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feature which explains this is the narratives which attach to the old object
and not the old object itself.
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21 The Physical Legacy of a
Troubled Past

Jeanette Bicknell

The impulse to commemorate persons and events with large-scale public
works (buildings, Statues, monuments) seems to go hand in hand with the
impulse of later generations to alter or destroy those commemorations,
Recent calls to demolish statues of Confederate generals and to rename
public buildings honoring individuals who supported slavery or donors
whose fortunes derived from the slaye trade are the latest manifestation
of an impulse that can be traced to ancient times, Other recent exam-
ples include debates over colonial-era memorials in Africa and statues of
Communist leaders in Eastern Europe and the former USSR.

In this paper I examine some of the competing values underpinning
debates on the physical legacy of a troubled past. At the heart of such
debates is the meaning of the past: who and what should be valorized?
Some of these commemorations have aesthetic value. What weight should
this be given in our deliberations? How should communities memorialize
the past when there is strong disagreement abour its meaning?

To keep this discussion manageable, I will focus on the controversy
regarding the former Calhoun College at Yale University and the physi-
cal legacy it contains, which includes artworks in public and semi-public
places. I have chosen to focus on Yale for two reasons. First, it is an
educational institution and stakeholders have written thoughtfully about
their reasons for supporting either change or the status quo. Second, a
number of different approaches to the physical legacy have already been
taken, giving us a number of concrete examples to consider.

In the first section of the paper I shall consider the controversy over
the name of Calhoun College, and in the second I discuss some related
artifacts. Finally, in the third section I look at the underlying approach
taken so far by Yale, and argue for an alternative. In brief I defend tak-
ing an anti-theoretical, highly particularized approach to these questions.

Yale’s Calhoun College was named for John Calhoun in 1931. Calhoun
graduated from Yale College in 1804 and went on to hold the offices of
vice president of the United States, secretary of war and of state, con-
gressman, and senator. He was also an influential political theorist and a
Prominent advocate of slavery. Notoriously, in a speech to the US Senate
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in 1837, he claimed that the enslavement of black people was “fa pzselc-l
tive ooZl ” He also called slavery “the most safe and stable basn§ }(‘)r e
insti%urio;ls in the world.”" On the death of his father, Calhoun inherite

substantial land and slave holdings.

What Is in a Name? Calhoun College and Yale University

i incomin
In 2015 Peter Salovey, the president of Yl'ale, agd.res)sed ‘t:[c; il::i(:a[ioﬁ
i ch (available on Yale’s website) was
freshman class. His speech (avai b . ; iy
i i ing, symbols,
i B sation” about history, naming, A
to begin a “difficult conver o ! st
is invitation is mes clear
i i tion is very general, it beco
narratives. While this invita : Ar S 8
1  does not advocate
i Calhoun College. Salovey do ; .
ovey’s main concern 1s R Y
i iti tead, he sets out parame  discuss
any particular position. Instead, : o
ab)c,)u}i some aspects of the physical legacy of Yale’s past. I will highlig
and then discuss some of the themes of l;llS speech. et s
i i tresses that we mus
Salovey’s tone is cautious. Hes i ng
: resent purposes.
s of the past for the sake of p €
attempts “to alter marker ' : i e
i is caution. First, there are
He gives two reasons for this itic ; i M
i y standards that evo
judgi es according ro “views an s ol '
B i » Hi is a variation of the famil-
i s.” His concernisa v ‘
developed after their own time ' o
istori the mores o
jar injuncti j historical figures according to .
iar injunction to judge § Rt s
i rs: “We also must consider w
time. Second, Salovey says: . t
attemprt to efface or distance ourselves from (?urlcf)i“m hlstofz'éts o
i -evaluating historical hgures re
Salovey’s concern with re-eva r v
; i i es that our mor
i d so distant from our own tim .
the past as monolithic an ‘ S
k correctly in retrospect. However, ‘
compasses may not wor 2 e e
i ing the moral status of slavery, :
tion tells us that regarding : b ekl
While Calhoun praised slavery
far from reflected a consensus. ; | l posi-
iti i abolished slavery
i " he British Empire had already ;
e yon i defense of slavery
ier i lhoun mounted a vigorous )
years earlier in 1833. Ca . B ot
preci in his audience found it to be m y
recisely because some in hi ience fo Soupe
lé]alhoux.l was certainly not alone in his vnewsl,] anc:1 we kn(i“; atltxjst e
i oral s
i ial thi t does not follow that the m
an influential thinker. But i D N o
in 1837. So the worry about judging
ery was a settled matter in wo Cging 2
a?;ording to views that developed after his time seem(s: r};ispl: i
Arguably, we cannot do otherwise than 'u}:lg[i] "[?h o‘itemative e
e a )
i that we currently hold. terns :
to the views and standards : i
somehow inhabit the worldviews of Calhoun’s Lont::r.npolr.arlisLj ;n s
. « : :
daunting prospect. Kant famously said thalt) 'ough.t m;g il:possible, s
do this would be in princip i
not mean to suggest that to i D ke
admire authors who seem able to adopt the perspectiv el; oftl;:: viry e
ent from themselves in historical position alnd outloollcl. t l:}:e el b
i i tha
i rd work it entails, means 3
of their success, and the ha : ' : e i
judge historical figures according to the:ir own time must be one p
ity among several, rather than a moral duty.

The Physical Legacy of a Troubled Past 255

Turning now to Salovey’s concern about distancing ourselves from or
even “effacing™ our history: two things are of note here. First, the rhe-
torical slippage between “distance ourselves” from our own history and
“efface” it. Salovey puts them in the same sentence and equates them
rhetorically. However changing the name of Calhoun College would not
“efface™ history. His name will continue to be memorialized in the names
of streets and buildings throughout the United States. Calhoun is not just
memorialized; he is honored by having a college at Yale named after him.
To decide to rescind that honor is not equivalent to effacing him or his
memory,

The second point to make here is an obvious one: “our own history.”
Who owns the past?? The incoming class whom Salovey addresses may
contain descendants of slaveowners, descendants of slaves, and descend-
ants of those who played no role in these controversies. The rhetorical
move of endowing (or perhaps burdening) them with a shared history
serves to unite them as heirs to a common problem. But any shared his-
tory is aspirational rather than factual. In effect, Salovey is saying that
by coming together today, his listeners are heirs to Yale’s past and have a
legitimate claim to fashion its future.

Salovey is correct that renaming Calhoun College is an act of “distanc-
ing” the institution from its history. But the history that the reformers
want to leave behind is not the antebellum South that produced Calhoun.
The past they distance themselves from is the institutionalized racism of
the 1930s, when Calhoun College was dedicated. This period, because
it is much more recent than Calhoun’s time, is more like the present day
and for that reason, possibly more troubling.

Salovey makes one more cautious point against reform and in favor of
the status quo. The presence of Calhoun, “may serve to remind us not
only of Yale’s complicated and occasionally painful associations with the
past, but to enforce in us a sense of our own moral fallibility as we our-
selves face questions about the future.”

Again, this is a familiar trope in discussions about memorials and pub-
lic artworks that commemorate a troubled past. Reminders of the moral
errors of the past (in this case, Calhoun and those who decided to honor
him) keep us from being self-righteous.’ Indeed we should not presume
that we in the present are so morally developed as to have all of the
answers. Future generations may wonder at the choices we made, just as
we wonder ar some of the choices made by earlier generations. Salovey
implies that if we rescind the honors given to Calhoun, we risk smug
self-congratulation which is ar odds with proper moral humility. And we
need this humility as we face new moral dilemmas, some we cannot yet

imagine.

However awareness of our own fallibility can go hand-in-hand with
moral certainty about specific issues, [ feel fairly confident that one can
say “We should not honor someone who promoted slavery” without
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re-contextualize or mothball the objects, removing them to different or
less prominent locations or taking them from public view altogether.
Each of these responses has been tried at Yale.

The destruction of art for ideological reasons (religious or political) has

a long history.s In July 2016—nearly a year after Salovey launched the
“difficult conversation” about Yale’s troubled past—an African Ameri-
can cafeteria worker smashed a stained glass window in the dining hall of
Calhoun College. The window depicted slaves carrying bales of cotton.¢
Corey Menafee, the cafeteria worker, said that he was tired of looking at
the “racist, very degrading” image. He also said, “It’s 2016, I shouldn’t
have to come to work and see things like that.” Menafee faced felony
charges and resigned. The charges were dropped and he was later hired
back by Yale, on the condition that he nor discuss the incident,

The advantage of destruction is clear. It carries a strong symbolic value
and sends a very obvious message. Also, the artwork is no longer around
to offend anyone. The disadvantage is likewise clear. We no longer have
direct access to the work. This consequence would be especially troubling
if the work were a significant work of art, a work with high aesthetic
value or a work of historical importance.

A less radical strategy is alteration. When it was dedicated in the
1930s, the common room of Calhoun College contained a stained glass
portrait of John Calhoun, together with a black man in tattered clothing
kneeling before him. The panel was quietly altered in 1992 1o remove the
kneeling slave.

The advantage of alteration over destruction is that we retain access
to the work, albeit in an altered state. (Alterations may or may not be
reversible.) One disadvantage is that alterations may compromise a work
and violate artists’ moral rights, if not their copyright. Alteration lacks
the strong symbolic value of destruction. It is a piecemeal solution, at
best. At its worst, alteration perpetuates the erasure of marginalized peo-
ple, such as slaves, from the historical record, while their Oppressors con-
tinue to be depicted.

Finally, artifacts can be mothballed or recontextualized. Portraits of
Calhoun have been removed from public display. A portrait of Elihu Yale
with a slave boy (indicated by metal collar around his neck) was removed
from a prominent place and replaced with one of Yale standing alone.
(I assume that some of these removed works have been relocated to Yale’s
art gallery, but it has been difficult to obtain this information. )

The advantage of this approach is that we retain access to the work
in its original state. Removing problematic works from public view also
Carries symbolic value, in that it shows thar the community has heard and
responded to the concerns of those whom the work troubled. Another
advantage of this approach is that it is reversible. We can change our
minds abour works and put them back on display, or display them in
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crucial difference between these tWo approaches is the role of philoso-
phy in ethical deliberation. Theorists claim that a unitary informative
principle (whether simple or complex) grounds ethical thought, and anti-
theorists deny this.$ According to Bernard Williams, one of the main
advocates of an anti-theoretical approach, ethical theory implies a gen-
eral test for the correctness of basic ethical beliefs.*

Rather than continue the discussion on the meta-ethical level, or defend
one meta-ethical perspective over another, I would like to consider the
limits of theory for Yale’s challenges. As I see it there are three problems
with adopting a theoretical approach at Yale.

First, any theory developed for Yale's current situation is bound to
contain arbitrary elements. For example, one principle that might inform
such a theory is the conviction that “we ought not to give grear public
honor to individuals who are morally reprehensible.” Ier’s assume that
all participants in the debate come to agree with this principle. What
happens when we apply this principle to Calhoun as well as to Yale> Was
one man more of a “villain” than the other, such that we can continue
to honor one but not the other? Hard to say; both knowingly benefited
from a set of practices we now find morally repugnant. While Calhoun
may have been more vocal in his support of slavery, we can attribute this

might recommend Yale take actions that do not yet have broad support
and that could end up being highly divisive and potentially damaging to
the institution,

Second, a theory such as Salovey envisions would apply to associations
that are troubling the community now, as well as serve as a guide for
future controversies. However social change does not happen at a fixed
pace, and our evolving sense of who and what should be honored may
well race ahead of the theories we construct to guide us in the application
of revised moral commitments. The task of anticipating future contro-
versies will likely lead to the formulation of a theory that is vague, overly
general, and therefore unhelpful.

Finally, the call for 2 theory posits an ending or completion to some-
thing that should rather be an ongoing process. Indeed, one of the rea-
sons that Salovey asked for a theory was to avoid a process to which
“there would be no end.” Communities (especially educational institu-

Rather than attempt to twist our intuitions, our settled convictions, and
our vague, evolving thoughts into a coherent theory, the better approach
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is anti-theoretical. To put it crudely, where does the shoe pinch right
now? Which artifacts and associations bother people the most> When
people protest, which names and artifacts do they condemn? Where are
the voices the loudest and the emotion strongest? That is where the work
begins.

I suspect that when we have done the work of listening and we find
those associations and objects that evoke the strongest feelings and argu-
ments, they are likely to share some of these features: (1) they are dis-
played in prominent or highly symbolic places—places that give honor
by their association; (2) as a result, they are hard to avoid—such as the
stained glass windows in the cafeteria; and (3) they lack subtlety and are
not open to multiple interpretations (such as the images of kneeling and
shackled slaves.)

As a point of clarification, I am not suggesting that institutions simply
respond to the pressure of the moment, nor am I advocating a rush to
judgment. Moving an artwork that people have lived with for a long
time, or disassociating an institution from an historical figure, may not
seem like radical changes. Indeed, some will argue that such changes do
not go far enough. But any change, large or small, symbolic or practical,
can be jarring. The voices of those resisting change must also be heard,
even if they do not win the day.

Once we have considered the issues in all of their complexity and dif-
ficulty we can begin the work of assessment and evaluation on a case-
by-case basis. However the goal of this work is not a theory; the goal is
reasoned argument in support of particular actions.'’
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