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Objective. This essay explores the ways in which memorial culture reflects contemporary attitudes
about the United States and its history. Method. An examination of the role of the U.S. National
Park Service, which manages and maintains many American memorials, illustrates the evolving
relationship between official memory and history. Memorials to dissent and disaster are considered
as part of an emerging trend in American memorial culture in which trauma, conflict, and loss are
commemorated. Results. American memorial culture is increasingly driven by ethical imperatives
to remember those believed to be forgotten or ignored in history.

Twenty years ago, on April 19, 1995, Oklahoma City experienced a catastrophic event
of horrific proportions: the deliberately targeted bombing of the Murrah Federal Building
by Timothy McVeigh, a domestic terrorist whose actions resulted in the murder of 168
innocent people. Fifteen years ago, on April 19, 2000, the city dedicated a memorial to the
victims of the bombing: a 3.5-acre space designed by designers Hans and Torrey Butzer.
Located on the former footprint of the federal building, the Oklahoma City National
Memorial is framed by two monumental Gates of Time, each 42 feet high and clad in
bronze. The interior of the memorial features a 318-foot-long reflecting pool, tiled in black
granite, and 168 glass and bronze chairs, each etched with the name of a victim of the
bombing. At night, the chairs are illuminated by small lights that the Butzers describe as
“beacons of hope [that] will inspire Oklahoma City, the State and Nation, to rebuild and
prepare for tomorrow” (Butzer and Butzer, 1997).

In his insightful account of the making and meaning of the memorial, The Unfinished
Bombing: Oklahoma City in American Memory, historian Edward Linenthal (2001) de-
tails the immense, widespread, and enduring impact of the bombing on the nation, and
especially in Oklahoma. As he and other scholars such as Smith-Rosenberg (2010) and
Pfeifer (2014) conclude, the impact of tragic and traumatic violence, such as terrorism, on
individuals, societies, and nations is unending. Memories of terrorism’s disruptive violence
may be abated, but they never entirely disappear. Terrorism memorials, then, play major
roles in managing its impact: in helping make sense of senseless violence. They do so in
multiple ways, projecting different narratives as they seek to explain, purify, and sometimes
sanctify horrific events of mass violence. In The Unfinished Bombing, Linenthal describes
the progressive, redemptive, toxic, and patriotic narratives that emerged as Oklahoma City’s
memorial was conceived and created. Similar sorts of narratives are attached to New York’s
National September 11 Memorial, dedicated in 2011, and also to the memorials built in
memory of 9/11’s victims at the Pentagon and at the hilltop near Shanksville, Pennsylvania,
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where Flight 93 crashed and where the 2,200-acre Flight 93 National Memorial is located.
Like Oklahoma City’s memorial, Pennsylvania’s memorial to the victims of terrorism is
managed by the National Park Service.

The “unfinished” conditions of commemoration alluded to in Linenthal’s book title, and
in his analysis of terrorism’s impact on Oklahoma City and America, are especially com-
pelling for critically engaged considerations of memory and history. As memorial scholar
James E. Young asserts, “only an unfinished memorial process can guarantee the life of mem-
ory” (1999:2). What Young means is that memorials are most meaningful when they refuse
finish, or completion: when the processes of making them generate continuous debate, and
when the memorials that are made challenge fixed, static, or “naturalized” assumptions of
their commemorative subjects, thereby stimulating their audiences to continually imagine,
remember, and rethink those subjects. As Young adds: “Neither memory nor intention
is ever monolithic: each depends on the vast array of forces—material, aesthetic, spatial,
ideological—converging in one memorial site” (1993:x).

Such thinking has been, I believe, critically important in terms of how memorials are
imagined in America today. I want to suggest, further, that contemporary understandings
of the unfinished conditions of commemoration stem from and help shape contemporary
attitudes about the United States itself, including its past histories and its possible futures.
And as such, the U.S. National Park Service—the federal agency responsible for managing
and maintaining many of America’s most important memorials today—has assumed a
leadership role.

Exploring these claims, this article focuses on two commemorative directions pursued
by the National Park Service in recent decades: memorials to disaster and memorials to
disobedience, or more accurately, to dissent. The first category includes memorials dedicated
to the victims of terrorism in places such as Oklahoma City and Shanksville—the Flight 93
National Memorial being the nation’s official 9/11 memorial as approved by Congress and
signed into law by ex-President George W. Bush in 2002. The second category includes
memorials that acknowledge civil rights activists and political dissidents at historic sites
ranging from Selma, Alabama, to Alcatraz Island. In what follows I provide an overview of
contemporary directions in commemoration in the United States, considering initiatives
of “civic engagement” and interests in “felt experience” as pursued in different national
parks and multiple memorials.

In recent decades, memorials—both permanent and temporary—and other commem-
orative practices have noticeably proliferated: a phenomenon that I call “memorial mania”
and define in terms of widespread interests in history, memory, and rights-claims accom-
panied by urgent, excessive, and intense feelings that mandate expressing these interests in
publicly accessible locations (Doss, 2010:2, 9–10). We see thousands of new memorials
dedicated to multiple subjects: dead astronauts (the Astronauts Memorial at Kennedy Space
Center, dedicated at Cape Canaveral, Florida, in 1991) and executed witches (the Salem
Village Witchcraft Victims Memorial in Danvers, Massachusetts, dedicated in 1992); the
“greatest generation” (the National World War II Memorial, dedicated in Washington, DC,
in 2004) and the victims of lynching (the Duluth Lynching Memorial, dedicated in 2003);
cancer survivors (more than two dozen such memorials have been built and dedicated in
recent years) and the Bill of Rights: in 2012, a 10-slab memorial featuring the text to the
first 10 amendments to the U.S. Constitution was dedicated in Phoenix, Arizona. Also,
in 2012, a memorial to the principles expressed in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “Four
Freedoms” speech, a state of the union address that the ex-president delivered in January
1941, was dedicated on New York’s Roosevelt Island.
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More recently, in September 2014, the American Veterans Disabled for Life Memorial, a
2.4-acre, $81 million dollar project featuring bronze sculptures, photo-etched glass panels,
and a star-shaped reflecting pool with a ceremonial flame, was dedicated on a site near the
U.S. Capitol. Also in September 2014, Martin Puryear’s Slavery Memorial, a two-part piece
featuring a stone plinth with engraved text and a massive eight-foot iron chain with broken
links rising out of a large dome, was dedicated on the campus of Brown University in
recognition of the university’s connections to the trans-Atlantic slave trade, and in memory
of the African slaves who built much of its original campus.

Memorials are typically built to recognize and preserve memories, to remember and often
honor people, events, and places. Claiming specific histories and marking particular social
and political interests, memorials possess enormous “symbolic capital” and as such can
influence perceptions of social order, national identity, and political transition (Bourdieu,
1977:114–20). The making of the National World War II Memorial, for example, was
largely instigated by certain political interests, including Bob Dole and Ross Perot, who
were determined to reassert U.S. military and global authority following the despised and
lingering memory of America’s war in Vietnam: hence the making of a sprawling seven-acre
tribute to what is called the “good war,” replete with triumphal arches, bronze eagles, and
lots of white stone.

Yet consider, too, the “symbolic capital” of memorials that engage revisionist under-
standings of American history, including ethical imperatives to remember those who have
been forgotten or marginalized, a strong emphasis on linking the past with the present, and
heightened expectations of experiential and emotionally engaged forms of public culture.
Maya Lin’s Civil Rights Memorial in Montgomery, Alabama, for example, built at the
entrance to the Southern Poverty Law Center and dedicated in 1989, includes specific
references to the many activists who were murdered in this country’s long modern struggle
for racial justice. As Lin observes, “I don’t make objects; I make places. I think that is very
important—the places set a stage for experience and for understanding experience” (Lin,
1995:13). Hans Butzer notes the similarly experiential terms of his architectural practice
and commemorative projects such as the Oklahoma City National Memorial when he
remarks: “We are always trying to anchor people in space and time” (2015).

The National Park Service manages many of these places and spaces and these revisionist
histories and memories. In 1996 Congress authorized the Selma to Montgomery National
Historic Trail, the 54-mile route along U.S. Highway 80 and across the Edmund Pettus
Bridge that voting rights activists marched across on March 21, 1965, two weeks after the
notorious attack by Selma police and Alabama state troopers called “Bloody Sunday.” In
2013 the Park Service dedicated a plaque designating the bridge a National Landmark. In
his 2016 budget, President Obama earmarked $50 million dollars toward the restoration
of other civil rights sites (Meier, 2015).

If this acceleration of memorial marking and making today stems from widespread
recognition of their symbolic authority, it is further related to the expanded context of
“rights consciousness” that has followed the civil rights movement in America. As Michael
Schudson explains, today’s public sphere has become a “playing field of citizenship” where
“rights,” for both individuals and groups, are asserted and claimed. Importantly, this
“triumph of democratic sensibilities” has vastly expanded understandings of American
citizenship and American history: of who counts as an American today, and what stories,
events, and causes are significant in the national narrative (Schudson, 1998:239, 242, 288;
Doss, 2010:36–37).

Consider, for example, the Indian Memorial at the Little Bighorn Battlefield National
Monument. The memorial was authorized by Congress and ex-President George H. W.
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Bush in 1991 to acknowledge and honor the Indian victors of the 1876 battle, long
discounted in a national narrative centered for well over a century on George Custer and
his slain army. Custer and his men were honored earlier at the battlefield site, in 1881, with
a stone obelisk. Importantly, the Indian Memorial, a circular, stone-lined berm designed
by landscape architects John Collins and Alison Towers and dedicated in 2003, does not
refuse but engages that earlier commemorative history in a narrow passageway called the
“Spirit Gate,” which visually frames the original obelisk atop Last Stand Hill. The focal
point of the new Indian Memorial is Spirit Warriors, a sculpture designed by Oglala Lakota
artist Colleen Cutschall. Based on Plains pictographs, the wire-frame sculpture depicts three
Indian warriors on horseback and an Indian woman handing one of them a war shield. The
sculpture is quite popular, and visitors attach tokens of remembrance including flowers,
ribbons, and small bundles of sage or tobacco. The National Park Service, which manages
the memorial, reported that 346,000 people visited the site in 2012, a fairly substantial
number given its remote location in southeastern Montana (National Park Service, n.d.).
One reason the pace of commemoration has quickened in contemporary America is because
many Americans view public memorials such as Spirit Warriors as powerful expressions of
their interests, stories, and feelings in the public sphere.

Indeed, today’s memorial mania can also be understood in terms of the “cultural turn”
toward public feeling, part of a larger “experiential turn” regarding contemporary American
understandings of history, memory, and identity (LaCapra, 2004:3 and passim). Consider
the heightened interests today in “experiencing” history. In Civil War battle reenactments,
players dress, eat, and talk like long-dead Union or Confederate soldiers. At “Hands-on-
History” summer camps such as the one sponsored by the Golden History Museums in
Colorado, children “work, learn, and play like pioneer kids.”

Interactive exhibitions have similarly gained a strong presence in today’s museums.
Kansas City’s National World War I Museum is full of immersion experiences: from
walking over a field of plastic poppies, each flower representing 1,000 combat casualties,
to exploring simulated trenches that feature sounds that play when you put your head
through a viewing portal, to experiencing an amazing 20-minute spectacle of film clips,
battle sounds, and flashes of colored light projected above a life-sized diorama of shell-
shocked soldiers trudging through the muddy moonscape of the Western Front. Visiting
this museum goes way beyond just “watching”: it is clearly designed to stage experiences.
Likewise, in 2014 the Oklahoma City National Memorial Museum (which opened in
2001) spent $8 million to revamp its exhibitions on heightened experiential terms, adding
19 new interactive stations in its galleries and over 1,000 additional artifacts (Yost, 2014).
Today’s visitors can touch the car Timothy McVeigh was driving when he was arrested,
75 minutes after the bomb blast; they can also see the remains of the Ryder Truck he rented
that carried the bomb, and listen to the only known recording of the explosion. Framed by
the slogan “Discover, Experience, Learn,” the museum includes a number of immersion
opportunities such as touch screens that trace the time lines of McVeigh’s actions and the
criminal cases that followed. At the end of the tour, visitors encounter “Responsibility
Theater,” which features 16 touchscreens facing a videotaped “host” who asks them a series
of questions related to issues of ethical responsibility. Visitors are asked when they should
speak up and how they should respond in situations demanding moral decision making,
and their responses are tabulated for further discussion.

There is no doubt that today’s smorgasbord of new technology—from cutting-edge
Google Glass apps to increasing interaction with smartphones and tablets—has profoundly
altered today’s museum experiences (May, 2015). Particularly impressive is the Cleve-
land Museum of Art’s innovative “Gallery One,” which pushes viewers to quite literally
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interact with the museum’s collections by exploring, for example, its diverse collection of
portraiture through face-recognition software 〈http://www.clevelandart.org/gallery-one〉.
A webcam records their facial expressions and matches them to different artworks lo-
cated throughout the museum. Importantly, demands for these altered experiences are an
extension of widespread expectations that museums provide more than simply “informa-
tion.” Today’s publics want “felt experiences,” and new technologies are being developed
to facilitate those affective sensibilities.

Today’s memorials are similarly engaged. We find fewer old-style monuments of famous
heroes on horseback—the stuff of “statue mania,” an equally excessive public proliferation
of memorials a century ago—and more spaces and places that define commemoration in
terms of “felt experience.” The New England Holocaust Memorial, for example, features a
grid of six towers etched with the numbers of Holocaust victims, and whose glass panels
reflect our bodies. At the base of each tower is a steel grate from which warm air, turning
into fog in colder months, comes out, says the architect Stanley Saitowich, “like human
breath as it passes through the glass chimneys to heaven” (Young, 1993:334). While visitors
can certainly simply “walk through” this memorial, it features multiple opportunities for
felt, physical, and affective engagement. Some visitors leave small stones at the memorial,
an ancient Jewish custom of remembrance.

As these and other examples suggest, many of today’s memorials are “archives of feelings”
encoded in material form, narrative content, and the “practices that surround their produc-
tion and reception” (Cvetkovich, 2003:7). Memorials, simply put, are visual and material
bodies whose meanings correspond to their affective, or felt, nuances. In addition, memorial
mania embodies the affective dimensions, the structures of public feeling—feelings such
as grief, fear, gratitude, shame, and anger, among others—that characterize contemporary
life.

The U.S. National Park Service is the major institutional body in America today charged
with shaping understandings of national identity through its management of America’s
national parks, memorials, historic trails, historic sites, and more. Given such responsibil-
ities, the Park Service helps to facilitate these structures of public feeling. In the 1990s, a
member of the Park Service’s advisory board, Robin Winks, called for the inclusion of “sites
of shame” in the park system in order to “present a complete picture of our history”: “These
examples must include that which we regret, that which is to be avoided, as well as that for
which we strive. No effective system of education can be based on unqualified praise . . .
we cannot omit the negative lessons of history” (Winks, 1994). Following this directive,
the park service began to rethink and redevelop sites such as the Little Bighorn Battlefield
National Monument, and to develop new sites such as the Selma to Montgomery National
Historic Trail.

The Park Service also began to develop a number of new visitor centers such as the
Manzanar National Historic Site in California, one of 10 camps in the United States where
Japanese Americans were forcibly incarcerated in flagrant violation of their civil liberties
during World War II. In Topeka, Kansas the Brown v. Board of Education National
Historic Site commemorates the high school that paved the way for the U.S. Supreme
Court overturning state-sponsored segregation. At the Sand Creek Massacre National
Historic Site in Colorado, the village where U.S. troops brutally murdered 163 Indians,
mostly women and children, on November 29, 1864, is memorialized. The Port Chicago
Naval Magazine National Memorial near Concord, California, was dedicated in 2010 to
the 320 men, mostly African-American sailors, who were killed on July 17, 1944, when
two ships being loaded with ammunition blew up. The Port Chicago disaster was the
nation’s worst home-front disaster of the war. The memorial highlights the conditions of
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racial discrimination underlying the Port Chicago disaster—black sailors were segregated
and singled out for handling dangerous ammunition. This event had a profound impact
on the civil rights movement and on the subsequent desegregation of the U.S. military
(Doss, 2015).

The making and meaning of these and other national memorials and historic sites relates
to socially shared notions of shame. Aaron Lazare observes that people are:

not guilty for actions in which they did not participate. But just as people take pride
in things for which they had no responsibility (such as famous ancestors . . . and great
accomplishments of their nation), so, too, must these people accept the shame . . . [of]
their nations. Accepting national pride must include willingness to accept national shame
when one’s country has not measured up . . . this accountability is what we mean when
we speak of having a national identity. (Lazare, 2004:41)

Facilitating the affective conditions of shame at our memorials and historic places
prompts us to think anew about our history, our nation, and our identification with
that national history. It further positions citizens in the ethically active role of what Lazare
refers to as “accountability.” Visiting these memorials and sites, we engage as citizens of
the nation in public spaces that are civic and “public forums”: spaces and places where the
nation’s “unfinished business,” such as abiding patterns and habits of racism, is “ripe for
public discussion” (Pitcaithley, 2006:447).

In 2002, for example, the Park Service began reckoning with the remains of the President’s
House in Philadelphia, where George Washington and John Adams and at least nine
African slaves that they owned while each was president lived from 1790–1800. Located
50 yards from Independence Hall, the house’s former slave quarters are just five feet
from the entrance to the redesigned Liberty Bell Center, where the nation’s premiere icon
of freedom is on public display. Although the President’s House was demolished in the
1830s, the Park Service launched an archaeological dig at the site and committed several
million dollars toward its commemoration. Dedicated in 2010, the memorial consists of
low walls that roughly frame the footprint of the original brick house; rectangular slabs
with mock fireplaces and video screens; and an interpretive program of images, text, and
sound recordings centering on “freedom and slavery in making a new nation.” “It will give
us an opportunity to talk about the heroic and the shameful that took place on this site,”
observes the superintendent of Independence National Historical Park, who adds, “‘We
the People’ applies to everyone who was part of what made this nation” (Salisbury, 2005;
Slobodzian, 2005)

Today’s National Park Service initiatives of commemoration and civic engagement are
shaped and directed by heated debates over self-definition, national purpose, and by the
politics of representation, by adamant assertions of “rights” by diverse American publics.
These issues are not entirely new of course: there were plenty of conversations about
appropriate subjects, styles, texts, and intentionality during the era of “statue mania, “when
patriotic lobbies and nostalgic constituencies erected many memorials to highly selective
historical subjects: like Colorado’s 19th-century white settler-colonialists, honored in the
Pioneer Monument, dedicated in Denver in 1911. As art historian Kirk Savage observes,
the statues and memorials made a century or more ago “were not meant to revive old
struggles and debates, but to put them to rest—to show how great men and their deeds
had made the nation better and stronger. Commemoration was a process of condensing
the moral lessons of history and fixing them in place for all time” (1999:19).

Much of memorial mania, by contrast, is less concerned with monolithic narratives and
less engaged in triumphalist national histories. Many of today’s memorials are marked by
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conflict, rupture, and loss, and by interests among artists and audiences alike in revisionist
and often unsettling accounts of history. Many, like the President’s House in Philadelphia
and the Port Chicago Naval Magazine National Memorial in California, address especially
difficult, complex, and shameful national memories and historical subjects.

Ours is an age of heightened anxiety about memory and history. After decades of
postmodern critique, widespread recognition of the fundamentally constructed nature
of knowledge has led to the rejection of fixed, official, and consensual understandings of
historical causes and events. Yet we have not rejected history: we are consumed by thoughts
about what is historical, who is significant, and how to remember. Today our grasp of
history is largely inseparable from our fascination with memory, an “obsession,” writes
Andreas Huyssen, that relates to the following. First, acts of memory are charged with the
formation and reformation of personal, social, and national modes of identity. Second, our
insights about memory are inherently presentist, as Maurice Halbwachs observed: “Even
at the moment of reproducing the past our imagination remains under the influence of
the present” (Huyssen, 1995:3; Halbwachs, 1992:49). Third, acts of remembering are
predicated by fears about forgetting: about not properly accounting for the nuances of
history; about accusations of “cultural amnesia.”

It follows, then, that much of today’s memory work is driven by ethical imperatives to
remember those who we feel have been forgotten or ignored in history: civil rights activists,
for example. The Virginia Civil Rights Memorial, located on the grounds of the Virginia
State Capitol in Richmond and dedicated in 2008, includes bronze likenesses of high school
students in Farmville, Virginia, who in 1951 protested against educational inequity—a
protest that became one of the four cases combined into the landmark Brown v. Board
of Education case of 1954 and the landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision declaring the
unconstitutionality of state-sponsored segregation. The inclusion of these historical subjects
upsets conventional historical narratives by acknowledging new narratives of difference,
oppression, struggle, and dissent. It is driven by expanded contemporary understandings
of who we are, what we value, and what we can be: again, the “unfinished” conditions of
American memory and history.

These conditions were keenly on display in a temporary installation managed by the
National Park Service at Alcatraz Island from 2014 to 2015. In September 2014, the site-
specific exhibition @Large: Ai Weiwei on Alcatraz opened at Alcatraz Island, the site of the
former U.S. maximum-security prison and today a popular tourist destination, visited by
more than 1.4 million people each year and managed by the National Park Service.
The project was designed by contemporary Chinese artist Ai Weiwei, internationally
renowned for his politically potent artwork. Maya Kóvskaya describes Weiwei as “an
irreverent maverick with a cast-iron social conscience.” The Chinese government has
declared him an enemy of the state (Kóvskaya, 2015:23; see also Philipsen, 2011).

WeiWei’s 2010 exhibition at the Tate Modern in London, for example, which consisted
of 100 million tiny pieces of porcelain, each individually sculpted and painted by one
of 1,600 Chinese craftsmen to look like a sunflower seed, raised questions about making
meaning, labor, and consumerism in today’s global economy (see Cumming, 2010; and
Smith, 2010). In 2011 Weiwei was held and beaten by the Chinese government for
81 days following his criticism of state corruption, namely, that thousands of schoolchildren
had needlessly died during the 2008 earthquake in Sichuan Province because of shoddy
school construction. His 2009 mural Remembering, which covered the exterior walls of the
Haus der Kunst in Munich, featured 9,000 children’s backpacks and the sentence “She
lived happily for seven years in this world,” a comment from a grieving mother whose child
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died in the earthquake. These and other political art projects led to his arrest in 2011 (see
Jonas, McCann, and Thomas, 2015:246–48).

From 2011 to 2015, the Chinese government seized the dissident artist’s passport,
effectively banning him from traveling abroad. It also installed security cameras outside
his home in Beijng and fined him $2.5 million dollars for “economic crimes,” none of
which were ever formally introduced in court. In July 2015 Chinese authorities returned
WeiWei’s passport and restored his rights to travel abroad. Personal tensions between
freedom of expression and government censorship, between freedom of movement and state
controlled confinement, were key to the Alcatraz memorial. Not allowed to visit the site,
Weiwei designed the project from China, partnering with the For-Site Foundation, a San
Francisco nonprofit that is dedicated to place-based public art and has sponsored similarly
engaged projects by contemporary artists Mark Dion, Chris Drury, Andy Goldsworthy, and
Cornelia Parker 〈http://www.for-site.org/〉. Divided into seven sections, @Large pays tribute
to human rights activists and others around the world who have been detained or exiled
because of their beliefs or affiliations: a list of 176 people compiled from data provided
by Amnesty International and other organizations. The section titled “Trace” features
portraits of these individuals in LEGO tiles, which seems silly but is actually effective
in terms of endurance, visibility, and familiarity: a kind of familiarity that challenges
our expectations of what the medium of LEGO normally “does,” or represents, with its
compelling embodiment in these hugely enlarged portraits of the global realities of political
detainment.

Other sections similarly toy with audience assumptions: the room “With Wind” features
kites, a traditional Chinese symbol of imperial power, decorated with stylized images of
birds and flowers that are actually icons from the flags of various totalitarian regimes. Other
kites feature quotations from imprisoned and exiled activists from Nelson Mandela and
Edward Snowden to the artist himself. “Stay Tuned,” a sound installation occupying 12
cells in Alcatraz’s A Block, features the spoken words, poems, and music of incarcerated
peoples from the Tibetan singer Lolo, sentenced to six years in prison for his 2012 album
calling for Tibetan independence from China, to the Russian feminist punk rock collective
Pussy Riot, also imprisoned for their opposition to Russian president Vladimir Putin. In
the section “Yours Truly,” housed in the prison’s former dining hall, visitors can correspond
personally with the prisoners whose portraits they saw in “Trace” by writing them postcards.
The postcards feature images of birds and plants from the nations where the prisoners are
being held. Discussing the exhibit with a park ranger during my last visit in February 2015,
I learned that some 50,000 postcards had been mailed.

To bring this all back to the beginning, to my initial questions in this article regarding
memory, history, and the “unfinished” conditions of contemporary life: I found @Large
impressive and provocative—and more so because of its National Park Service management.
Working with Weiwei and the For-Site Foundation, this federal agency helped alter visitor
expectations of Alcatraz as a prison of the past toward a new consciousness of the broader
social and global realities of who is imprisoned today, where, and why. By the time the
show closed in April 2015, more than 896,000 visitors had seen WeiWei’s project at
Alcatraz. Prompting audiences to think anew about American assumptions of “freedom,”
this federally sponsored temporary exhibit further encouraged their reflection on acts of
protest and dissent, and art as an act of conscience. Like the Oklahoma City National
Memorial, it appeals to the “unfinished” terms of memory and history, and the ongoing
obligations of national—and global—citizenship.
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