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In recent decades, thousands of new memorials have materialized in the American 
public landscape. Some of these are commissioned monuments managed by organ-
izations such as the US National Park Service and visited by millions of tourists. 
Others consist of temporary offerings of flowers, candles, balloons, stuffed ani-
mals, and cards that seem to spontaneously arise at sites of tragic and traumatic 
death: at the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995, where 
168 people died following the bomb of a domestic terrorist, at New York’s World 
Trade Center following the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, at the street 
corner in Ferguson, Missouri, where Michael Brown was fatally shot by a police-
man in 2014. Activist memorials that are similarly displayed for only brief periods 
of time and address specific social and political concerns, such as the display of the 
AIDS Memorial Quilt on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., on several differ-
ent occasions, have also gained increasing public visibility in the United States. 

Temporary memorials represent changed cultural and social practices regarding 
formerly privatized feelings of grief and mourning, and changed understandings of 
death and dying. They further embody heightened expectations of the capacity of 
public, material, and affective cultures to negotiate the psychic crises of sudden 
and often inexplicable trauma, loss, and death. Providing an overview of contem-
porary American memorials and focusing on select examples of temporary memo-
rials, from makeshift offerings that quickly appear after calamities to more calcu-
lated projects oriented toward social and political change, this article considers the 
expanded public presence and privileging of grief, among other feelings, in con-
temporary American commemorative cultures. 

Memorials 

Memorial making and other commemorative practices have noticeably proliferated 
in recent decades in the United States: a phenomenon that I call “memorial mania” 
and define in terms of a fixation with history, memory, and rights-claims accompa-
nied by urgent, excessive, and intense feelings that mandate expressing these inter-
ests in public spaces and places (Doss 2010: 2, 9-10). New memorials are both 
abundant and diverse, dedicated to a wide variety of subjects and adhering to no 
particular style, medium, or theme. They include memorials to dead miners (the 
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Granite Mountain Mining Disaster Memorial, commemorating 168 men killed in 
an industrial accident in Butte, Montana, in 1917, was dedicated in 1996) and exe-
cuted witches (the Salem Village Witchcraft Victims Memorial was erected in 
Danvers, Massachusetts, in 1992); to the victims of communism (a bronze statue 
with this name was dedicated in Washington, D.C., by President George W. Bush 
in 2007) and the victims of lynching (the Duluth Lynching Memorial was dedicat-
ed in 2003 to the memory of three young African American men lynched in that 
Minnesota city in 1920); to cancer survivors (more than two dozen such memorials 
have been built and dedicated in recent years throughout the United States and 
Canada) and to slaves (the African Burial Ground National Monument in New 
York City, built on the site of a former cemetery where African slaves were in-
terred during the 1700s, was dedicated in 2006) (figs. 1 and 2). 
 

 

Fig. 1: Salem Village Witchcraft Victims Memorial, Danvers, MA. Dedicated 1992.  
Photo: Erika Doss. 

 

 

 



 Public Feeling, Public Healing 

 

37

 

Fig. 2: Rodney Léon, Ancestral Chamber. African Burial Ground  
National Monument, New York, NY. Dedicated 2007. Photo: Erika Doss. 

 
War memorials are perhaps the largest body of memorials being made in America 
today. These include prominent national projects erected in Washington, D.C., 
such as the Vietnam Veterans Memorial (designed by Maya Lin and dedicated in 
1982), the National World War II Memorial (designed by Friedrich St. Florian and 
dedicated on the National Mall in 2004), and the American Veterans Disabled for 
Life Memorial (dedicated near the US Capitol in 2014), as well as hundreds of lo-
cal memorials that pay tribute to the soldier sons and daughters that hail from 
towns and cities across America. Such memorials are sweeping signifiers of na-
tional identity and purpose today: dedicated to all American soldiers, they repre-
sent both the expansion of democratic inclusiveness in contemporary American 
public culture and the nation’s “generally unquestioned faith in militarism” and 
“primary identity as a global military presence and power” (Doss 2012: 197).  

Memorials of all kinds are typically built to recognize and preserve memories, 
to remember and often honor people, events, and places deemed important. Claim-
ing specific histories and marking particular social and political interests, memori-
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als possess what Pierre Bourdieu termed “symbolic capital” and as such have 
enormous power to influence perceptions of social order, national identity, and po-
litical transition (114). Although often grounded in narratives from the past, memo-
rials are inherently presentist, embodying the interests and needs of those who 
commission and design them and the audiences they seek to reach. The National 
World War II Memorial, for example, was motivated by certain political interests 
in the 1990s, among them businessman Ross Perot and US Senator Bob Dole, who 
were determined to re-assert US military and global authority following the des-
pised and lingering memory of America’s war in Vietnam: hence the making of a 
sprawling 7.4-acre neo-classically themed tribute in the nation’s capitol to the 
“good war” and American imperialism, replete with triumphal arches, bronze ea-
gles, and lots of white stone (fig. 3). Positioned between the Lincoln Memorial and 
the Washington Monument, the National World War II Memorial essentializes that 
global conflict as a virtuous and uncomplicated war of victory, focuses explicitly 
on American leadership in that war, and celebrates militarism as an outstanding 
marker of American character. 

 

 

Fig. 3: Friedrich St. Florian, National World War II Memorial, Pacific Theater  
section, Washington, D.C. Dedicated 2004. Photo: Billy Hathorn, 30 July 2011;  

Courtesy, Creative Commons. 

 
Other memorials engage their symbolic capital in revisionist interpretations of 
American history. Multiple US memorials honoring the Civil Rights Movement, 
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for example, have helped shape a new “geography of memory” in the American 
South (Dwyer and Alderman). These include a fountain designed by Maya Lin that 
is located at the entrance to the Southern Poverty Law Center in Montgomery, Al-
abama (fig. 4). Dedicated in 1989, the Civil Rights Memorial consists of a circular 
black granite table which lists the names of forty-one civil rights activists who 
were murdered during the nation’s struggle for racial justice between 1954 and 
1968. Water bubbles up from the middle and flows evenly over the top. Memorial 
visitors typically dip their fingers into the water as they touch and trace the names 
listed on the highly polished black stone. A curved granite wall behind the fountain 
is engraved with a passage from the Bible and a sentiment that Reverend Martin 
Luther King, Jr., frequently evoked: “until justice rolls down like waters and right-
eousness like a mighty stream.” 
 

 

Fig. 4: Maya Lin, Civil Rights Memorial, Montgomery, AL. Dedicated 1989.  
Photo: Markuskun, 16 November 2007; Courtesy, Wikipedia Commons. 

 
Memorial mania is not strictly an American phenomenon, of course. Heightened 
contemporary interests in commemorating victims originate in the recovery and 
remembrance of victims of the Holocaust. In the 1980s, Holocaust memorials be-
gan to gain intensified public and political presence around the world: today there 
are more than 3,000 such memorials in Germany alone, and 1,200 in Poland (Mar-
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cuse 53).1 Many Holocaust memorials have been built at considerable distance 
from the camps and countries where the genocide of Jews, gypsies, queers, Catho-
lics, and others took place during the 1930s and 1940s. In the United States, hun-
dreds of Holocaust memorials, monuments, and museums can be found today in 
cities such as Atlanta, Baltimore, Boston, Lincoln (Nebraska), Los Angeles, Mil-
waukee, New York, San Antonio, Terre Haute (Indiana), and Washington, D.C.  

Growing attention to the victims of Nazi persecution has generated other me-
morials to other victims, at other historical moments. Much of what James Young 
has described as today’s “memory-work” is driven, in fact, by ethical imperatives 
to remember those who have been forgotten or marginalized in history (90). Con-
sequently, victim memorials are expressly erected to those harmed by political, so-
cial, religious, economic, and cultural injustices, and also to those who suffered the 
ravages of nature or circumstance. Memorials to victims of terrorism, racial dis-
crimination and violence, school shootings, and massacres, as well as to victims of 
natural disasters such as earthquakes, fires, and hurricanes, and countless other 
tragedies and traumas, increasingly occupy specially designated and designed 
spaces in the United States and around the world.  

The acceleration of memorial making today, both permanent and temporary, 
stems from widespread recognition of the symbolic authority of memorials in the 
public sphere. Importantly, despite the global and transnational realities of contem-
porary Western politics, economies, and societies, and widespread interests in 
commemoration of all kinds in Europe and the United States, Peter Carrier asserts 
that “memory cultures continue to be maintained institutionally on a national ba-
sis” (5). Memorials remain especially powerful agents of national identity, key 
markers of what individual nations are and what they aspire to be. 

In the United States today, memorials have particular relevance in the expanded 
context of “rights consciousness” that has followed the late twentieth-century 
American Civil Rights Movement. As Michael Schudson explains, today’s public 
sphere has become a “playing field of citizenship” where “rights,” for both indi-
viduals and groups, are asserted and claimed (239, 242). Subsequently, claims of 
moral and legal entitlement, of fair representation, and of belonging and inclusion 
have become a major factor in contemporary commemoration. The Rosie the Riv-
eter WWII Home Front National Historical Park, for example, pays tribute to the 
female defense industry workers of the 1940s, granting them the same degree of 
national significance as that extended to American soldiers who fought overseas 
during the Second World War. Established in 2000 and located in Richmond, Cali-
fornia, where thousands of women assembled wartime vehicles in the Kaiser Ship-
yards, the memorial replicates the footprint of a Victory ship and features photos 

 
1  Marcuse notes that even before the Holocaust itself was discerned and defined in the 1960s, 

memorials had been built in the concentration camps as early as 1943 (56-57). 



 Public Feeling, Public Healing 

 

41

and letters related to the home front industry and patriotism of women workers 
(Graves 14). 

Similarly, the Indian Memorial at the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Mon-
ument pays tribute to the warriors of the Lakota Sioux, Northern Cheyenne, and 
Arapaho tribes who united against soldiers attached to the US 7th Army. Author-
ized by Congress and President George H.W. Bush in 1991, the Indian Memorial 
acknowledges and honors the Native American victors in this famous 1876 battle, 
long discounted in a national narrative previously centered on George Custer and 
his slain army. Consisting of a circular berm with ten-foot stone-lined walls, the 
Indian Memorial features text panels about the battle and various tribes, the names 
of Indians who died at Little Bighorn, and reproductions of nineteenth-century 
Northern Plains pictographs and ledger drawings. A large figurative sculpture titled 
Spirit Warriors, designed by Oglala Lakota artist Colleen Cutschall, anchors one 
side of the memorial. It has become a focal point for park visitors, some of whom 
tie flowers, ribbons, scarves, buttons, and small bundles of sage and tobacco to its 
wire frame (Doss 2010: 334). The pace of commemoration has quickened in Amer-
ica today because growing numbers of Americans understand memorials like this 
one at Little Bighorn as powerful expressions of their interests, and their feelings, 
in the public sphere. 

Memorial Mania 

Memorial mania relates to a “cultural turn” toward public feeling, part of a larger 
“experiential turn” regarding contemporary American understandings of history, 
memory, and identity (LaCapra 3). Interviewing several thousand Americans in the 
mid-1990s, historians Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen found strong affective 
connections regarding the “presence of the past” in everyday life. Americans are 
especially drawn to personal and participatory histories that correspond to individ-
ual, family, and ethnic memories. By extension, historically imbued experiences 
and feelings are increasingly understood as sources of knowledge and forms of 
identity. Expanded interests in “experiencing” history are manifest in multiple pub-
lic settings: in “living” history museums like Plimoth Plantation and Colonial Wil-
liamsburg where audiences watch and sometimes emulate historical persons and 
actions, and in interactive exhibitions where visitors are encouraged to make use of 
new technologies such as touch-screens and smart phones. At the Oklahoma City 
National Memorial Museum – whose motto is “Discover, Experience, Learn” – 
visitors encounter various immersion opportunities that tell the story of the bomb-
ing of the Murrah Federal Building, the search and rescue operations that followed 
in subsequent weeks, and the arrest and trial of domestic terrorist Timothy 
McVeigh, who was sentenced to death for killing 168 innocent people.  
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Today’s public memorials are similar: spaces and places that frame history in 
terms of “felt experience.” In his design for the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memo-
rial (dedicated in Washington, D.C., in 1997), architect Lawrence Halprin ex-
plained that he “hoped to evoke as many emotions and approaches” as possible in 
commemorating FDR’s twelve-year presidency:  

No single image could capture the multiplicity of events, challenges, difficul-
ties, and successes. No simple statement could adequately express the achieve-
ments. Somehow I needed to evoke in each visitor, through his or her experi-
ence of the Memorial, a deep and emotional understanding of how these years 
changed the lives of the people who lived through them. I wanted this Memori-
al to be an experiential history lesson that people could grasp on their own as 
they walked through it. (7)  

The New England Holocaust Memorial, designed by Stanley Saitowitz and dedi-
cated in Boston in 1995, is similarly oriented toward “experiential” understandings 
of history. The memorial features a grid of six towers etched with the numbers of 
Holocaust victims, whose glass panels reflect the bodies of visitors moving from 
one tower to the next. A steel grate at the base of each tower emits warm air, and 
fog in colder months, which the architect likens to “human breath as it passes 
through the glass chimneys to heaven” (qtd. in Young 334). While visitors can cer-
tainly just “walk through” this memorial, it offers multiple opportunities for felt, 
physical, and emotional engagement. Some visitors leave small stones at the me-
morial, an ancient Jewish custom of remembrance.  

Audience interests in “experiencing” the horror of terrorism at Oklahoma 
City’s museum, or in “feeling” the suffering and grief embodied in victim memori-
als, stem from the heightened emotional conditions of contemporary American 
public life. Presumptions of compassion and empathy, however, overlook a general 
rise in public emotionalism that includes all sorts of feelings – good and bad, ther-
apeutic and destructive – and is prevalent on both sides of the political spectrum, 
left and right. Discourses of experience and public feeling, part of an expanded 
economy of affect, are rampant in contemporary American culture and society. Af-
fect – Fredric Jameson notwithstanding – is omnipresent (10).2 Contrary to Jürgen 
Habermas’s vision, first formulated in the early 1960s, of an ideal modern society 
where sensible citizens exchange ideas in polite discourse as they construct a ra-
tional public sphere, contemporary American public life is marked by furious, an-
gry, unsettling, and unyielding emotional conditions. Emotions have become the 
ammunition of public culture. Public feelings are repeatedly mobilized and manip-
ulated by politicians in debates over health care, abortion, immigration, and the 

 
2  Jameson discussed the “waning of affect” in his 1991 writings on postmodernism. 
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“war on terror.” Media pundits on talk radio shows, cable television ‘news’ pro-
grams, and websites intensify these emotional conditions with confrontational and 
aggressive interviews, blatantly contrived assertions, and unfounded smears.  

Obviously, these emotionally charged conditions have significant social and 
political repercussions and as such demand our serious consideration. The key is 
not necessarily to suppress certain emotions – anger, for example, while enormous-
ly volatile, can generate meaningful social and political transformation – but to un-
derstand and ameliorate their negative effects. Lauren Berlant argues that affective 
conditions call for a “critical realm of the senses,” a pedagogy of public feelings 
that considers “what feelings are made out to mean; and which forces, meanings, 
and practices are magnetized by concepts of affect and emotion” (2004: 446). En-
gaging this critical pedagogy requires granting affect a credible ontological basis, 
while also recognizing its subjectivity. Affect stems from the Latin affectus, mean-
ing to afflict or to touch; it is perhaps best understood as physically expressed emo-
tion, or feeling. Philosopher Brian Massumi understands emotion as personal feel-
ing and distinguishes affect on more expansive and organized social terms, as the 
experiences and dimensions of living registered at the level of (and in) the physical 
body (27-28, 35). Affect, in this regard, is somewhat akin to Raymond Williams’s 
concept of a “structure of feeling,” an unbounded totality that encompasses multi-
ple and mutable social and cultural experiences, memories, and artifacts – but 
which cannot be reduced to any of them (128-34).  

Driven by heated struggles over self-definition, national purpose, and the poli-
tics of representation, memorial mania is especially shaped by the fevered pitch of 
public feeling. Today’s memorials, to paraphrase Ann Cvektovch, are “archives of 
feelings” which are encoded in their material form, narrative content, and the 
“practices that surround their production and reception” (7). They are the site of 
symbolic activity and human experience: visual and material bodies whose mean-
ings correspond to their affective, or socially felt, nuances. Memorial mania, by ex-
tension, embodies the affective dimensions and structures of the public feelings 
that especially characterize contemporary American public life: feelings such as 
anger, fear, gratitude, grief, and shame.  

Terrorism memorials, for example, or memorials that pay tribute to the victims 
of terrorism, are particularly shaped by public feelings of anger and fear. These in-
clude the Oklahoma City National Memorial (dedicated in 2000), the National Sep-
tember 11 Memorial in New York (2011), the Flight 93 National Memorial (2011), 
the Pentagon Memorial (2008), and hundreds of other 9/11 memorials built in the 
United States since 2001. Scores of new war memorials, including the National 
World War II Memorial, the American Veterans Disabled for Life Memorial, and 
De Oppresso Liber, an equestrian statue erected near New York’s “ground zero” in 
2011 to honor the “horse soldiers” of Operation Enduring Freedom (covert combat 
troops sent to Afghanistan in October 2001), negotiate the terms of gratitude and 
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what it means to say “thank you” in America today – and to whom (Doss 2013: 
212). A growing body of shame-based memorials challenge standard accounts of a 
progressive, or heroic, national narrative. These include memorials that address the 
subjects of slavery and lynching, raising questions about how to remember, repre-
sent, and perhaps redeem the nation’s shameful histories of racial violence and in-
tolerance (Doss 2014). And increasing numbers of temporary memorials suggest 
how new understandings of grief, mourning, and citizenship, of who ‘counts’ in 
America today, are being framed in contemporary public culture. 

Temporary Memorials 

Like other kinds of commemoration in contemporary America, temporary memori-
als are omnipresent. Makeshift offerings of flowers, candles, balloons, teddy bears, 
and personal notes predictably precipitate today at sites of tragic and traumatic 
death. These include the New York neighborhoods surrounding the World Trade 
Center in 2001, the Tucson, Arizona, parking lot where US Congresswoman Gab-
by Giffords and eighteen other people were shot in 2011, the elementary school in 
Newtown, Connecticut, where 26 children and teachers were murdered in 2012, 
and the movie theater in Aurora, Colorado, where twelve people were shot and 
murdered in 2012 (fig. 5).  
 

 

Fig. 5: Temporary memorial outside Century 16 Movie Theater, Aurora, CO.  
August 2012. Photo: David Harper. 
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Temporary memorials are also common along US highways, where roadside 
shrines commemorate some of the 33,000 Americans who die each year in car re-
lated accidents. Again, this is not a uniquely American phenomenon. In Oslo in Ju-
ly 2011, an estimated 200,000 people participated in a massive public display of 
grief, collectively holding roses during a candlelight vigil following the bombing 
and shooting spree of a Norwegian political extremist. Likewise, in South Korea in 
April 2014, temporary memorials consisting of massive floral displays were made 
in recognition of the 304 people, most of them high school students on holiday, 
who died on an overloaded ferry that capsized and sunk. 

Temporary memorials are almost always memorials to the dead, and their 
widespread public visibility today suggests significant changes in American atti-
tudes about death. Until recently, modern America was a “death-denying” society 
in which public discussions of dying, death, and mourning were largely taboo, and 
death itself was relegated to the private, institutional setting of the hospital (Doss 
2008: 27). Today, however, heated public debates about abortion, capital punish-
ment, euthanasia, and gun control suggest heightened public interests in multiple 
matters of death and dying. Although today nearly 63% of Americans die in hospi-
tals and another 17% die in nursing homes and long-term care facilities, interests in 
“death-positive experiences,” in the afterlife, and in grief therapy, as well as a 
growing movement toward personal agency in one’s own death – what some call 
the “last rights” movement – challenge the “invisibility” of death in America.3  

There are differences, of course, between this new movement’s focus on ‘good’ 
death and the very bad deaths that are typically commemorated in temporary me-
morials. Yet there is a shared sensibility of making death public, of speaking to 
loss, and of grappling with the physical, emotional, and spiritual terms of human 
finality. Temporary memorials in particular represent heightened expectations of 
the capacity of public, material, and affective cultures to negotiate the psychic cri-
sis of sudden and often inexplicable loss.  

Temporary memorials are often scorned for their excessive materiality and 
manic displays of mourning. Deemed ‘overwrought’ and ‘too much,’ their affec-
tive dynamics are thought to strain the boundaries of good taste and appropriate 
public behavior: like remembering the school children who were murdered in 
Newtown, Connecticut, in 2012 with displays of teddy bears, Disney toys, and pa-
per cut-outs of angels. Their ephemeral and mostly base materials are deemed 
trashy – and actually are trashy after weeks or months outside. Their sentimentality 
is dismissed as “conspicuous compassion,” a condescending phrase used by jour-
nalists to describe the outpouring of public grief and the more than one million 
bouquets of flowers, piled five feet deep, that made up the temporary memorials 
dedicated to Princess Diana following her death in a car accident in 1997 (West). 

 
3 For statistics see the American Psychological Association’s “End-of-Life Care Fact Sheet.”  
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The importance of temporary memorials, however, lies in their public expres-
sion and management of grief, of deep emotional anguish (usually about death and 
loss), and of mourning, the ritualized practices that help assuage grief. Death, espe-
cially traumatic death, and the passion of grief that follows, can yield social and 
political disorder: consider the riots following the assassination of the Rev. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., in April 1968, or those that have occurred in recent years in the 
United States following the fatal police shootings of numerous people of color. 
Grief and mourning rituals are devised to wrest order, provide structure, give 
meaning to the ineffable, and prevent social anarchy at these heightened emotional 
moments. The hasty erection of temporary memorials in South Korea in April 
2014, for example, helped to offset deep public anger about that country’s tragic 
ferry disaster which threatened to undermine and destroy the government. As the 
creative products of profound public feeling, temporary memorials serve to medi-
ate the physic crises of sudden and often inexplicable loss. 

Modern Western assumptions that grief is a private, internal emotion and that 
mourning, while socially permitted, is of limited duration until one is able to “work 
through” one’s grief, are challenged today, as the widespread presence of tempo-
rary memorials alone suggests. Temporary memorials problematize, in fact, the 
supposed distinctions between grief and mourning, and between the living and the 
dead. Theorized in early twentieth-century treatises such as Freud’s “Mourning and 
Melancholia” (1917), such distinctions fit modernist preferences for order and effi-
ciency in a well-managed world: for “letting go,” “coming to closure,” and “mov-
ing on” past grief without fully understanding the conditions of bereavement (245). 
Today’s memorials embody changed understandings of grief’s enduring presence – 
grief never ends, although it may lessen – and the continued, rather than severed, 
bonds between the living and the dead. The dead are always with us, these memo-
rials say, and it is our responsibility to remember them. 

Remembering the dead in temporary memorials is framed by a variety of 
mourning codes, or rules, that dictate what is and what is not permissible for inclu-
sion. Most of these items in temporary memorials, such as flowers, cards, teddy 
bears, notes, balloons, and votive candles, are easily available to the average con-
sumer at a local corner store. References to death, such as images of victims in 
pain, dying, or dead, are generally prohibited. Emphasis is placed, instead, on the 
dead as they were once alive, especially in the use of photographs and personal 
items that are left by mourners.  

Temporary memorials are made to be felt, not simply seen. All memorials, as 
Carole Blair observes, “work on the body” by directing “the vector, speed, or pos-
sibilities of physical movement” (46). This is especially true of temporary memori-
als. Usually erected at unexpected sites of unanticipated tragedy, temporary memo-
rials are often aggressively physical entities: built environments that must be 
walked around (literally, if they block a sidewalk or occupy vast acres in a park); 
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visually compelling installations that demand our physical interaction. Like most 
memorials, temporary memorials are destinations: places and spaces to be visited. 
Fixed commemorative sites like Mount Rushmore and the Statue of Liberty are 
mostly memorials to visit and look at, although they may also host annual rites of 
remembrance and other ceremonies. Viewed with binoculars and cameras, or visit-
ed in cyberspace at their National Park Service websites, these memorials are typi-
cally experienced indirectly. Temporary memorials, however, originate as per-
formative spaces of audience immersion and engagement. People bring things to 
these memorials, thereby making them and orchestrating their affective conditions. 
They walk through and around them, they read the cards and poems that are left at 
them, they kneel down to caress the other things that have been brought, they pho-
tograph and videotape what they see, they cry, they are physically and emotionally 
moved on multiple levels. 

Inherently materialistic, temporary memorials especially suggest the faith that 
Americans place in things to evoke memories, sustain thoughts, constitute political 
conditions, and conjure states of being. These materialist dimensions extend to 
permanent forms of commemoration as well. At New York’s National September 
11 Memorial, many visitors make rubbings of the names etched on the bronze par-
apets surrounding the two pools. Popularized by visitors to the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial in the early 1980s and now common at memorials worldwide, this cus-
tom corresponds to visceral desires for intense experiences that authenticate the 
event or subject of commemoration.  

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial was also the first modern era memorial where 
visitors were permitted and then encouraged to generate materially based attach-
ments: by bringing things to the memorial, which were collected and archived in a 
huge warehouse managed by the US National Park Service, and by touching the 
highly polished black walls of the memorial itself. Both are performative gestures 
that facilitate the public display of intimate feelings and private emotions. Public 
feeling is related to public healing: commemorative practices at both fixed and 
temporary memorials resonate with literalist beliefs today in the curative power of 
material culture, and particularly, public understandings of grief. Touching the 
names of the dead listed on these memorials, and imprinting these names on pieces 
of paper, serves to physically and emotionally connect visitors to the reality, the 
authenticity, of these subjects and histories. Such souvenirs, Susan Stewart re-
marks, are the trace of authentic experiences (135).  

Like other forms of commemoration, temporary memorials are “memory aids,” 
memento mori that stem from longstanding materialist practices that serve to me-
morialize the dead. They specifically function to remember the recently, suddenly 
dead, to make their loss visible and public, and to render their deaths memorable. 
Cards and signs that state “we will never forget” and “we remember” suggest that 
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the duty of temporary memorial visitors, and memory itself, is to acknowledge loss 
(Doss 2010: 71). 

Temporary memorials play a significant role in expanded notions of ‘who 
counts’ in America: of who is deemed worth remembering in the public sphere. 
Their membership is vast: in recent decades, temporary memorials have been 
erected to motorist Malice Green, a black man who was beaten to death by white 
cops in Detroit in 1992, to college student Matthew Shepard, who was beaten to 
death by homophobes in Laramie in 1998, to bicyclists killed in Houston and New 
York (who are remembered with “ghost bike” memorials erected on the spot where 
they were killed), to the crew of the space shuttle Columbia (a temporary memorial 
was erected outside the Johnson Space Center in Houston in 2003). Memorials 
erected to victims of gun violence especially dominate: at Columbine High School 
in 1999 and Tucson in 2011, in Aurora, Colorado, and Newtown, Connecticut, in 
2012, at the Washington Navy Yard in 2013 and Santa Barbara in 2014, in Balti-
more, Brooklyn, Chapel Hill, Charleston, Detroit, Indianapolis, Madison, Oakland, 
Tulsa, Wilmington, and numerous other American cities in 2015. Tragically, tem-
porary memorials reveal the enlarged scope of American citizenship by recogniz-
ing how all members of the nation ‘count’ as potential victims of gun violence, 
particularly people of color and the poor. 

As such, while temporary memorials thus manage the potentially disordering 
effects of tragic and traumatic death, they fail to utilize public feelings about these 
deaths for more efficacious political possibilities: for more viable forms of “public 
healing.” Failing, as noted, to even acknowledge the circumstances of traumatic 
death, such as the nation’s legacy of gun violence and its legacy of police brutality, 
temporary memorials fail to magnetize the social forces and political actions of 
democratic reform – such as raising consciousness about the consequences of gun 
violence. While these memorials certainly contribute to what Berlant calls the “in-
timate” public sphere, their affective dynamics are rarely mobilized in ways that 
might actually orchestrate productive social and political reform (1998: 281). Most 
temporary memorials are frozen in emotional catharsis: the material and emotional 
testimonials of a nation grief-stricken by violent death yet disengaged from the so-
cial and political initiatives and actions that might actually reckon with such vio-
lence.  

Activist Memorial Quilts 

Some temporary memorials reckon with the affective possibilities of grief on more 
efficacious social and political terms. These include the NAMES Project Founda-
tion AIDS Memorial Quilt, an ongoing project first conceived in 1985. During a 
candlelight vigil that year honoring San Francisco Supervisor Harvey Milk and 
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Mayor George Moscone, both murdered in 1978, gay rights activist Cleve Jones 
asked mourners to make handwritten placards commemorating the names of 
friends and loved ones who had died of AIDS: over 1,000 in San Francisco alone 
by 1985. An observer at the vigil said the placards, taped to the walls of the San 
Francisco Federal Building, looked like a patchwork quilt. Thus inspired, Jones 
and others organized the NAMES Project Foundation and began developing the 
AIDS Memorial Quilt in a San Francisco workshop. 

Publically displayed for the first time in October 1987 on the grounds of the 
National Mall, the AIDS Memorial Quilt then consisted of 1,920 hand-made panels 
and was about the size of a football field (fig. 6). Recognizing the huge public re-
sponse to the quilt – half a million people visited it during the weekend it was on 
display in Washington – plans were made for a four month, twenty city national 
“tour” of the quilt in 1988, which was intended to raise money for AIDS research 
and AIDS service organizations. The tour was a huge success: millions saw the 
quilt and the tour generated $500,000 in funding. Meanwhile, the quilt – the com-
memorative face of AIDS – continued to grow: to 8,000 panels in 1988, 20,000 in 
1992, 40,000 by 1996.  
 

 
Fig. 6: Thomas Michael Alleman. “The NAMES Project Foundation’s AIDS Memorial 

Quilt displayed on the National Mall.” Washington, D.C., 11 October 1987.  
Photo: T. M. Alleman. 

 
Today, the quilt consists of more than 48,000 cloth panels, each three-foot by six-
foot, each naming – and thus humanizing – their subjects. Most of the panels in-
corporate details particular to those who died: photographs, favorite items of cloth-
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ing, poems, teddy bears. Some of the grave-sized panels are solemn and sobering, 
others are funny, outrageous, sad, and angry. Most pay tribute to everyday people; 
some remember the brief life of babies; some remember celebrities like Rock Hud-
son. Each panel can be seen as an individual memorial patched to a larger com-
memorative project of grief, mourning, and remembrance. The quilt grew, as did 
the epidemic, into a huge national and now international art project centered on po-
litically mobilizing the fight against AIDS and against homophobia – a combina-
tion of “mourning and militancy” as Douglas Crimp called it (18). The last time it 
was fully displayed – in October 1996 in Washington, where it stretched the 
grounds of the National Mall – an estimated 1.2 million people visited it, including 
President Bill Clinton and Hillary Clinton. The AIDS Memorial Quilt reworked 
American modes of grief and mourning from private to public, and subsequently 
revised understandings of national subjectivity by explicitly focusing on a then 
marginalized population. Christopher Capozzola relates that when “existing cultur-
al forms of mourning” were unable or unwilling to address their bereavement, 
AIDS communities developed “new cultural products that could accommodate the 
urge to memorialize and mourn those who had died” (92). Activist projects like the 
quilt, remarks Cvetkovich, challenged “the invisibility of an indifference to feel-
ings of loss by making them extravagantly public as well as building collective cul-
tural practices that can acknowledge and showcase them” (163). With its reiterative 
naming and jumbled patchwork aesthetic, its combination of public mourning, con-
sciousness raising, and community building, the AIDS Memorial Quilt refused the 
silencing of its subjects. Mobilizing the material culture products and emotional 
practices of mourning, the quilt made grief ethically, socially, politically, and pub-
lically visible. 

Today, the AIDS Memorial Quilt is too large to be seen in its entirety – a sober-
ing testimonial to the devastating scale and ongoing presence of AIDS. But it has 
by no means disappeared. The NAMES Project has become an international foun-
dation with multiple chapters and affiliate organizations focused on AIDS research 
and HIV infection-prevention education.4 Tens of thousands of Americans contin-
ue to “tour” the AIDS Memorial Quilt, which is continually on display (albeit in 
smaller blocks of panels) at schools, universities, city halls, and community centers 
all over the country. 

Seen by millions and popularized even more by extensive media coverage, the 
AIDS Memorial Quilt has had an enormous influence on subsequent commemora-
tive projects. Other Americans seeking to fortify their own claims to public dis-
plays of grief and national inclusion have extensively reproduced its temporary 
memorial style. The Agent Orange Quilts of Tears, a project founded by the widow 
of a Vietnam vet whose death was exacerbated by exposure to the toxic herbicides 

 
4  See the NAMES Project Foundation website <http://www.aidsquilt.org/index.htm>. 
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used in wartime bombing operations, is one example of a contemporary quilt pro-
ject engaged in activism and social accountability (Roberts 66).5 Like the AIDS 
Memorial Quilt, the Agent Orange quilt names and humanizes its subjects, similar-
ly drawing on personal artifacts and individual narratives. Started in 1999, the pro-
ject consists of about 30 quilt blocks, each measuring 80 x 100 inches. It continues 
to be regularly displayed at American Legion Posts, Veterans Administration hos-
pitals, and civic centers throughout the country. 

Today’s memorial and activist quilts are contextualized by a general boom in 
modern quilt making, which started in the 1970s and, as Elise Roberts remarks, 
“took quilt making in new directions, creating quilts that visually documented their 
lives and their feelings about world events” (67). Formerly relegated to the private 
sphere of mostly female domesticity, quilts have become a medium of choice for 
many contemporary activists aiming to assert their feelings in public, claim rights, 
and raise questions about notions of American subjectivity and inclusion. Their 
tactile and expressive designs, collaborative and communal potential, and broad 
familiarity are considered highly effective material culture vehicles for public out-
reach and symbolic speech. 

Several groups of “donor kin,” for example, organize temporary and public dis-
plays of handmade quilts to protest what Lesley Sharp calls “the ideological as-
sumption that organ donors should remain anonymous and, thus, unnamed” (104). 
Made of dozens of panels and thousands of squares, the Patches of Love Quilt, a 
project begun in the 1990s, displays the full name of the organ donor, her/his birth 
and death dates, photos, and personal memorabilia ranging from Girl Scout badges 
and athletic letters to children’s toys and references to occupations and hobbies. 
Sections of the quilt regularly tour organ transplantation conferences and events 
such as the biannual Transplant Olympics, and panels are also on display in the 
lobby of the national headquarters of United Network for Organ Sharing in Rich-
mond, Virginia. In 2000, The Gift of Life Donor Program in Philadelphia started a 
similar collaborative memorial called the Threads of Love Donor Memorial Quilt.  

Both of these memorial quilts visibly make public the human terms of organ 
transplantation: the deaths that occurred, the grief of survivors. They further chal-
lenge medicalized assumptions that it is psychologically dangerous for organ recip-
ients to identify emotionally and publically with their donors. As such, these activ-
ist memorial quilt projects aim to bridge the divide between donors, donor kin, and 
donor recipients: stitching together the organs of the dead with the bodies of the 
living. 

Activist memorial quilts like Patches of Love and Threads of Love turn piece 
making into consciousness raising: revising assumptions and attitudes about certain 
subjects, and restoring the humanity of others through collaborative, mobile, emo-

 
5  See the Agent Orange Quilt of Tears website <http://www.agentorangequiltoftears.com>.  
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tional, and temporary art projects. The activists of FORCE, a group based in Bal-
timore, Maryland, that is dedicated to upsetting “the dominant culture of rape” and 
promoting a “counter-culture of consent,” promote their cause with temporary dis-
plays of The Monument Quilt, which they describe as a “public healing space by 
and for survivors of rape and abuse”6 (fig. 7). The ever-growing quilt consists at 
this writing of about 500 bright red hand-sewn textile blocks, each about four feet 
square and each made by a survivor of sexual assault or domestic violence. State-
ments such as “It was rape” and “It’s not my fault” as well as personal narratives 
appear on many of the panels. 

 

 

Fig. 7: The Monument Quilt, Point State Park, Pittsburgh, 21 August 2014.  
Photo: D.A. Robin, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. 

 
In 2014, The Monument Quilt toured thirteen cities in the Midwest and on the East 
Coast from Chicago to Washington, D.C., and was typically displayed for a single 
day in an urban public setting. Visitors to the quilt are encouraged to “sit, write, re-
flect” as they walk amongst the panels displayed on the ground. In Pittsburgh, the 
temporary memorial quilt occupied a section of Point State Park during the Nation-
al Sexual Violence Conference, an annual meeting of health care providers, legal 
advocates, therapists, and others who work to prevent sexual violence. “It’s over-
whelming to see all these stories together and compiled in such a powerful way,” 
one visitor told a local newspaper reporter, adding “[i]t’s important to have a space 
to bear witness to these stories” (Conway). 

 
6  See The Monument Quilt website <https://themonumentquilt.org/about/force/>. 
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As FORCE explains on its webpage,  

Monuments create a platform for individuals and communities to grieve and 
heal. The Monument Quilt is a crowd-sourced collection of thousands of stories 
from survivors of rape and abuse. By stitching our stories together, we are cre-
ating and demanding public space to heal. We are creating a new culture where 
survivors are publicly supported, rather than publicly shamed.  

 
Challenging the cultures of silence, shame, and stereotyping that surround this cri-
sis of violence throughout the United States, FORCE plans for a “culminating dis-
play” of an estimated 6,000 panels of the temporary memorial on the National Mall 
in 2016. 

Temporary memorials are among the most visible manifestations of public feeling, 
and especially grief, in contemporary America. Yet in many cases, their affective 
possibilities are unrealized: they fail to magnetize public feelings for social and po-
litical transformation. Grief’s affective potential in contemporary America lies not 
simply in the public expression of formerly private emotions but its ability to mo-
bilize these public feelings to orchestrate positive change on local and national lev-
els. Channeling emotions into consciousness raising, as forms of witnessing, and as 
calls for social and political reform, the AIDS Memorial Quilt and The Monument 
Quilt ably demonstrate the transgressive and transformative possibilities of public 
feelings. 
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