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ABSTRACT
As Lost Cause statues come down across the country, communities
are forced to reckon with monumental absences. While the
rhetorical significance of monuments is well-established in
scholarly literature, the rhetoric of monumental absence is not as
thoroughly covered. To better understand the role that
monumental absence plays in both public space and civic life, this
essay theorizes residual memory as the remaining rhetorical
potency that clings to a commemorative site after the focal object
or structure of memorialization is removed. To demonstrate the
theoretical utility of residual memory and contribute to ongoing
public debates about Lost Cause monuments, this essay uses
rhetorical field methods to conduct a rhetorical analysis of Take
’Em Down NOLA’s “Second Line to Bury White Supremacy.” The
secretive night time removal of the Liberty Place Monument in
New Orleans on April 24, 2017 and the activist celebration that
followed two weeks later provide an exemplary case for exploring
how residual memories can be used to resist and revise regressive
practices of public memory.
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“As we move forward, to the left, be reminded that’s the former location of the white supre-
macist monument,” Angela Kinlaw, educator, activist, and co-founder of Take ’Em Down
NOLA, exclaimed through a megaphone. Pointing four blocks away toward the end of
Iberville Street near the Mississippi River where the Liberty Place Monument once
stood, she reiterated, “Over there, that’s the former location of the white supremacist
monument! [emphasis added]”1 Approximately one thousand marchers participating in
the “Second Line to Bury White Supremacy” paused in a shaded patch of North Peters
Street at the foot of a statue of New Orleans’s colonial founder Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne,
Sieur de Bienville in the French Quarter to listen to Kinlaw and catch their breath.2

“We going in,” Kinlaw added.

And we going in with a celebration in the light of day. They know good and well they didn’t
put these monuments up in the dark, so why take them down in the dark? Let’s celebrate! Put
your fist in the air!3

The New Creations Brass Band struck up “Ease on Down the Road” and the procession
danced toward Canal Street. Eventually the second line would end at Lee Circle under a
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towering 60-foot Doric column holding a 16½-foot-tall statue of Robert E. Lee that was
guarded, on this day, by scores of white nationalist demonstrators.4 It was May 7, 2017,
and for those gathered on North Peters the second line was an opportunity to celebrate
the removal of a white supremacist monument and resist Lost Cause practices of
memory that continue to dominate memorial landscapes across the American South.
Threats of violence would not deter the peaceful celebration of “the good people of
New Orleans.”5

Four of New Orleans’ most prominent Jim Crow-era monuments were slated for
removal in the summer of 2017, with the first, an obelisk known as the Liberty Place
Monument, disassembled on April 24th. By May 19th, statues of Jefferson Davis, P.G.T.
Beauregard, and Robert E. Lee were also taken down.6 Four months after the removal
of the Liberty Place Monument, national uproar concerning Confederate statuary
reached a calamitous pitch when a white supremacist rammed a speeding car into a
group demonstrating against the armed “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia.
The attack killed Heather Heyer and wounded 19 other demonstrators.7 Afterward, rather
than condemn white supremacists, President Donald Trump infamously claimed that
there was “blame on both sides.”8 Following the president’s remarks, cities and towns
across the United States—like Baltimore, Durham, Austin, and Memphis—rushed to
remove Confederate statues. Others—like Nashville, DC, Charleston, Birmingham, and
St. Louis—rekindled longstanding debates about whether these monuments belong in
public spaces to begin with.

The removal of symbols of the Confederacy has received substantial press coverage
since 2015, and media attention has only increased since the violence in Charlottesville.
As monuments came down across the South and the rest of the nation, questions surfaced
about what to do with spaces formerly occupied by Confederate iconography. Should new
statues be erected? Should parks be renamed and repurposed? Where should the old
statues go? Embedded in these questions is a concern with the civic responsibilities that
places of public memory are supposed to enliven in their communities.9 Monuments
project communal values. When monuments are removed what happens to the values
they previously enshrined? Would absent monuments be remembered, and, if so, how
should they be remembered? Politicians, activists, preservationists, historians, artists,
and journalists have all wrestled with these questions. While Confederate statues continue
to spark intense disagreement, monument removal provides fertile ground for examining
how communities make use of monumental absence. The removal of the Liberty Place
Monument and the subsequent Second Line to Bury White Supremacy led by Take ’Em
Down NOLA, proves an exemplary case for exploring the topics of monument removal,
absence, and the rhetorical usefulness of residual memories. Take ’Em Down NOLA’s
public demonstration offers a rich example of the ways spaces of monumental absence,
even ones steeped in white supremacist ideologies, can be used to resist oppressive struc-
tures of memory.

In this essay, I theorize residual memory as the remaining rhetorical potency that clings
to a commemorative site after the focal object or structure of memorialization is
removed.10 Far from erasing public memories of monuments, the removal of prominent
statuary creates rhetorical resources for communities that intend to use sites of absence as
memorial touchstones that teach civic lessons about the past, present, and future. As I
exhibit below, Take ’Em Down NOLA’s Second Line to Bury White Supremacy used
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the former site of the Liberty Place Monument to reject established Lost Cause practices of
memory and remember the obelisk, instead, through the prism of hard-fought civil rights
victories.

In order to demonstrate the theoretical utility of residual memory and contribute to
ongoing public debates about the fate of Lost Cause monuments, this essay proceeds in
five parts. First, I provide an overview of rhetorical scholarship concerning monumental
memory and absence to set up a theory of residual memory. From there, I argue that mem-
orial landscapes in the American South promote Lost Cause practices of memory that pro-
mulgate discourses of white victimage.11 In the following section, I situate my
methodological approach within the growing body of scholarship on rhetorical field
methods, offering my essay as a corrective to dominant memorial narratives that ignore
the voices of local activist communities and people of color. Next, I sketch a brief
history of the Liberty Place Monument, detailing how the obelisk promoted Lost Cause
practices of memory. Finally, I close with a rhetorical analysis of Take ’Em Down
NOLA’s Second Line to Bury White Supremacy. In this section, I argue that Take ’Em
Down NOLA used their celebratory second line to tether residual memories of the
Liberty Place Monument to the foot of Iberville Street. I argue that Take ’Em Down
NOLA highlighted activist histories of New Orleans’ communities of color to expose lega-
cies of violence that are continually legitimized by prominent symbols of white supremacy.
Far from ignoring or erasing the residual memories of absent monuments, Take ’Em
Down NOLA offers an example of how residual memories can reshape dominant memor-
ial practices, reorienting them toward social justice.

Rhetoric and monumental absence

That places of public memory are significant sites of rhetorical action has been, by now,
well established.12 “[T]he very durability of the landscape and of the memorials placed
in the landscape,” writes geographer Kenneth E. Foote, “makes these modifications [i.e.
memorials] effective for symbolizing and sustaining collective values over long periods
of time.”13 However, collective faith in the longevity of messages transmitted by memorial
architecture is challenged by the sensational demolition of prominent monuments. Simply
put, the recent upending of Confederate statuary across the country has simultaneously
upended popular belief that monuments are static, permanent, and stable.14

The current moment is, of course, not the first time in history that an Ozymandian
confidence in the enduring nature of monuments has been shaken. For instance, reflecting
on the collapse of the Soviet Union, rhetorician Carole Blair underscores the imperma-
nence of monuments in her influential chapter, “Contemporary U.S. Memorial Sites as
Exemplars of Rhetoric’s Materiality.” Blair’s observations are particularly instructive
when examining the current fate of Confederate monuments in the United States, so I
quote at length:

Some texts, by virtue of their constitutive material, are obviously intended to endure; and it
seems a natural assumption, if not always a correct one, that such longevity is granted to texts
that communities see as more important than others. Granite and bronze are more durable
than ink on paper, and paper lasts longer than the moment of oral discourse. It is an inter-
esting paradox of materiality, however, that durable materials may actually render a text
more vulnerable. For example, any stone or metal structure, though composed of a hard,
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lasting substance, is more vulnerable to destruction by hostile forces than is a book or even
oral speech. Natural weathering, vandalism, lack of maintenance, and even bulldozing (as we
have seen vividly in news accounts from the republics of the former Soviet Union) are more
or less constant threats to public memorial sites.15

In this passage, Blair affirms the rhetorical significance of monuments, presaging a
groundswell in rhetorical analyses of memorial sites over the last two decades.16 But
Blair also opens the door for critics analyzing recently vacated monumental spaces, a
path less commonly trod. In the context of the removal of Lost Cause monuments in
New Orleans and across the United States, Blair’s words find a new exigence.

Former monumental sites provide useful cases for reexamining the relationship
between absence, space/place, memory, and rhetoric. While many rhetoric scholars
have taken up the thorny topic of absence, perhaps Raymie E. McKerrow put it most
directly when he argued that “Absence is as important as presence in understanding and
evaluating symbolic action. [emphasis in original]”17 Brian L. Ott, Eric Aoki, and Greg
Dickinson expand on McKerrow’s point, writing: “Absence is not without meaning;
rather, it is a fully embodied rhetorical experience. And like a well-placed pause in a
speech, it is a material space filled with affect.”18 Figuring absence as a “material space”
has significant ramifications for scholars engaging places of public memory because it
means that interpreting commemorative landscapes as singular and static spaces obscures
their layers of multitemporal plurality.19 Studying former sites of monuments opens
opportunities for rhetoricians to consider how absence works as a rhetorically active com-
ponent of any commemorative landscape, making the past feel tangibly present where
monuments once stood.

Of course, not all absences exhibit the same rhetorical qualities, nor are they charged
with the same rhetorical potential. For example, both a pause in a speech and taking
down a statue create affective space, but the experience of hearing a pause in a speech
does not resonate the same way as visiting an empty pedestal in a public park. Instead
of analyzing absence abstractly, this essay focuses on monumental absence. Monumental
absence delineates affective spaces created by the removal of public commemorative archi-
tecture. While absences in any landscape can be acknowledged or ignored, the former pro-
minence of monuments—like the ones removed in New Orleans—make their absences
substantially more difficult to overlook and, therefore, their rhetorical potential more pro-
found. Monumental absences, unlike less publicly imposing absences, haunt the spaces
they formerly occupied.20 These hauntings, I argue, take the form of residual memories.

As I argued above, residual memory is the remaining rhetorical potency that clings to a
commemorative site after the focal object or structure of memorialization is removed.
Residual memory, so conceived, is the felt presence of monumental absence. This presence
is created by the intermingling of memorial discourses and performances with remaining
artifacts.21 That is, when monuments are taken down some combination of plinths,
plaques, signs, sidewalks, benches, ornamental foliage, etc., serve as cues to memory, pro-
viding palimpsestic clues that create a sense of the size, placement, and significance of
bygone commemorative structures. Similarly, community imperatives to remember,
including speeches, demonstrations, news media, social media, photos, archives, maps,
etc., all but ensure a discursive afterlife for any prominent monument. Together, these
memorial elements combine to demarcate monumental absence in historic places. As
material artifacts signaling monumental absence recede, or are purposefully scrubbed
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from the landscape, community efforts to remember must correspondingly increase in
order for residual memory to remain tethered to a particular location. Residual
memory, in short, conjures the haunting presence of monumental absence for those visit-
ing an historic site, defining and directing how such a presence is experienced.

Monuments, more often than not, are imposing physical structures that offer ideologi-
cal interpretations of historic figures, events, and places.22 In addition to their size,
expense, and connection to the legitimating institutions that erected them, most monu-
ments garner authority to interpret history from their placement, often near the subject
of commemoration. Placement, itself, exerts rhetorical influence. As rhetoricians Greg
Dickinson and Giorgia Aiello point out, the design and function of “the urban built
environment is communicative: It contributes to transforming and reproducing major
ideological and structural conditions that, quite literally, mediate the everyday lives of
individuals and communities.”23 In New Orleans, for example, the Liberty Place Monu-
ment and statues of Robert E. Lee and P.G.T. Beauregard were all originally erected in
landscaped circles on busy streets with streetcar lines. These stone and metal structures
were not only imposing focal points in the city’s landscape, they were also highly
trafficked nodes that commercial, tourist, and local passengers were forced to circumna-
vigate and literally look up to for over a century. As will be considered in greater detail
below, the all-but-inescapable repetitiveness of traversing beneath Jim Crow-era monu-
ments served to engrain Lost Cause memorial attitudes into the fabric of everyday move-
ment in New Orleans.24 When monuments such as these are removed, residual memory
seizes the proximate authority previously held by now-absent monuments, but channels
that authority for different purposes.

In terms of rhetorical appeals, monuments and residual memories of monumental
absence function similarly: both curate affective experiences of closeness with the past
by laying claim to the materiality of places deemed historically significant. However,
monuments and residual memories diverge in their historical focus and interpretive
approach. Monuments curate history (“this event matters”) in space (“it all happened
right here”) while inviting a reverential attitude (“we must honor those commemorated
by this monument”). Residual memory, on the other hand, does not treat monuments
as conduits of a hallowed past; rather, monuments appear as rhetorical and ideological
purveyors of select histories. The histories that are foregrounded by residual memory
are not those commemorated by the monument, but the accreted social and cultural
history of the monument itself. In this way, residual memory, as the materially felt experi-
ence of monumental absence, promotes critical sensibilities for evaluating the ways that
the past has been monumentally represented.

Encounters with residual memory encourage a variety of questions, not the least of
which includes: What monument used to be here? Why was the monument removed?
Did the monument adequately represent history? What did the monument say about
our collective values? How is our understanding of history different now that the monu-
ment is gone? Given that monumental absence allows historic sites to both inspire and
authorize critical reflection, residual memories facilitate closer examinations of the rhe-
torical and ideological underpinnings of memorialization. As a result, residual memory
allows communities to resist and revise hegemonic memories in the very places where
such memories were imagined, celebrated, and circulated. Residual memories of absent
monuments are rhetorically potent, facilitating collective conversations about the ways
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monuments participate in the production of power, privilege, and place. To better under-
stand how Take ’EmDown NOLAmobilized residual memories during the Second Line to
Bury White Supremacy, more needs to be said about Jim Crow-era monuments in the
South.

Southern memorial landscapes, the Lost Cause, and white victimage

Southern memorial landscapes are filled with architectural tributes to the Confederate
States of America. In a recent study, the Southern Poverty Law Center counted 772 Con-
federate monuments on public property, the vast majority of which are concentrated in
former slave-holding states, especially states that seceded from the Union.25 Sanctioned
by official approval, Confederate monuments serve as catalyzing nodes that collect,
nurture, and distribute Lost Cause memories of the South.26 “Whether the dominant
image has been constructed through plantation museums privileging the elite experience
of the era, or through obelisks, statues, and other monuments honoring the Confederate
dead,” writes rhetorician Patricia G. Davis, “the memorial landscape in the South has his-
torically been a prime site through which the Lost Cause interpretation of the past has
been advanced.”27

From their positions of prominence, Lost Cause architecture extol sympathetic mem-
ories of the Confederacy.28 In this way, the rhetoric of the Lost Cause is far more than a
fringe attitude of post-Reconstruction white elites; it is an active and material part of
everyday life in the South.29 According to rhetorician Mark T. Vail, Confederate monu-
ments are essentially relics of a Southern civic religion.30 These relics, in the eyes of Lost
Cause apologists, are responsible for carrying antebellum values of white benevolence,
gentility, and superiority into the ever-unfolding future.31 While Confederate monu-
ments certainly stand-in as symbolic representations of the Lost Cause, the ideologies
they represent extend beyond commemorative architecture, cohering in ways that are far
more flexible and durable than sculpted stone and metal.32 In other words, monuments
do not replace active practices of memory; instead, they train collective habits of remem-
bering. When monuments are removed, the memorial practices they coached linger.

Contemporary monument removal has triggered renewed narratives of white vict-
image.33 Complaints that taking down a Confederate statue is tantamount to erasing
history and destroying heritage have circulated broadly, appearing in the guise of legal
suits filed by preservationist organizations,34 published frequently in news media head-
lines,35 passed into law by Southern politicians,36 and used as a rallying cry by white
nationalist protesters.37 As anthropologist Baily J. Duhé observes, journalistic accounts
and scholarly debates about New Orleans’ Jim Crow-era monuments generally focus on
“white-centered narratives.”38 The perspectives of local activists and communities of
color are drowned out on the one hand by amplified laments about the loss of (white) heri-
tage, and, on the other, the lionization of Mayor Mitch Landrieu as the progressive (white)
authority singularly responsible for removing Confederate monuments in the city. As
Duhé explains, framing public debates through the lens of white historical memory pre-
vents “other communities and perspectives from being heard, further silencing already
marginalized groups.”39 What we are left with is an exclusionary conversation that pos-
itions people of color—especially Southern activists—as agents of destruction who are
incapable of representing themselves as part of the public, whose values and historical
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perspectives are inconsequential, and who, in the context of both Southern and national
memory, exist “outside of history.”40

Architectural historian Dell Upton argues that the problem is symptomatic of both
“traditional” and “subtler” variants of white supremacy. Reflecting on resistance to civil
rights monuments throughout the South, Upton observes that popular discourses presup-
pose “that such monuments must meet white approval and that whites are neutral arbiters
of what is fair and truthful in such memorials.”41 The same discursive patterns drive public
debates regarding the removal of Lost Cause monuments. In response to the white-cen-
tered narratives that suffuse public discourse, Duhé insists that scholars must “refuse
dominant, oversimplified narratives” and “create room to listen to the expertise of local
community leaders who have been dealing with these debates and organizing these
removals long before they were televised.”42 Following Duhé’s admonition, I turn to rhe-
torical field methods to analyze Take ’Em Down NOLA’s use of residual memories as a
means for critiquing public symbols of white supremacy.

Rhetorical field methods

While rhetorical field methods constitute a fairly recent scholarly development, scholars
writing about sites and rituals of public memory have repeatedly emphasized the impor-
tance of “being there.”43 Advocating for a thicker kind of critical engagement with rhetori-
cal artifacts, one that takes into account the sensuous presence of bodies, Blair asks
rhetorical critics, “What do we ourselves lose of an experience by not being present?
And what difference does that loss make?”44 One answer, offered by rhetorician
Phaedra C. Pezzullo, is that critical presence, as a method of scholarship, invites a receptive
stance toward change and discovery. “More than simply ‘showing up,’” Pezzullo notes,
“being present as a mode of advocacy suggests that the materiality of a place promises
the opportunity to shape perceptions, bodies, and lives with respect to the people and
places hosting the experience.”45 In a similar vein, rhetoricians Michael K. Middleton,
Samantha Senda-Cook, and Danielle Endres emphasize the importance of sharing local
experiences in their essay, “Articulating Rhetorical Field Methods.” They write, “These
efforts at in situ rhetorical analysis are valuable because they sharpen the ability for CR
[critical rhetoric] to engage seriously the voices of marginalized rhetorical communities
and mundane discourses that often evade critical attention.”46 As these scholars point
out, presence, as a critical stance, allows rhetoricians to do more than embrace their
own embeddedness in the networks of community and discourse that they study. Presence
creates points of connection that facilitate creative collaboration between scholars and the
communities most intimately familiar with the structures and discourses being critiqued.
In other words, when it comes to research that engages public calls for social justice, criti-
cal presence allows scholars and activist communities to work together, thereby diminish-
ing the likelihood that overlooked voices will remain overlooked.

Unsurprisingly, the imperative of “being there” tends to push critics into “the field.” In
their recent edited collection, Text + Field, rhetoricians Sara L. McKinnon, Robert Asen,
Karma R. Chávez, and Robert Glenn Howard define “the field as the nexus where rhetoric
is produced, where it is enacted, where it circulates, and, consequently, where it is audi-
enced. [emphasis in original]”47 Far from mandating that all rhetoricians take up
fieldwork,48 the editors of Text + Field argue that the field
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[I]nvites rhetoricians to attend to the way discourse moves, articulates, and shapes the
material realities of people’s lives in the everyday, in the public, and in their communities.
It also allows scholars to attend to the often-unseen ways that individuals and groups
respond, resist, and try to revise these instantiations.49

While scholars adopting rhetorical field methods use a variety of humanistic approaches
that range from ethnography to focus groups to conduct their work, many share a com-
mitment to engaging the rhetorical underpinnings of power, privilege, and marginaliza-
tion through critical participation.50

The diversity of experiences, perspectives, voices, and communities encountered in the
field make rhetorical field methods one way that scholars can more fully adopt intersec-
tional approaches to advocacy and criticism.51 For instance, participation in the Second
Line to Bury White Supremacy made it clear that as “‘a black-led, multiracial, intergenera-
tional coalition,’ with a strong emphasis on intersectional-awareness,” Take ’Em Down
NOLA is quite sensitive to the layering of oppressions that make symbols of white supre-
macy more or less dangerous for individuals inhabiting different bodies.52 In response to
this reality, Take ’Em Down NOLA organized a victory celebration that strategically fore-
grounded the experiences of people of color while including space for anti-racist allies to
participate. Take ’Em Down NOLA also made clear that the Second Line to Bury White
Supremacy was not simply a victory celebration for the nighttime removal of a single
obelisk. Activists spoke, marched, danced, and sang against systemic racism, environ-
mental injustice, economic inequality, gentrification and spatial segregation, over-poli-
cing, and inadequate public schooling, all of which, they point out, is entangled with
white supremacist ideologies that are publicly celebrated in New Orleans’memorial archi-
tecture.53 Without participating in the second line from start to finish, I may have erro-
neously believed that Take ’Em Down NOLA was only concerned with the fate of
monuments. Participation made it clear that the second line was a part of an intersectional
movement committed to social justice writ large; the removal of a few Jim Crow-era
statues in New Orleans was only the beginning.

Second lining with Take ’Em Down NOLA gave me access to texts that would not have
been available otherwise. Snippets of speeches, online news coverage, and scant photo and
video documentation can be found of the event.54 Additionally, references to the second
line are made in Take ’Em Down NOLA’s zine, Roots Rising.55 However, in this essay,
textual fragments from secondary sources serve a supplementary rather than primary
role.56 While I am not a member of Take ’Em Down NOLA, I arrived in Congo Square
hours before the second line and helped organizers distribute leaflets about future collec-
tive actions. During the event, I collected audio recordings of the second line and prelimi-
nary speeches. I also took extensive fieldnotes and photos before, during, and after the
demonstration. After the event concluded, I followed Take ’Em Down NOLA’s activities
via social media—primarily Twitter—and shared drafts of this essay with Take ’Em Down
NOLA.

More than amassing a detailed collection of documents, I acted as both a scholarly
observer and critically engaged participant.57 In my audio recordings of the second line,
I can be heard chatting loudly with other second liners, answering interview questions
from a freelance reporter, shouting chants, asking for sunscreen, singing along with fam-
iliar brass band songs, recording notes about the second line route, thanking Take ’Em
Down NOLA leaders, and nervously asking police officers if white nationalists in Lee
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Circle had weapons. Undoubtedly, my presence changed, however slightly, the nature of
the event. Second lining with other activists certainly enriched my perspective as a scholar
and allowed me to act in solidarity with Take ’EmDownNOLA. From the vantage point of
a critically present researcher, I was able to witness the intermingling of discourses as they
wove together with bodily movements and monumental absences to create residual mem-
ories that resisted attitudes trained by Lost Cause statues. In the following section, I
present a brief history of the Liberty Place Monument in order to explain the rhetorical
potency of the obelisk’s residual memories.

The Liberty Place Monument

The 20-foot limestone obelisk known as the Liberty Place Monument was erected in Sep-
tember 1891 at the foot of Canal Street on the seventeenth anniversary of the Crescent City
White League’s anti-Reconstruction “Battle of Liberty Place.”58 The highly orchestrated
skirmish occurred on September 14, 1874, when “approximately 8,400 Democratic
White Leaguers easily routed a racially mixed force of 3,600 metropolitan policemen
and State militia units.”59 Viewed by thousands who “thronged balconies, rooftops, and
the decks of steamboats to watch,” the dramatic engagement lasted merely 20 minutes
and resulted in 32 fatalities.60 Framed by White Leaguers as a courageous and patriotic
reassertion of self-determination and liberty in New Orleans,61 the city’s citizens of
color vehemently disagreed, insisting that the skirmish represented the “absolute denial,
not only of their rights as men and citizens, but even the bare protection to life and security
for property afforded in the enforcement of law. [emphasis in original]”62 Weighing these
opposing interpretations, historian Lawrence N. Powell argues that the fight should be
remembered within the context of the federal government’s retreat from Reconstruction
and the increasing boldness of bellicose Southern Democrats. In this light, Powell explains
that the “battle” is more properly remembered as “a dramaturgical assertion of the right of
the white upper class to rule at home.”63

At no point in its history was the obelisk a neutral artifact that impartially recounted the
details of an historic event. Instead, from the moment of its dedication, the Liberty Place
Monument functioned as an explicit symbol of white supremacy that white politicians fre-
quently referenced to justify Jim Crow policies.64 For instance, anniversary editorials pub-
lished in the Daily Picayune in 1901 and 1905 praise the Liberty Place Monument as a
permanent reminder that the “odious system” of black enfranchisement would be met
with white violence in Louisiana.65 In 1920, during his successful gubernatorial campaign,
John M. Parker, Sr. evoked his father’s participation in the Battle of Liberty Place as evi-
dence of his white supremacist bona fides: “my father fought as a member of the White
League in the battle of Canal street, New Orleans, against the metropolitan police,
which forever settled the question of the negro in politics so long as Louisiana was con-
cerned.”66 To ensure that he was not misunderstood, Parker baldly stated, “I always
have stood for white supremacy…”67 On September 27, 1932, the Commission
Council of the City of New Orleans called for the formation of the Board of Commis-
sioners of Liberty Place to “be appointed from amongst citizens who took part in the
Battle for white supremacy at Liberty Place on September 14, 1874.”68 After approval
fromMayor T. Semmes Walmsley, the Board of Commissioners quickly added the follow-
ing inscription to the obelisk’s plinth:
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UNITED STATES TROOPS TOOK OVER THE STATE // GOVERNMENT AND
REINSTATED THE USURPERS // BUT THE NATIONAL ELECTION NOVEMBER
1876 // RECOGNIZED WHITE SUPREMACY IN THE SOUTH // AND GAVE US OUR
STATE.69

As these words make clear, by the 1930s, the Liberty Place Monument was not merely a de
facto symbol of white supremacy in New Orleans, its function as a white supremacist icon
was unequivocally recognized and endorsed by the city government. The inscription along
with the hagiographic words of journalists and politicians underscore the racialized vio-
lence required to maintain a segregated society founded on antebellum white heritage.

Unsurprisingly, as Dell Upton observes, “Through the middle of the twentieth century,
the monument was both a place of reverence for New Orleans’s elite… and a rallying
point for white supremacists.”70 By the 1950s, annual wreath-laying ceremonies at the
obelisk had ceased,71 yet the Liberty Place Monument continued to gain attention,
largely due to the plinth’s inflammatory valorization of white supremacy. The city
removed the Liberty Place Monument twice for street improvements—in 1965 and
1989—but was forced to re-erect the monument both times. Even in the mid-1990s, the
Washington Post, the New York Times, and the Times-Picayune all reported that the
obelisk continued to galvanize white supremacists, especially former Grand Wizard of
the Ku Klux Klan and Louisiana state politician David Duke.72 Put simply, the Lost
Cause ideology enshrined in the Liberty Place Monument was far from inert. However,
in the hands of activist rhetors like Take ’Em Down NOLA, the obelisk’s residual mem-
ories, when encountered in the proper location, serve as material evidence that Lost
Cause monuments organize, intensify, and encourage racist violence, political intimida-
tion, and economic inequity.

Residual memories of an absent obelisk

In the middle of the night on April 24, 2017, twenty-four years after the reinstallation of
the Liberty Place Monument, construction workers took down the obelisk. Mayor Mitch
Landrieu’s decision to remove the monument without public announcement shocked and
angered both proponents and opponents of the Lost Cause icon.73 Masked and body-
armored crews working for an unnamed construction firm disassembled the Liberty
Place Monument while armed police officers and hidden sharpshooters guarded
workers laboring beneath a battery of floodlights.74 Despite the obelisk’s unannounced
removal, word got out and a handful of protestors, casual onlookers, and journalists
showed up behind New Orleans Police Department barricades to watch. Amongst them
was Malcolm Suber, professor, activist, and co-founder of Take ’Em Down NOLA.
Suber expressed dissatisfaction with the secretive removal to a reporter, “They could
have done this, announced it and let people show their opinion. This is the coward’s
way.”75

With the Liberty Place Monument dismantled and trucked to an undisclosed location,
little remains of the obelisk to alert passersby to its former presence. In many ways, the
monument feels consigned to oblivion. In March 2018, Mayor Landrieu announced
plans for the city to collaborate with Paper Monuments, a New Orleans-based “public
art and public history project,” to determine what should replace statues of Jefferson
Davis, P.G.T. Beauregard, and Robert E. Lee.76 According to the Times-Picayune, the
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“Liberty Place site, which is located behind a parking garage at the foot of Canal Street, will
remain as-is.”77 Sue Mobely, co-director of Paper Monuments, commented on these plans
in an October 2018 podcast interview with Paul Farber of Monument Lab, “[N]othing’s
happened there; nothing needs to happen there. I’m not sure most people recognize
that it’s missing. There’s no pedestal. It had already been, sort of, removed from public
space and the public view.”78

In early-May 2017, less than two weeks after the obelisk’s removal, I visited the site of
the former monument. All that is left is a nondescript granite plinth resting on a cement
block. The plinth has a few squiggly scars from a plaque that construction workers pried
off. Even though many pedestrians walk within fifteen feet of the monumental site, a result
of the nearness of two parking facilities servicing the French Quarter, hardly anyone even
looks at the former location of the Liberty Place Monument. An inclined cement path
leading up to the plinth garners the most attention. While I examined the area, I overheard
a child suggest that the ramp would be perfect for skateboarding. Landrieu and Mobely’s
impressions of the site are mirrored in my fieldnotes: “At a glance from the sidewalk, the
plinth could be just another extension of the sewage system.”79 Confirming my suspicions
were the remarks of a parking attendant who works in front of a garage that faces the
empty plinth. I asked if she witnessed the removal of the obelisk and she replied with a
quick double-take, exclaiming, “Oh my God! It’s gone. I wonder how long it’s been
gone?”80 Already, residual memories of the Liberty Place Monument appeared to be reced-
ing into the quotidian cityscape.

Given the obelisk’s sudden removal, its scant memorial remains, and its historic associ-
ations with two separate locations, it was unclear in May 2017 where, if anywhere, the
residual memories of the Liberty Place Monument would coalesce. However, in response
to City Hall’s refusal to commemorate the occasion, Take ’Em Down NOLA organized the
Second Line to Bury White Supremacy, a public celebration of the removal of the obelisk
and an ostentatious show of support for the impending removal of three other Lost Cause
statues. The second line kicked off a distinctly New Orleanian ritualized process that
grafted the residual memories of the obelisk’s monumental absence to the foot of Iberville
Street.

Second lines and monumental absence

“Take ’Em Down NOLA exists for the purpose of removing all symbols to white supre-
macy from the landscape of New Orleans,” Angela Kinlaw announced energetically
through a portable speaker system in Congo Square before the Second Line to Bury
White Supremacy paraded into the French Quarter. “We understand that symbols are
used to bond people around cultural values, political values, and ideologies that show
up in the form of a system and that oppresses people,” Kinlaw continued. “And so,
today, we’re celebrating movement toward change.”81 Kinlaw’s address set the tone for
the upcoming demonstration. Countering recurrent Lost Cause narratives and white vict-
image tropes circulated by defenders of Jim Crow-era statues, Kinlaw and other Take ’Em
Down NOLA leaders insisted that monument removal was not a shameful act that erased
history. Instead, monument removal was a necessary step in the process of remembering
the past in a more capacious register, a step that enables people of color to occupy space in
both the city’s historical imaginary and its unfolding future.
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Take ’Em Down NOLA’s Second Line to Bury White Supremacy mobilized one of New
Orleans’ most recognizable street traditions to celebrate the removal of the Liberty Place
Monument and delineate space for residual memories of the now-absent obelisk. The
decision to host a second line parade was strategic and freighted with symbolic signifi-
cance. New Orleans’ communities of color have historically used mock funerals, brass
band music, and public parades to resist structures of white supremacy by performatively
reclaiming urban space and promoting local practices of memory.82 For instance, on Feb-
ruary 17, 1865, less than two months before Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, a notice was
posted in the New Orleans Tribune announcing a two-day funeral service celebrating “the
Death of American Slavery.”83 More recently, following the cataclysmic levee failures of
2005, no less than five jazz funerals were held to “bury” Hurricane Katrina. Most of
these mock jazz funerals paraded through Gentilly, the Lower Ninth Ward, and other his-
torically black neighborhoods that bore the brunt of the flooding. The Second Line to Bury
White Supremacy fits comfortably within New Orleans’s long-established repertoire of
musical parading as collective commemoration, celebration, and protest.

Second lines, by virtue of their public and performative nature, call together commu-
nities through music, movement, and shared space; the Second Line to Bury White Supre-
macy was no different.84 Before the New Creations Brass Band kicked off the second line,
A Scribe Called Quess?, poet, educator, and co-founder of Take ’Em Down NOLA, spoke
to the crowd. “We are one band, one sound,” insisted Quess?. Playing with the imagery of a
second line parade and the historic resonances of Congo Square, Quess? picked up speed,
delivering his lines in a percussive cadence, emphasizing the last word of every sentence
until second liners interrupted him with cheers: “This is our party. They ain’t invited.
They don’t know the music. They don’t know the tune. They can’t dance to the
rhythm.”85 Quess?’s anaphoric use of the impersonal subject pronoun “they” to reference
white supremacists congregating in Lee Circle allowed him to bracket that group of
demonstrators out of the celebration. But more importantly, when considering the
residual memories of monumental absence, Quess?’s speech highlights how Take ’Em
Down NOLA leveraged the legitimating cultural authority of second line traditions to
challenge hegemonic memorial attitudes represented by Jim Crow-era statuary.

The evocation of local brass band traditions as a guiding metaphor and a living com-
memorative practice allowed Take ’Em Down NOLA to control the way the Liberty Place
Monument’s residual memories were publicly remembered in New Orleans. Put suc-
cinctly, Take ’Em Down NOLA argued that white supremacist monuments, like the
recently removed obelisk, are inherently violent and that Lost Cause practices of
memory must be replaced, but not forgotten. “This is the point of this entire conversa-
tion,” Quess? continued as second liners cheered.

I love my city; we all love our city. If we could only aim our music in the right direction—not
just to the hearts, but to the minds. This is the most African city you gonna find in North
America. We’re just dominated by symbols of white supremacy; that’s a crime. Somebody
say, “That ain’t right.” [Second liners: That ain’t right!] Ain’t right at all.86

Through the Second Line to Bury White Supremacy, Take ’Em Down NOLA harnessed
the cultural power of a venerated local tradition and the democratic authority of a com-
munity of demonstrators to transition the obelisk from an active emblem of hate to a
residual memory that facilitates critical reevaluations of Lost Cause ideologies. In other
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words, “We are one band, one sound” is a rhetorical claim to commemorative legitimacy, a
claim supported by established local custom and popular sentiment.

Tethering residual memories

In addition to mobilizing resistance to Lost Cause iconography, the Second Line to Bury
White Supremacy tethered residual memories of the Liberty Place Monument to the foot
of Iberville Street. While such commemorative anchoring may seem preordained or incon-
sequential, it is, in fact, neither. By affixing residual memories of the obelisk to Iberville
Street, as opposed to the Liberty Place Monument’s original location at the foot of
Canal Street, Take ’Em Down NOLA challenged Lost Cause practices of memory by lit-
erally shifting the foundational grounds on which legitimating narratives of the obelisk
rest. The parade route and the imagery of the Second Line to Bury White Supremacy
were instrumental in the rhetorical process of tethering residual memories of monumental
absence to Iberville Street. Take ’Em Down NOLA used the obelisk’s accreted history with
Iberville Street to cast the monument’s removal as a long-delayed civil rights victory rather
than a benevolent, and politically opportunistic, gesture from the city’s mayor.

Second line parade routes are intentionally designed to draw attention to important
locations, events, communities, and individuals in New Orleans.87 For example, it is
not uncommon for second lining brass bands to stop at predetermined locations and
play dirges to mourn the passing of a beloved member of the community.88 Through
this ritual, the departed are made present through the musical and place-based enliven-
ing of communal memory. In a similar manner, Take ’Em Down NOLA planned a
parade route that began at the mythic birthplace of jazz—Congo Square—and ended
at the foot of Robert E. Lee’s statue. Significantly, the procession stopped at the intersec-
tion of North Peters and Iberville Street where Kinlaw pointed in the direction of the
absent obelisk and announced, “As we move forward, to the left, be reminded that’s
the former location of the white supremacist monument.”89 With this stop, and
Kinlaw’s short speech, Take ’Em Down NOLA used the symbolic commemorative
authority of second line traditions to enliven residual memories of monumental
absence and attached them to Iberville Street. Take ’Em Down NOLA then cemented
the commemorative significance of their stop by passing the original location of the
Liberty Place Monument on Canal Street without a pause; the New Creations Brass
Band turned up the street, away from the spot where the obelisk first stood, and kept
marching without missing a beat.

In addition to the parade route, a common symbolic feature of jazz funerals and second
line parades are memorial signs and t-shirts. Anthropologist Helen A. Regis writes that

shirts, worn by living bodies, are made to stand for those very bodies that are missing from
the second line. They mark an empty space, a void, making present in the streets of the city
the absence of the dead.90

In a similar fashion, Take ’Em Down NOLAmade present the monumental absence of the
obelisk through prominent placards carried throughout the second line. The photograph
on the placards, taken in 1993, featured the obelisk in its last public location on Iberville
Street. Reflecting on her own looming memories of absent monuments in New Orleans,
Kelly C. Porter, co-editor of Take ’Em Down NOLA’s zine, wrote that, “these unmarked
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spaces are a kind of invisible monument for those who care to remember.”91 By enlivening
residual memories of the obelisk through the second line, Take ’Em Down NOLA encour-
aged people to encounter monumental absence at the foot of Iberville Street. The photo-
graph itself warrants further consideration; however, to properly analyze the rhetorical
significance of the image, Take ’Em Down NOLA’s approach to monumental history
and intergenerational activism must first be considered.

Remembering civil rights victories

As embodied practices of communal memory, second lines are constitutive expressions of
continuity that knit New Orleanian communities of color together across time.92 Take ’Em
Down NOLA used the Second Line to Bury White Supremacy to emphasize legacies of
black-led activism in New Orleans. In addition to dedicating the second line to “veteran
civil rights heroes” and positioning elder civil rights activists at the front of the parade
holding banners that read “Power to the People” and “Bury White Supremacy,” Take
’Em Down NOLA highlighted the city’s history of black-led activism through two 3×5-
foot placards emblazoned with a photograph of Rev. Avery C. Alexander protesting the
Liberty Place Monument in 1993 (Figure 1). Throughout the second line, the image of
Rev. Alexander served as a reminder to both participants and bystanders that the proces-
sual struggle against structures of white supremacy is slow and regularly incurs violence.
And yet, achievements, like the removal of a Lost Cause obelisk, are worth remembering
for the lessons taught and the victories won.

Figure 1. Poster of Rev. Avery C. Alexander carried during the Second Line to Bury White Supremacy.
Photograph by Abdul Aziz.
Note: Photograph used with permission of Abdul Aziz.
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A useful starting point for the story of Rev. Alexander’s photograph is the 1989 removal
of the Liberty Place Monument. Orchestrated by Sidney Barthelemy, New Orleans’s
second mayor of color, the victory was short-lived: a Federal District Court ruling in
1993 forced the monument’s reinstallation in “a historically appropriate spot.”93 To the
chagrin of Lost Cause apologists, Barthelemy arranged for the obelisk’s reerection in an
obscure location a few blocks from Canal Street. Technically, the new location at the
foot of Iberville Street was still within the boundaries of the Battle of Liberty Place, but
the obelisk was now wedged inauspiciously in the shadow of a parking garage. While
not the victory Barthelemy and civil rights activists wanted, the movement from Canal
Street to Iberville Street was symbolically consequential in that the obelisk no longer
rested on grounds hallowed by white supremacist violence and nearly 100 years of insti-
tutionalized Lost Cause nostalgia.94 It was this relocation that caused the Liberty Place
Monument to begin fading from New Orleanians’ public consciousness even before its
removal in 2017. And it was this relocation that Take ’Em Down NOLA seized to
replace Lost Cause practices of memory associated with the obelisk.

Of course, 1989 was not the first time that New Orleanians of color took action to
remove the Liberty Place Monument. The city’s first mayor of color, Ernest N. “Dutch”
Morial tried to remove the obelisk, but City Council halted the process in 1981.95 In
the 1960s and 1970s the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the NAACP’s
Youth Council called for the obelisk’s removal.96 Given these examples of black-led resist-
ance, Take ’Em Down NOLA had a surplus of options for historicizing the absent obelisk.
By selecting the photograph of Rev. Alexander, the Second Line to Bury White Supremacy
used residual memories of the Liberty Place Monument to tell a story of incremental, yet
persistent, civil rights victories that ultimately culminated in taking down the obelisk.

The event captured in the photograph carried by Take ’Em Down NOLA second liners
occurred on March 3, 1993, when the “Friends of Liberty Monument” staged a rededica-
tion ceremony for the obelisk in its new location on Iberville Street. David Duke attended
the ceremony as an invited speaker.97 Rather than allow Duke and others to recast the
Liberty Place Monument as an abstract symbol of Southern virtue, eighty-two-year-old
Rev. Alexander led a group of protestors to the Lost Cause ceremony. One journalist
reported that protestors “disrupted the hourlong ceremony by shouting slogans and
singing spirituals, drowning out speakers.”98 The standoff became heated as protestors
chanting “Down with white supremacy!” pushed—and were pushed—against the
cordon of New Orleans Police Department officers.99 At one point, a white NOPD
officer put Rev. Alexander in a chokehold and forcibly dragged him away from the
Liberty Place Monument while another white officer brandished a nightstick and followed
closely behind. Kathy Anderson, a staff photographer for the Times-Picayune, caught the
moment on camera, framing the shot with the limestone obelisk and the Confederate
battle flag standing over the scene. The picture appeared on the front page of the
Times-Picayune the following day sparking an uproar in New Orleans100.

In no uncertain terms, the photograph of Rev. Alexander visually links the obelisk with
histories of white supremacist violence. By framing the Liberty Place Monument near the
most potent symbol of the Lost Cause—the Confederate battle flag—both the obelisk and
the flag, by virtue of their proximity and the occasion, endorse police violence directed at
one of New Orleans’s most respected religious, political, and civil rights leaders. Unlike
Anderson’s photo, defenders of the obelisk typically depict the monument on its own
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in sepia tone, black and white, or polychrome pastels—usually at the foot of Canal
Street.101 These hagiographic images create a faux patina that visually cleanse the
obelisk of associations with violence.102 Anderson’s photo, on the other hand, evokes
the ominous nearness of violence inspired by the obelisk through the sharpness of
colors and the clash between civil rights activists and monument supporters protected
by police officers. In short, the photo, as carried by Take ’Em Down NOLA second
liners, shatters the pretense of separation between the obelisk as a Lost Cause symbol
and enactments of physical violence perpetrated against people of color. In this image,
Take ’Em Down NOLA found a synecdoche for their broader commitment to resisting
structures of white supremacy.103

By tethering residual memories of the absent obelisk to Iberville Street, Take ’Em Down
NOLA made specific examples of institutionally sponsored violence directed at people of
color in the name of the Liberty Place Monument palpably present. In so doing, the
residual memories presented by the Second Line to Bury White Supremacy challenged
Lost Cause accounts of the Liberty Place Monument as a neutral marker of Southern
history. When sepia toned memories of the obelisk on Canal Street are foregrounded,
the most consequential episodes of civil rights activism are elided in favor of reverential
White League propaganda. Seen through Iberville Street’s history of protest, violence,
defacement, and ultimate removal, Take ’Em Down NOLA forced residual memories of
the obelisk to include the monument’s own sordid past. Through the Second Line to
Bury White Supremacy’s joyful celebration, Take ’Em Down NOLA incorporated
painful histories represented by the obelisk into a broader account of black-led civil
rights activism, endurance, and victory.

Burying white supremacy

The Second Line to Bury White Supremacy was a performative critique of structural
oppression that loosened the knots binding Lost Cause memorial attitudes to commem-
orative landscapes in New Orleans. Significantly, Take ’Em Down NOLA made the rhe-
torical choice not to ignore newly created monumental absence during their celebratory
second line. Instead, they presented a more robust form of public remembering that
linked residual memories of the Liberty Place Monument to legacies of black-led civil
rights activism associated with Iberville Street. This change in historical perspective
allowed Take ’Em Down NOLA to invert white-centered narratives of heritage and vict-
image that typically accompany the removal of Lost Cause architecture. The residual
memories performatively evoked by the Second Line to Bury White Supremacy placed
the Liberty Place Monument, and other white supremacist iconography, within the
context of racialized violence and political terror that such monuments both foment
and commemorate. As a result, Take ’Em Down NOLA offered a grassroots model for
combining local commemorative traditions with residual memories of monumental
absence to alter long-established practices of public memory.

Analysis of the Liberty Place Monument and Take ’Em Down NOLA’s Second Line to
Bury White Supremacy offers several important insights for scholars of rhetoric, space/
place, and public memory. First, residual memories of monumental absence are unique
rhetorical resources that both scholars and activist communities can use to critically ree-
valuate the roles that monuments play in public space. By virtue of monumental absence,
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residual memories do not exist under the imposing material and ideological shadows cast
by monuments. Monumental absence, then, creates the rhetorical conditions that enable
public attention to focus on the accreted histories of monuments themselves rather than
the histories monuments are designed to commemorate. Put simply, residual memories
present monuments as rhetorical objects that are designed to manufacture feelings of
reverence and closeness with carefully curated pasts. Using residual memories as an
avenue for interpreting monumental absence allows scholars and activists to more
readily identify the communities excluded from monumental representations of the
past. Second, residual memories are not always apparent from a distance. While rhetorical
fieldwork may not always be necessary for analyzing residual memories, critical presence
does create opportunities to better understand the rhetorical processes of activist commu-
nities as they evoke residual memories and attach those memories to specific sites. Finally,
the location of residual memories matters deeply in terms of framing the histories of
bygone monuments. Place—and more specifically the histories ascribed to that place—
arranges monumental narratives in ways that foreground certain historical perspectives
while distancing others. As a result, sites of residual memory are key rhetorical com-
ponents for either reaffirming or contesting established monumental practices of
memory. Taken together, residual memory operates as the rhetorical ground for
making monumental absence strategically local, present, and meaningful.

As Take ’Em Down NOLA made clear through the Second Line to Bury White Supre-
macy, the project of dismantling white supremacy might involve monument removal, but
it certainly cannot end there. Examining how residual memories are mobilized through
local traditions creates opportunities for scholars and activists to better understand how
regressive memorial practices can be countered with broader memories of oppression
and resistance. More inclusive memories must be shared; memories that foreground the
voices and experiences of communities of color who continue to lead the struggle
against institutionalized oppression. “[W]e’re here for one purpose and one purpose
only, which is to move forward in the celebration of the dismantling of symbols to
white supremacy along with those systems that are to follow,” Angela Kinlaw exclaimed
just before the New Creations Brass Band kicked off the second line. “Let us be one
band, one sound.”104
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