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ABSTRACT (ENGLISH)

The scope and scale of this killing Is overwhelming and calls out for conceptualizing It In place. [...]recently, few
public memorial projects had attempted to narrate the histories of violence, dispossession, and oppression
associated with lynching. In addition to providing legal representation to those denied a fair trial and advocating
for criminal justice reform, EJI and its founder and Executive Director Bryan Stevenson have led the construction of
The Legacy Museum and the National Memorial for Peace and Justice. The National Memorial for Peace and
Justice has garnered particular attention for speaking to the ways in which lynching is an unreconciled chapter in
the nations story of race relations and a bond between past and present racial inequalities. 2 This photo essay
offers a visual and narrative exploration of the memorywork in the National Memorial, the affective power of its
mission and message, its broader situation within Montgomery, and the lessons it might hold for enhancing the
political efficacy and social healing associated with commemorative change and reform in a racialized America
and in the Southeast. The Angelou quote adorns the site of former warehouse used to imprison enslaved African
Americans and now EJI's Legacy Museum, which chronicles the continuing legacies of slavery, lynching, racial
segregation, and mass incarceration.

FULL TEXT

Introduction

Between 1877 and 1950, White lynch mobs murdered at least 4,400 African Americans.1 Often carried out with
impunity, these killings were a tactic for controlling Black populations through community-level terror (Equal
Justice Initiative 2017). The scope and scale of this killing Is overwhelming and calls out for conceptualizing It In
place. Until recently, few public memorial projects had attempted to narrate the histories of violence,
dispossession, and oppression associated with lynching. Now, demand for memorializing the victims of historical
lynching grows as activists-In the wake of the murders of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breona Taylor, and so
many others-Insist on greater social reckoning with the continuing precarity of Black lives.

The southeastern United States as a region has many locations marked by the lynching of Black men, women, and
children and the subsequent violence of actively forgetting and denying these atrocities. Drawing from the path-
breaking work of Karen Till (2012), we identify these sites of trauma and amnesia as "wounded places.” As Till
notes, activists, artists, non-profits, local and regional governments as well as citizens are increasingly trying to
come to terms with these realities through "memorywork.” Memory-work draws attention to the range of labor-
Intellectual, social, bodily and political-required to create new public memorials that build the social capacity to
recognize, understand, and act upon the legacies of discrimination and violence. These places of memory open up
opportunities not only for marginalized people to assert their rights but also for the wider society to confront and
take responsibility for perpetuating injustice.

Montgomery, Alabama highlights this memory-work process, showing how It affects the design and meaning of
places and the legacy of race and racism In cities in the Southeastern USA. Although Montgomery has received
limited attention from geographers in the past, the city Is home to one of the most recent and ambitious memory-
work projects in the nation, the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI). In addition to providing legal representation to those
denied a fair trial and advocating for criminal justice reform, EJI and its founder and Executive Director Bryan
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Stevenson have led the construction of The Legacy Museum and the National Memorial for Peace and Justice.
Both sites narrate in unflinching graphic terms the history of racism against Black people beginning with
enslavement. The National Memorial for Peace and Justice has garnered particular attention for speaking to the
ways in which lynching is an unreconciled chapter in the nations story of race relations and a bond between past
and present racial inequalities. 2

This photo essay offers a visual and narrative exploration of the memorywork in the National Memorial, the
affective power of its mission and message, its broader situation within Montgomery, and the lessons it might hold
for enhancing the political efficacy and social healing associated with commemorative change and reformin a
racialized America and in the Southeast. In doing so, we hope to show the value of conducting critical spatial
readings of memorial landscapes and the important but complex role that place plays in publicly narrating
histories in an anti-racist ways

Over the last decade, the City of Montgomery has invested in its downtown core. Interspersed, sometimes
uncomfortably but necessarily, among the new restaurants, a baseball stadium, boutiques and high rises are
reminders of the city's past and its connection to the most divisive moments in U.S. history. To find Maya
Angelou’'s admonition displayed so prominently on the landscape along with a number of historical markers to
Montgomery's significant involvement in the domestic slave trade is indicative of the visibility of the city's ongoing
memory-work. A geography of remembering is emerging that even the most casual and uninterested person
passing by must acknowledge at some level. The Angelou quote adorns the site of former warehouse used to
imprison enslaved African Americans and now EJI's Legacy Museum, which chronicles the continuing legacies of
slavery, lynching, racial segregation, and mass incarceration. EJI collaborated with the Black Heritage Council of
the Alabama Historical Commission to sponsor the establishment of slavery-related historical markers in
downtown Montgomery. In addition, the organization established a "Memory Wall" in the Peace and Justice Carden
right outside the entrance of its memorial to lynching victims to recognize the strength and skill of Black
Americans held in bondage in Montgomery. The wall is composed of bricks fashioned by enslaved artisans in the
1850s for the city's theater and offers-along with the aforementioned quote, museum, and markers-a touchstone
for recognizing how our most everyday spaces can be racially wounded places in need of being addressed
(Alderman et al. 2020).

Long remembered and venerated as the first Capitol of the Confederacy and more recently for George Wallace's
vitriolic support of segregation, Montgomery is now the self-declared "Capital Cool.” Any effort to understand the
city's decision to reconnect to its past and to incorporate diverse and contradictory memories must be carried
through a complex lens of interpretation. Such a lens recognizes not only the raw activism of memory-work and
the taking of responsibility for histories and victims of racism but also how Montgomery and other southern cities
appropriate or co-opt commemorative change in serving the growing market influence of civil rights tourism and
neoliberal urban development and promotion.

Many municipal leaders advocate for commemorative change simply to defuse public controversy and thus avoid
difficult discussions about the still strong presence of White supremacy in communities. In 2015, in the wake of
the Charleston Massacre, Alabama Governor Robert Bentley took down the Confederate battle flag and other Civil
War-related flags from the foot of the Confederate memorial on the State Capitol grounds in Montgomery, leaving
behind conspicuously empty flagpole mounts. The nation, in this case the New York Times, is taking notice of
Montgomery's memory-work of confronting the historical legacies of racism, and for some in the city that is one of
the major motivations to engage memories traditionally repressed and suppressed.

The birthplace of the Montgomery Bus Boycott and one of the first major civil rights victories on the long road
toward freedom in the 1950s and 1960s, Dexter Avenue Baptist Church sits In the shadow of the Alabama State
Capitol Building, which doubled as the Capitol of the Confederacy. Dexter reminds us that US history has always
Included the lives and perspectives of African Americans, even If It takes decades to begin to come to terms with
that story is and how we remember it. Nearby Is a marker that recalls the Voting Rights March, which began with
the bloody encounters at Selma's Edmund Pettis Bridge and ended at the State Capitol Building in Montgomery.
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The march precipitated the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act-arguably the crowning achievement of the
Southern Movement for civil and political rights. Directly across the street from the voting rights marker is a
heavily stained and nearly unreadable marker to the Confederacy, suggesting how different and even conflicting
memories can claim and appear to occupy in an unproblematic way the same space. Important to the project of
memory-work, according to architectural historian Dell Upton (2015), is challenging the tendency in Montgomery
and other cities to separate Black and White history into a dual heritage of "parallel, equally honorable paths”
rather than seeing them as consequentially entangled. The EDI's memorial to lynching is significant in
acknowledging how a study of civil rights struggle is impossible without an open accounting of the history of
White violence and discrimination against communities of color.

Early on, the Equal Justice Initiative recognized that many of Montgomerys historical markers, museums, and
other commemorative symbols glorified the history of the Confederacy. In addition to being a major change for the
City of Montgomery, the National Memorial for Peace and Justice represents a first for a nation that had not
sufficiently memorialized the victims of lynching. Officials have never bothered to create a comprehensive
accounting of the number, location, and cause of lynching deaths. Preceding the opening of the National Memorial
in Montgomery, EJI generated a highly publicized Lynching in America report. The report conducted an exacting
historical count of murdered African Americans and, at the same time, sought to make those bodies count or
matter within public thought and debate, even as EJI recognized that their census of racialized murders was
incomplete. Some suffering is not fully knowable because of the nature of oppression and disregard for life. To
recognize this fact is not just about being historically accurate but also about doing justice to the victims of
historical violence. Stretching out and across the entryway to the National Memorial is a quote from Martin Luther
King Jr., who proclaimed, "True peace is not merely the absence of tension. It is the presence of justice.” Memory-
work is as much about creative tension and destabilizing taken for granted narratives about the past as it is about
presenting unified, comforting stories.

Abutting the National Memorial for Peace and Justice is a State of Alabama Parole Reporting Center and
dominating one side of the memorial's horizon is the large office complex of the US Attorney for Middle District of
Alabama. It is a thought provoking spatial association given EJI's mission of penal justice. Alabama has one of the
highest incarceration rates in the world with 946 people per 100,000 in prison (Wagner and Sawyer 2018). The US
rate is 698 per 100,000 as a way of comparison. Fifty-four percent of the prison population is African American and
the disproportionate incarceration rate is a reminder of the brutal geographies that exist across time and space as
it relates to racial 'justice’ in the United States (Gilmore 2007). Undergirding Bryan Stevenson's memory-work,
especially as it relates to lynching, is the belief that challenging contemporary racial inequalities in mass
incarceration requires a historical understanding of legal and extra-legal violence against Black people (Hasian and
Paliewicz 2020). Meaningful memory-work emphasizes creating new forms of public memory not simply for the
sake of history but for addressing the ongoing legacies of trauma and inequality. Within the National Memorial, EJI
decidedly moves away from celebratory treatments of civil rights history to argue that the political harassment and
brutality now terrorizing poor people of color is a continuation of a long history and geography of antiBlack
violence and discrimination. "Hands up don't shoot" has become a rallying cry for thousands in the wake of the
shooting and killing of figures such as Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, and many others. The struggle to make
Black Lives Matter not only connects past and present injustices, but the efforts of African American men and
women to assert their individual and collective humanity in a system of justice that was built through enslaved
labor, lynching, share cropping and later the prison industrial complex. The National Memorial concludes with this
work by Hank Willis Thomas on the precarity of Black life at the hands of law enforcement, but it is a useful
starting point here for putting EJI's memory-work in context.

The National Memorial for Peace and Justice sits high on a hill. The long walking path that visitors take to the
lynching memorial uses explanatory signage and statues of chained Africans writhing in pain and resistance to
create its own narrative. It was as if artist Kwame Akoto-Bamfo captured the moment of initial capture in Africa or
arrival in the Americas. One sculpted female slave, with child in arms, reaches out desperately for a stolen or
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deceased mate. The empty chains at her feet symbolize that absence. The starkness of the memorial and these
bodies against the green fields challenges the tradition of trivializing the physical and emotional pain of racism.
The images reflect what historian Manning Marable (2002) described as the "deep wells of democracy” on which
the nation was built, the reality of terror lynching juxtaposes American democracy with the long and brutal history
of racial violence in the nation. Upon entering the formal confines of the memorial to lynching victims, one
encounters rows and rows of suspended steel monuments, a visual allusion we believe to the way in which lynch
mobs hanged many victims from trees. Each suspended form references by name a county where lynchings took
place along with the inscribed names of those murdered and the date of the racial terror. Raising consciousness
among communities of their culpability in the history of lynching is exactly the intent of EJI, not only the National
Memorial for Peace and Justice but also through the Community Remembrance Project. That project collects soil
from lynching sites and works with locals to erect historical markers at those sites. A sober realization of the
nation's complicity in the history of racial terror comes over visitors as they stumble upon or seek to find their own
home counties among the geographically ordered 800 monuments. Stretching out and across an inner courtyard,
the individual names and counties eventually blur until each memorial marker folds into one other.

The very form, design, layout, and location of memorials have an affective power that advocates hope to harness,
to re-work how people interact with, appreciate these painful histories, and imagine the possibility of more socially
just futures. This speaks to not only the labor of memory-work, but also the labor involved in taking in and
reflecting on the realities of terror lynching in the United States. Initially, as one enters the memorial, the hanging
corten steel monuments are at eye level with visitors. As one moves deeper and lower into the memorial, one
experiences the suspended monuments from high above, contributing to an overwhelming if not smothering sense
of the scope of the injustice. Recognizing the emotional gravity of moving through the memorial, EDI established
the Ida B. Wells Memorial Grove, consisting of forty black granite cylinders where visitors can sit and reflect. The
functional sculpture, designed by Dana King, honors in Wells one of the first major figures in anti-lynching activism
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Alderman et al. 2021). Guided by Justice is another one of King's works
found at the National Memorial. It commemorates the often under-acknowledged women who led and sustained
thel950s's Montgomery bus boycott. EJI reaffirms what scholars such as Katherine McKittrick (2011) argue,
namely the importance of not erasing Black humanity, resistance, and sense of place from our discussions of the
heavy weight of oppression and racialized violence.

Importantly, the idea of memory-work recognizes that landscape, space, and built environment are not passive to
recovering (from) the past but critical to creating what geographer Karen Till calls a "place-based ethics of care” for
injured communities. It encompasses processes of remembering and destabilizing, but also hope and struggle.
There is an efficiency of inscriptions and signage within the National Memorial, allowing the words communicated
to have special power amid the heavy materiality and affecti vity of the monuments to lynching victims. Especially
powerful are the descriptions of some of the reasons behind lynching, chosen specifically to challenge generations
of myth making that framed lynching as anything but a tool of White social control over the bodies, livelihoods, and
psyches of African Americans. EJI tells us that lynching affected all Black communities in the US, even those not
physically harmed or killed; they cite the fact that the Great Migration or Diaspora out of the South was taken on
not only for economic opportunity but to protect themselves and their children from the racial terror.

Duplicate copies of the suspended county monuments to lynching victims lie out, almost like coffins or caskets,
for further inspection by visitors as they begin to exit the National Memorial. In the case of Orange County, Florida,
where a White mob in 1920 carried out the Ocoee Massacre to prevent Black citizens from voting, the names of
many lynching victims are unknown. This anonymity provokes this and other communities to engage in their own
memory-work of identifying murdered men, women, or children. Critically, EJI recognizes the mutuality of scale that
should operate through memory-work, how a national lynching project must also be a local one and vice versa. The
ultimate goal is to have the counties represented at the National Memorial claim and take home their duplicate
monument for local display and reflection. As one EJI staff member described during our visit, as this process
ensues, the remaining unclaimed steel monuments will serve as a report card of sorts of who is trying to reckon
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with the past and who is not. Taking responsibility for past trauma is one of the key aspects of meaningful
memory-work.

While the National Memorial for Peace and Justice understandably has garnered much public attention outside of
Montgomery, residents of the city will remind you that there are other locations where the work of coming to terms
with a racialized past happens. The recently renovated and reopened Kress Building has emerged as a zone for
actively remembering and confronting the legacy of discrimination and segregation, creating a complex and
contradictory blending of reconciliation and capitalism (Inwood and Alderman 2021). Kress, like many department
stores of its time, was a site of unequal access and source of humiliation for African American consumers,
powerfully captured in the store's separate water fountains for Black and White citizens. Construction crews
recovered the segregation-era marble slabs, later converted into what has become an emotionally charged
memorial. The words "Colored” and "White" etched into the marble speak to not only the way the nation and region
have changed, but also the seeming permanence of our divisions. The Kress building is also a place for less
seemingly static and fixed memory practices such as the "Story Booth and Podcast Studio,” where the people of
Montgomery can tell, record, and archive the stories of their lives and hardships. Listening to and sharing our
individual and collective stories is an important piece of the memory-work process of confronting difficult pasts.
Concluding Remarks

This essay has sought to illustrate a few key themes that can further advance research, teaching, and general
thinking in geography. First, readers are encouraged to consider and study memory-work as a placemaking and
reparative force within communities wounded (and continuing to be wounded) by historical legacies of racism and
anti-Black violence-recognizing of course that this work Is fraught with tension, potential co-option, and the
necessity of holding uncomfortable discussions. Geographical studies of memory and commemorative
landscapes have grown over the past couple of decades, but the Equal Justice Initiative provokes us to consider
more fully the role that memorializing the past-particularly difficult histories-can and should play in "regenerating”
a more soclallyjust present and future (Sheehan et al. 2021).

Second, geographers are encouraged to carry out critical spatial readings of memorial sites In ways that expose
the material, emotional, and political dimensions of those landscapes. The National Memorial for Peace and
Justice powerfully Illustrates that place Is not just a setting or stage for memory but it actively reshapes how many
of us view, feel about, and connect with the history of American lynching and Its victims. The affective power of
the National Memorial comes not just from the histories and wounded people and places it references directly but
also In Its capacity to form a "commemorative atmosphere” or feel by combining space, material environment,
sensory experience, and the racial and place histories and movements of individual visitors (Sumartojo 2016).
Third and finally, in conducting the spatial reading of memory we suggest It Is key to set the memorial site within
and against the city's larger landscape and put Its various commemorative and everyday spaces, practices, and
tensions In conversation with each other. Although Montgomery is not a frequent analytical stop for geographers,
It Is nonetheless a powerful microcosm for the nation given the city's conflicted commemorations-of White
supremacy and civil rights-and the innovative nature of anti-racist memory-work being attempted there. How we
navigate these divides and changes In Alabama have Implications for all of us.
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Footnote

Footnotes

[1] Using rather exhaustive measures, the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) (2017) found 4084 lynchings of African
Americans in the states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. An additional 300 racial terror lynchings were carried out against
Black people in other states during this historical period, according to EJI. The focus of EJI and this essay is anti-
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Black killings, which claimed the vast majority of victims nationally and within the Southeast; however, lynch mobs
also targeted and murdered members of Native American, Chinese, and Mexican communities to different degrees
regionally and historically.

[2] Duluth, Minnesota is generally credited with building the first public lynching memorial in the United States,
memorializing three Black men who were falsely accused in 1920 of raping a young white woman and hanged from
a lamppost in the center of town in front of a mob of thousands. The lynching was publicized at the time in a
widely circulated picture postcard. Unlike EJI's memorial that addresses the widespread and continuing national
and regional legacies of lynching, Duluth is a strictly localized commemoration and one, according to (Apel 2008),
more focused on creating a redemptive and unifying narrative in the face of White shame and backlash to the
memorial rather than fully coming to terms with Black oppression and loss.
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