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In 2000, rural Caroline County, Virginia, became the scene of heated political—

and historical—debate when county officials rejected a proposal to commemorate the 

leader of a failed slave rebellion on the county’s courthouse square.  According to W. 

Fitzhugh Brundage, author of The Southern Past: A Clash of Race and Memory, 

supporters of a monument to Gabriel Prosser believed that the county had “imposed 

standards on the black history monument that had not been applied to previous 

monuments, including the Confederate memorial that towered over the courthouse 

square.”  Given the county’s history of slavery and its earlier commemoration of the 

Confederacy, blacks felt that Gabriel’s Rebellion warranted a place on the so-called 

“cultural landscape.”  As one such supporter put it, “Until we accept Gabriel, we accept 

the myth that slaves were content with their condition, had no interest in freedom and 

were not entitled to it.”  Detractors were equally resolute, however.  A county supervisor 

stated in defense of his vote against the monument, “We should have no part as a county 

in glorifying someone who wanted to kill whites and kidnap the governor.”
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Of course, the strife in Caroline County is but one example of the “clash of race 

and memory” that Brundage details in his book.  A recently published collection of 

essays—The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory—offers even more.  Both 

books examine the relationships between past and present, culture and clout, and they 
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leave no doubt that history does matter in today’s society.  Given the recent spate of 

apologies for slavery, the continuing debates over the Confederate flag, and the ever-

increasing number of civil rights museums nationwide, both books are particularly timely 

and enlightening for the historian and general reader alike. 

Brundage’s work moves chronologically from the late-nineteenth century to the 

very recent past.  Although the chapters alternate between black and white perspectives, 

thus minimizing the dramatic “clash” that one expects from the title, Brundage’s analysis 

is superb.  Fortunately, his final chapter (“Contested History in the Sunbelt South”) and 

conclusion deal with the more recent and often more direct conflicts between white and 

black memories, and it is here that Brundage is arguably at his best.  The Civil Rights 

Movement in American Memory, on the other hand, takes a much narrower chronological 

approach, but its authors come from a variety of academic backgrounds, including 

cultural geography, history, English, and political science, and they provide an 

interdisciplinary look at civil rights memory.  The book is divided into four sections, each 

with a particular focus: Institutionalizing, Visualizing, Diverging, and Deploying 

Memory.  All have their individual merits, but the first, which explores “the ways in 

which historical memory of the movement is being translated” publicly is particularly 

impressive. 

Because many commemorations take the form of monuments, markers, and 

museums, public spaces are often at the center of debates over historical memory.  Derek 

H. Alderman’s essay “Street Names as Memorial Arenas” offers a terrific case study for 

the issues at stake in public commemoration.  When a local chapter of the NAACP 

suggested renaming a major thoroughfare for King in Bulloch County, Georgia, a 



veterans group proposed the name “Veterans Memorial Parkway” instead.  Alderman’s is 

a fair and comprehensive account of a long and often bitter process.  Looking at 

nationwide trends in street naming, he concludes, “This [Georgia] street, like many others 

across America, is more than just a static monument to the civil rights movement; it is 

also an arena for people to actively define and debate the movement’s legacy.”
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Similarly, Brundage argues that historical markers, in addition illuminating 

historical minutia, declare by implication what is and is not historically valuable.  State 

and local historical societies, typically organized by elite whites in the late nineteenth 

century, placed historical markers to preserve “white history” while virtually ignoring 

“black history,” deeming it unimportant and unworthy of study.  “At its most 

fundamental level,” he writes, “the project of public history in the early twentieth century 

South was the archiving of white civilization.”  Blacks, meanwhile, were forced to find 

more creative and less costly ways of maintaining historical memory.  They “may not 

have been able to lay claim to public spaces in the manner or to the degree that southern 

whites did, but within their segregated sphere they shared a black history that was a 

counterweight to at least the most insidious aspects of the white presentation of the 

past.”
3
 

All of the aforementioned incidents are examples of competing “narratives.”  Just 

as the events in Caroline County, Virginia, centered on which “narrative(s)” of the 

county’s history would be permitted on the courthouse square, virtually all public 

translations of historical memory involve the creation of narratives.  Renee C. Romano 

explores this more fully in her own provocative essay, “Narratives of Redemption: The 
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Birmingham Church Bombing Trials and the Construction of Civil Rights Memory.”  She 

argues that prosecutors in the cases “rel[ied] on familiar storylines that can help make 

sense of complex events.”  In weaving their narratives, white prosecutors presented 

themselves as the heroic defenders of helpless blacks, much in the way the 1988 film 

Mississippi Burning portrayed white FBI agents as the heroes of the movement.  

Furthermore, by presenting the perpetrators as “individual evil racists,” the trials 

“effectively remove civil rights crimes from their historical context.  Finally, the trials tell 

a critical story about how much the nation has changed since the civil rights era.”
4
  Both 

books address the ways in which “civil rights narratives” have been adopted by 

conservative elements within society.  Brundage, for example, describes the furor 

surrounding the 2001 removal of a monument to Confederate general Nathan Bedford 

Forrest, when a local group calling itself the “Friends of Forrest” declared that “we 

cannot be moved to the back of the bus.”
5
 

These books are not particularly groundbreaking in terms of studying historical 

memory, but this is not to say that these books are unimportant.  David Blight’s award-

winning book Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (also not the first 

of its kind) has come to set the standard in the field, and while Blight’s influence can 

certainly be seen here, the The Southern Past and The Civil Rights Movement in 

American Memory deal primarily with more recent American history.
6
  More 

importantly, they contribute significantly to a richly developed and still-expanding 

literature.
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They also demonstrate that, in terms of the role of the past in contemporary 

culture, the lines between academic and public history are often blurred.  Both cite 

sociologist James Loewen’s Lies Across America: What Our Historic Sites Get Wrong, 

which critiques the “misguided” telling of American history at public sites nationwide.
7
  

However, Loewen, who also wrote Lies My Teacher Told Me, has developed a reputation 

as a liberal iconoclast, and his work is sometimes dismissed as a result.  (Here it is 

worthwhile to note the fractious politics of memory that accompany Loewen’s work.)  

Because of their relatively even-handed considerations of the issues at stake in historical 

commemoration, these books have the potential to create a more scholarly and less 

emotionally-charged debate, but some will undoubtedly question their respective 

“agendas.” 

In particular, the editors of The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory seem 

to have an interest in furthering a particular “narrative” with regard to Rosa Parks.  The 

unveiling of a Rosa Parks Highway sign is featured on the cover, the book is “dedicated 

to the life and legacy of Rosa Parks,” the editors introduce the book with an explanation 

of the controversy that surrounded the “slander” of Rosa Parks in the popular 2002 film 

Barbershop, and the book’s final essay (its shortest, and the only one written by a 

decidedly irreverent non-academic) deals with unseemly comparisons to Parks made by 

present-day victims of “civil rights” violations.  “Call me picky,” author Sarah Vowell 

writes, “but breathing secondhand smoke, being subject to unfair dairy pricing, and not 

being able to mime (or lap dance), though they are all tragic, tragic injustices, are not 
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quite as bad as the systematic segregation of public transportation based on skin color.”
8
  

It is a humorous article, but one wonders why exactly the editors chose to include it.  

Again, the politics of memory abound. 

 Nevertheless, both books do an excellent job of “reading” critically such public 

spaces as museums, monuments, and historical markers, and analyzing the varied and 

often conflicting “narratives” of historical memory in the South.  Brundage’s conclusion 

offers hope that southerners, both black and white, can reach a place where race and 

memory need not clash.  Similarly, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory 

offers a fresh and extraordinarily timely perspective, and a selected bibliography offers 

the reader a number of terrific suggestions to explore the topic further.  Unfortunately, 

however, the collection lacks cohesiveness.  Several of the chapters seem only 

tangentially related to the civil rights “movement” and feel somewhat out of place.  

Likewise, Brundage’s alternating chapters do seem strange, but they give the definite 

sense that whites and blacks had entirely distinct and separate historical memories for a 

century or more following the Civil War. 

Although the books are among the more recent contributions to an already-

crowded subfield of history, they both challenge the reader to understand the ways in 

which the past—or more accurately, representation of the past—is a contested terrain.  

They show that most works of history (and especially public history) add to one or more 

historical “narratives” that impact the present and are thus inherently political.  In his 

classic novel 1984, George Orwell wrote, “Who controls the past controls the future.”
9
  

Of course, the prospect of “controlling” the past is questionable at best, but historians 
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have a vested interest in deciding who frames the debate.  As such, The Southern Past 

and The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory are invaluable texts and should be 

required reading for historians, particularly those who study the American South. 


