe. New York’s banking and 

finance industry provided huge sums of capital and significant oversight to Southern 

planters—providing them the monetary means to purchase land, whips, equipment, and 

even slaves.23 Such transactions blurred the boundaries between “free states” and “slave 

states” and underscored slavery’s pervasive presence throughout the country.  

At the end of the eighteenth century, the ABG was deemed “full” and the sacred 

space was covered with twenty-five feet of dirt fill and sold as housing parcels.24 It would 

be over two hundred years before the cemetery would resurface. Though set in a different 
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era, black New Yorkers would yet again find themselves defending their rightful 

presence in the city and the ABG’s placement in the city center. 

Recognizing the Spatial and Racial Politics of the Late Twentieth Century 

 As the city’s early segregation of burial grounds demonstrates, New York’s 

spatial and racial politics have been long intertwined. When the ABG was rediscovered in 

1991, an uptick in gentrification and hyper-policing shaped the city into an increasingly 

hostile place for many black and Hispanic residents.25 Because the city prioritized high-

end development projects and incentivized frequent arrests, historically black 

neighborhoods declined in both size and security.  

 The economic boom of the 1990s fueled private investments in urban, low-

income neighborhoods, resulting in the displacement of many long-time residents.26 

Gentrification is a complicated social force that sits largely at the nexus of race and class. 

In New York, many middle- and upper-class white and black Americans benefited from 

the increased development, yet many poor minorities in Harlem and Brooklyn found 

themselves priced out of their long-term homes.27 As Themis Chronopoulos noted, efforts 

to “clean up” certain neighborhoods and raze older housing structures “became equated 

with making New York attractive to white middle-class populations by eliminating the 

‘nuisances’ generated by low-income people.” Thus, places and people who did not 

conform to these racialized and classed norms were disciplined through forced reform or 

removal.28  

 The popularization of “broken windows theory” in the 1990s highlights the 

correlation between issues of urban displacement and hyper-policing. James Q. Wilson 

and George Kelling postulated that any sign of what they termed “social disorder”— 
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vacant lots, graffitied buildings, broken windows, etc., or, “disorderly” persons—rowdy 

teenagers, intoxicated persons, petty thieves, etc.—signaled the onslaught of serious 

crime.29 In 1990, NYC Police Commissioner William Bratton embraced this theory as the 

basis of his “Zero Tolerance Policing” approach to law enforcement. Officers were 

encouraged to heavily patrol poor, mostly-minority communities with deteriorating 

infrastructure and high levels of unemployment and homelessness.30 This coincided with 

the “stop-and-frisk” policy endorsed by Mayor Rudy Giuliani, which allowed officers to 

search and detain any “suspicious” citizen without a warrant. African Americans 

constituted half of those detained and Latinx Americans composed another third of these 

stops during Giuliani’s two terms as mayor.31  

Indeed, the anti-black undercurrents of New York’s local politics were amplified 

by what was happening on the national stage. President Ronald Reagan’s “tough on 

crime” and “war on drugs” rhetoric instigated a series of racialized policies that curtailed 

black freedom, leading to the increasingly disproportionate imprisonment of black men.32 

During the “crack epidemic” of the 1980s, for example, those persons caught using crack 

cocaine received an average of twenty-eight more years in prison than those caught using 

powdered cocaine—the drug’s more expensive form.33 Thus, the mass incarceration of 

black men continued to swell through the 1990s under both the George H. W. Bush and 

Bill Clinton administrations.34 As black neighborhoods faced a loss of communal space 

and community members, the rediscovery of the ABG brought hope to many black New 

Yorkers in the reclaiming of a sacred gathering place.  
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Rediscovering the African Burial Ground 

When contractors from the federal General Services Administration (GSA) 

accidentally uncovered the ABG in 1991, they set into motion a decade of debate 

concerning the site’s future that involved local officials, Congress, the president, 

protestors, scholars, and religious leaders from around the world. The series of events that 

followed trace the evolution of the ABG from a construction site to a National Historic 

Landmark.  

The ABG coalition centered much of their critique on the GSA’s mismanagement 

of the site’s excavation upon the discovery of human remains. In 1990, the GSA 

purchased two city blocks in lower Manhattan for the construction of a new office 

building.35 GSA began construction in May 1991, and workers unearthed the first skeletal 

remains shortly thereafter. While the agency agreed to hire The Metropolitan Forensic 

Anthropology Team (MFAT) for an investigation of the site, they moved forward with 

construction for the adjacent plaza. These two decisions raised serious concerns among 

many New Yorkers. First, MFAT was a predominately white company that specialized in 

criminal investigations—they had never worked with burial grounds, historic black sites, 

or skeletal biology. Many citizens voiced anxieties that the company was not proceeding 

with caution and respect toward the remains. Reports were made about loose piles of 

bones, thefts and vandalism at the excavation site, and haphazard storage of the remains. 

Second, GSA’s decision to move forward with construction in the same vicinity of the 

remains led to serious damage of the ABG’s vestiges. As historical records indicate, the 

ABG encompassed over six acres—much larger than the excavation site determined by 

the GSA.36 Hence, as construction workers began pouring concrete into the adjacent lot 

in February 1992, twenty burials were destroyed.  
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A coalition of activists demanded that GSA halt all construction on the site 

immediately, turn the site over to an archaeological group invested in black culture, and 

include the descendant community in their decision-making. In addition to many 

individuals who spoke out against the GSA’s plans, two government-appointed bodies 

and several citizen groups worked to bring about these changes. State Senator David 

Paterson organized a Task Force for the Oversight of the African Burial Ground, which 

collected over 80,000 signatures from local New Yorkers to stop construction of the 

GSA’s new building.37 NYC Mayor David Dinkins organized a Federal Steering 

Committee comprised primarily of black scholars, religious leaders, activists, artists, and 

professionals to directly advise the GSA. When Gus Savage (D-IL), an African American 

congressman, heard of the ABG controversy, he arranged a congressional hearing on the 

matter. Many citizens also banded together to preserve and commemorate the ABG at 

this time. These newly-formed groups included the “Friends of the Afrikan Burial 

Ground,” the “Coalition for the Preservation of New York’s African Burial Ground,” the 

“Committee of Descendants of the African Ancestral Burial Ground,” “Sankofa,” and 

“Malikia.” Other existing organizations, such as the City University of New York 

(CUNY) African-American Network, and the National Women’s Political Caucus—

Black Caucus also took up the protection of the ABG as one of their central causes.38 

After a year of protests, petitions, vigils, lobbying, letter-writing campaigns, and 

town halls, President H. W. Bush signed Public Law 102-393 on October 26, 1992 that 

permanently banned development on the GSA’s plaza in order to protect the ABG.39 

However, this proclamation did not halt construction of a new federal office building at 

the same site. By December 22, 1992, the coalition had convinced the Advisory Council 
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on Historic Preservation (ACHP) that the MFAT’s efforts were inadequate, and they 

agreed to turn the site’s excavation over to Howard University, a historically black 

college. Debates between the activists and the GSA followed over how to best 

commemorate those interred in the ABG.40  

After much deliberation over budget and design issues, a series of plans were put 

in place for a memorial. On July 31, 1992, the Senate Appropriations Committee 

allocated three million dollars for commemoration of the ABG. Congress and the Federal 

Steering Committee also agreed on plans for a re-interment ceremony in 2003. Deemed 

“The Rites of Ancestral Return,” this five-day ceremony brought together Yoruba, 

Christian, and Islamic spiritual leaders to bless the reburial of 419 caskets that had been 

studied at Howard.41 On October 5, 2007, the ABG National Monument was unveiled, 

and hundreds of people arrived to hear speeches, prayers, poetry readings, and musical 

performances. In 2010, the National Park Service opened a Visitor Center on the ground 

floor of the GSA building to provide historical information about the site. The Center 

includes an orientation film, a life-size tableau of an African funeral in colonial New 

York, and several exhibits. These exhibits detail slave life in colonial New York, the 

site’s archaeological findings, as well as the activists’ protest efforts. The visitor center 

highlights how the ABG coalition was successful in both securing a place for the burial 

ground and preserving the public memories of the slaves who labored and died at the site.  

Commemorative Activism: Liberating New York’s Slave History 

 The coalition working to commemorate the burial ground used its rediscovery as 

an opportunity to shed light on the social and structural contributions of Africans in New 

York. The activists’ arguments placed black Americans at the center of the city’s history 
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and countered whitewashed narratives about the city’s development. More than a mere 

history lesson, the coalition’s rhetoric reflected the central concerns of black nationalism: 

overturning white supremacy, advancing self-determination, and embracing black 

solidarity. By fighting to reclaim the burial ground, the activists challenged the city’s 

racist memory practices and demonstrated their own power to reshape existing spatial and 

racial politics. As Leith Mullings notes, “the dominant group’s power to represent the 

history and culture of subaltern groups is an important tool in achieving and maintaining 

domination.”42 The coalition’s rhetoric consequently constituted a sense of black 

empowerment tied to both geographical and historical belonging.  

Coalition members highlighted the burial ground’s recent discovery as an 

example of the ways that African Americans have been erased from the city’s historical 

narrative. Dr. Christopher Moore, a historian in Harlem, pointed to the widespread 

disregard for the city’s black history. In an interview with The Observer concerning the 

ABG, Moore commented: 

We’ve gone hundreds of years in this city and typically, you’ll read a history of 
New York, and they don’t give a damn about where the black folks were… “Oh, 
and by the way,” they’ll say, “the blacks arrived in Harlem in the 20th century,” 
when in fact they were there in 17th century to help build the colony. People often 
want to imagine slaves as this separate, disconnected category, but those slaves 
were working folks. They were essentially colony builders.43 

 
Moore’s comments suggest that even when black Americans are given a place in the 

city’s history, such narratives largely exclude their century of enslavement. This 

exclusion reflects what Kristen Hoerl describes as “selective amnesia”—the routine 

omission of historical events from public discourse that “defy seamless narratives of 

national progress and unity.” Moore exposed ways that New York has attempted to 

maintain a “seamless narrative” of local progress by promoting a black history that pins 
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the Harlem Renaissance as its genesis.44 Such a narrative reifies classist distinctions 

among black contributions to the city by celebrating black triumph and artistic 

achievement while ignoring black enslavement and manual labor. Moore’s rhetoric 

suggested that protecting this historic space would enable black Americans to determine 

the narrative arc of their own story. Preserving the ABG would provide material proof 

that black labor was central to the city’s development and advance a counternarrative that 

recognized the diverse experiences of African Americans.  

Dr. Sherrill D. Wilson also pointed to the inadequacy of the city’s historical 

record and framed the ABG as a more credible source for local history. In the Winter 

1994 issue of the Newsletter of the African Burial Ground, she explained that white 

colonists wrote most of the available primary sources about the city’s early black 

residents. As a result, black Americans “are usually mentioned as marginal, rarely as 

central characters in the re-telling of New York history.” More than an unfortunate 

oversight, Dr. Wilson argues that: “These written accounts and documents must 

therefore, be considered biased, and at best, unreliable.”45 The coalition’s rhetoric 

suggests that this deficiency in the historical record is correlated with a deficiency in 

protecting places of historic value for black communities. Evidence unearthed from 

archaeological digs is frequently viewed with a sense of authenticity and objectivity 

because of its embodied and material form.46 Subsequently, activists viewed the recovery 

of physical evidence from the ABG as a means of testifying to the centrality of black 

America’s nation-building endeavors and the city’s whitewashed historicity. This case of 

commemorative activism thus served as a platform for educating the public on collective 

memory’s subjectivity and its racialized and classist biases.47   
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As these activists exposed the historical record’s partiality, they echoed the 

aspirations of many black nationalist groups to determine their own histories—often with 

spatial and temporal origins that differ from dominant white narratives.48 Black activists 

have frequently challenged their fellow black Americans to recall their history before the 

slave trade and to invoke Africa as the setting of their origin story.49 This claim to 

cultural distinctiveness justifies their demand for resources, narratives, and spaces of their 

own. In this sense, reclaiming space is intricately tied to reclaiming memory; it is a 

means of self-empowerment and protection against spatial and ideological 

encroachment.50 At the ABG, archaeologists discovered ample evidence of the ways that 

the city’s enslaved community used this segregated burial space as a means of upholding 

separate cultural traditions from their colonial enslavers. And so, as the activists fight to 

preserve the ABG as a distinctively black space, they are subsequently commemorating 

and exemplifying their ancestors’ commitment to self-determination.  

Several coalition members voiced this historical and moral imperative to preserve 

the ABG at a congressional hearing in 1992, calling officials to take corrective action 

against the “symbolic annihilation” of this country’s black history.51 Joseph Haslip, 

Director of Policy for State Senator Paterson, testified that, “We have been victimized 

more than any people in this country based on how other people treat our history.” He 

called for politicians “to make sure that the humiliation that happened to our people over 

200 years ago would not further happen.”52 By expressing concern for the continued 

humiliation of black Americans, Haslip reiterated the concerns of past activists who 

viewed black power as the antidote to black degradation. As James Cone noted in 1969, 

“Black Power means Black Freedom, Black self-determination, wherein Black people no 
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longer view themselves as without human dignity but as men, human beings with the 

ability to carve out their own destiny.”53 For Haslip, commemoration held the potential to 

reverse the historical humiliation of black Americans and safeguard black communities 

from ongoing threats to black power, freedom, and self-determination.   

Howard Dodson affirmed the correlation between commemorating histories of 

black Americans and challenging histories of white supremacy. In his congressional 

testimony, he explained that the ABG’s commemoration would provide the city with an 

opportunity “to correct some of the past injustices and to define and interpret in a 

publicly visible setting the place and role of people of African descent in the making of 

New York and American history and culture.”54 This rhetoric sought to persuade their 

congressional listeners to view the ABG’s protection not as a request, but as an obligation 

to the black community. This underscores a key element of black nationalism—that a 

white majority must be held accountable for its infringements on black self-

determination.55 Such arguments redefined common understandings of oppression, 

highlighting the degradation that comes from having one’s history erased from public 

memory. As David Scott notes, “justice is inseparable from memory practices.”56 For 

many members of the coalition, preserving the ABG was not just a matter of historical 

importance; it was also a matter of obligatory justice.  

 At the congressional hearing, Dodson also argued that a verbal acknowledgment 

of slavery would not be sufficient enough to overcome this historical erasure. He called 

the congressional panel to recognize the “place and role” of city’s first black residents 

“in a publicly visible setting.”57 Marc Howard Ross explains that those groups excluded 

from a society’s symbolic landscape are frequently the same groups excluded from a 
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society’s most powerful positions.58 The coalition sought to reconcile such exclusion 

through spatial and political self-determination steeped in black nationalist political 

thought.59 As Dodson and other activists fought for the ABG’s visible inclusion in the 

cityscape, they asserted their need for both literal and figurative space in New York. 

Commemorating the ABG would also provide an opportunity for all New Yorkers to 

reconsider the city’s history and the aftermath of its enslaved past. As Ross suggests, 

material commemorations can be powerful places of reconciliation as they help groups 

“identify and…mourn past losses and express hopes and aspirations for a common 

future.”60 Dodson reasoned that for any chance of successful reconciliation between the 

descendant community and the city at large, New York’s slave history must be both seen 

and heard.   

 The ABG coalition challenged myopic memories not just of the city’s history, but 

also the nation’s development. These activists crafted a Pan-African “counter-memory” 

that spotlighted the country’s black beginnings. Stephen Browne defines a counter-

memory as “a cultural narrative that, in its very telling, must pose itself over and against 

prevailing discourses of power and remembrance.”61 The ABG’s rediscovery was not just 

about honoring those buried there, but about rewriting a cultural narrative that almost 

exclusively featured white nation builders. For example, Reverend Herbert Daughtry 

argued at a community hearing on April 23, 1992 that “[h]ad it not been for the bodies 

and labor of our ancestors, there wouldn’t have been a United States of America.”62 

Barbara Stalling-Whited-Muniz viewed the ABG as an opportunity to educate the public 

about the nation’s African roots. She distributed a guidebook on the sacred site, which 

asserted that: “Africa’s past is critical to an understanding of white America. Without 
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some understanding of Africa’s gift to America, you will not comprehend on the level of 

history and on the level of reality that America is an African as well as a European 

Invention.”63  

 These counter-memories suggested that it was not just the black community that 

should be concerned about preserving this site—all Americans are a part of its history, 

and therefore all should be invested in its commemoration. Those buried in the cemetery 

represented not just New York’s early labor force, but the men and women whose 

culture, skills, and activism shaped the nation’s founding. The activists’ rhetoric exposed 

Eurocentric narratives concerning U.S. history and to advance a Pan-African narrative 

that highlighted the diaspora’s influence on the country. As Dodson noted in his 

congressional testimony, commemorating the ABG would give long overdue recognition 

to the ways “people of African descent” influenced “American history and culture.”64 

While Western imperialism and colonialism shaped the diaspora, this expansion of 

African presence shaped the politics, economics, and cultures of nation states around the 

globe.65 David Scott explains that these counter-memories provide critical fodder for 

rewriting “the history of New World black deracination, subjection and exclusion.”66 In 

this instance of commemorative activism, the ABG coalition resisted the aftershocks of 

colonization in the city’s landscape and the nation’s memory.  

 The ABG coalition used historical evidence from the ABG’s excavation to 

demonstrate the substantial hardships that enslaved Africans endured, thereby liberating 

their memories from historical erasure and/or distortion. As Ronald Walters explains, 

American discussions about slavery have tended to take place in an “accommodationist 

mode,” giving deference to the “creation myth of America” rather than portraying the 
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system’s brutality. In contrast to what Walters calls “slavery lite,” the descriptions of 

slavery in New York circulated by the ABG coalition brought its physical violence to the 

forefront.67 Journalists used information from Blakey’s archaeological findings to educate 

the general public about the conditions early Africans faced in New York. For example, 

Marcia Slacum Greene alerted readers of the Washington Post of the archaeologists’ 

findings: 

They found that children under 12, who made up 40 percent of the individual 
burials, experienced a high mortality rate and developmental delays caused by 
malnutrition and disease. … The majority of the men and women exhibited signs 
of muscle tears and spine fractures commonly associated with excessive strain 
and heavy loads; the scientists said that in some instances they appeared simply to 
have been worked to death.68 

 
Presenting these archaeological findings challenged beliefs that slavery in the North was 

either non-existent or “not that bad.”69 In the New York Times, Blakey testified to the 

high rate of infanticide in colonial New York: “Women who gave birth in these 

conditions knew that they were bringing their children into hell.”70 Such depictions 

cultivated a sense of grief and shame surrounding the public’s erasure of these victims’ 

memories. This invitation to grieve is important not just a means of soliciting white guilt, 

but also a means of promoting black solidarity across the globe. As Saidiya V. Hartman 

explains, mourning is a constitutive element of “the political imagination of the African 

diaspora.”71 Thus, these exposés both confronted New Yorkers with the city’s history of 

racial violence and advanced a Pan-African identity for the city’s black community 

through the shared inheritance of slavery’s trauma.72   

As these journalists recollected New York’s slave history, they challenged the 

popular misconception that slavery was a “southern problem.”73 In an editorial titled 

“History Lessons from the Slaves of New York,” Brent Staples saw the ABG’s 
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excavation as a chance for local residents to come to terms with the fact that “colonial 

New York was just as dependent on slavery as many Southern cities, and in some cases 

even more so.” Readers of the New York Times learned that “the brutality etched on these 

skeletons easily matches the worst of what we know of slavery in the South.”74 These 

testimonies were also publicized in newspapers around the world, bringing global 

awareness to New York’s roots in slavery and other harsh forms of servitude.75 

Expanding popular notions of where slavery took place forced citizens to recognize ways 

that the laws and ideologies of the entire nation were complicit in slavery’s persistence.  

 In light of these documented hardships, many activists asserted the need for black 

control over the burial ground as a means of liberating the memories of former slaves. 

Amal Muhammad explained that the ABG’s investigation had begun the important 

process of unearthing memories that had long been hidden below the surface.76 She urged 

citizens to join her letter-writing campaign in 1992 as a means of bringing these stories 

fully into the light: 

Historians are asking questions about the child-morbidity rate, the diets, medical 
care, diseases and the customs of eighteenth century Africans in colonial 
America. Let us not allow the answers to these questions to remain buried by 
further deliberate or “unauthorized” destruction of and construction on 
this historic site.77 

 
For Onaje Muid, protecting the ABG from development was a means of restoring the 

voices of the enslaved, who had been silenced in both life and death. At a public forum in 

1999, she explained: “Those Africans were captive in this country and never had a voice. 

You must talk about the pain, the degradation. They gave their lives in the most desperate 

way so that I can be here today.”78 Muid highlighted the fact that enslaved Africans 

experienced not only physical anguish, but also psychological anguish because they were 
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denied a sense of agency.79 The coalition’s commemorative activism subsequently 

restored black self-determination to both the memories of the deceased and the black 

community of the present. And when Mary Lacey Madison testified at the hearing for the 

National Register of Historical Places, she emphasized that this degradation was not 

limited to those Africans living in New York: 

No other ethnic race on the face of the earth has ever endured what we Africans 
have. Our country of civilization was plundered, many of us were kidnapped and 
enslaved in foreign lands for hundreds of years—our land, name, language, and 
culture was taken from us—we were labeled as savages, and were called negros 
from the dark continent, and was omitted from history, which means we were 
considered “nobody.”80 

 
Madison viewed the ABG’s rediscovery as an unmatched opportunity for the city and 

country to come to terms with its ties to black enslavement and for African Americans to 

learn more about their history. Yet, the GSA’s reluctance to halt construction meant that 

such prospects might never come to fruition.  

Members of the ABG coalition used pamphlets, publications, and public forums 

to commemorate the ABG and also to resist selective amnesia surrounding New York’s 

ties to slavery and black oppression. This commemorative activism expressed the 

continued relevance of black nationalist ideologies in constituting the black community’s 

Pan-African identity and asserting their self-determination. As Madison proclaimed at the 

hearing, coalition members were not only fighting for a physical place to honor former 

slaves, they were “fighting for [their] rightful place in history.”81 Michael Hanchard 

explains that this collective “forgetting” of events and eras antithetical to national values 

is central to unifying a population around state-sanctioned memory. Although a populace 

usually has many narratives surrounding the nation’s founding and growth, Hanchard 
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notes that “a nation-state can only have one narrative about the nation’s origins, 

founding, and maintenance, without appearing contradictory, feeble, and indecisive.”82  

Yet, these activists promoted the ABG as evidence of the “contradictory, feeble, and 

indecisive” state of New York’s founding narrative.  

Indeed, securing the ABG as a place of self-determination reflected the territorial 

ambitions of black nationalism. As Robin D. G. Kelley elucidates, the black nationalist 

drive for space is not necessarily about establishing a separate state, but about 

establishing “a new beginning, a place where they can be free and develop their own 

culture without interference.”83 And as this next section will demonstrate, these activists 

did not only work to secure a sacred place for the city’s first Africans, they also secured a 

self-determined place for themselves in the cityscape.  

Commemorative Activism: Promoting Pan-Africanism at the ABG 

 Members of the ABG coalition not only created a place for black Americans in 

the historical narrative, they also asserted their right to determine the fate of this sacred 

space. As they lobbied the GSA for the ABG’s commemoration, many activists drew on 

their identity as descendants of those buried there to justify their right to determine the 

site’s fate. These ancestral appeals crafted a sense of kinship among protestors and 

highlighted the impropriety of the GSA’s actions. This kinship rhetoric also bolstered a 

sense of Pan-African citizenship integral to the foundation of black nationalism that 

celebrated the black community’s shared cultural roots.84 As Sterling Stuckey explains, a 

Pan-African mindset holds that many cultural and geographical differences among 

African descendants “were virtually destroyed on the anvil of American slavery.”85 Even 

though protestors invoked a rhetoric that seemed to homogenize the black experience, 
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this rhetoric unified a diverse group of black New Yorkers through a symbolic alliance 

with generations past. This rhetoric also disrupted narratives that held slavery as the 

genesis of black history and constituted black New Yorkers not as victims, but as the 

descendants of a self-determined people. In this section, I examine the coalition’s efforts 

to craft this sense of kinship, promote solidarity with the African diaspora, and assert 

their right to self-determination concerning their ancestors’ remains. Such rhetoric 

reiterated the critical relevance of a black nationalist ideology for the coalition’s 

commemorative activism. 

Many activists fighting to protect the ABG spoke about the interred as their 

symbolic—and perhaps literal—ancestors. These black protestors identified themselves 

as their ancestors’ protectorates, crafting an intimate, familial connection to the burial 

ground. For example, Ollie McClean founded the “Committee of Descendants of the 

Afrikan Ancestral Burial Ground.” Such a title imbues their grassroots efforts with 

authority, for family members are traditionally seen as the rightful decision makers 

concerning the fate of the deceased.86 The activists constituted themselves as descendants 

not to indicate a genetic link, but to craft a symbolic connection between the city’s 

earliest black residents and contemporary black New Yorkers. As State Senator Paterson 

asserted, “We might not know where our great, great grandparents are buried, but these 

are their representatives. These are our ancestors, and we must do everything we can to 

make sure they’re treated with respect.”87  

Members of the descendant community argued that this ancestral connection was 

more significant than any political claim to the ABG. At the ABG’s congressional 
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hearing, musician and activist Noel Pointer invoked “an old Negro spiritual” to 

emphasize the superiority of this ancestral relationship to existing claims on the land:    

“Some of them bones is my mother’s bones come to together for to rise and shine; 
some of them bones is my father’s bones; and some of them bones is mine.” So 
there is a sense of a very, very personal connection that our community has with 
the African burial ground that goes deeper than all the academics, that goes 
deeper than all the politics that are coming out.88 

 
Pointer’s recitation of these lyrics attested to the kinship connection amongst black New 

Yorkers of the past and present, a connection embodied in the ABG’s skeletal remains. 

James Weldon Johnson wrote this spiritual, known as “Dem Bones,” in 1928. It captures 

the prophet Ezekiel’s vision “that his subjugated race would survive”89—a vision of self-

determination that Pointer hopes will become reality through the ABG’s preservation. 

Muhammad also underscored the obligation that black Americans had to protect their 

ancestors and the unwillingness of the GSA to do so. In her letter-writing campaign, she 

wrote that the GSA “has not respected our interests,” that “[t]hese bones may also be the 

bones of your ancestors,” and that “[t]hese are our remains.”90 By embracing an ancestral 

relationship to those buried in the ABG, these activists challenged governmental claims 

to the space.  

 As the descendant community asserted its familial claims to this space, these 

activists echoed black nationalist claims to the self-determination of their own 

community matters. This ancestral identity framed the GSA’s actions as a moral 

infringement on the activists’ rightful inheritance of this space, crafting a narrative that 

pitted these government officials against the descendant community. Black nationalists 

have consistently viewed predominately white institutions as anti-black operations 

working to subsume control of black communities.91 At a public hearing with several 
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GSA representatives, the ABG coalition condemned these officials for attempting to 

usurp what was rightfully their own. Muid scoffed, “I am appalled that the federal 

government built on land that is the ancestral rural land of my people.”92 Charles Barron 

asked, “How would you feel if your parent died and some government took control over 

the remains?”93 McClean argued that there was a direct link between the government’s 

disregard for her ancestors in life and in death. In 2002, she told a journalist: “This 

government brought my people here in bondage and worked them to death, then dug 

them up, and to this day, we are fighting to get the bones back so we can rebury them.”94 

By broadcasting their kinship connection to the burial ground, these activists framed the 

government’s efforts to dismantle the ABG as a cold, cruel, violation of their family 

bond. Moreover, this claim to self-determination was not just about securing the ABG’s 

fate, it was about challenging the “structures of power” that governed the black 

community’s relationship to the GSA.95  

In the same way that the ABG coalition crafted a shared identity with their 

ancestors, these activists also constituted white government officials as ideological 

descendants of slaveholders. At a public forum concerning the ABG’s commemoration, 

Sybil Williams Clark told the steering committee that the memorial should “record and 

tell our story—our story, told by us: not by the enslavers or the children of our 

enslavers.”96 Clark’s use of the pronouns “us” and “our” constituted New York’s current 

black community as consubstantial with their enslaved ancestors and the white city 

officials as consubstantial with former slaveholders. Consubstantiality refers to a rhetor’s 

ability to create a sense of shared identification between two people or groups.97 In this 

case, Clark’s rhetoric aligned the disputing groups with slaves and slaveholders, 
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constructing a victim-perpetrator dichotomy among those involved in the ABG 

controversy. Raenice Goode made a similar comparison at a National Park Service 

hearing concerning the ABG’s commemoration. She asserted: “Three hundred years have 

passed and our African-American history still continues to repeat itself. It is becoming 

obvious, that the mistreatment and disrespect to our African people will not cease until 

those who are in power will free themselves from the slave master’s mentality.”98 By 

framing the ABG controversy through a lens of historical antagonism, these activists 

crafted a dichotomized sense of identity for those involved based on their racial heritage. 

This dichotomy highlights the sustained relevance of slavery’s memory and the racialized 

power dynamics that have long outlasted slavery’s demise.  

 The ABG coalition’s claim to kinship extended beyond New York’s black 

community, invoking a Pan-African identity that promoted the ABG’s protection as a 

global concern. This framework was visible in the “Ties that Bind” ceremony hosted by 

Howard University to mark the beginning of its research on the ABG. Speakers expressed 

hope that the study would provide black Americans with greater knowledge about their 

African ancestors and help with the “healing process” concerning their enslavement. In 

the keynote address, Blakey addressed the crowd:  

We were not just celebrating the ancestors, which was important enough, and not 
only celebrating the triumph that the community had achieved in fending off the 
federal government’s attempt to desecrate the site more, but I had the sense that 
we were in the process of continuing the construction of our culture; that this was 
a proper way for an African Diasporic people to proceed.99 

 
For Blakey, the descendant community’s rally around the ABG was as much about 

constructing a sense of cultural identity as it was about protecting a sacred site. His 

subsequent workshops on “Tracing Ancestral Roots” and “The Meaning of the African 
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Diaspora” underscored the community’s efforts to cultivate a Pan-African identity 

amongst black Americans. As Mildred Fierce explains, Pan-Africanism “promotes the 

global cooperative struggle for dignity and self-reliance among Black people and the 

complete stripping away of colonial and neo-colonial legacies.”100 Indeed, the activists’ 

identification with the greater diaspora functioned to supplement a history of 

marginalization with a celebration of cultural achievement. The descendant community’s 

resistance to government control of the ABG furthered the African diaspora’s 

commitment to self-determination on a global scale.  

 Members of the ABG coalition framed the burial ground as a place that 

transcended both time and space, reflective of a Pan-African framework that seeks to 

unify and empower the diaspora across these dimensions. When Mayor Dinkins testified 

at the Landmarks Preservation Commission public hearing, he argued that the ABG “may 

be a small piece of Manhattan, but it links us directly to the greatest continent of 

Africa.”101 Liz Longo wrote to the Steering Committee and affirmed that ABG’s 

discovery would “aid [in] linking our NY-African culture to specific parts of Africa. 

Without determining their roots, we will lose them.”102 Indeed, the preservation of the 

ABG was key in protecting the descendant community’s ties to the greater African 

diaspora. The descendant community’s reframing of this local site into one of global 

importance was strengthened when African spiritual leaders embarked on a pilgrimage to 

the burial ground. Members from the Ghana National House of Chiefs traveled to New 

York to conduct an atonement and reunification ceremony. As Nii Adote Mofatt poured 

libations on the burial ground, he said: “We call on the spirits of our ancestors who have 

fought for the cause of African people so that their spirits will be awakened and come 
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join us.”103 Mofatt and the other chiefs referred to those buried in the ABG as their own 

ancestors, viewing this site as one of familial importance to all African people. As Kurt 

B. Young explains, this shared kinship connection amongst the African diaspora “creates 

a sense of unity in struggle.”104 The ABG represented memories of struggle for both the 

descendant community in New York and abroad, advancing global unity in the fight for 

its preservation.  

 Pan-African spirituality was also central to the ABG coalition’s efforts to honor 

their ancestors and recognize their global solidarity with the diaspora. Chief Alagba 

Egunfemi Adegbaloa of the Oyotunji Village in South Carolina warned activists not to 

forget the spiritual dimension of this struggle: 

I feel as if any good is to come of this finding of our African Ancestors, we need 
to stop associating them with just the physical, economical, or social situations. 
We need to open our hearts and minds to the real situation, which most have been 
avoiding, and that is the spiritual aspect of the African presence.105 

 
Yet, the “spiritual aspect of the African presence” was very much present amidst the fight 

for the ABG’s preservation. Activists held a 26-hour prayer vigil in 1992 with 

representatives from Ashanti, Yoruba, Khimetic, Christian, and Islamic religious 

traditions.106 On several occasions, Yoruba priests came to pour libations on the 

gravesite—blessing small decanters of water and then sprinkling it across the ground.107 

As Simphiwe Sesanti explains, libations are “the symbolic act of giving of food and 

drinks to the ancestors as tokens of fellowship, hospitality and respect.”108 At the “Ties 

that Bind” ceremony, priests from Christian, Islamic, and Yoruba spiritual traditions 

blessed the skeletal remains and spoke about respect for the deceased.109 

 By publicly performing these spiritual commemorations, the ABG activists 

brought religious validity to their protest efforts. Such ceremonial acts worked as a 
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spiritual affront toward the GSA’s plans to build over the ABG. Those in opposition were 

transgressing sacred space and the descendant community’s religious commitments. Ross 

explains that groups are willing to go to great lengths to protect sacred sites because these 

places embody the group’s past, present, and future.110 Desecrating the burial ground was 

not just an act of disrespect for the interred, it was an act of contempt toward the 

descendant community. This spatial violation would deny African Americans a symbolic 

place to both celebrate memories of their ancestors’ resilience and recommit to racial 

solidarity while enduring racism. The coalition relied on a diversity of spiritual traditions 

to honor their ancestors, revealing an obligation to the global African community more 

than any particular religious group. As Sesanti suggests, ancestor-reverence has long 

been a trait of “African solidarity,” and one that has transcended Islam, Judaism, 

Christianity, and other religions throughout the diaspora.111 Because the range of beliefs 

held by coalition members was subsumed by this Pan-African spirituality, they were able 

to cultivate racial unity and empowerment amidst religious difference.  

Commemorative Activism: Ensuring Black Agency at the ABG 

 The descendant community invoked its familial, ethnic, and spiritual ties to the 

ABG as justification for their right to determine its destiny. Subsequently, the activists 

implicitly reiterated black nationalist commitments to racial solidarity by explicitly 

insisting on black leadership at every stage of the ABG’s excavation, preservation, and 

commemoration. Miriam Francis maintained that the Steering Committee appointed by 

Congress “be representative of Our Community. It is essential that we remain strong in 

the struggle for Our Ancestors’ respect.”112 Francis upheld that only black solidarity and 

decision-making could ensure that the ancestors would be respected. As Walters insisted, 
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subjugated peoples are not just interested in correcting the state’s history, but in acquiring 

“a share in the resources involved in creating it.” As groups self-determine their own 

historical narrative, they are simultaneously engaged in both a rediscovery of their roots 

and a “dignification of their identity.”113 Muhammad asserted that both the self-

determination and dignity of the black community were jeopardized in the struggle to 

preserve the ABG. She summarized the coalition’s demands as follows:  

First, the African-American community is determined to control the matters 
relating to the burial ground and to decide the fate of the ancestral remains. 
Second, African American scholars and specialists…must spearhead this effort. 
Third, the GSA has not respected our interests and has either suggested 
unsatisfactory alternative responses to our demands or simply rejected them.114 

 
Muhammad’s rhetoric reiterated black nationalism’s central belief: that the black 

community should be the chief investigators and decision-makers concerning their own 

spaces. This principle captures the hesitations many black activists hold toward 

partnerships with predominately white institutions—a response to a long history of white 

co-optation of black political action.115 Francis and Muhammad’s insistence on black 

leadership also reiterated the Pan-African conviction that “Africans in America must take 

responsibility for liberating themselves.”116 The struggle for self-determination over the 

ABG was about both protecting a physical place for the ancestors and preserving a 

symbolic place for the descendants amidst city politics.  

The tension between coalition members and the GSA intensified when the agency 

contracted a predominately white company for the archaeological investigation. The 

coalition’s resistance to this company’s involvement reinvigorated black nationalist 

beliefs about white America’s intrinsic racism.117 For these activists, such racial 

differences amounted to ideological barriers that denied black community members any 
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control over their ancestral places and bodies. Francis responded to the GSA’s decision 

by stating: “if it was an African find, we wanted to make sure that it was interpreted from 

an African point of view.”118 At the ABG’s congressional hearing, Haslip told the 

subcommittee: “if any excavation was going to be done, we wanted to see more 

representation by African archaeologists and anthropologists.”119 John Henrik Clarke 

gave an even more impassioned criticism of the GSA’s contractors:  

Why do we automatically assume that White people are qualified to do 
everything? Some of them are totally ignorant in relation to handling matters 
related to our history…I am calling upon you to look beyond the grave site and 
realize that we as a people have to become qualified to handle every aspect of a 
grave site, and not to turn to anyone to do anything in relationship to it.120 

 
These activists did not just want the ABG to be preserved; they wanted the black 

community to be at the forefront of its preservation. While some critics have chastised 

such identity politics for reinforcing racial binaries,121 the activists’ rhetoric echoed the 

concerns of black nationalists who highlight the consistent failures of interracial 

coalitions to restore black power.122 Moreover, the coalition’s fears were not unfounded. 

Archaeology has long been a field marked by racial and gendered biases.123 The activists’ 

dichotomizing rhetoric resisted the white privilege in the ABG’s management and in the 

city’s professional realm. As Clarke later remarked, “We have been colonized not only in 

life but also in death.”124   

 After the GSA agreed to hand over the archaeological investigation to Howard 

University in 1993, the newly established research team found they still needed to resist 

dominant beliefs about race in the scientific community.125 When many archaeologists 

pressured Blakey’s team to test the skeletons’ racial makeup, he exposed the problematic 

ideology behind such testing, explaining that it only worked “for the purpose of 
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maintaining the structure of a racist society.”126 Instead, Blakey’s team investigated the 

diversity of cultural backgrounds and life experiences represented by the interred bodies. 

He spoke at a farewell ceremony in New York as the bones were being prepared for 

shipment down to his lab in Washington, D.C. Blakey told the crowd: “our job is to sit at 

the feet of those that were enslaved. Our job is to restore them to who they were: their 

origins, age, culture, and work, and to restore their identities, which were buried and 

seemingly disguised from us forever.”127 Such a philosophy underscores why the ABG 

coalition was so insistent on black leadership in the bone lab. His approach challenged 

the notion that all enslaved Africans lived homogenous lives and restored a sense of 

humanity and individuality to these men, women, and children.  

The GSA’s subsequent appointment of black leadership gave assurance to many 

activists that their ancestors’ lives would be accurately understood and their memories 

rightfully celebrated. As Warren R. Perry, Archaeological Director under Blakey noted: 

“Questions of who gives voice to the past, who defines the problems, and how they are 

analyzed and interpreted are matters of critical social importance. The ABG project will 

for the first time represent a voice of African descendants analyzing and interpreting the 

scientific materials.”128 When the GSA appointed Sherrill Wilson as the Director for the 

ABG’s Office of Public Education and Interpretation, she remarked on the significance of 

the site’s black governance: “We’re changing the way African burial sites will be handled 

in the future… we’re saying respect our history, respect our past. Taking the remains 

from a white archaeological firm and putting them in the hands of a black institution had 

never been done before.”129 This rhetoric underscores the intricate link between racial 

and spatial self-determination. It was within the confines of a historically black 
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university, an African burial site, and a black-led interpretive center that the coalition 

disrupted the city’s Eurocentric narrative. The demand to contain investigations of the 

ABG within black spaces and under black leadership reflects the activists’ implicit 

understanding that racial dynamics are not “simply reflected in spatial arrangements,” but 

can also reconstitute or reinforce racial dynamics.130  

Although the GSA conceded the ABG’s archaeological investigation to Howard 

University, decisions about development at the site remained in the hands of white 

executives. Near the end of 1998, the GSA promoted Lisa Wager as the executive 

director of the site, even though she had no experience working with burial grounds or 

black history sites. In April of 1999, the “Friends of the African Burial Ground” 

sponsored a series of townhall meetings for concerned citizens to discuss the ABG’s 

future and the need for black leadership over the site.131  

Members of the ABG coalition highlighted the GSA’s failure to prioritize the 

black community’s input as evidence of the racialized power dynamics at work in the 

ABG’s commemoration. On a flyer advertising one of the meetings, the Friends asserted 

that: “We maintain that the fate of our ancestors remains will not be decided without our 

involvement and approval. Public funds cannot be used without public accountability.”132 

Blakey also wrote an editorial in About…Time Magazine where he told the predominately 

black readership to speak out against the agency: “It is your tax money, it is your project, 

these are your ancestors and descendants who are affected by these decisions.”133 Not 

only did these activists invoke their familial ties as warrants for their involvement, but 

also their financial investment in the project as tax-paying citizens. Indeed, black citizens 

have frequently been required to pay for public services in which they have no input 
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and/or are denied access.134 To protest this exploitive logic, Blakey and Wilson boycotted 

the GSA’s subsequent invitation to a public forum concerning the ABG’s interpretive 

center. In an open letter that was distributed at the meeting, they criticized Wager’s 

appointment and declared: “We will not however, aid the GSA in its present effort to 

tokenize competent African American leadership. …The African American community is 

currently being duped by the GSA.” Blakey and Wilson’s letter and their noted absence 

at the meeting communicated their unwillingness to provide labor and expertise without 

respect and inclusion. The descendant community’s protest was not in vain—Wager 

resigned from her post on May 12, 1999.135  

After the ABG’s excavation, coalition members continued to express concerns 

about who would guide the interpretation and commemoration of the site. When the 

National Park Service (NPS) was given its full jurisdiction, members of the descendant 

community feared that the ABG would be remembered through a white institutional lens. 

One concerned citizen, Verna Francis, wrote a letter to Peggy King-Jorde, a member of 

the ABG Steering Committee. She questioned: “Who comprises the National Park 

Service in decision making positions re: Ethnicity, Culture, education, profession, 

evidence of their position on socio-cultural issues? Do they serve the interest of the 

African Community?”136 Congressman Savage voiced similar concerns in the ABG’s 

congressional hearing, pointing to the NPS’s documented negligence concerning other 

black historical sites.137 Because places reflect the values and ideologies of their 

creators,138 who preserved the ABG was just as important as how it was preserved. Many 

coalition members recognized that the controversy surrounding the ABG was emblematic 

of ways that racist memory practices and patronizing politics have consistently infringed 



109 

 

upon black self-determination. As Francis explained, “History has taught us how matters 

concerning our African Community are frequently taken out of our hands and decisions 

made with minimal meaningful input from us. We cannot allow this to happen.”139 The 

activists sought to reclaim their cultural narrative by reclaiming their cultural space. This 

practice resonates with black nationalists’ efforts to secure safe spaces for black 

communities—often at the cost of societal separation. As Kelley notes, nationalists have 

historically understood “self-determination” as “community control within the 

urban environment, not necessarily the establishment of a black nation.”140 For the 

“African Community,” taking control of the burial ground was a step toward taking 

control of their physical and political environment.  

While many activists expressed hope that the new ABG memorial would work to 

educate the general public on New York’s slave history, other coalition members felt that 

the commemoration should predominately serve as a reflective space for the black 

community. The GSA and NPS held an open competition in 1997 to choose an architect 

for the memorial.141 At a subsequent public forum, several members of the descendant 

community rejected this selection process and called for the work to be done by Africans 

who “know the horrors.” Miss Dicks, who identified herself as a “sentinel and elder,” 

asserted that “[w]e do not need outsiders to do this for us; it should be for and by 

Africans.”142 This perspective diverged from other activists like Nadia Mills, who 

expressed hope that the memorial would allow “African-Americans, New Yorkers, and 

all Americans to experience this culture in its proper setting.”143 Still other groups like 

the African Heritage Foundation desired a memorial with a global focus: “It must address 

our evolution as a culturally viable and powerful group that is strategically living all over 
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this planet. We must make this diasporan distribution a threshold for true rediscovery of 

our fullest human potential.”144  

This divergence in commemorative goals echoes the historical tension between 

assimilation and separation that has coursed throughout the country’s black freedom 

movements. While black nationalists have historically called for separation, activists have 

often viewed this as a means to freedom and self-determination, rather than an end in 

itself.145 In this case, the activists grappled not only with how to best memorialize this 

site, but how to best navigate the black community’s path toward liberation from racist 

memory practices. This instance of commemorative activism thus served as a conduit for 

larger issues surrounding black identity and the black community’s relationship toward 

society at large.  

Yet amidst these differences in opinion, the activists upheld a sense of racial 

solidarity in their claim to the site as the descendants of the city’s first Africans. Some 

critics have described such appeals to Pan-African citizenship as “racialistic and 

homogenizing.”146 Yet, it is crucial to keep in mind that these constitutive appeals are 

also efforts to resist a “racialistic and homogenizing” national narrative that routinely 

privileges white history. The activists aligned themselves with their enslaved ancestors to 

challenge GSA officials to recognize the racialized elements of power and control at play 

in the controversy, framing the officials as the ideological progenies of slavery. While 

some New Yorkers may have been hard-pressed to recognize the anti-black racism at 

work in the city, most would be quick to recognize the moral atrocity of slavery, giving 

affective credibility to this instance of commemorative activism. As Natalie Zemon-

Davis and Randolph Starn argue, “identity depends on memory.”147 By working to shape 
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a physical monument in Lower Manhattan, the descendant community reinforced their 

identity as a self-determined people with a vibrant culture and a resilient history.  

 

Commemorative Activism: Memorializing New York’s African Past and Present 

Despite resistance, the GSA went forward with the memorial design competition. 

The agency chose architect Rodney Leon’s design to commemorate the site alongside the 

seven burial mounds of the reinterred remains. Leon’s design consisted of two main 

structures: the “Ancestral Libation Chamber” and the “Circle of Diaspora.” Additionally, 

the GSA commissioned seven pieces of commemorative artwork to be displayed in the 

lobby of the contested federal building erected over the ABG. Here, I provide a close 

reading of these commemorative elements and their location to show ways that the 

memorial reflects black nationalist ideologies. As I will show, the site’s design celebrates 

a Pan-African narrative that promotes the deceased’s African identity over an American 

identity. These Afrocentric commemorations, I suggest, stand as a material affront to the 

city’s whitewashed memory and the nation’s selective amnesia surrounding its slave 

history.  

The ABG’s location challenges the Eurocentric narrative subtly imbued in the 

surrounding landscape, presenting bystanders with an alternative origin story for the city. 

The memorial is situated in Lower Manhattan—New York’s oldest, most densely 

populated, and second-whitest borough (following Staten Island).148 This memorial draws 

attention to the cultural roots of the enslaved Africans and free African Americans who 

constructed much of Manhattan’s early infrastructure.149 Some of Manhattan’s most 

prominent institutions—Wall Street, Trinity Church, and Columbia University, among 
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others—also hold direct ties to the slave trade.150 By commemorating those who built 

these structures (many of whom were likely buried in the ABG), this memorial makes 

visible the concealed cost of the city’s construction—human capital. Indeed, the 

memorial’s location provides a spatial nod to black nationalism through its 

confrontational disposition and exclusive emphasis on the city’s black presence.  

The memorial’s celebration of Pan-Africanism also confronts the city’s 

veneration of its colonial origins. While many public spaces are named in honor of Dutch 

settlers and Revolutionary figures, this memorial showcases the cultural and spiritual 

influence of Africans on the city.151 In an area most known for high-end shops, exorbitant 

real estate, and the financial district, the ABG memorial forces both locals and visitors to 

confront the real price of such fast-paced development. The memorial’s placement 

between Duane and Reade streets is also an affront to these roadways, which 

commemorate a vestryman and a warden of Trinity Church.152 This institution only 

allowed whites to be buried in its cemetery, thereby necessitating Africans to establish 

the ABG in the first place. Yet here at the memorial site, those people whose burial 

traditions were once banned are venerated amidst streets named for leaders of the church 

who banned them. Indeed, the site’s stark contrast to the city’s metropolitan surroundings 

and the state’s abolitionist identity force all to reconsider New York’s complicity in the 

slave trade.  

The high visibility of this memorial enables it to confront intentional and 

unintentional visitors—interactions that shape this burial ground into an active site of 

black memory. Nestled among a sea of towering skyscrapers and crowded buildings, the 

memorial’s trees, rolling green burial mounds, and granite ship-like structure make the 
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memorial nearly impossible for pedestrians to ignore. As Leon noted at an unveiling 

ceremony for the memorial’s design, “No longer should one walk past the site or 

throughout downtown and not be provided the opportunity to note, understand, and 

acknowledge with respect that history.”153 The memorial’s open design forces even 

accidental observers to consider the city’s slave history.154 Some may be surprised to 

stumble upon the memorial and stunned by its stark contrast to the surrounding 

environment. Some may approach the site knowingly with a desire to mourn and honor 

those buried there. The memorial’s explicit focus on the diaspora allows for visitors who 

claim an African heritage to form a sense of identification with those buried there, while 

asking those with colonial roots to experience a sense of remorse. The memorial does not 

appear to foster racial reconciliation or unity; it stresses the distinct identity and 

experience of the city’s first Africans. Michael de Certeau argues that a site’s rhetorical 

power derives from the myriad ways that people interact with it.155 And so, as the 

memorial cultivates feelings of alienation, grief, guilt, and reverence among various 

visitors, the city’s divergent public memories surrounding its slave history are revealed.  

Visitors are not left to interpret the memorial on their own. The site includes 

informational placards that educate observers on the site’s significance, the city’s history, 

and the dynamic nature of public memory. One placard, “Africans in Early New York,” 

informs visitors of both the magnitude of the state’s slave population and explains that 

these individuals came from “different regions with diverse cultures, religions, and 

languages.”156 Though much of the memorial celebrates the notion of a unified Pan-

African culture, this display recognizes the diversity within the diaspora. It is important 

to remember that the development of Pan-African thought was largely a response to 
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enslavement and colonization. Pan-Africanism is not necessarily an attempt to 

homogenize various African cultures, but a strategic effort to unify in resistance to a 

shared experience of Western imperialism.157 Indeed, this display corrects assumptions 

that all enslaved Africans shared a culture, religion, and/or language.  

Visitors are also encouraged to consider how memories of slavery have been 

formed in the first place and why New York’s enslaved community had been largely 

forgotten prior to the ABG’s rediscovery. A placard that reads, “Changing Landscape 

Obscures the Past,” explains how “for almost two centuries, New York City’s growth 

obscured the graves, and the African Burial Ground was nearly forgotten.” A diagram of 

the burial site shows the many layers of building remnants that have been constructed 

over the graves. This visualization captures ways that both memories and material 

remnants of the enslaved have sunk further below public acknowledgement as the city 

developed. While the diagram displays what has until recently been hidden beneath the 

surface, visitors are simultaneously confronted with the rising skyline above them and the 

constant sights and sounds of construction. This sensory contrast challenges visitors to 

recognize ways that the city has, and continues, to prioritize structural development over 

historical preservation.  

Highlighting the city’s extensive transformation, the “Changing Landscapes” 

placard also includes a city map from 1755 that designates this site as the “Negros Buriel 

Ground” [sic.]. While this name reflects the terminology and ideology of the time, the 

ABG’s new designation as the African burial ground highlights the commemorative site’s 

prioritization of a Pan-African perspective. Historical records indicate that individuals 

from Native American and Caribbean backgrounds were also buried at the ABG.158 Yet, 
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those from African backgrounds are given verbal and material prominence in this site. 

While visibly prioritizing African cultures seems to diminish the memory of the other 

groups buried here, the site’s African designation reflects the identity of the activists and 

their work to craft an alternative narrative of the city’s development. Claiming the site as 

“African” stands as a spatial and ideological challenge to centuries of black displacement 

and desecration of sacred sites.159  

 The memorial site also explicitly highlights ways that activists created a Pan-

African place by lobbying for the ABG’s protection. One placard displays a picture of a 

community vigil in 1992 that took place at the site. Visitors learn that: “Community 

activists, politicians, and many others fought vehemently to preserve the burial ground 

and to honor this history and culture. Their efforts led to the designation of 0.34 acres of 

the African Burial Ground as a national monument.” Another placard explains that “[t]he 

rediscovery of the cemetery sparked vigorous efforts to preserve this hallowed ground.” 

Even though the National Park Service is responsible for the site’s day-to-day operations, 

these placards make it clear that the ABG’s preservation was the result of activist efforts. 

The site’s educational displays push visitors to consider the power dynamics behind who 

and what is commemorated. Thus, the site provides a snapshot of commemorative 

activism’s power to shape historical sites and thereby public memories.  

The memorial also instructs visitors to engage with this site as a sacred space, 

treating their presence to be a part of turning this place from a site of desecration to one 

of consecration. The first placard that visitors see when they walk up the memorial 

pathway tells them that “[t]his burial ground is a sacred place.” This is followed by a list 

of prohibited behaviors and a request to respect the burials. By defining the site as sacred, 
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the memorial space is marked as distinct from the surrounding environment—another 

effort to resist assimilation into the greater cityscape. A placard titled: “Sacred Tradition, 

Sacred Ground,” teaches visitors about the seventeenth and eighteenth century burial 

traditions practiced at the ABG. Visitors learn about the ways Africans in New York did 

not fully assimilate but maintained many traditions of their home cultures. The placard 

explains that the city attempted to hinder their distinctive practices by limiting the size of 

African gatherings and the hours they could be out in public. Another sign tells visitors 

that they may “place flowers” on top of the burial mounds, encouraging them to pay 

homage to those buried below. By specifying how bodies should interact with this place, 

the ABG invokes the physical presence of visitors to help remake this once-forgotten site 

into a sacred space.160 In this sense, visitors are taking part in the consecration of this 

space, buttressing the efforts of commemorative activists by honoring their ancestors 

buried below. This transformative process insinuates that reflection and contemplation 

can themselves function as acts of resistance, challenging institutional, ideological, and 

material attempts to erase the city’s slave history.  

Though the placards encourage visitors to help constitute the site as sacred, the 

absence of visible crypts or tombstones hinders bystanders from immediately recognizing 

the site as a burial ground. The ambiguity of the burial space, which is marked by seven 

grassy mounds, reflects the site’s focus on memorializing the losses suffered in New 

York but also by the greater African diaspora. The hiddenness of these remains, 

alongside a memorial that represents the Middle Passage, allows the mounds to serve as a 

symbolic space of mourning for the loss incurred by slavery.  
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Beneath the surface of these mounds are seven crypts filled with 419 coffins 

containing the remains found at the ABG. Though the coffins are out of public view, they 

provide a more private means of showing respect to the cultural origins of the enslaved. 

These coffins and the seven crypts in which they lie were hand-carved from mahogany in 

Ghana—a restorative act that symbolically allowed these remains to be laid to rest in the 

land from which many of them were taken.161 When Dr. Blakey and his team conducted 

their investigation, they found many Ghanaian artifacts and symbols among the 

remains.162 Certainly—not all slaves in New York were from Ghana. Yet, ensuring that 

the remains rested in African-made coffins affirmed that their stories should end as they 

began. This imagery resonates with Stokely Carmichael’s assertion that blacks must see 

Africa, not America, as their symbolic birthplace in order to overturn their colonial 

relationship with the West.163  

The memorial’s design makes this site’s Pan-African focus even more explicit. 

Indeed, the memorial’s tribute to Africa overshadows representations of slavery in New 

York or the African American experience in general. For instance, The Ancestral 

Libation Chamber places the Middle Passage—what some see as the genesis of the 

African diaspora—at the forefront of the exhibit.164 This memorial structure is comprised 

of two 24-ft. granite walls that are fitted together at the top to resemble a ship, a likeness 

that is affirmed by the running water underneath. The chamber’s height is intended to be 

an inverse of the distance below the ground where the skeletal remains were found.165 

Though the bones are out of sight and only recently recovered, the memorial’s loftiness 

ensures that the memory of the interred remains visible. A pathway runs between the 

chamber’s two walls, encouraging visitors to pass through the ship’s hold. Leon named 
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this entrance the “Door of Return.” The name represents a reversal of the “Door of No 

Return,” a designation given to several slave forts on the West African coast where 

kidnapped Africans passed before embarking on the Middle Passage.166 An inscription on 

the granite dedicates this memorial to these victims: “For all those who were lost/ For all 

those who were stolen/ For all those who were left behind/ For all those who were not 

forgotten.” Indeed, this memorial honors all those who were carried off to enslavement—

not just those buried below. Those who visit the memorial are given the chance to reflect 

on the millions of individuals who endured this dangerous voyage. Visitors are forced to 

remember that slavery was not just a product of New York or the American South, but a 

global phenomenon.  

Adinkra symbols flank the memorial’s design, a representation of slavery’s Pan-

African legacy in New York. These symbols originated from Ghana and Cote d'Ivoire, 

thereby reminding visitors of the cultures from which many enslaved individuals were 

taken.167 Their presence on the memorial highlights ways the diaspora’s cultural legacy 

continues to influence these former places of enslavement. One of these symbols is the 

Sankofa, which is etched alongside the memorial’s inscription. The Akan language 

translates it as “it is not taboo to go back and fetch what you forgot,” or, “learn from the 

past to prepare for the future.” In either version, the symbol admonishes the public not to 

forget the enslaved, but to actively engage with their memory and pass those memories 

along to the next generations. The memorial also features a Nsibidi symbol that stands for 

“progress and unity,” representing the solidarity and resilience of those who endured or 

descended from slavery. Above the “Door of Return” is a symbol that means “the 

reliance on God for inspiration.”168 The architect’s decision to flank the memorial with 
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past, present, and future-oriented Adinkra symbols highlights this site’s attempt to 

resurrect the culture of those buried here. The symbols call visitors to recognize ways that 

despite their forced removal, enslaved individuals did not leave their traditions behind. 

For those visitors who share in this heritage, the memorial reifies a symbolic alliance 

between ancestors and their descendants, continuing the work of the activists who fought 

for its existence.  

 Despite the richness of this symbolism, it is likely that most visitors have little to 

no understanding of these Adinkra visuals. A translation is only provided for the Sankofa 

symbol, and it is located on a placard far from the display. The “foreignness” of this 

display highlights the memorial’s Pan-African purpose—that it is a space to celebrate 

aspects of African culture and honor the ancestry of many buried here. Indeed, these 

symbols adorn an ancestral libation chamber at an African burial ground. While the 

informative placards help to educate visitors about the site’s history, the memorial 

appears to primarily serve the city’s enslaved Africans. In the same way that headstones 

are traditionally marked with symbols that honor the deceased, the memorial serves as a 

tribute to the bodies interred below and their descendants. In this sense, the granite 

chamber functions as a collective headstone for all those buried in the ABG and a 

memorial to all who endured the Middle Passage. Just as a headstone is frequently 

adorned with symbols (a cross, crescent moon, flag, etc.) that tell viewers something 

about the deceased’s life, the Adinkra symbols herald the culture and values of those 

buried here. Such symbolism marks this memorial as an African space in the midst of an 

American setting, prioritizing the site’s spiritual purpose over its pedagogical function. 
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The memorial also seems to appeal to the diasporic community by inviting 

visitors to partake in a figurative back-to-Africa movement, fostering personal reflection, 

collective remembrance, and a healing process. The “Door of Return” welcomes back 

ancestors and their descendants, leading them through the ship’s hold to the Circle of 

Diaspora—a circular plaza emblazed with imagery from the global African community. 

Moreover, the memorial’s “libation chamber” designates this site as a spiritual place for 

the living and the deceased to connect.169 This purpose is amplified by the stream of 

water running below—a substance regularly associated with purifying, cleansing, and 

healing powers.170 As visitors engage with this space, they are symbolically undergoing 

this journey of healing and homecoming on behalf of the ancestors. This journey also 

fosters a sense of individual reflection, as the chamber’s narrow opening ensues that only 

one person can pass through at a time. Leon, the memorial’s architect, explained that 

“[w]e were looking for a place of meditation and contemplation, a place where you felt 

protected.”171 As visitors stand in a narrow, dark space with water rushing below, they 

are engaged in a multi-sensory, embodied memory of the original voyage. By hearing the 

water, sensing the closeness of the walls, and realizing the darkness, visitors are able to 

grow in empathy for those who undertook the Middle Passage. The survivors buried 

below serve as a synecdoche for all of the slave trade’s victims. Though anyone is 

welcome to visit the memorial, it seems to foster an experience that resonates with those 

who claim enslaved ancestors, carving out a space of black solidarity amidst the 

Manhattan cityscape.172 

 After visitors embark through these waters and reflect on the Middle Passage, 

they arrive at the Circle of Diaspora—an explicit, material celebration of Pan-African 
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solidarity. This circular plaza slopes six feet below the surface and is semi-enclosed by a 

granite perimeter wall. Twenty more Adinkra symbols are etched along the wall, this 

time with their English translations inscribed below each image. These symbols represent 

diasporic communities in Africa, the Caribbean, Latin America, and North America. 

Through these symbols, visitors encounter a series of values (e.g., love and unity, 

endurance and understanding, adaptability, humility and strength), religious icons (e.g., 

Islam and Christianity), and spiritual concepts (e.g., Supremacy of God, Divinity of 

Mother Earth, Egyptian Symbol of Life). The wall also includes a Native American 

Medicine Wheel in honor of those indigenous persons who were also buried in the 

ABG.173 The plaza’s surface is actually a map of the world, with the landmasses carved 

out in light granite. Africa stands at the very center of this map.  

The Circle of Diaspora challenges Eurocentric views of Africa through its 

spiritual and geographical displays. The Adinkra symbols showcase a wide range of 

religious beliefs and practices, troubling common attempts to homogenize African culture 

and spirituality.174 The memorial’s Afrocentric map also resists racist ideologies that have 

been manifested in historical mapping practices. The Mercator Projection, which was 

created by a Flemish cartographer in 1569, is still the most widely used representation of 

the globe. This map places a disproportionately large Europe at the center of the world 

and diminishes the landmasses in the global south—a spatial representation of Europe’s 

imperialist practices.175 By placing a realistic depiction of Africa at the very center of the 

map, the memorial offers a counternarrative to Eurocentric perspectives of global power. 

Visitors experience this display standing in its midst, engulfed by the circular wall 

marked with Adinkra symbols. The scale of this memorial and its enclosed design makes 
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visitors feel as if they are a part of this diaspora. For visitors who already claim this 

identity, their experiences with the memorial may indeed feel like “coming home,” or “a 

place where [they] feel protected.”176 In contrast, those who do not claim this identity 

may feel like the memorial’s cross-cultural symbolism marks it as a foreign place or 

merely a work of art. Yet for all audiences, the memorial’s visual and material 

representation of Pan-African citizenship marks the site as distinct from its surroundings.  

While the Circle of Diaspora is largely a tribute to the global African community, 

the commemorative space does not lose sight of the local context. Select descriptions of 

the skeletal remains are written along a line that runs in a spiral formation through the 

map on the memorial floor. For example, they read: “Burial 284 man between twenty-

two and twenty-eight years;” “Burial 205 woman between eighteen and twenty years;” 

“Burial 75 newborn or stillborn baby.” Such depictions work to remind visitors of these 

men, women, and children’s individuality and humanity. Because these accounts spiral 

through the Afrocentric map, they offer a visual representation of how New York’s first 

black residents maintained their Pan-African identities amidst the harshness of life in the 

new world. Although most slave communities endured high infant mortality rates and 

shortened lifespans in comparison to white households, this dichotomy was even more 

extreme in urban areas like New York.177 By including a snapshot of the premature 

deaths of the local slave population, visitors are brought from the abstract representation 

of the memorial’s structure to the lived experience of the bodies interred below. Indeed, 

these personalized accounts help visitors encounter the burial ground not as a mass grave, 

but as a resting place for individuals. 
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Commemorative Activism: An Artistic Confrontation of a Whitewashed Space 

The outdoor memorial site was not the ABG coalition’s only commemorative 

victory. Though the GSA did follow through in erecting their new building, the ABG 

Federal Steering Committee worked with the GSA to commission seven pieces of 

commemorative artwork to be displayed in the lobby. These include sculptures, floor 

displays, murals, and paintings that depict various aspects of African culture and the 

slave experience. This artwork pushes the building’s occupants to remember the symbolic 

and material foundation of this structure: 20,000 African and Native American bodies 

and centuries of racial violence. For example, Frank Bender crafted a sculpture that 

featured the busts of three individuals reinterred below the memorial: a woman who was 

unearthed with a musket ball in her back, an elderly woman, and a young man. He 

studied their remains at Howard University and recreated their profiles, encouraging 

observers to remember their lived personhood. Another sculpture—Africa Rising—

features an 18 foot bronze angelic African figure. The figure draws the memorial’s Pan-

African themes from the outside to the inside of the building. To accompany the statue, 

sculptor Barbara Chase-Riboud wrote a poem that highlights the horrors of the Middle 

Passage and praises the resilience of the enslaved. The poem is displayed below the 

statue and recounts regions of Africa from which people were taken: “We came into the 

Hell of deathly white/ Zeila & Somaliland, Galla & Abyssinia, Tigre & Shoa/ Niger & 

Nile, Orange & Congo, Cubango & Kasai.” The GSA suggests that this artwork 

expresses the “interrelationship between all races and backgrounds of people in the 

United States.”178 Yet, because the sculpture shows Africa “rising” and the poem calls 

America “the Hell of deathly white,” it would seem that the GSA’s reading fails to 

capture this artwork’s antagonistic sentiment. Together, the sculpture and poem highlight 
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the power and resilience of the diaspora amidst a history of anti-black violence. The 

artwork’s focus on themes of slavery, suffering, and resistance underscores the ABG 

coalition’s enduring influence on this space. Like the activists, these sculptures work to 

constitute this building as an African sacred space.  

However, these displays also foster a sense of commemorative irony. Though the 

GSA agreed to commission this dedicatory artwork, they also commissioned the 

construction of a 30-story office building over the sacred resting place of the very people 

the artwork commemorates. In this sense, the artwork’s presence transforms the structure 

into a contested space. The striking aesthetics of the lobby artwork contrast sharply with 

the sterile functionality of the building’s metal detectors, desks, and elevators—an 

attempt to acknowledge the space’s historical and spiritual significance amidst the city’s 

commercial and law enforcement centers. Indeed, the commemorative artwork challenges 

occupants to consider ways that the racialized power dynamics that shaped the ABG are 

still at work today. Among other federal agencies, the building houses a contingent of the 

city’s police force and the Federal Bureau of Investigation—two agencies with histories 

of long-standing abuse and violence hindering black liberation and empowerment.179 

During the ABG congressional hearing, activist Elombe Brath argued: …[I]f the FBI and 

the police department are going to be coming in there—particularly the New York Police 

Department—then they needed to have memorialization of who was here hundreds of 

years ago.”180 So while these groups are physically and symbolically elevated above the 

city, the building’s original occupants—the ancestors of those negatively affected by Jim 

Crow justice and illicit law enforcement tactics—are desecrated below the building’s 
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foundation. So while the artwork does push these agencies to confront the site’s racial 

history, the building’s very presence violates the memory of those buried below.  

Though each of the ABG’s commemorative elements vary in form and function, 

the site’s celebration of the Pan-African identity claimed by the descendant community is 

clear. Rather than providing an informative overview of the African American experience 

or a history lesson on New York’s slave community, the site venerates the diaspora’s 

global influence and mourns its collective losses. And how one experiences this site 

would seemingly be impacted by one’s identity. Carole Blair, Greg Dickinson, and Brian 

L. Ott contend that, “a sense of belonging or affiliation is the condition of possibility for 

public memory.”181 In the case of the ABG, this would imply that only those who claim 

an ancestral affiliation with Africa would interact with this memorial as an active site of 

remembering. However, the memorial also ensures that all visitors confront the narratives 

of violence, loss, and resilience memorialized at this site. This dual purpose reflects the 

coalition’s efforts to craft a Pan-African place as a means of both protecting black self-

determination and confronting white spatial domination. Rather than promoting a 

postracial ideal or assimilating African culture into the city’s founding narrative, the 

memorial represents a distinctly Pan-African identity to be venerated by and for members 

of the diaspora.  

Conclusion 

 The unveiling of the African Burial Ground National Monument in 2007 ushered 

in a new chapter for New York’s ideological, memorial, and geographical landscape. 

After more than a decade of debates, protests, public forums, congressional hearings, and 

vigils, the memorial’s construction illuminated the power of commemorative activism 
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and the relevance of black nationalism. As this analysis has shown, the activists fought 

for the site’s protection and commemoration to craft a place for black Americans in the 

city’s past, present, and future. They did so by promoting Pan-African ideals that 

challenged those ideologies of white supremacy embedded in the New York’s 

institutional memory. Finally, the ABG coalition exhibited the rhetorical opportunities 

and challenges afforded by commemorative activism to uphold racial self-determination. 

Each of these arguments rang clear in Howard Dodson’s speech at the dedication of the 

monument.  

 The ABG activists and the monument itself ensured that New York’s slaves 

would no longer be forgotten. But Dodson reminded attendees of this era’s prolonged 

absence from the city’s public memory. For over two hundred years, the men and women 

buried here “lived in a state of historical invisibility, removed from the consciousness of 

the people of New York.” Yet, “the day of historical invisibility is over,” Dodson noted, 

as a result of the descendant community’s efforts to resurrect their ancestors’ voices and 

reinter their bones. Indeed, the ABG memorial stands as an enduring visual, material, and 

symbolic affront to the city’s whitewashed memory and emplaces New York’s African 

roots into the broader cityscape. The memorial also testifies to the descendant 

community’s commitment to actuating their self-determination. In Dodson’s words, “we 

will not be denied our place in history.”182  

 As the activists fought for this memorial, they consistently affirmed a Pan-African 

commitment to black solidarity. Dodson contended that the memorial serves as “a 

pilgrimage site” for the African diaspora, “especially those who come from the enslaved 

populations.” Indeed, the site is not just a tribute to New York’s slave population, but 
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also as Dodson pointed out, a memorial to those slaves who helped build “America as we 

know it today.”183 The “Ancestral Libation Chamber” and “Circle of Diaspora” embody 

the activists’ commitment to constituting a space of healing and cultural pride for all 

Africans and their descendants. In this sense, the ABG coalition’s efforts both rebuffed 

the exclusion of black Americans from the local narrative and stressed the influence of 

Africans on cultures across the globe.  

The debates over the memorial highlight the rhetorical opportunities that 

commemoration affords for marginalized groups to challenge both the physical and 

ideological landscape. Moreover, this analysis underscores ways that commemorations 

can work to ensure a form of material permanence to advocacy efforts. While the 

descendant community circulated petitions and held vigils to bring the site’s desecration 

to light, evidence of these efforts are now tucked away in archival collections. The 

memorial, on the other hand, allows the group’s Pan-African commitments and ancestral 

tributes to circulate in full visibility without temporal constraints. This does not minimize 

the ABG coalition’s advocacy, but rather magnifies their strategic efforts to reframe this 

space from a desecrated burial ground to a protected commemorative site. This case of 

commemorative activism ensured that the city and nation’s history of human kidnapping 

and enslavement would be set in stone for all to see. Indeed, the memorial forces all who 

understand its message to rethink the neocolonial symbolism of New York’s identity as 

“The Empire State.”  

 For those who visit or even pass by the African Burial Ground Memorial, the 

lives of those interred below will live long in their memory. So when Angelou told the 
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crowd at the memorial’s unveiling that “All of us are being 'bidded in' according to how 

we forget you," she was right in reassuring them, “we will not forget you.”184 
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Chapter 2: 
Avenging the Ancestors and Asserting Black Power at the President’s House in 

Philadelphia 

On July 3, 2007, the “Avenging the Ancestors Coalition” (ATAC—pronounced 

“attack”) organized a symbolic funeral service in Philadelphia to bring public attention to 

an often-concealed reality: George Washington’s role as a slaveholder. ATAC set up nine 

cardboard coffins—one for each of George Washington’s slaves who served in his 

presidential home. The symbolic funeral took place in the Independence National 

Historic Park (INHP), next to the Liberty Bell and atop the site of the first “White 

House.” One by one, local children read a eulogy for each slave and then lifted the coffin 

lids to release black balloons into the air.1 This event was part of ATAC’s larger outcry 

against the National Park Service’s (NPS) silence about slavery, especially when it came 

to the idealized “Founding Fathers.” In 2002, ATAC was founded to urge NPS and INHP 

to commemorate the workers who were enslaved in Washington’s home. ATAC led 

protests, circulated petitions, wrote editorials, gave speeches, raised money, and lobbied 

officials from INHP for the creation of a slavery memorial and an exhibit that would 

teach visitors about Washington’s slaves. The group’s efforts, including their annual July 

3 “Black Independence Day” demonstrations, continued until an NPS-funded memorial 

and exhibit opened to the public in 2010.2  

 As ATAC proudly proclaimed, “what we demanded we got.”3 On December 15, 

2010, the very first federally-funded slavery memorial was unveiled right next to the 

Liberty Bell and across from Independence Hall.4 This rectangular glass memorial was 

erected alongside the recovered foundation of Washington’s executive mansion. The site 
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includes an interpretive exhibit titled: “The President’s House: Freedom and Slavery in 

the Making of a New Nation.” Not only does the site tell about the nine slaves who lived 

there with Washington, it also educates visitors about the institution of slavery, 

Philadelphia’s early black community, and governmental efforts to maintain an all-white 

citizenry. This chapter analyzes the press releases, newspaper editorials, and other public 

discourse surrounding the site’s design and construction to demonstrate that ATAC’s 

efforts were significant in shaping this new commemorative space. The group’s protest 

rhetoric also reflected the sustained salience of black nationalism amidst challenges to 

racist commemorative norms in “the birthplace of American independence.”5  

In this chapter, I examine ATAC’s commemorative activism by analyzing the 

group’s public discourse about the President’s House and Slavery Memorial. Specifically, 

I argue that ATAC’s rhetoric leveraged arguments of black power and self-determination 

to challenge the federal government, thereby connecting the historical enslavement of 

Africans to the ongoing persistence of anti-black racism. This discourse and the ensuing 

commemorations also advanced rhetorics of black nationalism by liberating memories of 

Washington’s slaves and redefining the first president’s legacy. Indeed, the President’s 

House and Slavery Memorial materialized the power of these activists to reshape the 

commemorative landscape and thereby reshape memories of the nation’s founding.  

This chapter also highlights the complex dynamic between integrationism and 

separatism within black nationalist ideologies. Although ATAC insisted on a separate 

memorial and exhibit designed by black professionals, they also lobbied for its inclusion 

in the national park system. Dean E. Robinson argues that scholars of black nationalism 

have too often oversimplified this complex ideology by insisting on staunch separatism 
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from predominantly white institutions as its defining attribute. Instead, Robinson asserts 

that expressions of black nationalism have varied in response to the historical moment—

and this has often included a fight for inclusion.6 ATAC lobbied the NPS for a 

governmental commemoration that both acknowledged slavery and was built on their 

terms. They enacted a form of integration predicated on black solidarity by ensuring that 

the black community designed the commemorative site and built it with their own hands. 

Rather than affirming a homogenous, ahistorical vision of black nationalism, this chapter 

examines ways that ATAC adapted their commitment to black liberation and self-

determination to meet the constraints of a commemorative landscape governed by white 

institutions. 

 To better understand why the President’s House became a site of commemorative 

controversy, this chapter begins with a historical overview of slavery in Philadelphia and 

Washington’s enslavement of house laborers in the executive mansion. I then address 

America’s early cultures of remembrance, which venerated the “Founding Fathers,” 

glorified the Revolutionary Era, and erased or distorted memories of the enslaved. Next, I 

provide an overview of ATAC’s rediscovery of this historic site, their protest efforts, and 

their commemoration of the President’s House. Finally, I analyze ATAC’s public 

discourse and the site’s spatial rhetoric, demonstrating ways that commemorative 

activism worked in this debate to decenter whiteness from the national narrative.  

Slavery and Freedom in Philadelphia 

While slavery in Philadelphia peaked in the mid-eighteenth century, enslaved men 

and women worked in the city as early as 1684. In that year, a cargo ship called the 

Bristol transported 150 enslaved Africans to an auction in Philadelphia. Many local 
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merchants also acquired slaves from Jamaica and Barbados through the sugar trade. 

Around the mid-eighteenth century, half of all Philadelphians owned at least one slave, 

and Pennsylvania’s slave population topped 30,000 according to most estimates.7 Most 

slaves served as domestic helpers, shipbuilders, or iron laborers. While the large influx of 

European immigrants to Philadelphia made indentured servitude a common source of 

labor, many officials, dignitaries, and merchants chose to keep slaves instead because 

they could hold them for life. As the state’s founder William Penn explained, “a man has 

them [then] while they live.”8 Philadelphia also had a sizeable free black population, 

though they often faced as many oppressive regulations as enslaved Africans. In 1726, 

for example, the city passed “An Act for the better Regulation of Negroes.” The act 

required all black men be “bound to service” until the age of 21, legalized the 

enslavement of free blacks caught harboring a runaway slave, and permitted the 

execution of any black person married to a white person.9  

Slavery nevertheless sparked widespread disagreement in the nation’s first capital. 

Washington, as a slaveholder and a public figure, encapsulated the city’s tension in his 

efforts to disguise his use of slave labor. Historian Gary B. Nash argues that after the 

American Revolution, Philadelphia became both “the largest and most important center 

of free black life in the United States” and therefore a hotbed of anti-black racism.10 In 

1780, Pennsylvania passed the Gradual Abolition Act, criminalizing the importation of 

slaves and limiting bond service to a period of six months.11 Yet because of widespread 

resistance to the proposal, the legislation was fraught with compromises that effectively 

extended slavery into the nineteenth century. For example, the act maintained that any 

person enslaved before the 1780 law would remain enslaved until their death, while any 
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of their future children would be held as indentured servants until they were 28 years old. 

So, despite the northern state’s efforts toward “removing as much as possible the Sorrows 

of those, who have lived in undeserved Bondage,” slavery in some form was sustained in 

Pennsylvania until the Civil War.12  

As ATAC highlighted in their activist efforts, Washington openly defied 

Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act. The president moved his family to Philadelphia in 

1790 when Congress declared it the first U.S. capital. Washington also brought nine 

slaves with him from Mount Vernon—Austin, Christopher, Giles, Hercules, Joe, Moll, 

Oney Judge, Paris, and Richmond.13 To evade the city’s slave regulations, Washington 

rotated his slaves between Philadelphia and Virginia periodically, ensuring that none 

remained in Philadelphia for more than six months at a time. This loophole meant that 

when they returned, their six months of bond service would begin again. Correspondence 

between Washington and his secretary, Tobias Lear, demonstrates that he was aware of 

Pennsylvania’s laws regarding slavery. In 1791, he wrote to Lear:  

…[I]n case it shall be found that any of my Slaves may, or any for them shall 
attempt their freedom at the expiration of six months, it is my wish and desire that 
you would send the whole, or such part of them as Mrs. Washington may not 
chuse to keep, home—for although I do not think they would be benefitted by the 
change, yet the idea of freedom might be too great a temptation for them to resist. 

 
Washington requested that “these Sentiments and this advise may be known to none 

but yourself & Mrs. Washington,” indicating his desire to keep his illicit plans secret.14  

 Washington had the executive mansion physically remodeled to accommodate his 

enslaved workers. Upon moving to the city, Washington wrote to Lear that although the 

home was “the best they could get… without additions, it is inadequate to the 

commodious accommodation of my family.”15 The “additions” Washington required 
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were slave quarters, which he had built above the stables and the smoke house. The 

remodeled house also included a “servant’s hall,” a long room where servants and slaves 

would work and eat. However, Washington’s insurance policy from 1798 merely 

described this room as “another kitchen.”16 So while the first president invested time and 

money into a structure that accommodated his slaveholding lifestyle, he also invested 

energy in a plan to keep his slaveholding out of the public’s eye.  

Public Memory, National Identity and the Revolutionary Era 

 Throughout their commemorative campaign, ATAC protested the erasure of black 

nation-building efforts from the national narrative. They suggested that one significant 

reason for this skewed memory was an overzealous veneration of the founders and the 

Revolutionary Era. Such concerns underscore Benedict Anderson’s observation that 

national identity and national memory are mutually constitutive.17 Indeed, what we 

believe it means to be “American” today is in large part shaped by how we remember the 

country’s inception, history, past leaders, and former citizens.18 As Homi Bhabha argued, 

“national memory is always the site of hybridity of histories and the displacement of 

narratives.”19 National memory sites like the INHP frequently serve as material 

repositories of these histories.20 In this instance, ATAC exposed ways that idealized 

memories of Washington and the Revolution displaced shameful narratives of slavery 

and racism that are central to the nation’s founding. 

 A formative dimension of nationalism in the United States is the reverence of the 

country’s founding documents.21 Throughout the nineteenth century, towns across 

America chose prominent citizens to deliver the Declaration of Independence on July 4 

each year. These recitations were usually accompanied by a speech calling for citizens to 
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recognize God’s unique calling for the nation, to embody republican virtues, and to 

embrace the founders’ early commitment to civil liberty, independence, and political 

equality.22 Such reverence has carried over into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 

Over one million people each year journey to the National Archives in Washington, D.C. 

to view the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.23 Every year, over 700,000 

people visit Independence Hall in Philadelphia—just feet from the President’s House—in 

order to commemorate the composition of these documents and the men who signed 

them.24 Indeed, these “Charters of Freedom” have come to be seen as the nation’s “sacred 

scriptures,”25 inspiring not just respect for the physical documents, but reverence for the 

national ideals they capture.  

 The white statesmen known as the “Founding Fathers” also hold a venerated 

status in the nation’s memory,26 and none more so than George Washington. Public 

memory surrounding Washington has consistently framed him as a benevolent national 

hero. Early nineteenth-century biographers published dozens of pamphlets detailing his 

selfless, heroic deeds. Parson Weems told stories of Washington providing jobs for the 

poor, “saving numbers of poor women and children from miserable famine,” and 

performing many “deeds of justice and benevolence” that have “brought more glory to 

God, more good to man, and more honor to himself than any life ever spent since the race 

of man began.”27 Even his slave ownership was celebrated. One eulogist proclaimed that 

Washington “blended the authority of the master with the care and kindness of the 

guardian and friend.”28 Twenty-first century biographies have sustained this movement, 

naming Washington: “His Excellency,” “Hero of the American Revolution,” and 

“America’s Moral Exemplar.”29 Hundreds of monuments and memorials have been 
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erected around the world in Washington’s honor. The 3 to 5 million tourists who visit the 

U.S. Capitol each year encounter a fifteen-foot tall, deified painting of the president in 

the Apotheosis of Washington, a 4,664 square-foot fresco that covers the rotunda 

ceiling.30 Since the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association opened Washington’s home to the 

general public in 1860, over 80 million people have paid homage to the country’s first 

president.31 These books, statues, paintings, and places promote a public memory of 

Washington as not just as a political figure, but as the nation’s “benevolent father whose 

authority descended from his character and personal achievement.”32 Thus, ATAC’s 

attempt to reshape America’s “symbolic relations” with its first president challenged the 

nation’s memory of its moral genesis.33 

Beyond the nation’s capital, arguably no better place represents the nation’s 

obsession with the founding’s leaders, values, and documents than Philadelphia. At the 

center of this city is the INHP, a nexus of structures that “preserves and interprets park 

resources significantly associated with the American Revolution and the founding and 

growth of the United States of America.”34 The park and the surrounding downtown area 

host historic sites that promote the country’s avowed founding principles, including: the 

Liberty Bell Center, Independence Hall, Independence Visitor Center, the Constitution 

Center, the Signers Garden, Washington Square, the National Liberty Museum, and other 

historic homes and buildings from the Founding Era. Yet, the NPS conducted an 

ethnographic survey of park visitors in 1995 which revealed that African Americans from 

both Philadelphia and the rest of the country felt these sites held little relevance to their 

history or culture. Such results prompted the NPS to incorporate more information about 

the city’s role in the Underground Railroad and emancipation movement into its 
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educational programs and the new Independence Visitor Center that opened in 2003.35 

While the NPS was clearly attempting to diversify its narratives, ATAC’s call for a 

slavery memorial still faced resistance. For ATAC’s commemorative activism did not 

merely advocate for another historic site, it displaced the city’s narrative as a temple of 

liberty and a host to the nation’s greatest moral benefactors.  

Recovering Memories of the President’s House 

 The last remains of Washington’s mansion were razed in 1952 to make way for 

INHP.36 While the Philadelphia National Shrines Park Commission had attempted to save 

and commemorate the structure in 1947, their appeals were overshadowed by the 

elaborate plans for the new park.37 Another attempt to commemorate this site was made 

in 2001, when members of the Independence Hall Association wrote a letter to Martha 

Aikens, Superintendent of the NPS. They proposed that the NPS reconstruct the floorplan 

and provide a description of the President’s House for visitors to INHP. At the time, the 

park’s only reference to the executive mansion was on a small plaque outside of a 

women’s restroom facility built on the site. Aikens rejected their proposal, writing that 

constructing the commemoration adjacent to the Liberty Bell would “create a design 

dissonance between the two features, potentially causing confusion for visitors.”38 It was 

not until 2002, when historian Benjamin Lawler Jr. published a groundbreaking essay in 

the Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, that the NPS considered creating a 

more significant commemoration of the President’s House. Not only did Lawler assert 

the significance of Washington’s home, but he also provided archival evidence that 

affirmed the president’s evasion of local emancipation laws and identified the slave 

quarters just outside of the newly-planned Liberty Bell Center.39 Lawler’s research and 
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the NPS’s reluctance to acknowledge the site’s slave history were discussed by 

journalists and historians in the New York Times, the Philadelphia Inquirer, and on 

National Public Radio.40 The press coverage then spurred activist groups like ATAC to 

ensure that the nation’s slave history would not be obscured by the forthcoming $13 

million commemoration to liberty.  

 Michael Coard, a local attorney, founded ATAC in 2002 after reading Lawler’s 

report about the slaves held in the executive mansion. As their website notes, ATAC is “a 

broad-based organization of African American historians, attorneys, elected officials, 

religious leaders, media personalities, community activists, and registered voters.”41 In 

March of that year, ATAC circulated a petition demanding that the NPS include the 

recognition of Washington’s slave quarters in their redesign of INHP and include a 

slavery memorial on the site as well.42 Beginning in 2002 and continuing until the 

completion of the President’s House in 2009, ATAC held annual “Black Independence 

Day” protests on July 3rd. Their protests inspired critical media coverage of the NPS’s 

apparent disregard for the site’s slave history, and the group made their grievances known 

during the INHP’s public forum in 2004.43  

 While the NPS was initially reluctant to alter their plans for the new Liberty Bell 

Center or to acknowledge the site’s slave history, they eventually agreed to both an 

excavation and a commemoration at the President’s House. In 2002, both the 

Pennsylvania State Legislature and the U.S. House of Representatives passed resolutions 

that urged the NPS to commemorate both Washington’s home and the slaves who lived 

there.44 Park officials stated that by focusing solely on the Liberty Bell, they were just 

“following what the vast majority of people wanted on that block.”45 While the next year 
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they did agree to recognize the site of the President’s House, they released a site design at 

a public meeting on January 15, 2003 that made no mention of slaves or the site’s slave 

quarters. After another year of protests and press coverage, park officials created an 

advisory committee that included historians, journalists, and ATAC leaders. By 

December, the NPS released a new design that recognized the slave quarters—only to 

have them disappear from the site plans again in 2005. The next year, Congress awarded 

NPS with $3.6 million in federal funds to excavate and commemorate the site. After 

several more meetings with the advisory committee, NPS finally hired a minority-owned 

archaeology firm to complete an excavation and then to re-incorporate the slave quarters 

into the site design.46  

The excavation attracted over 300,000 observers between March 21 and July 31, 

2007. Not only did the dig confirm the location of the slave quarters, but it also revealed 

an underground passageway that Washington had built to shuttle his slaves and servants 

between the kitchen and the living spaces. On December 13, 2007, the City of 

Philadelphia and the NPS held a public meeting where they announced the incorporation 

of the archaeological findings into the commemorative site design. The officials began a 

public fundraising campaign for the site—a campaign that Coard and members of ATAC 

supported. Construction of the President’s House exhibit began in 2009, with two-thirds 

of all labor contracts going to minority and women-owned businesses.47 On December 

15, 2010, the President’s House exhibit and slavery memorial were officially unveiled in 

a ceremony where Coard gave the opening remarks. After dedicating the commemoration 

to his enslaved ancestors, he told the crowd: “we have finally begun to avenge you.”48 
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Commemorative Activism: Maintaining Power and Agency in the Fight for Inclusion 

ATAC’s protest rhetoric mimicked the rhetorical traditions of black nationalism 

through their commitment to black representation and self-determination. At the same 

time, these activists lobbied the NPS to assume responsibility for integrating a slavery 

site into INHP. These ideological tensions were subsequently manifest in the President’s 

House Exhibit and Slavery Memorial that opened in 2010. In the next section, I establish 

that this group’s commemorative activism advanced four interrelated goals: honoring 

kinship, securing self-determination, revising the national narrative, and reconstituting 

the INHP.  

Avenging the Ancestors and Honoring Kinship 

 Though ATAC is a self-proclaimed “broad-based organization,” its avowed 

dedication to “avenging the ancestors” implies a familial connection among members. 

The activists frequently refer to themselves as “descendants,” or “descendants of the 

victims of European slavery.” By claiming a kinship connection to former slaves, ATAC 

constitutes an identity for themselves that is distinct from their predominately white 

counterparts at the NPS. This identification implies that they have inherited the anguish 

caused by slavery and are obligated to seek vengeance on their family’s behalf. By 

identifying as “descendants” and seeking justice for their ancestors, these activists 

embody what Vivien Green Fryd calls the “intergenerational transmission of trauma.” 

This is a process through which communities with traumatic pasts pre-dating their birth 

acquire such an intimate connection with their ancestors that they “seem to constitute 

memories [of the event] in their own right.”49 ATAC holds this shared lineage and 

“intergenerational transmission of trauma” as the basis for group membership, uniting a 
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diverse group of African Americans through their emotional and genealogical proximity 

to slavery. 

ATAC’s familial rhetoric resonates with black nationalist principles of ancestral 

reverence and the recognition of slavery’s violent legacy.50 Black nationalists have often 

challenged notions of white supremacy by promoting the cultural superiority and strength 

of their African ancestors.51 In Malcolm X’s “Program of the Organization of Afro-

American Unity,” for example, he wrote that in order for African Americans to 

understand their current subjugation: “We will have to know the whole story of how we 

were kidnapped from Africa; how our ancestors were brutalized, dehumanized, and 

murdered; and how we are continually kept in a state of slavery.”52 As ATAC members 

remember their enslaved ancestors, they also challenge rhetorics of familial nationalism 

that commend the first statesmen as the citizenry’s “fathers” and promote the notion of 

America as a “family.”53 Instead, they claim an alternative genealogy that reveals how 

the nation’s earliest racial hierarchies continue to shape and divide Americans.  

In several of ATAC’s position papers, the group declared itself to be “descendants 

of the victims of the greatest holocaust in the history of humankind.”54 By depicting the 

slave trade in this way, ATAC represented slavery as an unmatched instance of evil—

outranking those events often associated with foreign governments and wars involving 

multiple nations across Europe and Asia. Samantha Power described this rhetorical 

strategy as “holocaustizing,” where comparisons to the Holocaust can invoke 

humanitarian responses as well as a desire for the prosecution of the perpetrator(s).55 

Certainly, this is not the first instance wherein black nationalists depicted slavery as a 

holocaust. Pan-Africanist Maulana Karenga referred to the “Holocaust of Enslavement” 
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when explaining the need to “build and sustain an African family, community, and 

culture.” He stated: 

…It is for this reason, among others, that the Holocaust of Enslavement was so 
devastating. For not only did it destroy tens of millions of lives, which is morally 
monstrous in itself, but it also destroyed great cultural achievements, created 
technological and cultural arrest and thus eroded and limited the human 
possibility Africa offered the world. In fact, the effects of this Holocaust are 
present even today both in terms of the problems of the Continent and those of the 
Diaspora.56  

 
ATAC’s “holocaustizing” language made their demand for a memorial and public 

recognition of presidential slavery seem more than reasonable by invoking public 

memories of previous genocides. ATAC explained that they used the term holocaust 

“because our ancestors had their culture, religion, language, families, homelands, lives, 

and even status as humans ruthlessly, violently, and viciously stripped from them for 

three centuries by America.”57 This list of harms endured by the nation’s slaves pushed 

park officials and the general public to recognize the magnitude of slavery’s evils. 

Indeed, memorials usually recognize the significant contributions of a deceased person(s) 

or a tragic event. A memorial to slavery would do both: it would honor the resilience of 

those who lost their homes, cultures, and lives to this system of oppression and 

commemorate their contributions to the nation’s founding and growth.  

ATAC members not only identified with their ancestors, they sought to avenge 

them—a means of seeking restitution and justice on a communal rather than personal 

level. On the coalition’s webpage, they gave a full explanation of their deliberate use of 

the term “avenging.” ATAC explained: “to avenge is to pursue ‘deserved or just 

punishment for wrongs or oppressions.’” They explicitly differentiated this from revenge, 

which to them “connotes personal malice and bitter resentment.” Such language 
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constituted a shared, collective identity between these contemporary activists and their 

enslaved ancestors. Their commemorative demands reflected a black nationalist call for 

“unity and liberation of all Africans who were colonised on the African continent, and 

those in the diaspora who were forcibly dislocated from Africa and dispersed as slaves.”58 

ATAC further clarified that it “seeks deserved or just punishment— i.e., condemnation 

and correction— in regard to a wrong or oppression, e.g., President George Washington's 

enslavement of Black men, women, and children here in Philadelphia at America’s first 

‘White House.’”59 In this case, “punishment,” appears to take the form of shame—

confronting the nation with its tarnished history of slavery and racial violence. The term 

“avenging” implies that the person or group who has been wronged should take 

corrective action against the offender—a core philosophy of black nationalism.60 As the 

descendants of America’s slaves, ATAC argued that they have a familial obligation to 

“avenge” their ancestors’ memories.  

ATAC’s call to “avenge” suggests that they have inherited the responsibility to 

challenge the institutions that allowed slavery to persist, imbuing their confrontational 

arguments with a rhetoric of black power. These institutions—the federal government 

and the City of Philadelphia— are the same institutions that concealed the presence of 

slavery at the President’s House. By pushing these authorities to build a slavery memorial 

and an exhibit that acknowledged Washington’s role as a slaveholder, ATAC 

“condemn[ed]” sanitized depictions of Washington’s presidency and “correct[ed]” the 

notion that slavery was limited to the American South. This instance of commemorative 

activism subsequently functioned as an expression of black power, which McCartney 

defined as “the general agreement that the black community itself must take the lead in 
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alleviating the legacies stemming from racism.”61 ATAC took it upon itself to expose the 

government’s ongoing complicity in slavery’s legacy and to alleviate racism on their 

ancestors’ behalf. By lobbying the NPS to acknowledge slavery’s harms, ATAC crafted a 

historical alliance with their ancestors and other black nationalists who invoked 

memories of slavery in the fight for black freedom.62 As ATAC assured its website 

readers, “[c]learly, avenging is the perfect word.”63 

 Members of ATAC also invoked their ancestral relationship as a rationale for 

prioritizing black involvement in reshaping INHP’s commemorative landscape. This 

partnership demonstrated ATAC’s commitment to both maintaining a distinctive identity 

and working alongside the government agency. In 2004, ATAC was invited to take part 

in the INHP planning meetings for the President’s House.64 The NPS determined that 

excavations at the site would start in 2007 and construction would begin in 2009. ATAC 

subsequently declared that their “next battle” was “to make sure that today’s free Black 

sons and daughters of yesterday’s enslaved Black fathers and mothers” are hired for the 

“historic Slavery Memorial/President's House project.”65 In this instance, it was ATAC’s 

symbolic relationship with their enslaved ancestors that designated them as the rightful 

directors of their material tribute. By ensuring that descendants created and built the 

memorial, ATAC recognized ways that physical spaces can reflect the identities of their 

creators and shape their surrounding communities.66 These activists acknowledged a 

familial connection to the slaves that lived in Washington’s house, and so the opportunity 

to recover lost artifacts and rebuild this place exemplified the tangible recovery of a 

family archive. Thus, they insisted that a slavery memorial should be produced by and for 

black Americans.  
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Avenging the Ancestors and Securing Self-Determination 

Throughout ATAC’s commemorative campaign, their discourse engaged identity 

politics in a way that advanced black solidarity and self-determination. They advocated 

for the construction of a slavery memorial and an exhibit that acknowledged 

Washington’s slaves. And they insisted that these commemorations be built “with 

substantive and ongoing input from the African American community.”67 This demand 

challenged the existing commemorative culture of INHP and most national memory sites, 

where federal institutions rather than citizen groups usually hold decision-making 

power.68 ATAC’s platform aligns with what Linda Martín Alcoff and Satya P. Mohanty 

explain are the two main reasons that groups often invoke their shared identities in 

moments of cultural struggle: (1) “identities are often resources of knowledge especially 

relevant for social change, and that; (2) oppressed groups need to be at the forefront of 

their own liberation.”69 ATAC recognized that their lived experiences and cultural 

background uniquely qualified them to speak to representations of slavery. This desire for 

identity-based unity was explicit in ATAC’s membership agreement in which ATAC 

affiliates agreed to: “not publicly vilify, defame, or otherwise disparage any Black person 

or Black organization in connection with the SM/PH” (Slavery Memorial/President’s 

House).70 This pact resonated with Malcolm X’s call for black solidarity in the struggle 

against white supremacy. In his 1963 “Message to the Grassroots,” he charged: “Instead 

of us airing our differences in public, we have to realize we're all the same family. And 

when you have a family squabble, you don't get out on the sidewalk. …We need to stop 

airing our differences in front of the white man.”71 Indeed, ATAC’s shared identification 

with the African American experience eclipsed the differences they had in other identities 
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and beliefs, solidifying their commitment to black solidarity. This framework aligned 

with black nationalist principles that prioritize racial unity over coalition building and 

separation over assimilation.72  

ATAC fought for black representation on the memorial’s team as a means to 

bolster black economic power and push the federal government to live up to its “national 

ideals.” In a memo to the NPS Oversight Committee, ATAC argued for the prioritization 

of black workers “because justice demands it.” The statement read: “ATAC and others 

demand— in the interest of equity, equal opportunity, justice, and fairness— that Black 

architects, Black designers, Black construction firms, Black historians, and other Black 

workers be selected to play a ‘substantial, significant, and prominent’ role in the slavery 

commemoration project.” Black nationalism has long been intertwined with the labor 

struggle, as activists have sought to bolster the economic self-reliance of black 

communities by supporting black-owned businesses and employing black workers.73 In 

demanding that the project designers employ black laborers in the name of “equity, equal 

opportunity, justice, and fairness,” ATAC also appropriated widely accepted American 

values to justify such a decision. These arguments protected ATAC from people who 

may have argued that the preference of black laborers was an act of unfair discrimination. 

Their memo concluded with a one-sentence summary of their page-long statement: 

“UNPAID BLACK LABOR IN THE PAST- PAID BLACK LABOR IN THE 

PRESENT!”74 For ATAC, the President’s House was about restoring black labor and 

black control in the commemorative sphere. 

 ATAC’s insistence on being involved in every part of the memorial-building 

process advanced a form of commemorative activism that prioritized agency and 
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inclusion over paternalism or exclusion. The group’s platform echoed the efforts of past 

black nationalist movements for political, economic, and aesthetic self-determination—

all while lobbying for a site within the government-run park.75 By insisting that black 

Americans make up the majority of the memorial’s workforce, ATAC tempered the 

government’s jurisdiction over the memorial’s research, design, and construction. Giving 

the NPS full authority over the site would have violated ATAC’s mission to allow black 

Americans to commemorate their own historical experience. As Larry Neal, a leading 

voice of the Black Arts Movement asserted, “the necessity for black people to define the 

world in their own terms” is a consistent force in the advancement of black power.76 In 

this case, ATAC demanded that the descendants of slaves take initiative in defining their 

past and the public’s memory of slavery. ATAC’s insistence on a majority-black 

workforce paralleled the very narrative they were working to reconstruct—that African 

Americans have always played a significant role in the making and meaning of national 

structures. And their efforts were by and large successful, with women and men of color 

representing roughly 67 percent of the memorial’s workforce.77 In this sense, ATAC’s 

advocacy captured the nuanced historical tension between integration and separation by 

creating a separate black labor force for the completion of a government-run project.  

As ATAC embraced racial solidarity in their commemorative campaign, they 

underscored their antagonistic relationship with the NPS. This highlights their substantive 

influence over the project despite its integrated leadership. The activists relied heavily on 

metaphors of war and violence to describe their efforts, a linguistic choice that 

heightened the urgency of this memorial and the impact of their advocacy. After ATAC 

members were invited to help design the Slavery Memorial in 2004, founder Michael 
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Coard announced, “we ordinary black folks forced the most powerful government in the 

world to go from denying to designing.” Coard compared the group’s persuasive efforts 

to a boxing match, telling a reporter, “I consider today the knock out punch. This is the 

fifteenth round. We've been throwing hooks, jabs, uppercuts—all that stuff and pretty 

much have the government's knees buckling.”78 In 2009, ATAC congratulated group 

members who “led the successful battle to force the federal government to commemorate 

the nine African descendants enslaved by President George Washington.”79 Black 

freedom activists have frequently engaged such comparisons, likening their struggles to 

acts of war and violence,80 and thereby channeling the forcefulness of physical resistance 

into the symbolic force of activist rhetoric. ATAC was not merely suggesting, they were 

“demanding” and “forcing” change, pushing government officials to realize that this 

“battle” was about more than a memorial. This commemorative activism exposed the 

government’s historical complicity with slavery and their continued obfuscation of its 

memory as a war crime.  

ATAC highlighted the inadequacy of the NPS’s efforts to commemorate 

Washington’s slaves and emphasized their identity as the rightful authorities over the 

project. In Coard’s speech at the memorial’s opening, he told the audience that ATAC 

“called out” the NPS for their apathy regarding slavery. He said that the agency “knew all 

about it then but did absolutely nothing about it,” and when ATAC told them “what they 

already knew,” the park officials “continued to ignore it.”81 Coard’s exposé suggested 

that it was not a lack of knowledge that kept the NPS from memorializing the former 

slaves, but the active disregard for their memory. By exposing this act of commemorative 

negligence, Coard stressed the necessity of ATAC’s activism. Indeed, the force of 
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ATAC’s rhetoric intensified the longer park officials refused to acknowledge slavery. In 

their 2003 “Position Paper,” ATAC stated that the group “wants a culturally dignified, 

historically complete, physically dramatic, and timely installed and/or timely presented 

commemorative project, as well as other permanent memorializing acknowledgments- 

with substantive and ongoing input from the African American community.” By 2004, 

the group changed their opening clause to read “ATAC requires…,” and by 2005, they 

“demanded a right” to expose “Washington’s historically documented wrongs.”82 The 

escalating gravity of ATAC’s language reflected the black nationalist belief that whites 

will never willfully divulge power to a black minority—they must be forced to do so. 

Carmichael notes that in order to achieve black power, “we shall have to struggle for the 

right to create our own terms through which to define ourselves, and our relationship to 

society, and to have these terms recognized.”83 Moreover, ATAC’s demand for a 

“culturally dignified, historically complete, physically dramatic” commemoration 

insinuated that the established plans for the President’s House did not embody such 

qualities. Such rhetoric framed the NPS as incapable of properly managing this 

commemorative project and depicted the black community as the empowered experts of 

their own history.  

Even when ATAC forged political partnerships, they retained a separate identity 

as the project’s chief advocates and rightful leaders. In 2005, Congressman Chaka Fattah 

introduced an amendment to the Interior Department’s budget, eventually securing $3.6 

million in federal funding for the President’s House site.84 In a press release 

acknowledging the amendment, ATAC clarified that it was them who “provided 

substantial documentation” to Fattah regarding “the nine enslaved African descendants 
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there.” Though it is not entirely clear how, ATAC also stated that they “helped to secure 

$1.5 million from Mayor John Street of Philadelphia.”85 By asserting their involvement in 

these political and financial gains, ATAC is ensuring that commemorative activism 

remains an integral part of this project. And when the NPS invited ATAC to be a part of 

the exhibit’s planning committee, the activists questioned the agency’s motives and 

grappled with the sincerity of such a coalition. “It was not altruism that led INHP recently 

to do the right thing,” Coard asserted, “it was ATAC and others that persuaded INHP, an 

agency of the most powerful government on the planet, to go from ‘denying to 

designing.’”86 It was as if ATAC was preemptively fighting off governmental co-option 

of their efforts—a risk that has consistently plagued black freedom activists.87 ATAC did 

not just want a memorial that honored Washington’s slaves, they wanted their activism to 

be remembered as well. Indeed, their statements suggest that the act of self-recognition is 

itself a form of commemorative activism, challenging the ways that government 

institutions have historically silenced black voices. By safeguarding their self-

determination of Philadelphia’s commemorative landscape, they affirmed Stephen 

Browne’s admonition that “people not only remember, but get remembered, and under 

conditions of historical inequality, getting remembered must take on a politics of its 

own.”88 

For ATAC, the memorial’s construction was not just a means of securing black 

representation, it was also a means of securing reparations. As Robin D. G. Kelley noted, 

“[t]he desire for self-reliance is at the center of the reparations struggle.”89 In a letter to 

the President’s House Oversight Committee, ATAC asserted that: “Although this horrific 

loss can never be regained, it can and must be addressed by word and by deed. The word 
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must be a verbal and official acknowledgement by America of its more than 246-year 

crime against humanity. And the deed must be a physical manifestation of that word.”90 

ATAC’s reasoning here redefined the act of memorializing and highlighted the potential 

for commemorative activism to address historical injustices. They were not advocating 

for a memorial as a somber tribute, an honorable gesture, or act of appreciation, but as 

reparation for the emotional, physical, and cultural cost brought on by slavery. A “verbal 

and official acknowledgement” of the nation’s endorsement of slaveholding would be 

insufficient. Such a statement must also be expressed through material means, making 

visible the country’s tainted history. As Coard asserted: 

…ATAC seeks a culturally-dignified, historically-complete, prominently-
conspicuous, physically-dramatic, formally-official, and timely-installed 
commemoration on the grounds of the President’s House to honor, primarily, the 
nine enslaved African descendants. …. That, and only that, will begin to move 
toward the healing of the catastrophic injury that was slavery. And, in particular, 
it will begin to move toward the healing of the “black eye” on George 
Washington’s “White House” [emphasis in original].91  

 
ATAC framed the slavery memorial and exhibit as “bare minimum” rather than “above 

and beyond” gestures. These commemorations would foster a space of healing for the 

descendants of slaves, offering a partial remedy for their inherited trauma.92   

 While scholars, activists, and officials have long debated what reparations for 

slavery could or should look like in the United States,93 ATAC’s rhetoric suggested that 

commemorative restitution would be a step toward justice. Indeed, many black freedom 

activists and nationalists have fought for reparations as an act of symbolic and/or 

financial redress. Marcus Garvey, for example, reproached the United States and Europe 

for stealing resources and kidnapping people from Africa. He repeatedly asked Western 

nations to “hand it back” at a speech in Liberty Hall in 1923. In James Forman’s 1969 
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Black Manifesto, he demanded “$500,000,000 from the Christian white churches and the 

Jewish synagogues” to be spent on job training centers, universities, publishing houses, 

land banks, and other resources to uplift the black community, “because racist white 

America has exploited our resources, our minds, our bodies, our labor.”94 Although most 

cases for reparations have yet to be met with financial compensation, these arguments 

constitute a memory of slavery that is not an era of isolated oppression, but one chapter in 

the West’s ongoing subjugation of black communities. As Michael Hanchard noted, 

“[r]acism, slavery, reparations, nationalism and anticolonial struggle, and migration” are 

“the constitutive themes of black memory.”95 Thus, ATAC’s framing of the memorial as 

“a partial step toward complete reparations”96 affirmed the power of commemoration to 

address historical injustice without invalidating the economic advocacy of other black 

activists.  

Avenging the Ancestors and Revising the National Narrative  

 As ATAC lobbied the NPS for the creation of a slavery memorial, they also 

decentered whiteness from narratives about the nation’s founding that were memorialized 

throughout INHP. Their position papers, press releases, and protest marches displayed the 

magnitude of slavery’s harms, highlighted black nation-building efforts, and exposed 

Washington’s deceitfulness. This protest rhetoric exemplifies ways that commemorative 

activism can serve as a platform for revising public memories and challenging prominent 

national narratives. As Hanchard explained, oppressed groups are frequently moved to 

commemorate as a means of advancing their own nationalism: 

African descendants in the new world have often deployed nationalistic rituals to 
compensate for the absence of state support or inclusion in the nation state. This 
also emphasizes the centrality of “forgetting” to state-sanctioned memory to 
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further a sense of unity. Thus, subordinated groups have a strong impetus to “keep 
alive” the histories and peoples repressed or denied by the state.97 

 
ATAC’s rhetoric worked to “keep alive” memories of slavery’s atrocity and 

Washington’s dishonesty through such nationalist rituals as protesting and memorial 

making.  

 ATAC expounded on slavery’s physical, mental, cultural, and spiritual 

degradation in order to liberate memories of this oppressive system from historical 

erasure. In their letter to the memorial’s oversight committee, they reminded members 

that America’s enslavement of Africans “constituted not only the total loss of liberty but 

also the total loss of culture, family, language, land, religion, human status, and name, as 

well as, for many, the loss of sanity, limb, and even life.”98 This statement invalidated 

public memories of slavery that equated this system with indentured servitude as well as 

Lost Cause narratives of the “happy slave.”99 In an essay defending ATAC’s choice to 

use the term “avenging,” Coard expressed shock at the public’s apathy toward the 

country’s slave history. He wondered “why these people express their concern or alarm 

about ‘avenge’ but never express their concern or alarm— or justifiable horror— about 

the outrageously brutal violence of slavery itself.”100 Coard’s statement resonated with 

Ronald W. Walters’s point that discussions about state-sanctioned oppression have often 

been distorted to accommodate “the creation myth of America,” thereby hindering the 

nation from “a liberating discussion of slavery.”101 Indeed, ATAC’s descriptions of 

slavery challenged founding beliefs that U.S. slavery was “better” and “more humane” 

than slavery in other parts of the world because of Americans’ benevolence and 

republican virtue.102 Some slaveholders even held that Africans and their descendants 

were better off enslaved in America than free in their homeland.103 In contrast, ATAC’s 
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rhetoric advanced public memories of slavery that did not hesitate to expose the evils of 

early white America. 

 ATAC also cultivated public memories that depicted how African Americans 

contributed to the nation’s founding and growth. Like a host of black freedom activists 

before them, ATAC challenged a nationalism that focused on the heroic actions of a few 

white men and instead placed black citizens at the center of the national narrative. 

William B. Ackah notes that people of African descent have worked to “defend black 

culture and propagate the notion of a distinct black contribution to humanity and 

civilisation” since the slave era.104 In their position papers, ATAC gave lists of “distinct 

black contributions” to the nation state in order to justify the memorial’s creation. They 

argued that such a commemoration was necessary “because our ancestors as forced 

laborers transformed America into the economic world power that it remains today,” “our 

ancestors died for America in all of its wars,” and “our ancestors contributed to America 

with hundreds of indispensable inventions and discoveries.”105 Coard also gave specific 

examples of how black Americans ensured the success of the Revolution, explaining that 

“[t]hey made it possible by volunteering five thousand of their bodies as armed soldiers 

and up to approximately ten thousand in non-combat roles to help Washington secure 

what was a nearly inconceivable victory in the Revolutionary War.”106 Here, Coard and 

other members of ATAC countered the nation’s collective “forgetting” of not just 

slavery, but of the various ways that African Americans have been central to the nation’s 

economic, defense, and innovative sectors. In this sense, the slavery memorial was about 

more than honoring the nine individuals held by Washington. It was also about bolstering 

public memories of black Americans as nation builders.  
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 As ATAC shed light on the realities of U.S. slavery, they also demonstrated ways 

that the “American Paradox” continued to mark the nation’s commemorative landscape. 

Historian Edmund Morgan fittingly coined the idea of an “American Paradox” to 

describe the colonists’ commitment to protect the freedom of white men and degenerate 

the rights of black men and all women. Morgan argued that ironically, the colonists’ 

reliance on slave labor provided them with the very economic means needed to fight for 

and attain independence.107 Coard’s discourse on the cost of America’s greatness 

suggested that a similar paradox is visible in the President’s House: 

The President’s House is great, just as America today is great; but the greatness of 
each came at a cost — a very expensive cost paid for by enslaved Africans, 
enslaved African descendants, and the offspring of those descendants. That cost 
was a direct and immediate result of the transatlantic slave trade.108 

 
Coard did not disparage the nation’s history outright but recognized that its most 

celebrated elements were inextricably tied to its most shameful chapter. This argument 

exposed the paradox of memorializing Washington and the American Revolution without 

acknowledging the unpaid labor that supported the first president and the nation’s 

founding. Coard is not the only activist to suggest that the “American Paradox” long 

outlasted slavery’s demise. Malcolm X also described the “second-class citizenship” that 

black Americans have long endured as “nothing more than twentieth [century] 

slavery.”109 ATAC’s protests suggested that the construction of a slavery memorial would 

be a step toward mending the nation’s longstanding dissonance between its values and 

practices.  

 In addition to uncovering slavery’s multifaceted violence, ATAC challenged 

deified memories of Washington, thereby liberating memories of his former slaves and 

highlighting the historical foundations of black power. Coard specifically acknowledged 
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the myths American schoolchildren are taught about Washington—that he “could not tell 

a lie” and that he cared well for his slaves. Coard countered such myths by 

acknowledging that:  

It truthfully can be said that Washington was great. But his greatness was as a 
patriot, a general, and a president…. his greatness was not as a man— that is, if 
greatness is measured by how a man treats his fellow man or woman, even if he 
or she happens to be an enslaved black man or an enslaved black woman.110  

 
He went on to give examples of Washington denying his enslaved workers proper food 

and clothing, and even taking their teeth to replace his own. Such anecdotes undermined 

longstanding memories of Washington as a benevolent patriarch and the ultimate 

Cincinnatus leader.111 Coard recognized that “Though many Americans surely will find 

such statements inflammatory and provocative, not one American factually can deny 

them. The historical record is clear: the ‘father of this country,’ while selflessly 

supporting the liberty of whites, was selfishly opposing the liberty of Blacks.” Though 

Coard acknowledged that the information ATAC was circulating could be controversial 

and/or offensive, he invalidated this as a reason for denying what “the historical record” 

had made clear. For Coard, “the historical record” proved that the antagonistic 

relationship between black Americans and the country’s white leaders has existed since 

the nation’s beginning. This rhetoric reflects Lisa Corrigan’s definition of black power as 

“a strategy of agonism that highlights inequality and brutality to create new patterns of 

political identification.”112 By highlighting the oppression that blacks have endured at the 

hand of the nation’s most cherished leader, ATAC underscored their alienation from the 

narrative memorialized at INHP and their need for a separate commemoration.  

 ATAC not only condemned Washington’s personal slave practices in 

Philadelphia, they also criticized his administration’s practices of structural violence and 
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institutional racism. In an essay about the President’s House, Coard educated readers on 

the Fugitive Slave Act, passed on February 12, 1793, to expose the extent of 

Washington’s complicity in slavery:  

Imagine, for a moment, that you are an enslaved black man, black woman, or 
black child. As such you suffer the unimaginable horrors of captivity. Those 
horrors include forced labor, flesh-gouging whippings, arbitrary auctions, tortuous 
rapes or grisly castrations, lynching nightmares, and rampant dehumanization. But 
then, one day, you escape to freedom, to the “Promised Land.” You plan to work 
to buy the freedom of family and friends. You find a job. You get an education. 
However, if you are anywhere in the United States or its territories from 1793 
through 1847, your freedom may well be short-lived because Washington signed 
into law a document that can return you to slavery.113 

 
This hypothetical scenario painted a vivid depiction of the horrors black Americans faced 

during Washington’s presidency. As this scenario makes clear, whether black individuals 

were free or enslaved, lived in the North or the South, on a plantation or in the city, they 

lived in a state of constant hypervigilance—for under this law, all black individuals either 

already lived as slaves or lived under the threat of becoming one. By telling this story 

from the second-person point of view, Coard forced the reader to imagine what it would 

be like to experience this fear and suffering for themselves. This rhetorical strategy 

cultivates what Alison Landsberg describes as a “prosthetic memory,” wherein 

individuals who personally engage with mediations of historic events are able to suture 

themselves into past cultural moments “like an artificial limb.” According to Landsberg, 

this rhetorical strategy fosters a sense of empathy among individuals and a greater 

understanding of another group’s history.114 Thus, Coard reshaped public memories of 

Washington and the country’s founding by acknowledging the nation’s structural 

entanglements with anti-black violence, even amongst persons who lack a personal 

connection to such experiences.  
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Avenging the Ancestors and Reconstituting INHP’s Commemorative Landscape 

 ATAC also invoked INHP’s spatial layout and commemorative structures as a 

rhetorical resource for challenging the park’s unquestioned patriotism. They did this in 

part by hosting “Black Independence Day” celebrations on July 3. These celebrations 

drew on themes of black nationalism by crafting a separate space for black Americans to 

respond to the national holiday and confront the nation’s hypocrisy.115 Washington’s 

slave quarters stood between the current location of the Liberty Bell and the former seat 

of the presidency, a spatial juxtaposition that ATAC members used to highlight the 

historical juxtaposition between the nation’s values and its practices. While marching 

through the streets during the 2002 Black Independence Day celebration, ATAC passed 

through Market Street and stood in front of the Liberty Bell Center with signs that read, 

“Their Liberty Bell. Our Slavery Hell!” In 2008, they marched with signs that read, 

“Slavery in the Outhouse, Hypocrisy in the White House.” By taking to the streets with 

these messages, ATAC challenged INHP’s commemorative landscape and redefined this 

park as one that condones racism. These Black Independence Day celebrations took place 

at a time when Philadelphia’s tourism was at an all-time high, with visitors pouring into 

the city where the Declaration of Independence was signed. As tourists arrived to visit the 

acclaimed Liberty Bell or tour Independence Hall, they were visually confronted with a 

national narrative antithetical to their surroundings.  

 ATAC’s discourse about the Liberty Bell also helped the public recognize the 

fluidity of the nation’s most prominent symbols. Though this national artifact is 

frequently remembered as the chime that rang out at the signing of the Declaration, Coard 

reminded readers in his essay that it did not become known as the “Liberty Bell” until 
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abolitionists adopted it as an emblem. He noted that the earliest references to the “Liberty 

Bell” first appeared in anti-slavery newspapers run by the New York Anti-Slavery 

Society and William Lloyd Garrison.116 This historical anecdote highlights the hypocrisy 

of NPS’s decision to build a multi-million-dollar commemoration for the Liberty Bell 

without acknowledging the slaves who lived just outside this structure. When ATAC 

marched with signs that designated the Liberty Bell center as a “slavery hell,” they 

challenged visitors to embrace an alternative referent for this symbol—one that the NPS 

is reluctant to acknowledge. Indeed, the Liberty Bell’s contested connotation represents 

the greater, ongoing conflict surrounding the national narrative. As Hanchard explained, 

the nation-state “can only have one narrative about the nation’s origins, founding, and 

maintenance, without appearing contradictory, feeble, and indecisive.” Thus, memories 

that contradict the established narrative are often subverted or ignored even as they are 

recirculated by subjugated groups with ties to this history.117 By lobbying federal 

institutions to fund and build a slavery memorial adjacent to the Liberty Bell, ATAC 

contested memories of this symbol and the narrative it represents.  

 ATAC also challenged Philadelphia’s commemorative landscape by engaging in 

protests that temporarily redefined this space from a celebration of liberty to a 

condemnation of slavery. For example, ATAC led a march through downtown 

Philadelphia that concluded at the Liberty Bell Center during their 2002 Black 

Independence Day protest. There, over 500 protestors surrounded themselves with yellow 

police caution tape. Coard circled the group and announced: “This is a crime scene!” and 

“Slavery was a crime against humanity!” to bystanders over a megaphone.118 Such a 

spectacle temporarily transformed INHP from a venerated historic site to a “crime 
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scene,” confronting NPS staff and park visitors with a vision of history that more closely 

aligned with black nationalism than white patriotism. ATAC’s performance embodied 

Corrigan’s conception of black power as “a series of symbols dramatizing oppression and 

resistance” by promulgating both the site’s slave history and their own commemorative 

activism. Moreover, their depiction of Washington as the criminal-at-large echoed 

Malcolm X’s assertion that there “wasn't nothing non-violent” about the first president, 

overturning cultural motifs that tout white innocence and black criminality.119   

 In another performative transformation of the park, ATAC staged a mass funeral 

in 2007 for the nine slaves held at the President’s House. While ATAC members waited 

for an enduring physical memorial at the site, they held a symbolic memorial service for 

Washington’s slaves shortly after the home’s excavation. As briefly mentioned in this 

chapter’s opening, coffins were arranged outside of the Liberty Bell Center and eulogies 

were given for each of the nine slaves held by Washington. Protestors held signs and 

chanted the phrase: “The nine are free and so are we!”120 By holding a funeral in the park, 

ATAC members reconstructed this celebratory site into a place of mourning—crafting an 

embodied contrast between their somber disposition and the vacation mindset of the 

tourists around them. Yet, because the NPS had agreed to excavate the home and design a 

memorial, this funeral simultaneously celebrated ATAC’s commemorative activism. 

Indeed, ATAC’s cry that “The nine are free and so are we” suggests that black liberation 

in the present is inextricable from black liberation of the past—namely, the avengement 

of their enslaved ancestors.  
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Memorializing the Enslaved and Exhibiting Washington’s Deceit 

 In many ways, the opening of the President’s House and Slavery Memorial on 

December 15, 2010 fulfilled ATAC’s commemorative goals. Though the new 

commemorative structures were largely funded by the NPS, aspects of the exhibit and 

memorial reflected many of the same black nationalist themes that undergirded ATAC’s 

advocacy. This new site emphasized the humanity and agency of the enslaved workers, 

exposed Washington’s complicity in sustaining slavery, and highlighted ways that 

national identity has consistently been intertwined with white supremacy. When these 

narratives eventually materialized in the President’s House and Slavery Memorial, 

Philadelphia’s commemorative culture was transformed from an unequivocal celebration 

of liberty to a complex representation of racial subjugation and national identity. Despite 

the site’s inclusion in INHP, the site’s rhetoric challenged the physical and ideological 

structures of its surrounding environment, creating a form of material longevity for 

ATAC’s commemorative activism.  

 The President’s House exhibit represents a partial reconstruction of Washington’s 

home. It is an open-air model that includes the mansion’s foundation, door and window 

frames, and red brick walls. The most jarring aspect of this structure is at its center. A 

glass vitrine allows visitors to glimpse what lies below the home’s foundation: 

archaeological evidence of the underground passageway that Washington constructed so 

that his slaves could move discreetly through the house. There are informational placards 

and porcelite illustrations posted throughout the exhibit that discuss U.S. slavery, 

President Washington, his slaves, and the site’s commemorative controversy. Visitors 

also learn about the slaves who lived in the home through video performances by actors 

portraying these men and women, broadcasted on five flat screen televisions throughout 
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the space. The Slavery Memorial is located between the house exhibit and the Liberty 

Bell Center, built on the site of the home’s sleeping quarters for the stable hands. This 

rectangular structure is made of glass, steel, and wood paneling, and features quotes from 

prominent African American figures, the names of African tribes and countries, and 

Adinkra symbols.121 To unpack ways that these commemorations challenge local and 

national cultures of remembrance, I first analyze the visual and material displays within 

the house exhibit. Next, I examine ways that the Slavery Memorial materializes strands 

of black nationalism through its Pan-African imagery and testament to black resilience. 

Finally, I expound on ways that this site serves as an ongoing instantiation of 

commemorative activism by challenging the narratives embedded in its physical 

surroundings.  

The President’s House Exhibit 

 The President’s House provides visitors with a multimedia experience, allowing 

them to connect with the lives of the nine slaves in a way that underscores their 

individuality and their agency. The televised vignettes provide an “if these walls could 

talk approach,” allowing visitors to see and hear the voices and personalities of the 

enslaved and transporting them back to the eighteenth century. The video clips depict 

individuals who are not just names or numbers, but people who laugh, sing, eat, 

complain, worry, and run away. Visitors encounter Hercules and Oney Judge plotting 

their escape, demonstrating ways that enslaved workers were often strategically invested 

in determining their own destiny. As Project Director Rosalyn McPherson stated, the 

vignettes “tell the stories that are not often told and share the perspectives of the people 

who up to now have been nameless and voiceless.”122 Thus, it is important to note that 
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Washington is a voiceless figure in these videos. In a space named The President’s 

House, enslaved Africans are given more visual and verbal prominence than the national 

leader. These videos ultimately decenter whiteness from the home’s narrative and 

privilege black voices. Such displays contrast sharply with other presidential estates, 

where discussions of slavery are frequently relegated to tours and exhibits that are 

separate from the executive mansion.123 Indeed, these vignettes provide viewers with a 

glimpse of black nationalism’s early expressions, showcasing not just the subjugation of 

slaves, but also their agency.  

 Visitors learn about ways that Philadelphia’s early black residents challenged 

hindrances to their freedom through porcelite panels displayed along the home’s brick 

walls. These colorful illustrations provide short descriptions of events that occurred in the 

home or the city that spotlight ways in which black Americans were oppressed and ways 

in which they resisted. For example, visitors discover that Judge “wanted to learn and 

read and know about religion.” But according to her interview published in The Granite 

Freeman in 1845 after escaping Washington’s house, she had “never received the least 

mental or moral instruction of any sort.”124 The panel depicts Judge sitting at the foot of 

Washington’s bed, listening in as the first lady reads the Bible and prays with her 

granddaughters in the adjacent room. While early pro-slavery advocates argued that 

slavery was a moralizing force, this panel explains how some enslaved Africans were 

denied access to the very texts used to justify this belief.125 Judge’s surreptitious efforts to 

learn about Christianity also demonstrated her spiritual self-determination and the 

creative means through which slaves resisted their subjugation. Though Christianity was 

certainly used as a means to justify enslaving Africans, early black nationalists frequently 
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invoked their Christian faith in their search for freedom by any means necessary.126 This 

display challenges memories of the Washingtons as benevolent caretakers and enslaved 

Africans as passive victims of white oppression.  

 The informative placards mounted throughout the site provide visitors with 

further evidence of the former slaves’ resistance, shaping memories of these individuals 

as self-determined agents of their own liberation. One placard is headlined with the words 

“RESISTANCE AND ESCAPE” in bright blue capital letters, boldly confronting even 

those visitors who won’t read any further down the placard to consider the slaves’ legacy. 

Underneath, the placard states: “During Washington’s presidency and retirement, four of 

the nine enslaved who spent time in Philadelphia attempted to run to freedom, but only 

two succeeded—Hercules from Mount Vernon and Oney Judge from Philadelphia.” By 

depicting enslaved Americans as the instigators of their own emancipation, the 

President’s House challenges artistic norms that frequently depict emancipation “nearly 

always as a bestowal; seldom or never as a restitution.” As early as 1914, Henry Morris 

Murray, a black art historian, observed that “American art—and foreign art too…usually 

puts [freedom] objectively, ‘See what’s been done for you’; or subjectively, ‘Look what’s 

been done for me.’”127 In contrast, the President’s House reifies the black nationalist 

ideologies of its advocates by rejecting patronizing portrayals of either enslavement or 

emancipation.  

 The President’s House also contrasts sharply with other presidential 

commemorations, challenging romanticized memories of Washington by highlighting his 

deep entanglements with slavery. Not only does the exhibit highlight his slaveholding, it 

exposes ways that he both circumvented and amended the law in order to maintain this 
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institution. A bolded headline atop one of the placards tells visitors of 

“WASHINGTON’S DECEIT,” and explains that the president, “when reminded of the 

Abolition Act, chose to rotate some of his enslaved servants to Virginia to prevent them 

from claiming their freedom. His correspondence indicates that he wanted to do this in 

secret.” The exhibit serves to bring this secret into the light, making no attempt to justify 

Washington’s purposeful evasion of the law or his active desire to keep slaves in his 

Philadelphia home. Visitors also learn about the 300 other slaves that Washington 

maintained at his Mount Vernon home, allowing visitors to grasp the scope of his 

slaveholding. This exhibit does not merely focus on Washington’s personal ties with 

slavery, it also broadcasts his public liability in maintaining slavery’s national 

persistence. Both an informative placard and a porcelite illustration teach visitors that 

Washington signed the Fugitive Slave Act, allowing for the continued enslavement not 

just of the nine in his executive mansion or the 300 at his Virginia Planation, but 

thousands in the country he led. Visitors are confronted with ways that this act put all 

black bodies at risk for enslavement. Indeed, the exhibit rejects memories of Washington 

as the benevolent patriarch and presents a president who regarded his personal comfort 

more highly than the law.  

 Not only do the informative placards testify to Washington’s illicit actions, the 

exhibit also provides archaeological and archival evidence that testify to his life. The 

President’s House invites tourists to look below the surface of Washington’s reputation to 

darker memories of his past. In the center of the house is a glass enclosure where visitors 

can view the excavation of the home’s hidden passageway. Leaving no questions about 

what this space represents, there is an informational placard with the word “EXPOSED” 
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in bold red font detailing Washington’s attempt to keep his slaves out of sight from 

houseguests. The enclosed dirt pit in the center of this exhibit counters what visitors 

might expect at a site of presidential commemoration or within the confines of INHP. 

The exhibit does not merely tell visitors of Washington’s efforts to conceal his slaves, it 

shows them. This helps the site maintain what Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen call an 

“ethos of authenticity,” which pushes visitors to accept a historical site’s narrative as 

truth.128 The site brings memories to the surface that force visitors to reassess the national 

narrative marked by white, male heroism that largely pervades INHP’s commemorative 

landscape.  

 Moreover, the President’s House does not shy away from the controversy 

surrounding its excavation and construction. Instead, the exhibit serves as a pedagogical 

opportunity for visitors to learn about the ideological tensions of public memory. A 

placard reminds them that, “History is not neat. It is complicated and messy,” and goes 

on to detail the challenges of recovering a space so fraught with “disturbing” memories. 

The exhibit constitutes this site as a tangible representation of the dissonance between the 

early government’s verbalized commitment to liberty and actualized practice of slavery. 

As one placard explains: “slavery in the President's House, as in the new nation, 

undermined the meaning of freedom and mocked the nation's pretense to be a beacon of 

liberty.” Visitors are pushed to consider the ongoing inconsistencies in the nation’s 

values and its practices throughout its history. A placard reads:  

If we are to understand how a nation founded on the principle that "all men are 
created equal" could also somehow embrace and justify slavery, we must examine 
the context and effect of this contradiction on the lives of Americans of every race 
and condition. The President's House offers an opportunity to draw lessons from 
the past as we examine the present and engage the future. 
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In calling visitors to recognize ways that this dissonance continues to manifest itself in 

our nation, this exhibit demonstrates the potential of commemorative activism to incite 

social change beyond the memory site. Just as the exhibit advances an alternative 

narrative of the nation’s founding, visitors are encouraged to continue shaping a national 

narrative that accounts for “Americans of every race and condition.” 

 The President’s House also acknowledges the racialized conflict undergirding the 

site’s recovery and commemoration, highlighting the complexity of this site as one that 

both involves and confronts white institutional power. A placard titled “CONFLICT 

AND COLLABORATION” confesses that “At first the National Park Service minimized 

the importance of the President’s House,” but then, “the African American community, 

historians, scholars, and concerned citizens insisted on an expanded vision.” By voicing 

their reluctance to memorialize this site, the NPS acknowledged the power of 

commemorative activism to challenge institutional politics and reshape the 

commemorative landscape. The NPS acquiesced to ATAC’s demand that they go “from 

denying to designing”—a form of institutional involvement that bolsters rather than 

denigrates the agency of these black activists.129 ATAC is explicitly mentioned in the 

“Brief Timeline of Freedom and Slavery at this Site,” posted on one of the exhibit walls. 

The placard tells visitors of ATAC’s “public outcry” over the proposed construction of 

the new Liberty Bell Center and their “call for a commemoration of people of African 

descent who were enslaved here.” Rather than promoting a unified spirit, the President’s 

House welcomes public discord and promotes commemorative activism. The exhibit 

showcases ways that ATAC shaped a commemorative space that both challenged 
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narratives of white nationalism visible throughout the INHP and materialized the group’s 

commitment to black power and self-determination.  

 This instantiation of commemorative activism highlights the nuances of historical 

debates regarding separation and integration, and underscores the situational complexity 

of black nationalist ideologies. Although ATAC lobbied for the integration of slavery 

into the INHP’s commemorative landscape, they fought against the assimilation of this 

history into the park’s romanticized narrative of the founding. While Malcolm X viewed 

integration as the act of conforming to white expectations, this instance of 

commemorative activism suggests that integration is not always synonymous with a 

surrender of power.130 Just as the Black Panther Party campaigned for political 

representation as a means of amplifying black power,131 ATAC fought for symbolic 

representation toward this same end. Black nationalists have historically held various 

commitments to separation and integration, yet they have consistently rejected notions of 

white paternalism and affirmed their commitment to self-determination. In this case, 

black activists did not integrate their goals with the NPS’s mission and vision for INHP. 

Rather, the activists integrated the NPS’s resources into their own commemorative 

agenda.  

The Slavery Memorial 

 While the President’s House commemorates the nine men and women enslaved in 

the executive mansion, the Slavery Memorial commemorates all who endured slavery’s 

brutality. This expands this historical site’s focus from the local to the global. The 

memorial is a tall, rectangular structure made with glass walls and wooden paneling. On 

one side of the memorial, visitors encounter a list of dozens of African tribes and 
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countries and the explanation that these names represent “Places from which Enslaved 

Africans descended.” Interspersed among these people groups are Adinkra symbols, 

taken from the Akan language used by people in present-day Ghana and Cote d'Ivoire.132 

Etched across the glass of another panel in thin white script are African proverbs and 

quotes from Barack Obama, Frederick Douglass, Maya Angelou, W. E. B. Du Bois, and 

Frances Ellen Watkin Harper. Typeface on the memorial also broadcasts the 

transhistorical legacy of slavery, stating that, “the devastating effects of slavery continue 

to affect race relations to this day.” Indeed, this commemoration materializes the 

continued relevance of Pan-Africanism and the ongoing fight for black liberation.  

 This memorial’s focus on the tribes and countries from which Europeans stole 

Africans reminds visitors of slavery’s widespread cultural violence. Listing the names of 

various African people groups encourages tourists to view enslaved Africans not as a 

homogenous group, but as men, women, and children with lives, families, and languages 

all their own. This display distances the enslaved from an American identity and 

heightens their identification with the African continent. Focusing on the slaves’ African 

beginnings magnifies the black community’s collective and ongoing loss, as it conjures 

up memories of what “could have been” before colonization and enslavement. As Saidiya 

V. Hartman explains, the “bridge between Africa and the Americas is articulated 

negatively in terms of separation, the unremembered dead, and the second-class status of 

African Americans in the United States.”133 The memorial captures ATAC’s insistence to 

NPS that the site include a memorial that depicts slavery as “the total loss of liberty” and 

“the total loss of culture, family, language, land, religion, human status, and name, as 

well as, for many, the loss of sanity, limb, and even life.”134 In other words, this memorial 
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functions as a Pan-African tombstone, providing the names not of individuals, but of 

groups who experienced a great loss of people and resources to colonization and the slave 

trade. 

Indeed, the quotes that adorn the Slavery Memorial point visitors to the social 

consequences of slavery that long outlasted its demise—that the oppression of African 

Americans did not end with either the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, nor the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964. “Go back to the past to build the future” is written in silver script 

across the memorial’s glass casing, encouraging visitors to recognize ways that historical 

events shape contemporary occurrences. The memorial’s insistence that “the devastating 

effects of slavery continue to affect race relations to this day” pushes visitors to examine 

how this injustice is manifested in their current lives and social structures. Such 

messaging resonates with what Manning Marable and Leith Mullings point to as a 

fundamental assumption of black nationalism: “that ‘race’ is a historically fixed category 

which will not magically decline in significance over time.”135 In this way, the memorial 

stands as an ongoing form of commemorative activism, as visitors are left not just with an 

appreciation for the past, but also with motivation to examine slavery’s legacy in the 

present. While Hartman argues that “[c]ommemorations often attest to a more distinct 

break between the past and present than is actually possible,” the Slavery Memorial 

works to trouble this temporal divide. Instead, the memorial affirms what Hartman calls 

“the disparate temporalities of unfreedom”—that commemorating the slave trade 

“provides a vehicle for articulating the disfigured promises of the present, that is, 

equality, freedom from discrimination, the abolition of the badges of slavery, and so 
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on.”136 The Slavery Memorial extends black nationalist beliefs that racism in the United 

States has not decreased since slavery’s demise; it has merely changed form.137  

 Though the Slavery Memorial/President’s House and Liberty Bell Center are 

located next to one another, their spatial layouts are vastly different. The accessibility and 

openness of the Slavery Memorial/President’s House constitute this space as a site of 

transparency and accountability. Indeed, the Slavery Memorial/President’s House has no 

official entrance, no official interpreter, no official hours, and therefore, no visitor 

queues. It is always open and always visible, ensuring that visitors are always free to 

engage with the enslaved men and women who once lacked the same mobility or 

visibility. Rather than “protecting” a place of public memory, the President’s House and 

Slavery Memorial are fully exposed, an embodiment of the site’s efforts to expose 

Washington’s deceitful enslavement of nine men and women. In contrast, The Liberty 

Bell Center is an enclosed space open only from 9am-5pm, requires the presence of 

official park rangers at all times, and often has an extended queue where visitors stand for 

over an hour to get a glimpse of the famous American symbol.   

 Yet given these sites close proximity, it is likely that most guests will visit both 

sites, allowing them to experience the conflicting narratives materialized in each space. 

As Charlene Mires notes, INHP “has served as a workshop for constructing and 

defending national identity,”138 and the juxtaposition of these two sites challenges 

viewers to recognize national identity as a contested concept. On days where the queue 

for the Liberty Bell extends beyond the exhibit door, visitors must stand and wait amidst 

the President’s House/Slavery Memorial. So oftentimes tourists who were unaware of the 

exhibit or did not intend to visit the site are still obliged to engage with nation’s history of 
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slavery while they wait to learn about a symbol of liberty. Before visitors even read the 

informational placards, they are aware that the President’s House is a strong departure 

from Philadelphia’s commemorative culture, given its roofless structure and the dirt pit at 

its center. It is literally and figuratively dirty and transparent, exposing ways that national 

identity has always been a racialized classification that has ensured “liberty and justice” 

for some. In this sense, the President’s House/Slavery Memorial serves as a spatial 

confrontation of the narrative embedded in the Liberty Bell Center and the rest of INHP. 

This motivation to confront and decenter whiteness from the national narrative resonates 

with the black nationalist impulse to name and confront white oppressors.139   

Conclusion: Avenging the Ancestors and Liberating their Memories  

 On December 15, 2010, Coard stood before hundreds of people to dedicate the 

Slavery Memorial and President’s House Exhibit. Yet, he spoke directly to Washington’s 

nine slaves, calling out to them saying, “We have begun to finally bring you equity today. 

We have begun to avenge you today.”140 For Coard and his fellow ATAC members, this 

new memorial functioned to liberate memories of their enslaved ancestors through its 

design, construction, and location. The space represented a testament to the rhetorical 

power of commemorative activism to expose the correlation between historical 

oppression and contemporary representation. These new commemorations visualized a 

narrative of the nation’s founding that acknowledged slavery’s pervasiveness and 

Washington’s entanglement with this systemic oppression. With the addition of these 

exhibits, INHP now tells the story of both the creation of America’s national ideals, and 

the very real ways the country has fallen short of these values.  
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 Indeed, the two narratives materialized in this commemorative site showcase the 

complex ways that ATAC navigated their dual commitments to maintaining racial 

solidarity and integrating black representation into this national space. ATAC made 

arguments that resounded with the rhetoric of past black nationalists, allowing them to 

strategically maneuver through bureaucratic and ideological barriers in order to 

commemorate their ancestors and maintain their power. They relied on commemorative 

activism to confront the government’s complicity in white supremacy, to self-determine 

their historical representation, and to ensure the liberation of their ancestors’ memories. 

So while black nationalists have historically been wary of integration efforts, this study 

affirms Wilson J. Moses’s assertion that this ideology frequently “undergoes 

transformations” to respond to various historical contexts.141 This chapter demonstrates 

ways that commemoration can serve as a site of rhetorical invention for black 

nationalists, maintaining commitments to racial solidarity and self-reliance while 

accounting for changing political and social exigencies.  

 ATAC’s activism is not yet finished. In an interview with the Philadelphia 

Inquirer, Coard told reporter Stephan Salisbury that the President’s House was “a giant 

first step, but the horror of slavery needs to be more graphic.”142 While it is not clear if 

ATAC will be pushing for a revised exhibit at INHP or an entirely new project, it is clear 

that the group is dedicated to increasing realistic representations of the slave experience. 

By challenging the way these structures are planned, designed, and built, activist groups 

create a discursive space to remember lived experiences from the past regarding labor, 

race, and power. As a placard at the President’s House aptly explains, the space “offers 
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an opportunity to draw lessons from the past as we examine the present and engage the 

future.”  
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Chapter 3:  
Securing Self-Determination and Protecting Sacred Ground in Richmond, Virginia 

 In 2010, Sa’ad El-Amin, a former Richmond City Councilman, sued Kathleen 

Kilpatrick, Director of Virginia’s Department of Historic Resources (DHR) for failing to 

protect an African burial ground in the city as a historic site. That same year, El-Amin 

also sued Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) and its president, Michael Rao. He 

argued that the university had desecrated the resting place of his ancestors by maintaining 

a parking lot on the site. The burial ground, which was in use between 1750 and the early 

1800s, was likely the interment site for much of the city’s enslaved and free black 

population during that time.1 In an interview outside of the courthouse, El-Amin 

suggested the racist implications of using the African burial ground as a parking lot, 

hypothetically asking: “What do you think would happen if I drove over to Hollywood 

Cemetery and parked my car on one of those Confederate generals?” King Salim 

Khalfani, executive director of the Virginia chapter of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), echoed El-Amin’s outrage. He told reporters: 

“We say get your asphalt off of our ancestors!”2  

 Both of these court cases were dismissed. Yet the reasons for their dismissal 

demonstrate ways that the descendants of slaves face significant challenges in the 

preservation of their ancestors’ history. In VCU and Rao’s motion to dismiss the case, the 

defendants argued that because El-Amin could not prove “that his ancestors are buried 

within the Burial Ground, much less that they are buried within the boundaries of the 

parking lot in question, this allegation is too attenuated to give rise to a substantial legal 

right.”3 Yet a central premise of El-Amin’s argument in both cases was that because of 
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slavery’s familial and cultural violence, there is no reliable way for many African 

Americans to prove their ancestral ties. These descendants are therefore exempt from 

laws intended to preserve the rights of citizens to visit their family gravesites.4 As he 

explained to the court: 

 [D]uring the period of the enslavement of African people in America, we had the 
status of chattel property, so we were like horses or chickens. Now . . . when a 
chicken is born, there’s no birth certificate for the chicken. And when the chicken 
dies and goes to Kentucky Fried, there is no death certificate. So where are the 
remains of the chicken? No one can tell.5  

 
In comparing his enslaved ancestors to animals, El-Amin highlighted the dehumanization 

that they faced—a dehumanization that he maintains did not end with their death. Such 

an argument suggests that the refusal of VCU and the Virginia Commonwealth to protect 

the burial ground worked to further dehumanize the city’s former slaves by desecrating 

their bodies.  

Although El-Amin’s efforts to protect the burial ground were blocked by the 

courts, other activists in Richmond were more successful in their efforts to memorialize 

this site. In this chapter, I focus on the commemorative debates surrounding the burial 

ground to understand how the descendants of slaves fought to reclaim it as a historically 

and spiritually significant site. More specifically, this case study investigates how 

commemorative activism works to recover the voices, bodies, and sites of slavery when 

the law fails.  

In this chapter, I argue that as activists fought to commemorate Richmond’s 

Shockoe Bottom neighborhood, they simultaneously recovered memories of the city’s 

former slaves, ideologies of black nationalism, and spaces of spiritual significance. These 

activists voiced a commitment to self-determination as they constituted the oppression of 
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contemporary black Richmonders as consubstantial with the subjugation of their enslaved 

ancestors. For these protestors, commemorative activism was a means of liberating their 

ancestors’ memories from historical amnesia, government control, and a commemorative 

culture rooted in white supremacy. Their commemorative agenda also sought to liberate 

Richmond’s current black residents from the racist ideologies memorialized in the city’s 

physical and political landscape.  

 Indeed, El-Amin was not the only activist dedicated to protecting the burial 

ground. In 2002, a group called the “Defenders for Freedom, Justice & Equality” (DFJE) 

was formed to combat rising incarceration rates and deteriorating conditions in local jails 

and state prisons. They explain that it was through this advocacy that they “learned more 

and more about the connections between jails, jobs, poverty, racism, sexism, class, war 

and political representation.”6 Thus, the DFJE began to advocate for additional causes. 

One such cause was the lack of commemorations in Shockoe Bottom, a Richmond 

neighborhood that served as an epicenter of the U.S. slave trade. In 2004, they 

successfully lobbied the city for a memorial placard at the site of Gabriel’s execution in 

this area. Gabriel was an enslaved blacksmith who planned an uprising in which he 

recruited hundreds of slaves to kill every white person in Richmond, except for the 

Methodists, Quakers, and Frenchmen. However, two of his enslaved accomplices alerted 

authorities of Gabriel’s plan before it was implemented. He was captured and executed 

on October 7, 1800 at the city’s African Burial Ground.7  

This campaign led Ana Edwards of the DFJE to establish the Sacred Ground 

Historical Reclamation Project (SGHRP), an initiative that worked to protect and 

commemorate sites of black suffering and resistance throughout the city. The SGHRP’s 
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mission is: “to apply historical insight to contemporary dynamics to help oppressed 

peoples exercise their right to self-determination.”8 Besides keeping a website and blog 

dedicated to the SGHRP, the DFJE also featured these commemorative efforts in their 

quarterly newsletter—The Virginia Defender. Though the DFJE served as the chief 

organizers for the SGHRP, this campaign expanded and encompassed a diverse coalition 

of activists beyond their organization. Supporters of the SGHRP attended city council 

meetings, held town hall meetings, and led several protests to memorialize the city’s 

slave history.9  

 Free Egunfemi, a local historian founded another group that has been at the 

forefront of preserving and commemorating Richmond’s slave history. “Untold RVA” is 

“The people’s choice for the ethical presentation of the missing pieces within 

Richmond’s historical narrative.” The group’s mission, Egunfemi explains, is “to bring 

out the ‘missing pieces’ within the city’s history that the Confederate monuments don’t 

tell.” Egunfemi designed and installed several commemorative installations throughout 

Shockoe Bottom that allow residents and visitors to learn more about the area’s ties to 

enslavement and the men and women who resisted this system. She also serves as an 

African spiritual leader for the community, leading annual ceremonies at these sites with 

the purpose of helping the “descendant community” connect with their ancestors. 

Egunfemi was at the forefront of the SGHRP, fighting against city development projects 

surrounding the burial ground and for the commemoration of this space.10 

 To better understand why these activists were so dedicated to their cause, this 

chapter first explores Shockoe Bottom’s historical and commemorative landscape. Next, 

this chapter studies the more recent controversies that have enveloped the area, 
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explaining what exactly the SGHRP are fighting for and what they have fought against. I 

then analyze ways that this coalition’s protest rhetoric reflected historical tenants of black 

nationalism and recovered memories of the city’s slave history. Finally, I examine the 

various commemorations executed and designed by the SGHRP and their allies. This 

analysis demonstrates ways that these memorials recovered Richmond’s history of 

slavery and reshaped its commemorative landscape.  

Remembering Slavery in the Capital of the Confederacy 

Between the 1840s and 1850s, Richmond was the second-largest hub of the U.S. 

slave trade, surpassed only by New Orleans. Though the United States outlawed 

involvement with the transatlantic slave in 1808, the internal slave trade continued for 

decades after. Richmond served as one of the busiest destinations for this domestic 

trafficking. The city witnessed the sale of some two million Africans—four times as 

many as were stolen from Africa and brought to the United States.11 Because most of 

these individuals were sold from the Upper South (Delaware, Maryland, Virginia) to the 

plantations of the Deep South (Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi), Richmond’s location 

on the James River made it an epicenter for the sale and transportation of enslaved 

Africans. White traffickers sold, some estimates suggest, between 300,000 and 350,000 

slaves out of Virginia between 1830-1865. Most of these transactions took place in 

Richmond’s holding jails and auction houses, located in the dockside neighborhood 

known as Shockoe Bottom.12  

Shockoe Bottom was named as such because of the area’s low-lying location 

along Shockoe Creek. The area flooded frequently and was an undesirable place to live, 

but its riverside location made it a prime hosting ground for Richmond’s slave trading 
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activities. Prior to 1808, slavetraders brought many of the Africans who endured the 

“Middle Passage” to Richmond’s docks, where they were marched off the slave ships in 

coffles to the holding pens in Shockoe Bottom.13 One of the most notorious of these pens 

was “Lumpkin’s Jail,” (a.k.a. “Devil’s Half Acre”), named after Robert Lumpkin, its 

owner and manager from 1800-1832. This place has a complex history, as Lumpkin 

eventually married Mary, one of his former slaves and the mother of his five children. 

Once Lumpkin passed away, Mary turned the structure into a theological school for 

former slaves. Eventually, this seminary was incorporated into what is now Virginia 

Union University.14  

Richmond’s history as the second-largest hub of the U.S. slave trade and the 

capital of the Confederacy has resulted in a contested commemorative culture for this 

majority-black city.15 Though at one point over 30 percent of the city’s residents were 

enslaved, the first and only formal memorial recognizing this history was erected in 

2007.16 The Slavery Reconciliation Statue is one of three identical memorials 

symbolizing the triangular slave trade. The other two statues are located in Liverpool, 

England, and the republic of Benin, West Africa.17 In contrast, Richmond boasts eight 

Confederate monuments in addition to numerous schools, highways, and holidays named 

for “Lost Cause” leaders.18 The city’s most prominent landmark is “Monument Avenue,” 

a street strewn with five memorials to Confederate leaders erected between 1890 and 

1929: Robert E. Lee, J. E. B. Stuart, Jefferson Davis, Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, and 

Matthew Fontaine Maury. When the city unveiled a statue featuring the renowned black 

tennis player and humanitarian Arthur Ashe in 1996, it brought a visible and ideological 

shift to Monument Avenue’s makeup.19  
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Protesting a Parking Lot 

 By the turn of the twenty-first century, activist groups began working to further 

this visible and ideological shift in the city’s commemorative culture. At the center of this 

effort was the fight to protect Shockoe Bottom as a site for memorializing the city’s slave 

history. The first phase of this campaign pressured VCU and the City of Richmond to 

close down the parking lot that covered the African Burial Ground. The SGHRP engaged 

several strategies of commemorative activism to accomplish this goal. First, the SGHRP 

held protests to reclaim this parking lot as a sacred space worthy of memorialization. 

Second, supporters of the SGHRP produced reports and gave speeches that framed the 

city and the university as deficient stewards of the site. In doing so, they affirmed the 

need for racial solidarity to liberate the burial ground from white institutional control. 

Third, the protestors affirmed their African heritage and their ancestral connection to the 

burial ground. This rhetoric worked to delegitimize VCU’s rights to this site and 

enhanced the black community’s own ethos as the land’s rightful custodians. Fourth, 

these protestors argued for a memorial to be built at the burial ground. The success of 

their campaign to remove the parking lot worked to both liberate their ancestors’ memory 

from desecration and affirm the self-determination of the city’s black residents to reshape 

Richmond’s commemorative landscape.  

Liberating the Burial Ground from Historical Invisibility 

 Activists in support of the SGHRP organized several demonstrations at the ABG 

to protest the parking lot and redefine this site as a sacred space. On June 2, 2008, 

activists protested alongside the road adjacent to the burial ground, where they held a 

huge banner that testified to the burial ground’s existence. They also marched with signs 

that called for a 29-day vigil to increase public awareness of the burial ground.20 In 
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response to their efforts, VCU announced the next day that it would halt repavement until 

further investigations could be conducted.  

 Although the burial ground was concealed by VCU’s parking lot, community 

activists ensured its visibility through protest and commemoration. The SGHRP led a 

protest and vigil at the site on August 4, 2009, holding signs that read: “VCU: Stop 

Repaving Richmond's Burial Ground for Negroes” and passing out flyers that read: 

“Richmond is United Against Racism.” Their protests educated the public about the 

burial ground’s location in an effort to gain support for its protection. The burial ground 

is located at the eastern edge of the city’s center, just a block away from the state capitol 

building and adjacent to VCU’s medical complex. Yet, the site’s positioning below 

Interstate 95 and lack of any official signage ensured that the burial ground remained 

largely out of view. The activists protested from the corner of the downtown freeway exit 

and main street during morning rush hour, thereby confronting a sizeable amount of 

Richmond residents with information about the burial ground. These activists brought 

visibility to the burial ground through their presence, signage, and statements, making it 

more difficult for passersby to ignore than if they had merely produced a historical report 

or published a brochure. The protests helped fulfill what Michael Hanchard suggests is a 

key function of memory within black communities: “keeping visible the actual or 

imagined experiences of black peoples that would have been otherwise forgotten or 

neglected.”21  

 The SGHRP helped Richmonders visualize the burial ground in order to liberate 

the deceased from public ignorance or apathy toward Richmond’s slave history. At the 

street side protest, activists stood above the site’s location and made clear to drivers that 
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the burial ground was right there, questioning the morality of those who continued to 

park on a gravesite. Khalfani, executive director of Virginia’s NAACP spoke at the vigil 

held next to the burial ground/parking lot. He told the press:  

Now, without regard to the sacredness of the Africans buried there, VCU will 
pave the site and utilize it for parking. No sane or rational people would allow this 
without a fight. If VCU moves forward with this plan and we cannot stop them, 
we will seek restitution, reparations, and possibly begin a direct-action campaign 
to express our outrage.22  
 

Khalfani told reporters that VCU had completely disregarded the “the Africans buried 

there,” calling his audience to picture those concealed below the asphalt. Passersby on 

foot and by car were called not just to know about the burial ground, but also to visualize 

its current state beneath the parking lot. Activists also confronted the city by attaching a 

wooden mural to the parking lot’s fence that depicted a series of coffins overcrowded 

with skeletons.23 The skeleton mural not only broadcasted the burial ground’s existence, 

but it visualized the desecration of the bodies buried below. Those people using or 

passing by the parking lot were thus confronted with a visceral reminder of its 

impropriety. The activists’ efforts to reshape this space asserted their power to define 

their own environment. Huey P. Newton, founder of the Black Panther Party, argued that 

power was not necessarily about controlling people, but about “defin[ing] phenomena.”24 

These activists pushed Richmond residents to envision a historical site that was hidden in 

plain sight.  

 These protests exemplified a rhetorical strategy of “deixis,” wherein activists 

called residents to view the surrounding landscape as evidence of the city’s history of 

racial subjugation, and thus, the necessity that it becomes a site of commemoration.25 One 

must be able to acknowledge a historic site before recognizing the need to commemorate 
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it; these activists consequently worked to shift public consciousness surrounding the 

site’s existence. By pointing residents to the burial ground located just beneath the 

overpass they drove, walked, and biked across, these activists engaged both “immediate 

deixis” and “imaginary deixis.” Jeanne Fahnestock explains that the former works to 

point an audience to their immediate surroundings, and the latter crafts an imaginary 

place and/or time for an audience.26 While these activists directed residents to a 

geographically proximate site, its concealment meant that the activists needed to 

construct a vision of a temporally-distant place. This imaginary construction encouraged 

audiences to simultaneously envision a nineteenth-century burial ground and a twenty-

first century parking lot in the same space. By pushing bystanders to recognize the 

illogical permutation of these two places, the activists laid the argumentative groundwork 

for public recognition of the parking lot’s impropriety.   

 Activists also protested in order to reclaim the spirituality of the burial ground, 

recovering both a physical place and a sacred space. When Khalfani accused university 

officials of disregarding “the sacredness of the Africans buried there,” he avowed that the 

site was not just historic, but hallowed. This was also a central concern for the SGHRP 

protestors who occupied the parking lot in 2011. They held up signs that read: “VCU: 

Each day you wait, you desecrate! CLOSE THE PARKING LOT!”27 To desecrate a 

space is to “divert from a sacred to a profane purpose; to dedicate or devote to something 

evil.”28 For the SGHRP, the parking lot was not just preventing the public from engaging 

with a part of Richmond’s history, it was violating the descendant community’s spiritual 

commitments. Such rhetoric framed the parking lot’s removal as a religious obligation to 

both the deceased as well as their descendants. The activists also underscored the spiritual 
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nature of this site by hosting vigils alongside their protest efforts. Vigils often invoke 

religious connotations and usually entail collective observance, prayer, and/or 

mourning.29 By “holding vigil[s],” these activists transformed the sterile, utilitarian space 

of a parking lot into a somber, reflective space of a burial ground. Roxanne Mountford 

argues that sacred spaces “are designed to embody—and produce—particular religious 

beliefs, in part by acting as a stage for the rituals involved.”30 By recovering the burial 

ground, the SGHRP crafted a sacred space that embodied the spirituality of their 

ancestors and produced a place of reverence for their memory.  

 After two years of vigils, protests, court cases, and city council meetings, the 

parking lot had yet to be removed from the burial ground. Thus, activists continued to 

highlight the impropriety of the university’s actions. On November 18, 2010, a black 

student group at VCU organized a silent protest on campus. Students dressed in all black 

marched to the middle of the campus quad and lay down on the concrete for over two 

hours. They held signs that read: “Get your asphalt off my ancestors!” and, “If I died 

would you park on me?” Student Kiara Green explained that participants were “standing 

for justice,” and remaining silent “for our ancestors buried beneath the VCU parking 

lot.”31 Amie Tudor, one of the organizers, told news cameras that “These people are lying 

down silently, as a demonstration for the voices that cannot be heard.”32 These protests 

confronted the university about its disregard for deceased black lives and framed this 

indifference as a current issue of racial justice.  

 The black student union established themselves as consubstantial with their 

ancestors and committed to black solidarity through this embodied act of protest.33 By 

lying on their backs throughout the quad, they took on the physical form of those 
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individuals whose memory they were looking to protect. While the deceased buried 

below the parking lot were unseen, these activists gathered at the university’s center and 

were impossible to ignore. Such a performative gesture pushed the university to 

acknowledge the black bodies that have occupied the site since long before the campus’s 

construction. The protestors crafted a rhetorical equivalence between their ancestors’ 

bodies and their own, clinging to a transhistorical black identity that is a hallmark of Pan-

Africanism. In The Ideological Origins of Black Nationalism, Sterling Stuckey explains 

that black communities are able to maintain solidarity across time and space because of 

their “shared experience of oppression at the hands of white people.”34 In this sense, these 

students recovered memories of their ancestors’ oppression through their own bodily 

reenactment. As Edward S. Casey explains, “in body memories we allow the past to enter 

actively into the very present in which our remembering is taking place.”35 By mimicking 

the bodily form of the interred, these protestors rhetorically equated concern for their own 

bodies with concern for the bodies of their ancestors. Onlookers were pushed to 

recognize this equivalence through the messages displayed on their posters. The thought 

of parking a car over the body of one of these students is unfathomable, and yet these 

protestors are suggesting that parking a car over the body of one of their ancestors 

represents an act just as heinous. Indeed, this performance made visible the invisible 

desecration of Richmond’s former black residents. 

 Activists convened yet again on April 12, 2011—the 150th anniversary of the start 

of the Civil War—to occupy the site of the burial ground. Rather than standing at the 

busy intersection adjacent to the parking lot, these protestors blocked its entrance for over 
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an hour until the police arrived. While many of the protestors dispersed at that time, 

police officers arrested the four participants who refused to move on trespassing charges.  

Deemed an act “civil disobedience” by the DFJE, this protest expressed the pessimistic 

sentiments articulated by many black nationalists that white institutions will rarely ever 

yield power to minorities through democratic means.36 To achieve power and liberation, 

black groups must be willing to confront these institutions—and in this case, risk arrest. 

These activists were protesting the state’s new signage that attested to the asphalt’s 

removal, despite the fact that the parking lot was still actively in use.37 Indeed, the protest 

occurred just hours before Virginia’s governor formally agreed to purchase the lot from 

VCU for the asphalt’s removal. VCU spokesperson, Anne Buckley, stated that the lot 

would be closed as soon as the university found an alternative parking site. Phil Wilayto, 

co-founder of the DFJE and one of the activists arrested that morning, told reporters that 

VCU’s prolonged use of the lot is “a moral and political affront to the black community 

and to all of us who want to see the right thing done.”38 

 For these activists, the state’s pending decision to purchase the lot was not 

sufficient. Like the student protest, this occupation of the lot created a performative 

comparison between these activists and the bodies buried below ground. Their 

demonstration implied that the lot’s users should be just as loath to drive over the remains 

of the deceased Africans as they would to run over the current human blockade. Their 

protest demonstrated that because the university continued to allow parking on the burial 

ground, it still refused to recognize the extraordinary spiritual and historical significance 

of this site. Though the administration may have acknowledged the need to memorialize 

this site in word, they had yet to follow through in deed. Such dissonance only 
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contributed to the group’s skepticism about white institutional change, aligning them with 

a long history of black activists who have believed that “Africans in America must take 

responsibility for liberating themselves.”39 The SGHRP waved signs that condemned 

VCU’s deceitful statement, reading: “each day you wait, you desecrate.”40 In this case, 

reclaiming the burial ground was about more than recovering the land below the asphalt; 

it was about recovering an ideological commitment that prized black bodies and African 

spirituality above property values and transportation convenience. Such a platform 

resonated with past black power activists who viewed the country’s fixation on capitalism 

and private property as part and parcel of its racist agenda.41 Though the activists were 

arrested for “trespassing” on the parking lot, they pinned the university as the site’s “real” 

trespassers because of their disregard for its original inhabitants. As Khalfani pointed out, 

“[n]o sane or rational people” would tolerate the desecration of their ancestors’ resting 

place.42 Indeed, these activists are not only working to free their ancestors’ graves from 

the weight of the asphalt, but also to liberate their memory from institutional apathy.  

Liberating the Burial Ground from White Institutional Control  

When Virginia’s Department of Historic Resources (DHR) concluded that the 

burial ground was most likely located below Interstate-95, VCU continued to use the 

parking lot, only fencing off a 50 x 110-ft. portion of the space to use as a symbolic 

memorial. Yet, Dr. Michael Blakey, anthropologist and advisor for SGHRP, found the 

DHR’s report gravely inaccurate: they had merely drawn a box around the label “Burial 

Ground for Negroes” on a historic city map to determine the site’s boundary. Blakey’s 

anthropological team at the College of William & Mary published their own report in 
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2008 that exposed the DHR’s flawed findings and proved the expansive boundaries of the 

burial ground.43 Despite this evidence, VCU repaved the site the following year. 

 The SGHRP framed the state and the university as deficient stewards of the burial 

ground, underscoring the need for the black community’s self-determined governance of 

the site. Blakey and his team exposed the DHR’s flawed attempt to measure the burial 

ground as not just historically inaccurate, but conceivably deceptive. His lab reviewed the 

DHR’s report and determined: “Evidence of the boundaries and extent of the cemetery is 

insubstantial and potentially misleading. The report itself acknowledges that the cemetery 

boundaries are unknown, yet constructs a model of boundaries that is unjustifiably 

small.”44 Blakey’s findings resonated with black nationalists who have drawn on biblical, 

historical, and scientific evidence to overturn beliefs about white superiority.45 David 

Walker, for example, was skeptical about whether or not white people were as “good” as 

those who descended from Africa. He cited ways that early African civilizations 

surpassed their European counterparts in technological advances and black Americans’ 

more faithful adherence to the Bible than white Americans.46 Likewise, the SGHRP’s 

archaeological team provided historical and scientific evidence to discredit the DHR’s 

findings and question their ethos. Such criticism delegitimized these institutions and 

framed the SGHRP as more capable and qualified for the site’s stewardship. 

 Not only was the state incapable of accurately assessing the burial ground’s 

existence, Blakey argued that it was also unqualified to recognize its cultural and spiritual 

significance. Blakey’s report noted that the DHR published its findings while “Richmond 

community groups representing African American concerns” were working “to restore 

[the burial ground] as sacred or cultural space.”47 The report implied that the state’s 
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interests were directly at odds with the descendant community’s efforts to reclaim this 

site as a revered place for black Americans. Indeed, the DHR’s findings worked to hinder 

the longstanding efforts of black activists to establish culturally distinctive spaces of their 

own. As Robin D.G. Kelley explains, the acquisition of territory has been a hallmark of 

the black nationalist agenda because land represents “a new beginning, a place where 

they can be free and develop their own culture without interference.”48 Blakey’s report 

reinforced this historical site’s mounting significance to the black community, asserting 

that individuals with “[e]xpertise in African-Diasporic mortuary traditions” as well as 

members of “the descendant community” should be consulted throughout the excavation 

process.49 Dr. Blakey’s research criteria invalidated the DHR’s assumed expertise on the 

site and gave scientific backing to the black community’s fight for control of the burial 

ground’s fate. These arguments placed racial identity at the crux of the controversy, as 

Blakey’s team made it clear that the burial ground was to be reclaimed by, and for, the 

black community 

At the vigil, the SGHRP suggested that the state and the university should offer 

reparations to the black community as compensation for desecrating the burial ground. 

Khalfani told the press that VCU’s repavement warranted a push for “restitution [and] 

reparations.”50 By suggesting that the burial ground’s repavement served as grounds for 

reparations, Khalfani framed VCU’s actions as part and parcel of the systemic racism that 

those buried below the parking lot endured. The United States has long debated whether 

or not the descendants of enslaved Africans should be compensated for their ancestors’ 

suffering and labor, as well as the lasting inequalities that stemmed from this systematic 

abuse and confinement.51 As Kelley explains, the reparations debate in America has 
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never been “entirely, or even primarily, about money.” Rather, this discussion has 

centered on issues of “social justice, reconciliation, reconstructing the internal life of 

black America, and eliminating institutional racism.”52 To this end, Khalfani’s argument 

suggested that merely removing the asphalt would not be a sufficient acknowledgement 

of the black community’s historical oppression. Indeed, “the desire for self-reliance is 

at the center of the reparations struggle,”53 and the SGHRP sought to attain full control of 

the burial ground once the asphalt was removed. Thus, the university’s desecration of this 

site necessitated further reconciliatory action, both material and symbolic.54  

The SGHRP’s protest rhetoric heightened the antagonistic relationship between 

the university and the community, further delegitimizing VCU’s control of the site and 

legitimizing their own. Activists protesting alongside Khalfani held signs that read, 

“Richmond is united against racism.” Such rhetoric crafted a dichotomy between VCU 

and the rest of the city. As Lisa M. Corrigan notes, black nationalists have often 

dichotomized the struggle between black communities and white institutions as a means 

of building solidarity and magnifying “institutional violence, political alienation, and 

social inequality.”55 By synecdochally referring to themselves as “Richmond,” these 

protestors claimed to speak on behalf of all residents, boosting their perceived credibility 

and authority over this site. Their claim to be united against racism implied that those in 

favor of the parking lot’s maintenance were in fact, racist. This claim damaged VCU’s 

ethos and framed the black community as the rightful authorities over this site.  

Liberating the Burial Ground through Ancestral Solidarity  

 While SGHRP supporters represented a racially-diverse group, the activists who 

claimed an ancestral connection to those buried in the cemetery saw the parking lot as a 
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threat to their heritage. In this sense, recovering the burial ground was also a means of 

recovering familial genealogies and recirculating a Pan-African commitment to ancestor-

reverence. Shawn Utsey, a professor of African American Studies at VCU, created a 

documentary about the controversy surrounding the burial ground called, Meet Me at the 

Bottom. In one of Utsey’s interviews, a black VCU student who was watching the lot’s 

repavement exclaimed: “the burial ground means a lot because this could be a gateway to 

someone else’s ancestry or someone else’s heritage and they might never have a chance 

to know about it because we’re building over it.”56 Ja’nel Edens, another VCU student, 

questioned what the parking lot meant for her own ancestral research: “There’s no way 

we can fully know what was here. What if I want to go back and trace my history? And 

what if that remain is right here and they're building over it?”57 Because of slavery’s 

familial and cultural violence, there are few reliable ways for many African Americans to 

determine their lineage.58 Thus, laws intended to preserve citizens’ rights to visit family 

gravesites often fail to protect descendants of slaves because they require proof of an 

ancestral relationship to the interred.59 The collective effort to save the burial ground then 

functioned to liberate the descendant community from the legal barriers impeding their 

access to the past.  

 Because this past is so difficult to ascertain, many black Americans identify with 

enslaved ancestors as a means of cultivating a “shared history and cultural heritage” 

rather than a testament to a documented genetic linkage.60 Preserving the burial ground 

was a means of preserving a place where all descendants could both mourn the suffering 

and celebrate the rich culture of those who were enslaved there. Janine Bell Elegba of 

Richmond’s Folklore Society exclaimed: “can’t we have something in our memory that 
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makes us proud? Africans everywhere, then and now, there and here, recognize in one 

way or another, the significance of our ancestors.”61 Though the burial ground was 

certainly a place of grieving, it was also a space where free and enslaved blacks were 

given relative freedom to engage in their own traditions and rituals.62 Thus, the site 

symbolized memories of black oppression, resistance, and celebration. For the 

descendant community, the recovered burial ground would provide them a space for 

mourning, commemoration, and celebrating their ancestry. Al-Amin argued that 

memorializing the burial ground was critical for maintaining a genealogy of honor among 

black Americans. He stated: “if you don’t honor your dead, you don’t honor your past, 

and if you don’t honor your past, then you’re not an honorable people.”63 Al-Amin’s 

statement echoed Stokely Carmichael’s assertion that, “we cannot deny that we came 

from Africa. And, if you're ashamed of your home, you have problems. If you're ashamed 

of your background, you have problems.”64 For both of these activists, honoring one’s 

ancestors was at the crux of racial pride—a key component of a black nationalist 

ideology. By maintaining a parking lot on the burial ground, VCU was not only 

desecrating memories of past black Americans, but also the honor of those in the present. 

As Professor Utsey argued, “all cemeteries and burial grounds have a certain sacredness 

to people with whom they’re connected.”65 The site’s sacredness then is not inherent, but 

a product of descendants’ expressed desire for a place of ancestral connection and racial 

pride. 

In conjunction with recovering the site’s sacredness, the SGHRP invited leaders 

from the Nzema tribe of Princes Town, Ghana to perform an “atonement ceremony” at 

the burial ground. This partnership demonstrated that the burial ground’s commemoration 
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was also an act of cultural recovery as activists reclaimed the heritage of their ancestors. 

Chief Nana Ndama Kundumuah IV poured water from an African gourd onto the ground 

as a symbolic gesture of atonement for “the pain and agony that the fallen heroes went 

through” during enslavement. Sebastian Yami Kofi Essien spoke at the ceremony about 

the importance of sustaining African culture across the diaspora: 

You must uphold and hold the heritage you know you have. Step by step you 
know the whole place will be taken and there will be no history; there will be 
nothing for us. We need to preserve all this. So we are adding our voice as coming 
from so far—in fact, we are touched….Because we don’t as Africans, as 
Americans, as blacks—we do not play with our culture. Because culture is the 
totality of man. What you are is your culture and if you allow a certain part or 
certain portion to go, then you are no more.66   
 

This speech interpreted the fight to protect the burial ground through a Pan-African lens. 

Pan-Africanism promotes “the global cooperative struggle for dignity and self-reliance 

among Black people and the complete stripping away of colonial and neo-colonial 

legacies.”67 For Essien, recovering the burial ground was part of the larger diaspora’s 

work to recover black “dignity and self-reliance” following centuries of enslavement, 

colonization, and migration. His unifying rhetoric framed the Ghanaian ceremony as a 

synechdochal representation of all African cultures that influenced the lives of those 

buried there. The speech and the ceremony connected the local struggle to preserve the 

burial ground with a transglobal and transhistorical struggle to preserve the diaspora’s 

connection to Africa. 

 The descendant community framed the burial ground’s recovery as a means of 

countering narratives of black subjugation that have kept the city’s slave history literally 

and figuratively underground. While watching the burial ground’s repavement, one black 

VCU student commented on the necessity of reclaiming this space:  



 

 

219 

It’s important because so much of our history has been tainted, destroyed, 
demolished systemically in order to keep us less informed about our history, [and] 
because we wouldn’t have the freedoms we did if it wasn’t for our predecessors. 
…We, collectively… more so as an entity, and as a school apparently just feel no 
regard and no sort of connectivity with that and decided to pave over it and it’s 
very disheartening.68 

 
These sentiments were voiced by another protestor who condemned the parking lot as a 

“complete disregard” for the black Americans who helped build this country and work 

toward its freedom.69 Such comments echoed those of black nationalists like James 

Boggs, who in 1970 also observed that America routinely oppressed those “through 

whose super-exploitation this affluent society was built.”70 For Richmond’s black 

community, the parking lot was just one more example of institutional indifference 

toward black memory sites and historical narratives. In his study of The Geography of 

Malcolm X, James Tyner suggests that black Americans have often testified to a “sense of 

alienation from the society of their birth” largely due to their geographical exclusion from 

the land.71 This observation insinuates that spatial and civic belonging are intertwined, 

explicating the rhetorical imperative of reclaiming a black gathering place older than the 

country itself.  

 The descendant community thus viewed the struggle at the burial ground as a 

continuation of their ancestors’ fight for liberation and commitment to resistance. The 

fight to reclaim this site was part of the black community’s efforts to speak out against 

the “mnemonicide” of their history.72 As one activist in Utsey’s documentary argued:  

We owe it to our ancestors to fight, to represent, and to make their lives and their 
contributions alive in the present day. So this is important as our continuum, and 
as our continued struggle for liberation. So we say participate, agitate, educate, 
advocate, because they can’t speak, so we have to speak for them…73 
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He framed the activists’ fight as an opportunity to carry on the work of their ancestors, 

recovering memories of their struggle to advance notions of black liberation. Reclaiming 

the burial ground served as a physical and symbolic means of resisting ongoing attempts 

to silence black voices. Angel David Nieves and Leslie M. Alexander explain that 

throughout the nation’s history, black activists have sought to secure separate cultural 

spaces that “asserted their right to exist in a society that rejected their equality and 

citizenship.”74 For the descendant community, reclaiming this space was both a tribute to 

their ancestors’ resistance and a liberating act of their own.  

Liberating the Burial Ground through Commemoration  

 Not only did community members want to recover their ancestors’ graves, they 

also wanted to liberate their memories by creating a memorial in their honor. One 

community member expressed hope that a memorial would function as an enduring 

means of educating citizens about Richmond’s enslaved past. She explained: “we may 

have moved on from that time but it’s a time that we’ll never forget…we should have a 

memorial to go to and show our children this is a point in history, where we were and 

where we’ve come.”75 For this citizen, memorial-building was a crucial means of 

representing the city’s progress in race relations and ensuring that memories of 

antebellum Richmond remain in view. While this citizen’s optimistic view of history 

suggests the pedagogical power of memorialization, it also highlights the ideological 

risks of commemorative activism and the limits of memorials as a rhetorical form. 

Because memorials are finite entities, they have a tendency to imply a linear narrative of 

progress between the representative moment and the present. In this case, the citizen’s 
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commemorative agenda focused on the city’s evolvement since slavery at the expense of 

conveying its legacy of racism.  

 Several community members contrasted the lack of commemoration for the burial 

ground with existing commemorations of other historical people and events. This 

comparison highlighted the ways that African Americans have long been denied a visible 

presence in the city’s and country’s “memoryscape.”76 One citizen suggested that if the 

country created a memorial for “the casualties of 9/11,” then they should “definitely jump 

at the opportunity to create a memorial for people that were executed and died” here at 

the hands of federal, state, and local authorities. Another citizen contrasted the absence of 

commemoration at the burial ground with the abundance of commemoration surrounding 

the Holocaust.77 Certainly there are significant differences in the long violence of slavery, 

the suffering deployed during the Holocaust, and the death toll of the terrorist attacks. 

However, these comparisons both stressed the atrocity of slavery and crafted a pathos of 

astonishment surrounding this burial ground’s lack of commemoration. At least thirty-

four different countries host holocaust memorials and there are dozens of 9/11 memorials 

in the United States.78 Yet, the final resting place for those Richmonders who were 

enslaved or lived freely amidst an oppressively racist culture lacks any visible tribute.  

 This commemorative deficiency appears even starker when compared to the 

immediate memoryscape. One citizen repeatedly stated that erecting a memorial at the 

burial ground was just “the right thing to do.” He elaborated: 

We’ve got Monument Avenue lined all up with all the folks that done murdered 
and did all kinds of things and hated folks that done invented half the stuff in the 
world that we use today not even being recognized. And we celebrate all the 
confederate we need to celebrate all the everything… [sic]79  
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Indeed, the inappropriateness of this underground site’s relative invisibility is magnified 

when contrasted with the highly visible row of statues erected along the city’s main 

street. The visible contrast between Monument Avenue and the burial ground is 

heightened by the ideological juxtaposition of the two sites. As the above quote 

insinuates, the city’s landscape pays tribute to the perpetrators and defenders of slavery 

but not its victims and resisters. Bradley Brookens, a student at VCU, also expressed 

outrage in an interview with Utsey concerning the state’s racialized memory practices: “If 

it was James Madison’s bones that we found this would be a centerpiece for all sorts of 

historical renovation and archaeological and historic everything.”80 Brookens’s 

observation is not wrong—Virginia is host to eight presidential homes—almost all of 

which are accompanied by a museum and have been subjected to archaeological 

research.81 Three of these presidents have memorialized gravesites at their plantation 

homes, while two others are buried alongside personal memorials in Richmond’s 

Hollywood Cemetery—located just across town from the African burial ground. This 

commemorative discrepancy confirms Katherine Walker’s observation that: “Just as the 

hallowed in life are also hallowed in death, those held in contempt in life are treated with 

contempt in death.”82 These commemorative activists attempted to break this cycle by 

offsetting the neglect of both their ancestors’ physical bodies and their living memories. 

Protecting Sacred Space 

 In 2010, the city made arrangements to buy the lot from VCU and transfer the 

property to the Slave Trail Commission. On May 21, 2011, Mayor Dwight C. Jones 

hosted an “Asphalt-Breaking Ceremony” at the site. Participants included city council 

members, Chair Edwards (SGHRP), President Khalfani (NAACP), Janine Bell (Elegba 
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Folklore Society), and President Rao (VCU). Despite the inclusion of Edwards, Khalfani, 

and Bell in the ceremony, several attendees protested at the event, expressing outrage that 

local officials were receiving credit for the efforts of activists. The protest exemplified 

their concerns about government cooption and their commitment to black power.  

 By protesting the presence of VCU’s president and emphasizing their own power, 

these activists prioritized black agency and self-determination over interracial unity and 

reconciliation. Some protestors held signs that read, “Dr. Rao Go Home!” Wilyato, one 

of the activists who faced charges from VCU on the grounds of trespassing, commented 

on the irony that his trial was being held later that day: “VCU is celebrating the victory 

that the community won while still upholding the charges against some of the people who 

helped bring this about.” These activists highlighted the hypocrisy of the ceremonial 

discourse, which framed the asphalt’s removal as a unified effort by the city, university, 

and community. At the ceremony, Jones proclaimed that: “Because we memorialize this 

property today, it’s a signal for us to march forward together, unified, not fighting each 

other, but working together to ensure that the true history of our past is displayed … to all 

who will come to this place.” Rao did not publically comment during the ceremony, but 

told a reporter: “I’m really just glad that we were able to bring this to a point by working 

together, and we’re able to honor this property.”83 Wilyato and his fellow activists 

challenged this romanticized account of the burial ground’s recovery. By promoting an 

alternative storyline that placed black activists at the forefront, these protestors engaged 

Stokely Carmichael’s conception of black power: “the right to create our own terms 

through which to define ourselves, and our relationship to society, and to have these 

terms recognized.”84  
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 The DFJE described the ceremony as proof of their “victory in the struggle to 

reclaim Richmond’s African Burial Ground,” an attempt to counteract institutional co-

option of this success. These activists did not see asphalt’s removal as a symbol of 

“unity” or “marching forward,” but as the product of years of tension, clash, and 

protest.85 In contrast to Rao’s praise that the groups were able to “work together,” the 

DFJE described the lot’s closure as the result of “Nearly 9 years of effort by the 

Defenders,” and the work of “David” taking down “Goliath.”86 This biblical allusion 

framed the DFJE as a marginalized but powerful group and characterized its relationship 

with VCU as antagonistic at best. In this instance, commemorative activism was not just 

about enabling a commemoration to exist, or about memorializing the African Burial 

Ground. This community-driven commemorative campaign was about promoting the 

self-determination of the activists and memorializing their collective efforts.  

 In the summer of 2011, three local contractors donated the labor to remove the 

asphalt from the burial ground and cover the site with sod.87 This memorial park included 

an official marker from the Richmond Slave Trail Commission but lacked any additional 

commemorative or interpretive display. While the DFJE named the site’s 

memorialization as a top priority for their organization, the burial ground faced a more 

urgent threat just three years after the asphalt’s removal.  

 In 2014, this sacred space was again at risk of desecration due to the city’s 

“Revitalize RVA” initiative. Mayor Dwight C. Jones proposed a $200 million 

development plan that included a minor-league baseball stadium, hotel, grocery store, 

retail center, residential spaces, and parking garages in Shockoe Bottom.88 Despite the 

fact that this proposal also included a promise to raise $30 million for a slavery heritage 
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museum, supporters of the SGHRP expressed fear and anger that yet again, the city’s 

black history was at risk of being sidelined by commercial interests. The museum would 

be located near the site of the Devil’s Half Acre/Lumpkin’s Jail.89 Though the city’s 

proposal did make provisions to commemorate this one site, the DFJE declared the plan 

to be insufficient for their goal of a self-determined memorialization of the city’s 

extensive slave history. By rejecting government proposals for both Shockoe Bottom’s 

commemoration and commercial development, the activists attempted to liberate the site 

from political leaders’ control of the city’s memoryscape.  

 As activists worked to ensure that Shockoe Bottom would be protected from 

desecration, they also worked to secure their right to determine the fate of this historic 

neighborhood. They connected their fight to commemorate this site with the black 

community’s continued struggle to resist institutional oppression. The SGHRP offered 

the following sentiment on its webpage:  

We believe that by working publicly to reclaim the hidden Black history of 
Richmond, especially during Slavery—from the city's origins through the civil 
war—we can begin to give Black Richmonders a stronger sense of historic 
"ownership" and pride. …This struggle represents and is the assertion of the right 
of an oppressed people to self-determination in the face of their oppressor.90  
 

This assertion suggested that the city’s proposal to build a museum at Lumpkin’s Jail was 

insufficient and inappropriate. Though the proposal would commemorate part of Shockoe 

Bottom’s history, it would represent a government undertaking rather than a community 

initiative. Commemorating Shockoe Bottom was not just about recovering the black lives 

who occupied this space’s burial ground, slave market, and deathly gallows, it was also 

an opportunity to reassert the black community’s right to represent this history. The 

SGHRP’s commemorative activism demonstrated the black community’s role as 
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important, powerful decision-makers and shapers of the city’s public memory. The mere 

existence of a commemoration at Shockoe Bottom was not the SGHRP’s end goal. 

Instead, their commemorative activism challenged the very foundations of Richmond’s 

commemorative culture by promoting themselves as agents of their own history.  

 Indeed, SGHRP activists declared self-determination to be both their chief 

motivation and objective in the fight to reclaim Shockoe Bottom. The SGHRP coalition 

made no subtleties in this regard, affirming on their website that the project was 

established in order “to apply historical insight to contemporary dynamics” in order “to 

help oppressed peoples exercise their right to self-determination.”91 Such commitments 

reflect the legacies of black nationalism, which frame “self-determination” as a pre-

requisite to “black freedom” and “black power.”92 The SGHRP viewed its protests as the 

means toward two different ends: increasing public awareness surrounding Richmond’s 

slave history, and empowering African Americans who have inherited the legacies of this 

oppression to take ownership of its representation. Egunfemi, one of the prominent 

spokespeople for this cause, also promoted community-driven commemoration of 

Shockoe Bottom through her public history project, UntoldRVA. In an article for RVA 

News, she explained that the project’s goal was “to impact the historical record so that it 

reflects the views of those who support the Self Determined right for Black people to 

speak our own truth about the complex legacy of enslavement and resistance in our 

beloved city.”93 Such a proclamation suggested that when these activists collaborated to 

protect Shockoe Bottom and honor their enslaved ancestors, they had no intentions of 

asking the city to construct a commemoration on their behalf.  
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 As supporters of the SGHRP campaigned against city development, they 

conveyed a sense of collective empowerment that framed them as the rightful agents of 

the Bottom’s fate. To this end, they hosted community town halls, attended City Council 

meetings, spoke to the press, and published op-eds. When Mayor Jones could not get a 

majority vote on the stadium proposal from the city council, the DFJE laid claim to the 

outcome as a demonstration of their persuasive power. They pressed their position in 

their Autumn 2014 newsletter:  

So what went wrong? Why couldn’t the richest and most powerful people in 
Richmond – the city’s 1 percent – get their profit-making scheme adopted? The 
answer is, the community stood up and said “No!” The people of Richmond – 
Black, Latino, Asian and white – have come out against a Shockoe Bottom 
stadium. As many as 300 turned out for City Council meetings. More than 4,300 
have signed a petition against the stadium.94 
 

Though the writers called the developers and their associates the “most powerful people 

in Richmond,” this commentary suggested that the community members displayed a 

more powerful influence over the stadium proposal’s fate. The same article included a 

bolded scorecard that read: “David =3 Goliath = 0.” So while the DFJE framed 

themselves as the underdogs, they also highlighted the power of marginalized citizens 

acting in solidarity. Indeed, the boastfulness of these arguments mirrors historical 

rhetorics of black power that work to counter ideologies of black inferiority.95 

Throughout their newsletters, the DFJE made numerous comparisons between their 

community meetings regarding Shockoe Bottom’s commemoration and those of the city 

council to demonstrate that the descendant community, not the City Council, was the 

rightful agent of the Bottom’s commemoration.96  In this case, the DFJE’s leadership 

power was not defined by political office or financial capital, but by moral commitment 

and community support.   
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 As SGHRP supporters worked to halt government-run development projects and 

commemoration proposals, they testified to the city’s failure to preserve its slave history 

and its complicity in commemorating white supremacy. In the Spring 2015 issue of their 

newsletter, the DFJE lambasted the city’s misguided commemorative priorities, 

exclaiming:  

150 years after the Civil War, the former capital of the Confederacy still refuses 
to acknowledge the importance of Shockoe Bottom to both Black and U.S. 
history, but it is more than willing to show off to the world a street indelibly 
associated with reviving the racist myth of the Lost Cause.97  
 

Here, the DFJE is suggesting that the ideological ramifications of the city’s inadequate 

efforts to memorialize the Bottom are magnified when considered alongside its 

veneration of Monument Avenue during the world championship cycling race that 

Richmond hosts each year. Because the city continues to implicitly promote the 

memories of men who enslaved Africans, they cannot also be entrusted with the 

responsibility to memorialize Richmond’s former slaves. This distrust helps explain the 

activists’ commitment to determining their own commemorative agenda as well as black 

nationalists’ historic belief that “the black community itself must take the lead in 

alleviating the legacies stemming from racism.”98 Thus, the DFJE framed the city as a 

morally reprehensible agent and inversely framed themselves as the rightful decision- 

makers for the commemoration of Shockoe Bottom. 

 The activists’ assertion of their collective agency, moral sensibilities, and 

ancestral ties also helped liberate the black community from historical rhetorics that limit 

black subjectivity. If the city government commemorated Shockoe Bottom without input 

from the descendant community, they would deny Richmond’s black citizens the 

opportunity to increase their political and symbolic representation in local politics. As 
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Helton and her fellow scholars note, the historical record “often records blackness only as 

an absence of human subjecthood.”99 This historical absence was magnified by the city’s 

decision to commemorate black slavery while denying black agency. In the same way 

that VCU’s treatment of the burial ground as a parking lot desecrated the memory of 

those buried below, the city’s co-option of Shockoe Bottom as a site for development 

stripped the political agency from the city’s black community. In this instance, the 

SGHRP’s commemorative activism served to humanize both the black bodies who 

passed through this epicenter of the slave trade and the black individuals who voiced their 

right to reclaim this space.  

 While much of the activist rhetoric surrounding the SGHRP focused on its 

significance to Richmond’s black community, citizens also made arguments about the 

site’s significance for all Americans. The activists viewed commemoration as a means of 

integrating Richmond’s slave history into dominant national memories of this era. Ajamu 

Baraka, the 2016 vice presidential candidate for the Green Party, attested to the SGHRP’s 

potential to bring reconciliation at a news conference that took place at the burial ground 

that same year. He said: “Many people think this is a local struggle; in fact it is a national 

struggle because of the importance of this spot to the slave trade in this country.”100 

Baraka spoke to the reality that the United States has long wrestled with how to reconcile 

its entanglements with slavery. The very first generation of Americans struggled to 

negotiate the ideological dissonance between the nation’s verbalized commitment to 

liberty and their actualized practice of enslavement.101 Today, embattled debates over 

reparations and violent contentions over the Confederate flag highlight ways that the 

nation continues to grapple with memories of the Antebellum Era.102 In an interview with 
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Richmond Magazine, Professor Utsey explained that this paradox is precisely why 

Shockoe Bottom’s history needed to be preserved. He said: “Again, it's not a black and 

white thing — it's the history of this country that we're talking about…it's an issue that 

speaks to all of America and that it's simply a matter of telling the whole story.”103 A 

descendant-driven effort to commemorate Shockoe Bottom would be a step toward 

reintegrating slavery into American memory and reintegrating black voices into the 

American narrative. These activists fought for a commemoration that would be directed 

by the black community and for the national populace.   

 The fact that this commemorative project received supporters from far beyond 

Richmond underscores its role as a symbol of national concerns over memories of 

slavery. Such was the case when Lupita Nyong’o, the actor who played an enslaved 

woman named Patsey in the 2013 film 12 Years a Slave, wrote a letter to Mayor Jones 

urging him to protect Shockoe Bottom from development. This film was based off of an 

autobiographical slave narrative by the same name published in 1853. In this narrative, 

Solomon Northup chronicles being kidnapped as a free black man from his home in 

upstate New York and then taken to the slave pens of Shockoe Bottom before being sold 

as a slave further south.104 Nyong’o, who won an Academy Award for her role, drew on 

her visibility and her familiarity with this place before arguing for its preservation. She 

reasoned:  

Evidence of America’s slave history simply must be preserved, as the legacy of 
slavery affects all American people. The tactic of the enslaver was to 
systematically erase all memory of the African’s past; let us not repeat this ill by 
contributing to the erasure of his past in America too.105 
 

Here, Nyong’o paralleled the city’s reluctance to preserve Shockoe Bottom with the 

efforts of slaveholders to diminish their slaves’ connection to the African continent. 
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Commemorating the Bottom was not just a matter of historical preservation, it was about 

upending slave-era ideologies that attempted to strip a group of its cultural heritage in an 

effort to normalize racialized systems of hierarchy and dehumanization.106 Moreover, her 

commentary framed the preservation and commemoration of Shockoe Bottom as a means 

of addressing slavery’s legacy on a national level. Without memories of the enslaved and 

the enslaver, America lacked the resources to understand the racialized power differential 

this system left behind.  

 These spokespeople suggested that the Bottom’s commemoration would not just 

be an opportunity to passively reflect on the nation’s slave history, but it would provide a 

venue for citizens to actively consider lasting injustices. Baraka explained that: “This is a 

fight not only to preserve the memory and memorialize the site, but to educate people and 

talk about the implications of the slave trade and everything that developed from that 

point.”107 Because slavery is largely regarded as a shameful aspect of the nation’s past, 

people have often worked to diminish this system’s centrality to the national narrative or 

portray it in a benevolent light.108 Black nationalists have consistently worked to counter 

such cases of selective amnesia by speaking to slavery and colonialism’s ongoing 

legacies.109 For instance, Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton argued that in the 

United States, 

[Colonialism] has had social repercussions which date back to slavery but did not 
by any means end with the Emancipation Proclamation. Perhaps the most vicious 
result of colonialism—in Africa and in this country—was that it purposely, 
maliciously and with reckless abandon relegated the black man to a subordinated, 
inferior status in the society.”110 
 

Similarly, Baraka saw the burial ground’s commemoration as an opportunity to educate 

the public on slavery’s “social repercussions.” By memorializing this epicenter of the 
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slave trade, memories of the men and women who suffered here would be liberated from 

the historical whitewashing that has long silenced their testaments to this violence.111  

 Nyong’o also highlighted the pedagogical potential of preserving Shockoe 

Bottom. She argued that it would serve as “a place where we can bear witness to the 

human rights abuses of slavery, learn from the lessons of history, and spark a conscience 

in people so that they can choose the actions that promote justice and lasting peace 

today.”112 Indeed, she framed the act of commemoration as a means to both foster 

understanding of the past and encourage just actions in the future. In this case, preserving 

Shockoe Bottom was about shaping a citizenry that could “bear witness” to this mass 

atrocity and commit themselves to “justice and lasting peace.” As Bradford Vivian notes, 

the rhetoric of witnessing serves as both a “source of public deliberation and moral 

reasoning.”113 By depriving citizens of the chance to bear witness to memories of the 

slave trade, development at Shockoe Bottom would both inhibit citizens’ historical 

awareness and deny them the chance to deliberate and make progress in the struggle 

against injustice.  

 The DFJE framed the SGHRP as an opportunity to “bear witness” not just to the 

evils of slavery, but also to other forms of racialized oppression. This rhetoric highlights 

ways that commemoration can work to both support and thwart a narrative of racial 

progress. On the SGHRP website, the activists explained that reclaiming the burial 

ground from government control would help give black Richmonders a sense of “pride” 

in both their surroundings and their history. They elaborated that commemorating the site 

would encourage: 

Pride in living, in resisting enslavement and white supremacy, in surviving 
sharecropping, lynching, vagrancy laws, old Jim Crow, systemic racism and 
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desegregation. … And more recently we have come to understand that this 
struggle and every one of its public victories forces the established leadership, 
white and black, to acknowledge that Black Lives Do Matter.114  

 
The SGHRP’s commemorative agenda visualized what Saidiya V. Hartman describes as 

“the legacy of slavery that still haunts us.”115 The activists testified to the slave trade’s 

“systemic entrenchment of White Supremacy as a way of Virginia life with direct impact 

on the apartheid and eugenicist systems of South Africa and Nazi Germany.”116 U.S. 

slavery was not a discreet era of dehumanization. Rather, it was one iteration of the 

longstanding, systemic, global ideology of white supremacy. The SGHRP’s arguments 

resonated with Hartman’s suggestion that “[t]he duration of injury and the seemingly 

intractable character of our defeat account for the living presence of slavery.”117 In this 

sense, a commemoration of Shockoe Bottom would testify to the “living presence of 

slavery” and the ongoing struggle to convince white culture that black lives do matter.  

 However, the activists’ discourse also framed their commemorative campaign in 

terms of a progress narrative that celebrated the black community’s strength, resilience, 

and survival amidst two centuries of racial violence. By praising the black community’s 

history of “resisting enslavement and white supremacy,” these activists engaged 

commemoration as a means of countering slavery’s haunting legacy with memories of 

black agency and social change. In this sense, commemoration functioned as a tribute to 

black progress and as an anticipatory symbol of the black community’s continued “public 

victories” over institutional discrimination. Hartman wonders if commemoration’s 

function is limited to this “vantage point of contemporary progress and reason.”118 Such a 

perspective seems evident as the activists connected their struggle to the Black Lives 

Matter campaign, wherein they praised themselves for forcing city leadership to 
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acknowledge black subjectivity. For the SGHRP, reclaiming the burial ground was not 

just a matter of historical preservation; it was one element in the black community’s 

longstanding efforts to challenge institutional oppression.   

Commemorating Richmond’s Slave History 

 In their Autumn 2014 newsletter, the DFJE reminded readers that, “stopping the 

stadium has always been just the first part of a two-part struggle. The task now is to 

create a real memorial to the mass suffering and resistance that took place in Richmond.” 

While they acknowledged the work that the “National Trust and famous people like 

Lupita Nyong’o” did to stave off the Bottom’s development, they affirmed that “the 

essential element will be a real community discussion in which the Black community 

must play the leading role.”119 Indeed, as the activists supporting the SGHRP fought 

against corporate development and city-driven commemorations, they did not hesitate to 

begin memorializing this site on their own. They organized town hall meetings and 

partnered with designers at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst to propose a 

memorial park that would fully encompass Shockoe Bottom. However, the city has yet to 

approve of the SGHRP’s plan and remains focused only on constructing a museum at the 

site of Lumpkin’s Jail. While the specifics of an official commemoration are still being 

debated, Egunfemi has crafted a series of commemorative displays throughout Shockoe 

Bottom to honor the individuals who were enslaved in this space. In this section, I 

explain how these self-determined memorial efforts served to liberate memories of 

Richmond’s enslaved past and visually confront a commemorative culture rooted in 

white supremacy. 
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 When Mayor Jones’s plans for the baseball stadium ultimately failed, the city 

moved forward with commemorative plans for Shockoe Bottom that were substantial in 

funding but small in scope. The city’s $19 million proposal focused solely on the site of 

Lumpkin’s Jail—an effort deemed insufficient by many community members who 

desired to see a larger picture of slavery’s impact on Richmond. They voiced their 

concerns at community forums organized by the city’s architectural design team. Waite 

Rawls, president of the American Civil War Museum Foundation observed: “I’ve been to 

dozens of these meetings, and at every one of them the broad consensus is that it should 

be bigger than Lumpkin’s jail, yet every time we get something back from the city, it says 

Lumpkin’s jail.” Pamela Bingham affirmed that the commemoration “cannot just be 

about the jail. …I’m here to represent the descendants of Gabriel. It is very important to 

my family that this be right.”120 As the descendant of an enslaved man executed at 

Shockoe Bottom, Bingham engaged her family history as evidence of the ways that the 

city’s history of black oppression and resistance expanded far beyond the jail.  

 By arguing for an expanded memorialization, these community members 

advocated for a more comprehensive, nuanced representation of the city’s slave history. 

Lumpkin’s Jail/Devil’s Half Acre was a site of torture, and thus limiting commemoration 

to this site would fail to represent ways that the city’s black population resisted these 

violent logics of white supremacy. Moreover, this commemoration would neglect to 

portray the cultural, technological, and political accomplishments of these individuals.121 

In their September 2015 newsletter, the DFJE reminded readers that, “Shockoe Bottom 

was a place of great misery, but also of great resistance. It deserves to be properly 

memorialized.”122 The city’s limited proposal would thus tell only half of the story, a 
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form of selective amnesia that would obscure memories of the early black abolitionists 

who laid the foundation for slavery’s demise. This obfuscation reinforced the same 

patronizing logics of slavery and diminished the agency of these black individuals by 

selectively circulating memories that testified to their victimage and not their victories.  

 Many citizens also voiced concern that the city’s commemoration would paint a 

misleading picture of what actually occurred at this site. They suggested that rather than 

simply calling it “Lumpkin’s Jail,” as was the case on the city’s historic map, the site 

should be referred to as the “Devil’s Half Acre”—the name that enslaved people used. By 

claiming an alternate name for the site, these activists enacted “a powerful political 

exercise” that worked to “to exert more control over the rhetorical landscape and redefine 

black interest through new vocabulary.” As Corrigan further explains, black power 

activists frequently renamed themselves and their environment as a means of establishing 

“rhetorical power” and “expressing agency.”123 For Egunfemi, using the term “jail” 

mirrored racist frameworks that pinned black people as inherently criminal, and might 

allow “young people [to] assume their enslaved ancestors did something wrong to end up 

there.”124 These community members fought for a commemoration that acknowledged 

the power and agency of their ancestors in both name and design. 

 Thus, when the SGHRP brought in Max Page and the Amherst Center for Design 

Engagement (CDE), they drafted plans for an expansive memorial park that would 

encompass the near entirety of Shockoe Bottom. These activists worked with Page’s team 

to craft a commemorative project that would both humanize the individuals who passed 

through Shockoe Bottom during the era of enslavement and counter the Lost Cause 

narrative memorialized throughout the city. Their plan includes a grove of lighted towers, 
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an interactive wall displaying the names of the enslaved who passed through Shockoe 

Bottom, an educational center, as well as urban agricultural plots that could help supply 

local food pantries.125 With cost estimates at around $30 million dollars, it seems that the 

DFJE’s most recent proposal is no longer the modest, community-driven commemoration 

that the group once envisioned.  

 The SGHRP’s proposal both reflects the activists’ current concerns regarding the 

near invisibility of black history sites in the city and crafts a landscape that would serve 

as a countermemorial to Monument Avenue. In the CDE’s report, they reflect that the 

community desires “a place where Richmonders and all affected people can make fully 

visible what has for too long been made invisible.”126 To accomplish this, a central 

element of the memorial park’s design includes a “Grove of Light” amidst a large plaza 

called “Shockoe Square.” This assembly of eleven tall, brightly lit columns would be 

visible from Broad Street, the Amtrak station, the university, and the interstate. Such a 

display stands in stark contrast to the site’s current commemorative state, which is hidden 

below the intersection of Broad Street and the interstate. Though there is an informative 

placard at the near-hidden burial ground, visitors are challenged to imagine what is below 

ground and what they cannot see. The “Grove of Light” would instead draw people to the 

site and provide them with a space of reflection. These brightly-lit pillars stretch to the 

sky and convey that this is not just a site of mourning; it is also a space to celebrate the 

lives interred there.  

 The heightened visibility of this commemorative space creates the possibility that 

it could serve as a visual counterpoint for the city’s collection of Confederate 

monuments. As Hong explains, elevation is a crucial element of commemoration, and the 
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height of a monument as well as its topographical location reveal something significant 

about the social hierarchies that shape the landscape.127 Crafting a conspicuous memorial 

site at Shockoe Bottom is an essential element of the SGHRP’s recovery project given the 

neighborhood’s low positioning at the literal “bottom” of the city. In contrast, Monument 

Avenue is located 145 feet higher—the equivalent of a fourteen-story building—than 

Shockoe Bottom. Moreover, the men memorialized on this street stand along or atop 

monuments ranging from 28-67 feet tall.128 The SGHRP’s memorial then serves to 

compensate for the site’s geographical disposition with structures of height and light.  

 By erecting a visual counterpoint to Monument Avenue, the SGHRP voiced hope 

that the memorial park would also work as an ideological counterpoint to its Lost Cause 

narrative of white supremacy and black subjugation. The CDE’s report stated that they 

“hope that in the future people will speak of the Grove of Light at Shockoe Bottom 

before they speak of ‘Monument Avenue,’ where the valorization of the Confederacy has 

long dominated the image of the city.”129 The memorial park then would arguably serve 

as a material representation of what Thomas R. Dunn refers to as a “countermemory.” 

Countermemories, according to Dunn, “create contrary memories to directly challenge 

and replace already-existing official memories, giving them a reactionary quality.”130  

In one issue of the DFJE’s newsletter, the group suggested that they were in a 

commemorative “battle” with the city, and that the instantiation of their memorial park 

could serve as the ultimate countermemory to the existing memoryscape. They argued 

that their proposal “would serve as a counterpoint to the city’s many Confederate 

statues,” and “as an ‘antidote’ to the seemingly endless contestation between racially 

biased neo-Confederates and advocates for African American history and racial 
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justice.”131 In other words, the memorial park would work to materialize black nationalist 

ideologies of liberation and self-determination amidst a commemorative culture of white 

supremacy and subjugation.  

 The SGHRP also envisioned that their memorial park would counter the city’s 

Lost Cause culture by highlighting the personhood and humanity of the individuals who 

passed through Shockoe Bottom’s slave auctions, jail house, and burial ground. This 

meant that the memorial should begin with a narrative about life in Africa—not 

enslavement in America. In the 2015 edition of their newsletter, they printed plans for the 

memorial park and argued that its story: 

…should begin with the cultures of Africa as they existed before the first 
European slavers arrived; through the Trans-Atlantic slave trade; the suffering and 
the resistance; the Civil War and its aftermath; Reconstruction and its overthrow; 
the establishment of Jim Crow apartheid; Massive Resistance; the Virginia 
eugenics movement and the Virginia Civil Rights Movement.132 
 

Here, the DFJE argued that slavery should be one chapter, rather than the chapter, in any 

representation of Richmond’s black history. Such a commemoration would remind the 

public that the individuals enslaved at Shockoe Bottom, or their ancestors, were 

kidnapped from people groups with rich cultural traditions of their own. This origin story, 

coupled with the DFJE’s desire to also feature multiple resistance movements, works to 

transform memories of enslaved individuals from brute workers to individuals who 

regularly resisted their subjugation.  

 The DFJE also stated that the commemoration should extend beyond slavery, 

chronicling multiple instances of black oppression and resistance up to the Civil Rights 

Movement. This commemorative proposal pushes the public to consider ways that the 

social and political harms of slavery have continued to shape racial politics at the local, 
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state, and national level. Indeed, these activists proposed a memorial that would grapple 

with slavery’s transhistorical complexities, resisting any attempt to present a simplified 

portrayal of slavery as a discreet era. In this way, the DFJE worked to recover more 

nuanced, multifaceted memories of the city’s black history. Moreover, they advanced 

public memories of the city’s black residents that showcase ways they have always 

served as active agents in their own liberation. 

 Neither the SGHRP’s nor the city’s proposal for an official memorial has come to 

fruition. However, Egunfemi has created a memorial space at the burial ground that 

honors both the individuals buried there as well as the individuals who saved it from 

desecration. A large wooden sign between two rose bushes on the hill above the burial 

ground reads: AFRICAN ANCESTRAL BURIAL GROUND in large brown type. Below 

this designation, the sign reads: “Protected by the People’s Collective Work of Self-

Determined Richmond” in smaller font. Though the sign appears professionally made, it 

clearly designates the memorial not as a municipal project, but as an independent 

undertaking by the community. Other signage also testifies to this community initiative. 

A 3 x 4 foot pink banner is attached to a wooden backdrop that sits at the front and center 

of the burial ground. The sign tells visitors that this grassy field was “posthumously 

emancipated by members of the descendant community and the supporters of black 

liberation on the 150th anniversary of the end of enslavement.”133 While this banner 

testifies to the belated emancipation of the interred, it actually works to honor those 

commemorative activists who viewed the site’s protection as part the greater black 

liberation struggle. Visitors are encouraged to view the site’s commemoration as an 
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expression of collective resistance against the desecration and neglect of the city’s 

African ancestors.  

 Throughout this memorial site, the activists who worked to commemorate this 

space are referred to as the “descendant community,” crafting a familial relationship 

between the city’s former slaves and its current black residents. As the pink banner noted, 

it was the “descendant community” who posthumously emancipated the ancestors. A 

small placard located to the far right of the pink banner reads: “The descendant 

community has built this space to hold the names of our oldest known African ancestral 

elders from near and far. May their collective wisdom guide our journey.” Two trees 

located on either side of the pink banner have small placards that dedicate them to the 

ancestral sisters and brothers, respectively. This familial rhetoric suggests that many of 

the activists who fought to protect this site perceive a personal connection to this place 

and those buried below. By claiming an ancestral connection to this land, the activists are 

thereby demonstrating their rightful inheritance of the decision-making power concerning 

its fate. For many descendants of slaves, identifying with their ancestors is a means of 

cultivating a “shared history and cultural heritage” rather than a testament to a 

documented genetic linkage.134 This stands in contrast to predominately white 

organizations like the Daughters of the American Revolution or the Sons of Confederate 

Veterans, who maintain stringent documentation requirements for membership—records 

largely unavailable to the descendants of slaves.135 These organizations garner 

widespread financial and political support for their commemorative projects—including 

the upkeep of cemeteries.136 So by identifying as the descendants of Richmond’s former 

slaves, these activists cultivated a sense of legitimacy surrounding their control of the 



 

 

242 

site’s commemoration. Moreover, their familial rhetoric fostered solidarity between the 

activists’ struggle for representation in Richmond’s commemorative places and their 

ancestors’ struggle for liberation in the city’s civic spaces.  

Conclusion 

 On April 3, 2015, citizens in Richmond, Virginia gathered at the burial ground on 

the 150th anniversary of the Civil War’s end. Egunfemi and other activists organized a 

“posthumous emancipation” of the former slaves buried at the site. People gathered to 

play instruments, light candles, and leave offerings of fruit, wine, coins, and glassware on 

a makeshift altar set up at the site. During the day’s events, Egunfemi affixed paper slips 

to the trees bearing the names of three hundred enslaved men and women who lived in 

Richmond. In a libation ceremony titled “Anointing the Veil,” Egunfemi led the crowd in 

a call-and-response chant that declared to the men and women buried below: “You are 

now free.”137  

 This posthumous emancipation ceremony highlights the role of memory in the 

struggle for black liberation. After years of struggle to recover this site, the activists are 

now able to reclaim the burial ground as a sacred gathering place for Richmond’s black 

community. Don Mitchell argues that “[r]ights have to be exercised somewhere, and 

sometimes that ‘where’ has itself to be actively produced by taking, by wresting, some 

space and transforming both its meaning and its use—by producing a space in which 

rights can exist and be exercised.”138 In this chapter, I demonstrated ways that supporters 

of the SGHRP actively transformed Shockoe Bottom to be a space where Richmond’s 

descendant community could liberate memories of their ancestors and the city’s slave 

history. Through their efforts to commemorate this site, these activists also advanced 
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their commitment to self-determination and established their struggles against 

institutional control as consubstantial with those of their ancestors. 

 This chapter also showcased ways that commemorative activism can serve as a 

crucial means of historical recovery. In the same way that textual recovery works to 

counter the oppressive silences that often mark archival collections and scholarly canons, 

commemorative activism can work to recover those memories suppressed by the existing 

commemorative culture. Helton and her coauthors argue that “recovery can serve as a 

powerful antidote to the erasure of black history from public discourse.”139 The SGHRP 

not only worked to recover historical evidence of Richmond’s slave history, they also 

engaged in a spatial recovery of the burial ground, a cultural recovery of the city’s 

African roots, a political recovery of the black community’s civic agency, and an 

ideological recovery of black self-determination.  

 As of March 2018, the city has yet to decide on if, or how, they will 

commemorate Shockoe Bottom. Whether or not the city’s plan for a museum or the 

SGHRP’s proposal will come to fruition is hard to say. However, what Shockoe Bottom 

is not—namely, a parking lot or a baseball stadium—speaks to the power of activists to 

reshape a city’s commemorative landscape.   
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Conclusion:  
Slavery’s Legacy and the Ongoing Fight for Black Liberation 

Since the start of the twenty-first century, the United States has witnessed the 

opening of multiple memory sites dedicated to interrogating the country’s slave history. 

Besides the three case studies presented in this dissertation, the nation now hosts the 

African American History and Culture Smithsonian, the National Underground Railroad 

Freedom Center, the Whitney Plantation Museum, and the Equal Justice Initiative’s (EJI) 

“The Legacy Museum: From Enslavement to Mass Incarceration.”1 Bryan Stevenson, the 

founder of EJI and its museum, views these institutions as the very beginning of a 

cultural shift wherein the nation confronts its slave history. “We’re just getting started, 

frankly,” he observes. He suggests that the near absence of such institutions prior to this 

century shows “how committed we have been to not talking about [slavery].”2 For 

Stevenson, The Legacy Museum represents one step towards closing a crucial gap in the 

nation’s understanding of slavery: connecting the historical enslavement of Africans to 

ongoing anti-black racism.  

Stevenson’s museum presents a narrative to help visitors understand the historical 

and ideological ties between slavery and other forms of black subjugation, including 

lynching and mass incarceration. Located in Montgomery, Alabama and set to open on 

April 26, 2018, this museum takes visitors on an interactive journey through slave 

warehouses and prison cells “to immerse visitors in the sights and sounds of the domestic 

slave trade, racial terrorism, and the Jim Crow South.”3 On that same day, EJI will also 

host an opening ceremony for its “Memorial to Peace and Justice,” the very first 

commemoration to collectively honor victims of “racial terror lynchings.” EJI uses the 
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term “racial terror lynchings” to describe murders “carried out with impunity” by white 

citizens and “conducted as celebratory acts of racial control and domination.”4 The 

memorial to these murder victims features 800 steel, six-foot-tall monuments engraved 

with the victims’ names—one representing each county where a racial terror lynching 

took place. In the six-acre park behind the memorial are 800 identical monuments 

“waiting to be claimed and installed by the counties they represent.” EJI’s hope is that 

“[o]ver time, the national memorial will serve as a report on which parts of the country 

have confronted the truth of this terror and which have not.”5  

In this concluding chapter, I analyze The Legacy Museum and the Memorial to 

Peace and Justice to address the implications of commemorative activism and 

demonstrate ways in which memorials can function as radical acts and rhetorics of social 

change. These commemorative sites serve as material touchstones representing the 

ongoing need to fight for black liberation, power, and justice. As this study has 

highlighted, slavery’s ideological and material legacies demonstrate the continued 

relevance and need to embrace black nationalist ideologies of resistance. The EJI 

museum and memorial suggest that if we do not recover memories of those who suffered 

under slavery, lynching, and mass incarceration, and challenge the ideologies that 

enabled this atrocity, black lives will continue to be oppressed through new systems and 

institutions. Thus, this project concludes by suggesting that commemorative activism 

works not just to reshape public memory, but also to incite future social change. 

To synthesize these contributions and implications, I first provide a brief analysis 

of the Legacy Museum and the Memorial to Peace and Justice, explaining ways that the 

sites’ designs and aspirations highlight the ongoing threat of white supremacy and racial 
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violence. Next, I review the implications of this project for reshaping memories of 

slavery, reclaiming sacred and sordid places, and reconstituting ideologies of black 

nationalism. In this final section, I incorporate examples from the three cases of this study 

as well as EJI’s museum and memorial. 

 Equal Justice: Commemorating a History of Racial Violence 

The location, mission, and design of the Legacy Museum and the Memorial to 

Peace and Justice showcase ways that commemorative activism can transgress a singular 

moment or place. The Legacy Museum does not provide visitors with artifacts from one 

notable site or the history of a specific era. Instead, it offers visitors a narrative that helps 

people trace the history of black subjugation from slavery to the present. EJI wants 

visitors to understand that “the formal abolition of slavery did nothing to overcome the 

harmful ideas created to defend it, and so slavery did not end: it evolved.”6 The Memorial 

to Peace and Justice functions as a central tribute to lynching victims, but it also provides 

the means for this commemoration to expand across twenty states through the distribution 

of 800 monument columns. Though these sites recognize victims of racial violence on a 

national scale, their location in Montgomery, Alabama is a visual testament to the city’s 

and the state’s dynamic history of race relations.  

 Alabama’s capital claims a contentious identity as both the “Cradle of the 

Confederacy” and the “Cradle of Freedom.”7 In 2017, EJI counted 59 Confederate 

markers and monuments throughout Montgomery, but found “hardly a word about 

slavery” anywhere in the city.8 As Stevenson notes, this imbalance “[i]s desperately 

problematic.”9 The city’s and state’s history of lynching is also largely absent from the 

commemorative landscape. EJI identified 71 African Americans who were lynched in 
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Montgomery and the surrounding counties between 1877-1950, and 361 victims across 

the state.10 Despite the city’s near silence on slavery and lynching, Montgomery’s civil 

rights history is well documented. The city hosts the Civil Rights Memorial, the U.S. 

Civil Rights Trail, the Rosa Parks Museum, the Freedom Rides Museum, numerous 

historical markers, and many street names that honor civil rights leaders.11  

Montgomery’s promotion of their civil rights history reveals another instance of 

selective amnesia, wherein institutions privilege memories that testify to a sense of 

progress and achievement and obscure memories that provide a counter narrative.12 As 

this study has shown, U.S. cities rarely promote memories of their slave history unless 

citizens pressure them to do so, and commemorations that recognize lynching episodes 

are even more uncommon.13 While African Americans are visibly memorialized 

throughout Montgomery, these commemorations almost solely focus on instances of 

peaceful protest and triumph over discrimination. As previously noted, most of the city’s 

other commemorations honor slaveholders and statesmen who condoned enslavement 

and racial terrorism. These clashing commemorative cultures provide another example of 

ways that memorializing functions as a political act and frame the EJI’s commemorative 

agenda as a provocative reshaping of both cultures.  

 While Stevenson does acknowledge the need for “truth and reconciliation,” he 

sees these as sequential goals, arguing that: “You have to tell the truth before you can get 

to reconciliation, and culturally we have done a terrible job of truth telling in this country 

about our history of racial inequality.”14 EJI aims to help museum visitors understand that 

white supremacy has continued to shape private sentiment and public life in this country 

because emancipation did nothing to diminish this ideology. Michael Hanchard explains 
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that commemorations can function to remind “collectivities of the choices each 

generation must make when faced with the unbearable weight of racial and national 

oppression.” They are often faced with the options to “accede or quit, fight or negotiate, 

just as their forbearers did.”15 The Legacy Museum presents visitors with a choice: 

accede to the racial ideologies that have long marked our political and commemorative 

landscape, or challenge decision makers to recognize “the destructive violence that 

shaped our nation, traumatized people of color, and compromised our commitment to the 

rule of law and to equal justice.”16 

In exposing the nation’s history of racial violence, the museum encourages 

visitors to understand mass incarceration as a form of modern day slavery. Though the 

United States only has 5 percent of the world’s population, it holds 25 percent of the 

world’s prisoners. African Americans are incarcerated at a rate six times that of white 

Americans.17 It is estimated that one in three black men will go to prison in their lifetime, 

demonstrating the raced, classed, and gendered dimensions of the country’s criminal 

justice system.18 Legal scholars trace the origins of this racialized crisis back to the 

Thirteenth Amendment, which outlawed slavery “except as a punishment for crime 

whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or 

any place subject to their jurisdiction.”19 As Michelle Alexander explains, this 

amendment allowed parts of the country to maintain “Convict Codes” that law 

enforcement officials disproportionately applied to black men for such “crimes” as 

vagrancy, unemployment, “mischief,” and “insulting gestures.” Those arrested were often 

given forced labor as part of their sentencing. Other times, they were hit with such high 

fines that they were sold to plantations, private corporations, brickyards, and other places 
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as a means of paying off their debt. This system maintained a steady supply of unpaid 

black laborers for the South even after slavery’s demise.20 In more recent years, the rise 

of the prison-industrial complex has made imprisonment, and hence systemic racism, a 

lucrative, capitalist enterprise.21  

 The design of the Legacy Museum fosters an interactive experience, providing 

visitors with prosthetic memories of racialized violence. As explained earlier in this 

study, prosthetic memories are not organically produced; they are mediated constructions 

of a historical moment that are “experienced with one’s own body.”22 The Legacy 

Museum creates prosthetic memories of enslavement by recreating places of confinement 

and subjugation. The museum itself is located on the site of a former slave warehouse and 

a block from one of the nation’s largest slave auctions. Visitors are made aware of this as 

they enter the building, allowing them to envision what it must have been like for 

enslaved individuals to enter this building two centuries ago. Within the museum, visitors 

walk through recreations of a slave warehouse, an auction block, and a jail pen.23 These 

serve as what Alison Landsberg describes as “transferential spaces:” places that provide 

access to prosthetic memories through “a range of processual, sensually immersed 

knowledges, knowledges which would be difficult to acquire by purely cognitive means.” 

The museum subsequently cultivates “affective power” among visitors by moving them 

beyond an intellectual awareness of slavery to an emotive understanding of white 

supremacy’s ramifications.24   

The museum also engages with virtual reality technology, attempting to bring 

sight and sound to the history of enslavement and it relationship to lynching and mass 

incarceration. Visitors hear actors read first-person accounts of the domestic slave trade, 
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see holographic images of enslaved people held in a dungeon and awaiting sale, and 

watch video footage of lynching images.25 In some ways, these virtual representations 

foster what Landsberg calls a “radical politics of empathy.” Visitors come face-to-face 

with the anguish of slavery and the terror of lynching, helping them to comprehend “the 

narratives that have allowed us, as a country, to tolerate suffering and injustice among 

people of color.”26 While visitors with different racial and ideological backgrounds likely 

enter this museum with varying perspectives, the affective intensity of such displays will 

leave few unmoved. Landsberg explains that because these memories “feel real,” they 

have the ability “to produce empathy and social responsibility as well as political 

alliances that transcend race, class, and gender.”27 

However, these technologies, which EJI describes as “exciting” and “incredible,” 

also risk framing the museum as a space of entertainment rather than education.28 EJI’s 

focus on transforming individuals through this multisensory experience risks detracting 

visitors from recognizing the structural changes necessary to break down ideologies of 

racial subjugation. As Landsberg reminds readers, prosthetic memories are, more or less, 

commodities—experiences that can be set aside or exchanged for other memories.29 

Visitors who pay eight dollars for a tempered encounter with enslavement may feel 

anguish in the moment, but another emotionally intense experience could soon displace 

this affective space. The Legacy Museum thus encapsulates the limits of commemoration 

as a rhetoric of social change. Reproducing graphic memories of racial violence might, as 

Landsberg suggests, “be instrumental in articulating an ethical relation to the other.”30 

However, the emotional dimension of these multimedia representations may distract 
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visitors from intellectual engagement with the ongoing structures that continue to 

engender such violence.  

The Memorial to Peace and Justice also works to liberate memories of those who 

suffered from racial violence by providing individualized representations of their deaths. 

When visitors first enter the site, the memorial appears to be held up by 800 steel 

columns. But as they draw closer and begin walking through the memorial, “the ground 

drops,” and visitors realize that those columns are actually “suspended from above.” This 

shift in perspective is meant to draw visitors into the public square where lynchings took 

place. The columns are made from corten steel, which rusts over time and often “bleed[s] 

onto nearby surfaces.” The names of over 4000 lynching victims will be inscribed on 

these “bleeding” columns, as well as the counties where these murders took place.31 In 

the center of this monument is a grassy hill, which again inverts the viewing perspective. 

From this vantage point, visitors appear to be surrounded by corpses hanging from the 

ceiling, implying that “the dead stand in judgment of the living.” Beyond the memorial is 

a landscaped park where duplicates of the columns lie flat alongside each other. Counties 

are encouraged to claim these monuments as a means of “bearing witness” to the violence 

in their own communities. Over time, EJI hopes that “the national memorial will serve as 

a report on which parts of the country have confronted the truth of this terror and which 

have not.”32 

This memorial educates visitors on the pervasiveness of lynching, naming 

counties and victims from across the country. In 2015, EJI produced an extensive report 

that tallied 4,384 victims of racialized terror lynchings—400 more than had been 

previously documented. These extrajudicial killings took place in 20 different states 
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across both the Deep South and the Midwest—and often in broad daylight. “Lynch 

parties” were regular occurrences in some parts of the country, with crowds of white men 

and women holding barbeques and taking pictures at the site of the mob killing. 

Sometimes attendees made postcards from these photographs and sent them to friends 

and family.33 Lynchings were not just enacted by a few angry men; they were the product 

of a racist culture where white citizens regularly witnessed the brutalization of black 

bodies as a form of entertainment, violence, and retribution. 

The Peace and Justice Memorial works to both hold municipalities accountable 

for this violence and foster a sense of healing for the community who inherited this 

trauma. EJI hopes that the dual columns will “encourage a form of truth telling and racial 

reconciliation” as local governments verbally acknowledge this history and visually 

commemorate its victims. The columns are intended to be a representation of 

“purgatory,”34 suggesting that the memorial in Montgomery serves as a site of judgment 

for the counties confronted with their violent past. As the columns are relocated to local 

communities over time, those remaining at the memorial will testify to the counties who 

have chosen to remain silent about this history. The memorial helps to provide a long 

overdue form of justice for lynching victims (whose perpetrators were often protected by 

county officials)35 by publically exposing the county’s historical culpability and present 

indifference. Because this memorial pushes county governments to mirror EJI’s truth-

telling efforts, the site demonstrates the rippling effect of commemorative activism to 

effect institutional change.  

 The memorial also joins a global conversation about racial reconciliation and 

draws connections between the lynching crisis and contemporary racial subjugation. EJI 
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partnered with MASS Design Group, the same team that built the Kigali Genocide 

Memorial in Rwanda. Stevenson commended the commemorative work done in Rwanda, 

South Africa, and Germany to encourage racial, religious, and ethnic reconciliation after 

mass atrocities. He also contrasted these efforts with the failure of the United States to 

create a reflective space for the lynching crisis, especially since these acts of violence 

pre-date the Rwandan genocide, Apartheid, and the Holocaust.36 By analogizing the 

lynching crisis to these events, EJI pushes Americans to remember this era as a mass 

atrocity—not just for those killed, but for all black Americans who lived under the 

constant threat of violence. By design, the memorial associates the legacies of lynching 

with contemporary racial trauma: 

Lynchings occurred in communities where African Americans today remain 
marginalized, disproportionately poor, overrepresented in prisons and jails, and 
underrepresented in decisionmaking roles in the criminal justice system. Only by 
telling the truth about the age of racial terror and collectively reflecting on this 
period and its legacy can we hope that our present-day conversations about racial 
exclusion and inequality - and any policies designed to address these issues - will 
be accurate, thoughtful, and informed.37 

 
Because this memorial works to diffuse its commemorative efforts across the country, it 

holds the potential to bring these conversations to communities where the ideological 

underpinnings of lynching are still alive and well. Though residents may respond 

differently to the rusty column installed in their town square, they will at least possess the 

knowledge to consider if, and how, these instances of racialized terror continue to shape 

their community.  

Implications of Commemorative Activism for Memory, Place, and Black Nationalism 

To some degree, commemorations will always fall short in representing their 

subjects fully and completely, as they are symbolic, fixed, tangible expressions of such 
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intricate subjects as people, events, or eras. As previously acknowledged (Introduction) 

the United States has mostly avoided, sanitized, or romanticized its slave history. 

However, my analysis of the ABG Coalition, ATAC, the SGHRP, and EJI has 

demonstrated that such depictions are not the only strategies for commemorating the 

country’s former slaves. These activists instead lobbied for commemorations that worked 

to liberate memories of their enslaved ancestors by honoring their African roots, 

privileging black labor, and venerating their lives. Indeed, these groups challenged the 

commemorative status quo through their shared commitment to self-determination, 

liberation, black power, and Pan-Africanism: central tenants of a black nationalist 

ideology. In this reflection, I review the implications of their commemorative activism 

for remembering slavery, recovering sacred and sordid places, and reconstituting black 

nationalism in contemporary racial contexts.  

Reshaping Memories of Slavery 

This study has shown that commemorating slavery is a highly contentious public 

issue, one that incites debate and poses risks for those challenging the status quo. Michel-

Rolph Trouillot explains that memories of slavery are akin to the presence of a “ghost”—

both a figure of the past and a “living presence.” How society should “represent the 

ghost” of slavery is thus a chief problem of America’s public memory.38 As The Legacy 

Museum showcased, slavery continues to “haunt” public life, and so how we remember 

this era holds real implications for those subject to ongoing racial violence. The activist 

groups studied in this project fought to memorialize slavery’s past and “living presence” 

by honoring their enslaved ancestors and rejecting the ideologies of white supremacy that 

continue to circulate.  
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The activists in this study faced significant consequences for their 

commemorative efforts, demonstrating the ideological and institutional forces working to 

suppress memories of slavery. For example, the Baltimore police fined the activists who 

placed their statue of an enslaved woman alongside a Confederate monument 

(Introduction). Members of the SGHRP faced arrest for protecting their ancestors’ burial 

ground (Chapter 3). And when EJI attempted to place commemorative placards at the site 

of racial lynchings, the City of Montgomery said “no. That would be too controversial.”39 

In 2017, police arrested seven activists for toppling a proslavery monument in North 

Carolina and a protestor in Virginia lost her life for supporting the removal of a 

Confederate statue.40 That these citizens were willing to sacrifice their wellbeing for the 

public recognition of slavery’s brutality underscores the heavy burden of these memories 

for many Americans.  

The cases in this study also trouble a linear narrative of racial progress. As a form 

of protest, commemorative activism attempts to both alter perceptions of the past and 

incite social change in the present. For example, black citizens in New York drew 

parallels between the oppression of their ancestors and their own subjugation by federal 

authorities (Chapter 1). ATAC members demanded inclusion in national memory places 

as reparation for their ancestors’ exclusion from national political spaces (Chapter 2). 

Saidiya V. Hartman explains that for many descendants, remembering slavery “provides 

a vehicle for articulating the disfigured promises of the present, that is, equality, freedom 

from discrimination, the abolition of the badges of slavery, and so on.”41 These activists 

highlighted the oppression of their ancestors while subsequently shedding light on their 

own subjugation.  
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Hartman’s observation suggests that now is the “kairotic moment” to remember 

and reflect on the country’s slave past.42 As The Legacy Museum demonstrated, the racist 

ideologies cultivated through slavery are still visible in the troubling state of race 

relations today. The nation is currently grappling with police officers’ often-acquitted 

murder of black individuals, the “new Jim Crow” of mass incarceration, and stayed 

efforts to disenfranchise black voters.43 Hartman suggests that it is these realities—

“[r]acial subjection, incarceration, impoverishment and second-class citizenship” that 

represent slavery’s ghost.44 Commemorative activism provides the public with an 

opportunity to recognize ways that this system’s roots in white supremacy and racial 

difference are still actively at play. These protests reshape memories of slavery from a 

finite chapter of history to the foundation of racial inequality in this country. As 

Stevenson argued, truth must come before reconciliation, and if the United States is to 

ever heal from slavery’s legacy, it must “shine the light of truth on the destructive 

violence that shaped our nation, traumatized people of color, and compromised our 

commitment to the rule of law and to equal justice.”45  

Recovering Sacred and Sordid Places  

This project has demonstrated the ways that commemorative activism can serve 

as a means of spatial recovery. The debates over slavery memorials took place in New 

York City, Philadelphia, and Richmond, recovering memories of urban centers and 

Northern states as places of enslavement. The activists worked to revise historical 

narratives that often privilege memories of slavery in the South and/or on plantations. At 

times, this focus on Southern plantation life has led to romanticized visions of slavery 

akin to popular films like Gone with the Wind.46 Other times, this myopic memory of 
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where slavery took place has allowed the country to frame slavery as a product of 

southern racism, thereby erasing ways that the entire nation was complicit in this system 

through its laws, trade practices, and ideologies.47 Commemorating urban sites of slavery 

pushes the nation to recognize how pervasive this system was and how traumatic its 

legacy continues to be. While Jan Assmann suggests that collective memories work “to 

stabilize and convey [a] society's self-image,” this study suggests that commemorative 

activism can also work to destabilize a “society's self-image.”48 In this project’s three 

case studies, activists destabilized the nation’s idealized self-image by invoking spatial 

evidence of a nation built on racial subjugation.  

Another function of commemorative activism in this study is to recover sacred 

spaces where descendants can mourn their ancestors’ suffering and revel in their 

memories. The ABG Coalition and the SGHRP protected the places where their ancestors 

were buried, defending their right to a peaceful resting place after a lifetime of 

subjugation (Chapter 1 & Chapter 3). In the South especially, family members of the 

deceased and groups like the United Daughters of the Confederacy usually help preserve 

historically white cemeteries. These groups are often subsidized by the state for the 

cemeteries’ care and maintenance. However, historically black burial sites rarely receive 

state funds. And because many descendants of the deceased were pushed North by the 

racial violence and intimidation of Jim Crow, these cemeteries have largely deteriorated 

from vandalism and natural overgrowth.49 This racialized contrast in cemetery care 

underscores ways that the ABG Coalition and the SGHRP’s campaign for institutional 

protection of the burial grounds was actually a resistive political act. These activists 

fought to memorialize black burial spaces as a means of reclaiming them from 
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development and neglect. The groups also reconstituted these burial grounds as Pan-

African gathering places where the descendant community could celebrate their cultural 

heritage and their ancestors’ resilience. Indeed, this project demonstrated ways that 

commemoration can function to redefine a place’s meaning and purpose. 

Commemoration activism can also provide a physical and mental space where 

communities can grieve and reflect on their traumatic history. ATAC lobbied for the 

INHP to include memories of Washington’s slaves and all those held in bondage so that 

those who visit that site would recognize America’s racist roots. The President’s House 

features not only information about the nine slaves illegally held by the first president, 

but it also teaches visitors about the transatlantic slave trade and about U.S. laws that 

established racialized, gendered, and classed criteria for citizenship.50 The one million 

visitors who view the Liberty Bell each year are forced to walk past the Slavery 

Memorial and thus grapple with the dissonance between the nation’s values and its 

practices (Chapter 2).51 EJI’s Memorial to Peace and Justice also showcases ways that 

commemoration can create spaces to reflect on erased histories. As counties claim and 

relocate their engraved monuments, they provide a place for citizens to contemplate the 

violence their communities continue to enact. These places are transformed from 

courthouse lawns to crime scenes, confronting community members with their violent 

predecessors and inciting them to consider the ongoing legacies of racial terrorism. Most 

people willing to visit Montgomery and buy a ticket to the memorial will likely be aware 

or at least interested in the history of racial lynching. But the presence of these smaller 

monuments across the country heightens the opportunity for more citizens to both 

willfully and accidentally encounter this sordid history. While Charlene Mires asserts that 
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monuments “place limitations on collective memory by anchoring it in place,”52 this 

study demonstrates the possibilities of commemorative activism to circulate memories 

across space.  

Commemorative activism can also circulate memories across global spaces. As 

the groups in this project fought to preserve African burial grounds, they transformed 

these places from subjects of local controversy to sites of global struggle. Activists in the 

ABG Coalition and the SGHRP framed their advocacy as part of the African diaspora’s 

efforts to challenge the ongoing legacies of slavery and colonialism (Chapter 1 & Chapter 

3). The descendant communities engaged in African spiritual practices to liberate their 

ancestors from memories of what they endured in this place and to resurrect memories of 

Africa—the place they left behind. By invoking Pan-African arguments, these activists 

pushed communities to recognize the United States’s participation in global systems of 

white supremacy. While America has certainly wrestled with how to remember slavery 

on its own soil, it has also struggled to recognize its complicity in the subjugation of 

black communities around the world. Indeed, Western colonialism and the transatlantic 

slave trade had devastating and lasting consequences for the diaspora at large.53 These 

activists persuaded communities to remember that their ancestors’ stories did not begin in 

America, but in Africa. Such narratives displaced typical colonial logics that start 

history’s clock when white settlers arrive on the scene and affirm Africans as the 

protagonists of their own stories.54  

Reconstituting Rhetorics of Black Nationalism  

This study also demonstrated how the ideologies of black nationalism still hold 

political force for activists turning to commemoration as a way to challenge white 
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supremacy. These groups engaged themes of self-determination, Pan-Africanism, black 

power, and black liberation in their arguments and adapted this historical framework to 

battle contemporary racial politics. Their rhetoric illustrated Dean E. Robinson’s 

argument that “black nationalism reflects (and sometimes influences) the dominant trends 

concerning race and politics of specific historical periods.”55 In the 1990s, amidst the 

protests studied in this project, many Americans began pondering the arrival of the 

“postracial age.” Postracialism suggests that significant racial progress has steered the 

country into an era where race is no longer a salient issue—where people can candidly 

attest that “all lives matter” and rebuff affirmative action policies as “reverse-racism.”56 

As Garrett Felber notes: “The denial of race is a central fixture in the perpetuation of 

racism, and black nationalists have routinely called attention to the importance of racial 

pride while exposing the coded racism of liberals.”57 Commemorative activism thus 

served as a means for these activists to challenge such a worldview and reconstitute a 

distinct racial identity grounded in black pride and black power. These activists also 

reshaped the commemorative landscape to reflect a national narrative of racial violence 

rather than a narrative of racial progress. For example, EJI’s memorial and museum 

provide local, state, and national counter narratives that visualize ongoing acts of racial 

subjugation. These structures highlight the continued need to resist white supremacy, 

reflecting a key tenant of black nationalism.  

In lobbying for the creation of slavery memorials built by and for the black 

community, the activists studied in this project worked to liberate their ancestors and 

themselves from institutional racism. In their book, Black Power: The Politics of 

Liberation in America, Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton posit the phrase 



 

 

271 

“institutional racism” to describe “the active and pervasive operation of anti-black 

attitudes and practices” within the “established and respected forces of society.”58 Groups 

like the ABG Coalition, ATAC, and the SGHRP highlighted ways that institutional 

racism was manifest in local, state, and national commemorative practices (Chapter 1, 

Chapter 2, & Chapter 3). These activists were not just fighting for slavery memorials, 

they were also forcing white institutions to recognize their anti-black dispositions. One 

way they sought to counter this oppressive force was by demanding that leadership and 

influence over the projects be kept out of the hands of whites. The ABG coalition insisted 

that a black archaeological firm investigate their ancestors’ bones and ATAC demanded 

that black Americans design and construct the Slavery Memorial (Chapter 1 & Chapter 

2). The Legacy Museum also engages in commemoration to expose ongoing institutional 

racism by framing mass incarceration as a form of “modern day slavery.”59 This 

rhetorical equivalence insinuates the need for “modern day abolition” to counter the 

racial subjugation of America’s criminal justice system. Memories of slavery 

subsequently serve as a rhetorical force for resisting institutional racism.  

Conclusion 

In sum, this study demonstrates ways that black protest groups engaged in 

commemorative activism to challenge institutional racism and bolster their self-

determination. Their rhetoric fostered a sense of identification between their enslaved 

ancestors and themselves, framing their commemorative campaigns as liberating acts that 

transcended time and reclaimed space. Commemorative activism served as a means for 

black communities to visualize their heritage and promote their agency amidst a society 

that had largely erased or distorted its enslaved past. Though it may seem ironic that these 
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groups sought institutional commemoration as a means of challenging institutional 

racism, Ronald W. Walters explains that black activists have long resorted to 

“institutionalizing their past in order to mobilize the resources necessary to reclaim as 

much of the comprehensive story of their experience as possible.”60 For these activists, 

institutional partnership was a necessary cost of reclaiming their ancestors’ memories and 

protesting the erasure and distortion of their history.  

One could easily presume that commemoration represents a more 

conservative and passive protest strategy compared to other forms of activism. Marching 

in the streets and toppling statues is a more confrontational kind of activism where 

protesters demand to be heard. They yell, rally, and gesture in mass. They destroy 

property and defy decorum. Police often are called in to ensure law and order and the 

protesters appear as a threat. Commemorations challenge in a more subtle way. They do 

not force engagement. Viewers can always choose to look away. They exist where we 

drive to work and where we send children to school. They are tourist destinations where 

visitors seek to be immersed in the culture and history of the nation. 

However, this project demonstrates the radical potential of commemorative 

activism. Because commemoration often functions to prop up or scaffold the power of the 

nation-state, countermonuments function as a persistent disruption of institutional 

power. In the American South, commemorations often celebrate those leaders who fought 

for and now symbolize the violent and dehumanizing enslavement of black bodies. Thus, 

the fixture of slavery memorials in spaces of power ensures the preservation of a 

counternarrative that does not walk away at the protest’s end. The radical ideas and 

ideologies of their creators are dug in dirt, etched in stone, embedded in structures, and 
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expressed in exhibits, instilling them with a more enduring presence. For this study, the 

slavery commemorations embody lasting, incendiary messages of self-determination, 

black power, black liberation, and Pan-Africanism that represent a radical reshaping of 

the nation's identity. Their more unassuming presence ultimately allows their messages to 

be radically integrated into the national narrative, disrupting the white washing of 

American memory in a more permanent way. 

 While this project has largely commended commemoration as an empowering 

venue of social change, Hartman issues an important warning for recognizing its 

transformative limits. She asks: “Can remembering potentially enable an escape from the 

regularity of terror and the routine of violence constitutive of black life in the United 

States?”61 Although the activists studied here regularly drew connections between the 

violence of slavery and the structural and physical violence that continue to plague black 

communities, the subsequent slavery memorials do not necessarily materialize this 

relationship. Such shortfalls highlight the importance of commemorative projects like the 

Legacy Museum, which posits that remembering slavery is the very means by which 

people will recognize that “violence [is] constitutive of black life in the United States.” 

Those activists fighting for the recognition that “Black Lives Matter” also testify to ways 

that memories of America’s racist past inform awareness of its racist present. As they 

fight for the most basic recognition of black humanity and for an end to police brutality, 

they are also at work destroying proslavery monuments.62 These intertwined advocacies 

lead us to Hartman’s subsequent question on commemoration’s resistive capacity: “…is 

it that remembering has become the only conceivable or viable form of political 

agency?”63  While I am hard pressed to say that remembering is the only, or the best 
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form, this study has tried to show that commemoration holds great potential not only as a 

form of political agency, but also as a means of recovering histories and reclaiming 

places. 
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