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In the following section, we will address the complex issue of monument-building.  We will first discuss some of the major factors that the Greensboro TRC might want to consider if it decides to endorse a monument to commemorate the events of November 3, 1979.  Particular focus will be given to the difficulties that ongoing and unresolved community conflict may pose to monument-building.  We will then offer two case studies that demonstrate these and other complexities involved commemorating violent conflicts through public monuments, the Liberty Place monument in New Orleans and the Haymarket monuments in Chicago.  We offer a third case study, the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, D.C., as an example of a monument without an explicit pedagogical message that is a place for reflection and memory.  Finally, we recommend that a monument like the Vietnam War Memorial might be best suited for the case of Greensboro, as it seeks healing transformation for its communities.

Introduction: Representing Conflicting Interpretations of the Past in a Monument


Monuments are a very common method of commemorating the past in American society.  Their public visibility and permanence often make them an attractive choice for those who wish to reinforce the importance of past events that might otherwise be forgotten to future generations.  

Unfortunately, there are a few key contradictions between the philosophy behind monument building and the reality of monuments in society.  For instance, to build a monument is almost always an attempt to stop time, to make future visions of the past conform to current memory.
  However, the inevitable passage of time makes this goal impossible because, as Kenneth Foote puts it, “what is accepted historical truth is often a narrative shaped and reshaped through time to fit the demands of contemporary society.”
  As the demands of a society change, monuments that were once important may no longer be relevant.  Monuments are also usually placed in prominent places in order to have lasting effect on the people.  But over time, most monuments blend into the public landscape becoming invisible to the community they were designed to instruct.

The builder of the monument is also important.  Although monument builders would have the public believe otherwise, these structures are almost always the product of an individual or group with sufficient power, usually including ties to the government, to garner public support and consent for the monument’s creation.
  In an effort to impact public consciousness, a monument’s proponents work diligently to portray it as the physical embodiment of the universal will of the people, and to paint themselves as agents of that will.

Today, we live in a multicultural society where various groups have very different views of the past, and very different ideas about who and what is worthy of commemoration.
  Thus, almost all attempts to build monuments cause conflict rather than closure.  According to Kirk Savage, “in defining our past we define our present,” and the conflicts over representations of the past reveal the underlying conflicts of the present.
  Even when people agree about the need for commemoration, there can be heated debate over how to best represent the person or event in memorial form.


Upon its formation in 1999, the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission identified various issues within the Greensboro community that have gone unresolved since the 1979 tragedy.  These factors include racism, anti-Semitism, labor struggle, and poverty.
  When considering whether to construct a monument to this tragedy, it is imperative to bear in mind that these controversial issues may hamper a monument’s capacity to achieve restorative justice.  Seeing as how monuments generally portray a single, unchanging interpretation of the past, divisive racial and class conflict can be difficult to depict with this method.  Attempting to write unresolved issues into stone through a single monument may, in fact, reduce dialogue rather than encourage the community to reckon with its past.  This is not to say that it is impossible to promote a transition in Greensboro from “conflict, resentment and tension to peace and connectedness”
 through a monument.  Rather, it is to show that it may be impossible to account for Greensboro’s ongoing racial and class conflict in this form without challenging traditional views concerning the public role of monuments.


Monuments function in American society as a method to commemorate and/or memorialize the past by focusing on heroic representation.
  In so doing, they tend to depict a single memory of a past event or tragedy as a courageous story of special individuals who promote the interests and values of the nation.  Within this framework of endorsing a “great man” history, many sites of historical violence may become sanctified.  This signifies that they represent the most timeless lessons in American heroism and that their monuments mark the lives of individuals who embody and/or died for the true character of the nation.
  

Kenneth Foote argues that in addition to sanctification, which implies the most sacred of American memories, historical sites of violence may also be designated.  These locations and their monuments mark “events that are viewed as important but somehow lacking [in] the heroic or sacrificial qualities associated with sanctified places.”
  Oftentimes, sites of violent racial and class conflict become designated rather than sanctified, for they are rarely viewed as representing a sacred past or as boasting national heroes.  Though it may someday be possible for these designated spaces to garner public consensus and pull themselves up by the bootstraps into the splendors of sanctification, we must question whether promoting a single, heroic interpretation of racial and class conflict through monuments and/or sacred spaces will challenge these conflicts in the future.  

When discussing whether a monument can promote truth and reconciliation in Greensboro, therefore, the commission must consider not only the challenges that ongoing racial and class conflict pose to designing a monument, but also those they create for deciding the historical significance of the actual site of the event.  The Greensboro tragedy occurred at a location whose 1979 appearance and function was destroyed.  This site, however, has also been reintegrated in its own right into daily community life.  A strong push by many citizens since 1979 to erase the event from the city’s memory and to strip the site of violence of its historical meaning thus makes it more difficult for the commission to decide both an appropriate location for a monument and how to generate consensus for what this site of racial and class conflict currently means for Greensboro’s citizens.  

In sum, American narratives of societal progress associated with monument building often overshadow racism and class conflict.  Many individuals and groups that have struggled successfully to overcome these difficulties are not often upheld as traditional heroes or practical role models for the community.  When monuments generally portray that the history of some groups and some causes is more worthy of remembering and commemorating than others, it is difficult to envision one that does not overlook violence and conflict or stifle community dialogue, public mourning, and self-reflection.

Too often, individuals see commemorative monuments and historical remembrance as one and the same.   Choosing not to create a monument because it may overshadow racial and class conflict does not necessarily serve to erase the history of a controversial event, but may rather concretely confirm that it is socially irresponsible to promote a depiction of history that is incomplete.  Conversely, choosing to represent racial and class conflict in the form of a monument does not have to signify that the community endorses such conflict or widely approves of any one particular representation of a historical event.  It appears that the challenge to the commission when considering ongoing local conflict and the merits of a monument to the Greensboro tragedy is to consider whether the community believes that a history of racial and class conflict is worth representing in the public sphere.  If so, perhaps a monument could be designed that would endorse the incorporation of less traditional heroes, such as those who have fought to advance the causes of underrepresented groups.  

Considering the previous explanation, however, it should be noted that promoting individual heroes, even non-traditional ones, may stifle discussion of the entire community’s and various groups’ involvement in the event.  The commission may also reject using a monument to encourage truth and reconciliation, seeing as though they often exclude or gloss over the long-lasting effects of racial and class conflict within the community.  Regardless of a monument’s ability to represent violent conflict, as well as the commission’s position on whether or not it should depict multiple interpretations of the past, the TRC must consider whether public consensus may feasibly be achieved for such an undertaking.

Case Study: Liberty Place Monument—Conflicting Narratives, Continued Conflict

In 1874 in New Orleans, members of the city’s conservative White League overthrew the existing Republican white and black government. The violent confrontation claimed a total of thirty-two lives and left many more injured.
  In the immediate aftermath, the New Orleans Daily Picayune called for the creation of a monument dedicated to the eleven whites who died on the side of the White League.  This idea was not acted upon initially, for the Republican government had been reinstalled with the intervention of the Federal government.  However, the white conservatives soon regained political power as Reconstruction crumbled, and in 1883, the New Orleans City Council voted to erect a monument in honor of those who had died fighting against the Republican government.  Completed in 1891, the monument was placed in a central location on Canal Street and honored solely members of the White League.
 


Throughout the years, the monument has been added to and altered to fit with changing dominant narratives.  In 1934, two new plaques were added, building upon the original intentions of the monument.  One inscription read, “United States troops took over the state government and reinstated the usurpers but the national election in November 1876 recognized white supremacy and gave us our state,” while the other stated “McEnery and Penn, having been elected governor and lieutenant governor by the white people, were duly installed by the overthrow of the carpetbag government, ousting usurpers Gov. Kellogg (white) and Lt. Gov. Antoine (colored).”  As political power shifted and dominant narratives began to change, the monument was altered in light of these changes. In 1974, the city government approved the installation of an informational plaque which labeled the conflict as an insurrection and noted that the two 1934 inscriptions were not originally part of the monument. The plaque went even further, taking the outright stance that “the sentiments expressed are contrary to the philosophy and beliefs of present-day New Orleans.”


In 1981, Ernest Morial, the first black mayor of New Orleans, advocated for the removal of the monument, but such an action was blocked by the city council. However, the city council did allow for the removal of any offensive words. As a result, both of the 1934 additions were covered over with granite slabs.  In the 1980s, the monument had to be moved due to riverfront renovation and once again the city’s mayor Sidney Barthelemy, campaigned to have it permanently removed.  An “alliance of traditionalists, historical preservationists, and white supremacists” successfully fought the monument’s removal.
  The monument was never returned to its original central location and currently resides in a much less prominent locale.  But the monument continues to change.  New plaques have once again been added that tell a different story.  The new plaque, dedicated to the policemen who died in the conflict reads, “In honor of those Americans on both sides of the conflict who died in the Battle of Liberty Place. A conflict of the past that should teach us lessons for the future.”
  


The Battle of Liberty Place in many ways mirrors the Greensboro conflict, and examining its struggle to commemorate the incident may prove beneficial to those considering the creation of a monument in Greensboro.  Liberty Place’s struggle between a racially and ideologically motivated white nationalist group and an intraracial coalition resulted in death, injury and ensuing conflict.  Memories of the conflict differed drastically, posing problems for the presentation of an accurate view of events.  The confrontation was memorialized in ways that represented an often one-sided dominant narrative of the conflict.  Because the original monument conveyed such a subjective account and presented it as fact, the commemoration ultimately resulted in more conflict.

When considering the making of a monument in Greensboro, it may be helpful to keep the problems faced by monument to the Battle of Liberty Place in mind.  The Liberty Place monument calls ones attention to the drawbacks of presenting a strongly biased narrative of events.  Presenting such an account, while in some ways may please the monuments creators, may also result in increased conflict. Monuments essentially are frozen in time, and it is important to be aware that the conception of events they present might not always accord with the community’s memory.  Thus, to create a lasting monument it may be best to either make it very simple with little narrative or to make it very broad, flexible and open to changing narratives.

Case Study: The Haymarket Bombing – Opposing Monuments, Unresolved Conflicts


May 3, 1886 marked the third day of demonstrations by striking industrial workers at the McCormick factory in Chicago, part of a national labor campaign for an eight-hour workday.  When a riot broke out between the strikebreakers and the striking workers, police intervened and two strikers died.  The strikers called for revenge and planned a rally at the public Haymarket Square for the next day.  Over 3,000 rallied peacefully throughout the day, until police observers heard “inflammatory” language and dispatched two hundred police officers to disperse the crowd.  At that time, a still unidentified bomber threw a bomb into the crowd, killing at least four demonstrators and seven police officers and injuring hundreds.


The state arrested eight men for the deaths with not a piece of evidence against them besides their role as leaders of the demonstration.  In what is now seen as “one of the great travesties of American justice,” all eight men were convicted.
  The state attorney admitted himself that the trial had nothing to do with justice:

Law is on trial.  Anarchy is on trial.  These men have been selected, picked out by the grand jury and indicted because they are leaders.  They are no more guilty than the thousands who follow them.  Gentlemen of the Jury, convict these men, make examples of them, hang them and you save our institutions, our society.

Four of those men were hanged on November 11, 1887, now known as “Black Friday.”


This violent turn of events was commemorated by two opposing monuments, reflecting the two radically different interpretations of the bombing.  Both groups – police and demonstrators – made martyrs out of their fallen heroes.  Funded by Chicago’s big business industrialists, the police built a monument on the site of the bombing in Haymarket Square, featuring a policeman with his arm raised, surrounded by emblems of city and state government.  At a cemetery outside the city, supporters of the Haymarket Eight raised a monument to their own martyrs, with a sculpture “depicting justice in the figure of a woman placing a laurel wreath on the head of a fallen worker with her left hand while her right is poised to draw her sword as she gazes forward into the future.”

The monument to the labor martyrs remains a site of pilgrimage and regular commemoration.
  In contrast, the monument erected by the police has been the subject of repeated vandalism since its creation.  In 1890, an attempt was made to blow up the statue.  In 1903, the seals on the pedestal were stolen.  In 1927, a streetcar driver crashed his trolley into the statue in an act of protest on the anniversary of the demonstration.  In 1968, protestors defaced the statue with paint.  In response to excessive police force and an unfair indictment of protestors at a Democratic Convention demonstration, the statue was blown up in 1969.  Rededicated in 1970, the statue was bombed again.  The statue was finally moved for its protection from the site of the Haymarket affair to a courtyard in the city’s police academy.

We chose to offer Haymarket as a case study because it shows what can happen when there is no effort to reconcile conflicting interpretations and memories of an event, especially of a violent conflict between people and the state.  The decades of vandalism of the monument erected by the police reveal people’s continued resentment over the lack of justice in the Haymarket saga and sustained anger over their lack of representation in the monument on the site of the bombing.  The case demonstrates a similar need for restorative justice due to a violent conflict as in Greensboro, and shows that commemoration on the public landscape through monuments is a very salient issue for people.  If a monument erected in Greensboro does not sufficiently represent the people, which as shown above is difficult to do, it is possible that monument-building could hinder the goals of truth and reconciliation.  Furthermore, the major issues raised in Haymarket and Greensboro – complicity of the police and local government, freedoms of speech and assembly, labor rights and class conflict – are difficult to represent in monument form in a way that encourages dialogue.  The conflicted aftermath of Haymarket’s dual process of monument-building demonstrates that monuments matter, and unless done explicitly to promote reconciliation, can in fact work against that goal.

Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial


Charged with the unenviable task of commemorating one of the most contentious eras in modern American history, the Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial represents a successful attempt at representing a conflicted and contested history.  The monument, located on the mall in Washington DC, is focused around a black granite wall on which the names of the soldiers who perished in the conflict are inscribed.  A group of veterans, led by Jan Scruggs, initiated the campaign for the monument in 1979, and in 1980 Congress approved the memorial site.  The Memorial Wall was designed by Maya Yung Lin and approved by a jury of architects and sculptors in 1981.  The monument was dedicated on November 13th, 1982, and since then has been one of the most visited attractions in the nation’s capital.  

The most positive aspect of the Memorial Wall’s design is the neutrality and thus wide-appeal it attains through its simplicity.  By limiting commemoration to the names of those who perished, the monument makes its best attempt at objectivity by simply acknowledging a set of facts.  Without mention of the event or circumstance, a specific political narrative is removed.  Thus, the monument attains a level of neutrality that allows visitors to project their own interpretations and emotions on to the monument.


However, this simplicity, as neutral-minded as it may have been, still drew criticism.  The thought was not that it inaccurately portrayed the war, but rather did a disservice to those who had served and died.  It lacked the glorification of previous war monuments, and angered those who thought the veterans of Vietnam should receive similar treatment.  As a compromise, a statue featuring three soldiers, dubbed the “Three Men Statue,” was designed by Frederick Hart and unveiled in 1984, two years after the dedication of the wall.  Frederick Hart describes the message of the statue:

There is about them the physical contact and sense of unity that bespeaks the bonds of love and sacrifice that is the nature of men at war. And yet they are each alone. Their strength and their vulnerability are both evident. Their true heroism lies in these bonds of loyalty in the face of their aloneness and their vulnerability.

Even though the statue is a more pedagogical and traditional representation of war, Hart’s description displays a conscious effort was made to display the conflicts and contradictions involved in Vietnam.  Another addition, added in 1993, was the “Women’s Statue,” which portrays the role of women, especially as nurses, in the Vietnam war in an attempt to add another narrative to the site.


In addition to the issues of unfair or inappropriate representation of Vietnam, the minimal educative function of the statue can also be perceived as problematic.  A limitation imposed by maintaining a near-neutral perspective, the lack of narrative cannot direct the visitor towards a desired conclusion.  If there is a need for reconciliation or for the teaching of a specific historical lesson, the monument alone cannot fulfill it.


The Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial represents an option for a monument commemorating contentious events such as the Greensboro Massacre.  It would serve as a public reminder of the event, and yet would avoid attaching an official narrative.  However, lacking a pedagogical function, it perhaps represents an incomplete solution.  This could be solved by additions like the “Three Men Statue” and the “Women’s Statue,” but it can also be compensated for by other educative initiatives taken in the Greensboro community.
Conclusion:

We by no means wish to suggest that building a monument to the events is impossible.  There is certainly the possibility of success using a memorial that allows visitors to interpret the events in many different ways.  We only wish to stress that monument building is a complex process, and that parts of the creation process may work against the commission’s goals.  In New Orleans the Liberty City monument shows how commemorating violence in a way that favors one side over the other can lead to further controversy in the future as perceptions of the past shift.  The two monuments to Haymarket in Chicago reveal how lingering feelings of injustice can lead to separate monuments that become divisive focal points for later unrest.  Finally, the Vietnam Veterans’ memorial on the National Mall illustrates the way that a simple memorial can allow communal catharsis in a group divided over a controversial issue.  However, it also suggests that such monuments cannot portray complex historical contexts, and cannot stand alone as representations of a nuanced past event like the Greensboro shootings.  We hope that our exploration of some of the potential issues surrounding the use of monuments in Greensboro is instructive and helps you in your task of fostering truth and reconciliation.
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