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s a nation, we are in the midst of a 
long reckoning over our inherited 
monuments. 

Across the country, after 
pressure from activists, artists, 
and students, city governments 
are grappling with questions 

of representation in the monumental landscape. 
The removal of several statues, including those 
dedicated to Confederate generals and other prob-
lematic figures has garnered attention and created 
a few sites of cultural repair. The memorializing of a 
handful of new figures in some cities adds chapters 
to local public histories. However, the untroubled, 
overwhelming status quo fills out the rest of our 
historical imaginations and civic spaces. We are 
haunted by the unresolved matters of the past  
and our inability to adapt, address, and remediate  
in the present.

Since 2012, the Monument Lab team has explored 
questions around public art, asking over twenty 
artists and hundreds of thousands of public partic-
ipants from around the world simple yet profound 
questions about the history, function, and potential 
of monuments. The resulting conversations have 
helped engage and drive the public debate about 
monuments in Philadelphia and beyond. This partic-
ipatory research has led to dozens of experimental, 
temporary “prototype” monuments that have tested 
the waters for new ways to learn about our past, 
confront the present, and interact with one another. 
Prototype projects such as Hank Willis Thomas’s All 
Power to All People, Sharon Hayes’s If They Should 
Ask, Michelle Ortiz’s Seguimos Caminando (We Keep 
Walking), and other installations by Monument Lab 
collaborators remind us of the role of social justice 
and solidarity in contemporary monuments. Ad-
ditionally, the work of Monument Lab has grown 
alongside sibling projects and similar efforts in other 
cities, including Paper Monuments in New Orleans, 
A Long Walk Home’s Visibility Project in Chicago, 
and others.

We are pursuing this work at a time when cities 
are more openly recognizing that the monuments 
we have inherited are complex sources of history,, 
emblems of civic power, and reflections of the 
disparity and despair of our times. No longer stuck in 
time, the concept of the monument is under revision. 
Rather than serving as symbols proclaiming the past 
as settled, monuments today conjure a new set of 
questions: Who are the figures who have earned status 
as heroes of history and what remains unspoken about 
their lives? How do we carry on given the weight of the 
past? How do we remember and toward what ends?

Last year, Monument Lab and our partners 
at Mural Arts conducted a citywide, participatory 
research project in Philadelphia. We worked with 
twenty leading contemporary artists to install 
prototype monuments in public squares and parks, 
and opened ten adjacent research labs staffed by 
research teams facilitating dialogue and gathering 
public proposals. The project was driven by a central 
question: What is an appropriate monument for the 
current city of Philadelphia? Over 250,000 people 
engaged in person, over a million on social media 
platforms, and over 4,500 left their own proposals at 
one of the labs. It was one of the largest participatory 
research projects of its kind in Philadelphia.

Now that the research has been transcribed, 
mapped, and submitted to OpenDataPhilly, this 
Report to the City, a summary of findings written by 
the Monument Lab curatorial team, offers a reading 
and reflection on the immense creativity and critical 
energies demonstrated by public participants, as 
well as key findings from an examination of the data. 
The field of responses is a stunning, unprecedented 
glimpse into the historical imagination of Philadel-
phians. This was not about what is practical or about 
finding a solution to a particular problem. It was an 
exercise in turning to cultural memory as a source of 
democratic action. 

We invite serious consideration of this archive 
of ideas as a collection of civic data, now available 
at proposals.monumentlab.com. We recommend 
that city agencies in Philadelphia and elsewhere take 
seriously both the ideas offered and the methods of 
inquiry: namely, asking participants to ponder the 
promises and pitfalls of public space while situated 
in public space while situated in public space and in 
conversation with one another.

The data produced through Monument 
Lab, whether viewed in spreadsheets or charts, 
resembles other forms of civic data. It maps the 

A

WHAT IS AN 
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MONUMENT FOR 
THE CITY OF 

PHILADELPHIA?

stories about the city around the understanding 
and experience of power. The difference, however, 
is that this data is purposely messy, with the fin-
gerprints left on it, collected on handwritten forms. 
It is not meant to be polished, but instead is open 
for interpretation. The research proposals can be 
understood in myriad ways. We share findings here 
with a reminder that the data is open and available for 
analysis or possibility beyond these pages. Some of 
the proposals could most certainly be implemented 
as is and should be. Others could never be built, as 
they call only for advocacy or redress.  Collectively, 
they speak to the relationship between the historical 
record and collective and individual memory—and 
the urge to demand proper recognition for a broader 
representative history of the city.

The Report offers summary findings as an 
attempt to honor and represent the thousands of par-
ticipants who shaped this research. The four broad 
areas into which our team grouped these findings 
include rethinking common knowledge, craving 
representation, seeking connection with others, 
and reflecting on process and power, though there 
were many brilliant contributions outside these 
categories. This Report serves as an experimental 
case study and invitation to city government and 
cultural institutions in Philadelphia and other cities. 
The proposals recognize that “hidden histories” are 
not quite hidden. They are discussed, practiced, and 
valued by people all over the city, including in public 
squares and neighborhood parks. The challenge 
is how to listen to those conversations and come 
together to do something about it.

From the research outward to the broader impli-
cations of changing the monumental landscape, we 
contend as a definitive statement that any approach 
to dealing with, debating, or replacing monuments 
must consider a period of public imagination and 
inquiry. We have to reckon with our symbols. But we 
also must face the systems that perpetuate bias and 
exclusion. 

The ideas that monuments are timeless, that 
they have universal meaning, and that they are 
standalone figures in history are truisms that we 
believe need to be challenged. Our intent is not to 
defeat the idea of civic monuments, but to invigorate 
them through new public engagement possibilities 
so that future monuments function as constantly 
activated sites for critical dialogue, response, and 
experimentation.

—Paul M. Farber, Ken Lum, and Laurie Allen 
Monument Lab
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MONUMENT NAME
Participants were invited to title 
their proposed monument.

ZIP CODE
Zip codes were used 
to map participants’ 
involvement in the project.

AGE
Ages were used to analyze 
generational trends and 
historical memory

IDENTIFIER
Participants could optionally 
share identifying information, 
should they wish to receive 
credit or attribution

RESEARCH ID
Each proposal was assigned a 
unique ID number by lab staff for 
internal tracking

LOCATION
Participants were invited to 
imagine a location for their 
proposed monument.

DESCRIPTION
Monument descriptions could 
take the form of text, illustration, 
or both. Some gave only a brief 
impression of what the monument 
could be, while others sketched 
out detailed schematics.

THE RESEARCH PROCESS

he research process used during 
Monument Lab was tested in the 
discovery phase of the project 
over three weeks at City Hall in 
spring 2015. We posed a single 
open question and collected 
responses from hundreds of 

passersby. The details of this method are worth a 
brief explanation here, as they speak to the values 
embedded in the project. The research form offered 
to each participant presents a blank space to those 
who opted to participate, and each proposal form 
was treated as an expression worthy of public con-
sideration. We believe that it matters what question 
you ask, who asks the question, where the question 
is asked, how the question is asked, and what is 
done with the answer. Our aim was to take each 
of these factors seriously so that the proposals 
collected in the exhibition would reflect a complex 
and wide-ranging set of ideas for inspiration, con-
sideration, and action.

It matters what question you ask. We did 
not ask what is the “right” or “ideal” monument 
for the current city of Philadelphia because a city 
as full of communities, stories, and histories as 
Philadelphia needs more than a single monument. 
Because monuments do not exist in a vacuum, but 
have meaning in the context of time and place, we 
asked for an appropriate monument to encourage 
people to reflect their ideas about monuments with 

respect to their hopes about the stories we honor in 
the past, the needs of the present moment, and their 
expectations and ideals for the future. It was also an 
invitation to define appropriateness as a matter of 
feasibility, ethical or moral imperative, or one’s own 
creative expression.

It matters who asks the question. We started by 
hiring a phenomenal team of lab managers who know 
the city, who believe in public art and engagement, 
and who were eager to learn from people throughout 
the city and to respect the knowledge that they 
received through the proposals. Those lab managers 
were joined by paid student fellows from city high 
schools and by college students who received credit, 
as peer learners who were uniquely invested in the 
way our histories live in public spaces.

It matters where the question is asked. We 
posed this question about public spaces in public 
spaces—in parks across the city, where people can 
see each other face to face, and alongside works of 
art that inspired reflection, curiosity, consideration, 
and attention. The question was asked in parks that 
carry the names of historical figures related to this 
city’s past, from Benjamin Franklin to Malcolm X. 

It matters how the question is asked. We 
asked the question in person, and invited people 
to answer it in a way that we hoped would be most 
comfortable for them. They could spend time talking 
with members of the lab team, if they wanted, and 
many people did. We believe that the conversations 

themselves are an important outcome of the project. 
Thinking together in public about our shared spaces 
is, we believe, a worthy goal in itself. And those who 
chose to do so were invited to write or draw their ideas 
on the open form. While technology was certainly 
an important part of the Monument Lab project, we 
wanted the interactions for this exhibition to occur in 
parks without expensive or complex equipment that 
might distance some participants from the question. 
And we wanted people to hand their responses over 
to another person—to share them in physical space, 
just as monuments themselves exist in shared 
physical spaces.

Finally, it matters what the people asking plan 
to do with the answer. Each proposal offered to a 
member of the lab staff was read by a member of 
the data team, so we could look for patterns in the 
topics and types of monuments proposed. Within 
minutes, each was shown publicly at the exhibition 
hub at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts 
(PAFA). The proposals will live on through an archive 
at Penn Libraries devoted to keeping them available 
for future generations to consider as pieces of Phil-
adelphia history. And they will exist as a dataset of 
cultural memory and meaning-making on OpenDat-
aPhilly, available to anyone who wants to learn from 
them as data that reflects on what was proposed 
and how Philadelphians think, feel, and imagine their 
own city.

T

Ø
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4. SHARE
Since the end of the exhibition, the proposal data has 

been further prepared for this Report to the City.  
The data was shared with the mayor and city 

commissioners in a September 2018 meeting. Printed 
copies of the Report were delivered to city offices 

and public libraries. The Report is also available for 
download online. The full set of proposals is available 

at proposals.monumentlab.com, and as a dataset on 
OpenDataPhilly. Together, the insights of this Report 

gather nearly a year of close consideration of the 
proposal and their potential uses  

within civic discourse.

1. PROPOSE 
Participants described or sketched their ideas on the 

form at one of the ten research labs around the city, as 
well as at special events. They could answer any or all of 

the fields on the form. Labs were installed at City Hall, 
Franklin Square, Logan Square, Rittenhouse Square, 
Washington Square, Malcolm X Park, Marconi Plaza, 

Norris Square, Penn Treaty Park, and Vernon Park. 
Additional proposals were collected in “light labs”

at the PAFA exhibition hub and at select
public programs.

2. ANALYZE
Within minutes of receiving a participant’s submitted 
proposal, members of a site’s lab team scanned and 
uploaded the proposal into the Monument Lab data 

system. Off-site, members of the data team transcribed 
and mapped the proposals, treating them like any piece 

of civic data or city statistic. The proposals were tracked 
for their key ideas, monument types, and locations 

around the city. 

3. REFLECT
Collectively, the proposals offered powerful, poignant, 

and profound takes on life in the city. We scanned them, 
input their information in spreadsheets, and spent time 

understanding the patterns, trends, and anomalies worth 
close observation. During the exhibition, the proposals 

went live on our website and were displayed at
the PAFA exhibition hub.
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he proposals reflect many 
common, enduring symbols 
of the city of Philadelphia as 
recalled by the participants. 
They include iconic represen-
tations of history and culture, 
sometimes accepted as is. In 

other instances, the iconic representation is remixed 
or recontextualized.

Participants described a multitude of people, 
places, and ideas not accounted for in mainstream 
histories. Some proposals included figures who have 
already been recognized with a historical marker or 
structure but who deserve more prominent places 
and modes of esteem within the pantheon of 
legendary Philadelphians — such as Julian Abele, 
Joe Frazier, and Billie Holiday. Proposals marked 
Philadelphia as a place of historical milestones in 
the struggle for abolition, women’s suffrage, civil 
rights, and LGBTQ liberation. The call to remember 
the specific stories of neighborhood heroes and 
understudied local figures rang out across multiple 
proposals. The word “monument” conjured grand 
narratives and anecdotal gems.

Many respondents used the form to confront 
difficult truths and traumas in the city’s history: 
thirty-five proposals addressed the city’s 1985 
bombing of the MOVE compound in West Phila-
delphia and the resulting destruction of several 
blocks of nearby homes, nineteen proposals called 
attention to historically relevant phenomena such 
as gentrification and displacement, and twenty-four 
proposals offered remembrance of victims of gun 
violence. Ten proposals called for a memorial to the 
victims of the 2000 Lex Street Massacre in West 
Philadelphia. Other proposals summoned histories 
of people noteworthy within their own communities, 
networks, and time periods, especially those with 
marginalized histories of intersectional racial and 
gender justice.

There is no mistaking that the city’s official 
history already holds up gold standard recognizable 
landmarks. As such, figures like William Penn and 
Benjamin Franklin were reflected in this research 
and are found across numerous existing public 
monuments and histories we have inherited from 
previous generations. But there were also countless 
people, places, and ideas that were honored by par-
ticipants to offer an expanded common knowledge 
of the city. We recommend bridging the gaps 
between the iconic and the broader displays of 
memory by making more room for these narratives. 
The way we often talk about existing monuments 
and public history may severely limit our perception 
and reinforce the status quo. We contend that it is 
not enough to simply say this knowledge is obscure 
or lost, or that it needs to be discovered or recovered 
by someone in the future. We must listen and take 
in what is already common knowledge: an expanded 
field of history that lives within people and places 
throughout the city.

RETHINKING
COMMON
KNOWLEDGE

I

T
PROPOSED 

MONUMENTS TO 
ABOLITIONISTS

PROPOSED 
MONUMENTS TO  

THE MOVE BOMBING

PROPOSED 
MONUMENTS TO 

JOE FRAZIER
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Monumental Figures Named In Proposals

Sharon Hayes, If They Should Ask, Monument Lab 2017 (Steve Weinik/Mural Arts Philadelphia) Names gathered by the artist as a 

part of this project: Abigail Pankey, Ada Bello, Adele Goldstine, Ahmeenah Young,  Alice (of Philadelphia), Alice Paul,  Anandabai 

Joshee, Anita Cornwell, Anne Brancato Wood, Anne d’Harnoncourt, Barbara Daniel-Cox, Barbara Gittings, Billie Holiday, 

Caroline R. Le Count, Charlene Arcila, Charlotte Forten Grimké, Charyn Sutton, Chicalicka Nanni Kettelev, Clara Baldwin, Clara 

Ward, Cordelia A. Jennings, Crystal Bird, Fauset, Edna Thomas, Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield, Elizabeth Willing Powel, Ethel 

Waters, Fanny Jackson Coppin, Frances E.W. Harper, Frances Spence, Gloria Casarez, Grace Bustill Douglass, Graceanna 

Lewis, Gussie Clark, Hannah Freeman, Happy Fernandez, Harriet, Forten Purvis, Hester Burr, Hetty Reckless, Jaci Adams, Jan 

Welch, Jarena Lee, Kathleen McNulty Antonelli, Kathryne Dunbar, Kay Lahusen, L.P., Laetitia Rowley, Lourdes Alvarez, Lucretia 

Mott, Margaretta Forten, Marian Anderson, Marie Bunel, Mary Ann Shadd, Mary Grew, Maryln Meltzer, Mattie Humphrey, Meta 

V.W. Fuller, Nancy Spungen, Nizah Morris, Notike, Novella Williams, Ona Judge Staines, Ora Washington, Prathia Hall, Rachel 

Harlow, Rebecca J. Cole, Rose Wylie, Rosemary Cubas, Sadie T.M. Alexander, Sarah Allen, Sarah Louise Forten, Sarah Mapps 

Douglass, Sister Falaka Fattah, Susan La Flesche Picotte, Susannah Cork, The transwomen at the 1965 sit-in at Dewey’s Cafe, 

the woman whose name was written as Canatowa, Violet Oakley, women who joined Mutual Aid Societies)

ABIGAIL ADAMS
ABRAHAM LINCOLN

ABSALOM JONES
ADONIS CREED

ALLEN IVERSON
AMERIGO VESPUCCI

AMY GUTMANN
ARETHA FRANKLIN 

ASSATA SHAKUR
BARACK OBAMA

BARBARA GITTINGS
BEN FRANKLIN
BENJAMIN LAY

BETSY ROSS
BILLIE HOLIDAY

BILLY VALENTINE
BONO

BOYZ II MEN
BRADLEY COOPER

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN
CARSON WENTZ
CECIL B. MOORE

CHASE UTLEY
CHRISTIAN MCBRIDE  

CHRISTOPHER MORELY
CHUBBY CHECKER

COCO CHANEL
CORNELIA BRYCE PINCHOT

DANNY DEVITO
DAVID LYNCH

DAVID RITTENHOUSE  
DAWN STALEY

DOÑA CARMEN APONTE
DOROTHY HEIGHT

DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING
DUKE KAHANAMOKU AND BUSTER CRABBE

ED RENDELL
ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

ELIZA HAMILTON
ELIZABETH HUTTER

ELLA BAKER
ELON MUSK

EMMA GOLDMAN
EUGENE ORMANDY

FANNIE JACKSON COPPIN
FANNY COPPIN

FRANCES TROLLOPE
FRANK RIZZO

FRANKIE VALLE
FREDERICK DOUGLAS

FRESH PRINCE  
GEORGE WASHINGTON

GEORGE WASHINGTON CARVER
GRACE KELLY

GROVER WASHINGTON
GUION BLUFORD

HARRIET TUBMAN
HEATH BROTHERS (PERCY, JIMMY,  

& ALBERT “TOOTIE”)
HECTOR LAVOE

HILLARY RODHAM CLINTON
HON. MARCUS MOSIAH GARVEY JR. ONH

IDA TARBELL
JACKIE ROBINSON

JANE GOLDEN
JEFFERSON DAVIS

JERRY GARCIA
JILL SCOTT

JOE FRASIER
JOEL EMBIID

JOHN AFRICA
JOHN CHENEY

JOHN COLTRANE
JOHN FACENDA

JOHN LOCKE
JOHN NEWMAN

JOHNNY WEISSMULLER
JON BON JOVI
JULIAN ABELE

JULIUS CEASER
JULIUS IRVING

KARL MARX
KENNY GAMBLE

KOBE BRYANT

KURT  COBAIN
LEE MORGAN

LEON SULLIVAN
LIL PUMP

LIL UZI VERT
LILLIAN WILLOUGHBY

LOUIE ARMSTRONG
LUCRETIA MOTT

M. NIGHT SHYAMALAN
MADAM C.J. WALKER

MALCOLM X
MAN RAY

MARCUS GARVEY
MARIAN ANDERSON

MARK TWAIN
MARTHA WASHINGTON

MARY MCLEOD BETHUNE
MATHIAS BALDWIN  

MAYA ANGELOU
MAYOR DILWORTH

MAYOR KENNEY
MCCOY TYNER

MEEK MILL
MICHAEL JACKSON
MICHELLE OBAMA

MK ASANTE
MS. ENNIS

MUHAMMAD ALI
MY FAVORITE 33 BUS DRIVER WHO WAS 
ALWAYS SUPER-PATIENT WITH PEOPLE 

AND TRIED TO REMEMBER ALL THE 
REGULAR RIDERS

NANCY M. JOHNSON
NELSON MANDELA

NICOLA TESLA
NICOLAS CAGE
NINA SIMONE

NIZAH MORRIS
NOBLE DREW ALI

ONA JUDGE
OPRAH WINFREY

PATTI LABELLE

PAUL ROBESON
PHYLLIS HYMAN

PRINCE HALL
QUEENA BASS

QUESTLOVE
RENN DUNIN

RICH GENOVESE
RICHARD ALLEN

RIHANNA
RUTH PATRICK

RUTH WRIGHT HAYRE
SARAH MAPPS DOUGLASS

SHIRLEY CHISHOLM
SISTER CAROL KECK

SISTER MARY SCULLION
SISTER ROSETTA THARPE

SOJOURNER TRUTH
SONIA SANCHEZ

SONNY HILL
ST. KATHERINE DREXEL

SUN RA
SUSAN B. ANTHONY

SYLVESTER STALLONE
TEDDY PENDERGRASS

THE ROOTS
THOMAS PAINE

THURGOOD MARSHALL
TINA FEY

TOM HOOKER LYNCH
URSULA RUCKER

VINCE PAPALE
VOLTAIRINE DE CLEYRE

W.C. FIELDS
W.E.B. DUBOIS

WILL SMITH
WILLIAM PENN

WILSON GOODE
WILT CHAMBERLAIN
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he majority of statutes in Phil-
adelphia honor the legacies 
of figures who are white and 
male. This is a clear reflection of 
both the content of monumental 
history and the processes that 
shape our ongoing historical 

consciousness. The same can be said of most 
American cities. The Monument Lab research 
reflected an overwhelming reaction to this inherited 
version of our history through a multitude of critical 
and creative approaches to this profound inequity.  
A handful of respondents specifically sought to keep 
the monumental landscape as it is, while thousands 
of others sought concrete change.

Participants widely called for and craved rep-
resentation. This includes consideration for public 
history that reflects more complex views on race, 
gender, class, sexuality, gender identity, ability, and 
other intersectional identity formations. Participants 
also called for statues to groups that have made an 
impact in the city’s history but are not accounted 
for in traditional commemorative venues. For 
example, sixteen responses called for recognition 
of teachers because “Philly public school teachers 
[especially] in the Arts are essential!” Rocky, film 
icon and art museum steps fixture, was on the minds 
of Philadelphians, but Joe Frazier, a real African 
American boxer was mentioned sixteen times in 
proposals, even as an actual statue of him sits in 
South Philly.

Changes in representation and acknowledg-
ment can greatly influence  the city’s psychology. 
The September 2017 dedication of the Octavius 
Catto monument had a profound impact on the 
proposals and beyond with additional calls for rec-
ognition. City officials and cultural stakeholders 
may already understand this point. But this research 
offers directions and questions, as well as a list of 
potential projects that were on the minds of the 
project participants.

CRAVING
REPRESENTATION

II

T
PROPOSALS 

WHOSE LOCATION 
IS “GAYBORHOOD”

PROPOSALS FOR A 
STATUE OF MALCOLM X 

IN MALCOLM X PARK

PROPOSALS FOR 
MONUMENTS TO  

WOMEN

Hank Willis Thomas, All Power to All People, Monument Lab 2017 (Photo: Steve Weinik/Mural Arts Philadelphia)
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AFRICAN AMERICANS
257

CLASS STRUCTURE
55

GENDER IDENTITY
24

ASIAN AMERICANS
44

INCLUSIVITY
290

INEQUALITY
112

IMMIGRATION
73

HEALTH
101

RACE ETHNICITY
221

LGBTQ+
70

LATINX
21

NATIVE AMERICANS
63

WOMEN
209

= 10 Proposals

Proposals by Topic
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Locations of Proposed Monuments (within Philadelphia)

Age of Participants



Totals

Monuments Proposed per Lab
City Hall: 1115
Franklin Square: 389
Logan Square: 225
Malcolm X Park: 261
Marconi Plaza: 211
Norris Square: 94
Penn Treaty Park: 433
Rittenhouse Square: 402
Vernon Park: 71
Washington Square: 176
“Light Lab” Events: 1068

Most Common Topics by Residents of City AreasParticipants per Zipcode (within Philadelphia)

Proposals by Monument Type

3096
1349

Total Proposals from Philadelphians

Total Proposals from Non-Philadelphians
Total Monuments Proposed

ENVIRONMENT SOCIAL JUSTICE

LOVE UPLIFTING

INCLUSIVITY
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River Wards

Northwest Philadelphia

Northeast Philadelphia

North Philadelphia

Center City
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cross the city, at least eighty 
proposals included multiple 
figures holding hands, in some 
variation, as statements of “unity 
through diversity.” This sort of 
representation is noteworthy for 
its broad appearance across 

the research and sites, and for how clearly people 
called out for connection. In many cases, this kind 
of proposal boiled down differences to types and 
imagined diversity without equity, while in others 
nuances point to complex relationships and hierar-
chies of power.

But what is also evident is that this kind of 
monument does not exist, at least in popular ways. 
The iconic figure, the standalone hero of history, is the 
sort of spectacle we are used to seeing on a pedestal. 
Participants seemed to respond to this, and instead 
imagined monumental forms of connection. Whereas 
many inherited monuments are dedicated to histories 
of war and conflict, eleven proposals called for 
monuments to militarism, with most of them 
honoring non-white soldiers. Sixty-two proposals 
called for monuments celebrating peace and the 
word “peace” was used 168 times in the data.

Internally, we have debated the phenomenon 
in which so many people proposed monuments to 
people from different backgrounds holding hands 
with calls for unity. We were skeptical, and still are, 
of the idea that addressing inequities in monuments 
can occur with kumbaya-style representations. 
However, as a pattern, we believe that this speaks  
to the profound forms and legacies of division that 
are found in the city and a desire to build across them. 
Read together, they suggest a desire to reimagine 
monuments as spaces of collectivity. Across the 
research, participants voiced the idea that they do 
not necessarily see monuments to individuals as 
the answer. Instead, they want to see monuments 
to movements, communities, and constellations  
of individuals.

SEEKING
CONNECTION
WITH OTHERS

III

A
PROPOSALS FOR 
MONUMENTS TO 

MILITARISM

PROPOSALS FOR 
MONUMENTS THAT 
CELEBRATE PEACE

OCCURRENCES OF THE 
WORD “PEACE” IN THE 

PROPOSAL DATA
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Selected References to “Hands” and “Hand-holding”

ID PROPOSAL TEXT

“Tree of paper hands starting off small at the top getting bigger at the bottom with 
different sizes and color hands showing support...”

MP67

“a statue/monument of two people holding hands”LLP442

“Its the world and people around it holding hands keep family together”LLP284

“Hands Together to represent brotherly love”MP35

“I think there should be a statue of two people handshaking. This would represent 
brotherly love, which is the symbol of Philadelphia”

LLP 121

“Statues representing diverse races, jobs, nationalities over the history of the city -  
joining hands.”

CH1082

“two different colored hands holding each other. I feel as though racism is a big problem 
around the world…”

LLP265

“People and animals holding hands encircling a globe”CH21

“2 hands shaking, possibly 2 different races to suggest unity, friendship and alliances 
found throughout the city of brotherly love”

NS86

“A diverse group of people standing in a circle holding hands”CH80

“Unity with every colors holding hands to show the city of Brotherly Love”LS13

“Statues of individuals, male, female, young, children, elderly, multi-Ethnic, handicapped, 
walking together …  together toward a better future.”

CH227

“Three hands holding each other as they rise up for peace. Each arm represent  
a different ethnicity”

LLP533

“A bunch of children of different races holding hands to show racial equality”LS148

 “All nationalities holding hands reaching out to one another”MX200

“Hands”LLP30

“Black [and] White figures holding hands in unity not hate. Can incorporate in general one 
to for all races”

CH797

“Hands of all ages, & races uniting” CH142

“Diverse group of people joining hands”CH191

“video ... of black + white hands joining then separating, then joining again”LLP287

“…Three androgynous figures holding hands …”LLP534

“People from different races all holding hands together”MX243

“… people of all races, ages and ethnicities Holding hands in a circle”FS125

“7 figures joining hands”VP12

“Children of different religions in traditional clothing holding hands/playing in a circle”LLA16

“All bunch of different races all holding hands”LS115

“Hands with different symbols on them, representing places, races, sexual orientations, 
and everything that represents people...”

CH911

Mel Chin, Two Me, Monument Lab 2017 (Photo: Steve Weinik/Mural Arts Philadelphia)
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hen asked for an appropriate 
monument for the current city, 
participants offered their own 
stories that break the mold 
of monuments. They pictured, 
dreamed, commented, and 
critiqued civic life. They 

imagined public spaces as places of democracy—
realized or fraught with tension. 

The democratic process often boils down to 
voting. There are options, and we choose for or 
against, yes or no, or contribute to a cause. This is 
an essential part of civic engagement. But beyond 
the vote, the democratic imagination is far more 
complex, with gray areas and room for dueling ideas 
to coexist. To be clear, we support engagement 
through the polls. Our respondents also showed us 
the power of inquiry, listening, sharing, and shaping 
stories of municipal life. We asked people to create 
something rather than responding to something that 
already existed. We asked participants to draw on 
their own interests, skills, and knowledge in order to 
offer a creation of their own. Participants interpret-
ed the question of an appropriate monument often 
without prompt or suggestion on the part of lab 
workers. They replied as they wished, in a manner 
true to themselves. We opened this process to move 
away from the single monument as the solution and 
to broaden the definition of what is “right” or “wrong,” 
to appropriate “appropriateness” as a tool of civic 
engagement from the ground up. We attempted 
to channel energies into thinking beyond what is 
considered possible, pragmatic, and/or necessary 
beyond the status quo.

Participants suggested new ways to propose 
and build monuments, revise public spaces, push 
against the privatization and commercialization of 
municipal spaces, and build on all kinds of other 
legacy projects. Some people commented on use of 
public space without regard to monuments or public 
art. They called attention to problems that require 

REFLECTING ON
PROCESS AND
POWER

IV

other forms of power beyond monumental repre-
sentation. They called out power and sought new 
ways of approaching the dynamics of our shared 
city. Many answered the call for monuments with 
proposals for site-specific public amenities and 
resources, including funding for schools, parks, 
infrastructure, homeless shelters, accessible 
bathrooms, stormwater management, and envi-
ronmental projects. We are reminded that opening 
more ways for engaging and evolving our own 
democratic processes can be driven by the dreams 
and generative responses of residents.

Working in the public sphere is not easy. Our 
city is as loving as it is harsh. But it has taught us 
profound lessons on the ways we think, write, study, 
and work together.

In closing, when building in public space, we 
often limit ourselves in terms of what is possible. But 
the proposals give us hope. They are wise, insightful, 
hilarious, skeptical, tragic, and prophetic in their own 
ways. History really can be a source for understand-
ing how the people who came before us did a lot with 
a little, and that art is a powerful tool for city-making, 
prototyping, and revision.

W
PROPOSALS TO 
TRASHCANS OR  
STREET TRASH

PROPOSED MONUMENTS 
LOCATED AT CITY HALL

PROPOSALS TO 
GENTRIFICATION



Michelle Ortiz, Seguimos Caminando (We Keep Walking), Monument Lab 2017 (Photo: Steve Weinik/Mural Arts Philadelphia)

ENVIRONMENT
342

EDUCATION
173

HUMAN RIGHTS
120

INEQUALITY
112

SUSTAINABILITY
81

FREEDOM
124

CLASS STRUCTURE
55

SOCIAL JUSTICE
214

GENTRIFICATION
21

SANITATION
37

= 10 Proposals

Proposals by Subject
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onument Lab demonstrates that our city wants 
shared public histories. As organizers of the project, 
we heard a call to elevate new monumental figures, 
especially to people, movements, and communities 
whose stories have been under told. But participants 

also demonstrated the need for new approaches to rethink and 
rebuild our monumental landscape.

Democracy is challenged anew every day. The sources of these 
challenges, however, are not new, and are frequently reflected in 
the statues we have inherited. Many monuments serve as points 
of civic pride, while others loom over our public squares and neigh-
borhood parks as emblems of long-standing injustices. Until we 
understand that figures in bronze and marble are not simply heroes 
of our collective story, we will keep finding that these symbols hold 
us back and push us apart.

People are ready to reimagine how we write the history of our city. 
The time is now. 

CLOSING REMARKS

V

Philadelphians possess a vast knowledge of this historic city’s 
past and present that we should draw on to enrich our civic 
monumental landscape.

Monuments should honor a more diverse, grassroots 
selection of individuals, as well as important social movements 
and communities.

People yearn for monuments that signal hope for solidarity 
across lines formed by historic injustice and division.

Philadelphians understand monuments as part of existing 
structures of power, and seek ways to experiment and engage 
democracy in public space.

KEY FINDINGS

M
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Paper Monuments is a public art and public history project designed to elevate the voices of the people of 
New Orleans, as a critical process towards creating new narratives and symbols of our city that represent 
our collective visions, and to honor the erased histories of the people, events, movements, and places that 
have made up the past 300 years as we look to the future. 

Modeled on the work of Philadelphia’s Monument Lab, Paper Monuments combines public pedagogy 
and participatory design to expand our collective understanding of New Orleans, and asks our citizens to 
answer the question: What is an appropriate monument to our city today?  

The movement to remove confederate monuments throughout the city of New Orleans, led by the 
Take Em' Down NOLA Coalition, has revealed deep-seated divisions in our communities and sparked 
important conversations: about the ties between symbols and systems, the links between the present 
and the past, the differences in how we experience our built environment, and what stories we tell and 
remember.  

We view a community-driven, participatory process for the redevelopment of these sites and for the 
expansion of public art in public spaces throughout New Orleans as a critical means to continue and 
expand those conversations, and to ensure that when future generations question the intentions behind 
and the purpose of future monuments, the answers are ones of which they can be proud.

Public proposals are the core of Paper Monuments’ process, a continually expanding pool of prospective 
monuments, memorials and public art that range from the intimate to the epic and tell the stories 
that are important to New Orleans’ residents. Paper Monuments’ goal is not to decide what individual 
belongs at the top of a pillar, but to join and expand a conversation about who and what we remember, 
what events have shaped our city and our lives, and what places and movements matter to us.

Paper Monuments is a project of Colloqate, a New Orleans design justice practice focused on facilitating 
and created spaces for racial, social, and cultural equity. 

PEER RESEARCH
Monument Lab is part of a nationwide movement to reimagine monuments 
and the cities they live in. On these pages, we feature the work of Paper 
Monuments, a New Orleans project co-founded by Bryan C. Lee Jr. and 
Sue Mobley. Growing out of the activism that sparked the city’s removal of 
four Confederate statues in spring 2017, Paper Monuments is expanding 
historical imagination and designing justice practices in the city’s public 
spaces. Early in 2017, Monument Lab’s Paul Farber and Laurie Allen were 
introduced to Lee and Mobley, and the group met through the months 
leading up to the citywide exhibition in Philadelphia. Their regular conver-
sations and strategy sessions offered meaningful moments of exchange, 

inspiration, and mutual learning. Lee’s and Mobley’s visit to Philadelphia in 
fall 2017 to meet with lab managers, students, and attendees of a public 
event sparked further thinking across the two cities, and opened dialogue 
with partners in other cities.

As Paper Monuments concludes its own public proposal collection phase, 
based on the Monument Lab method but adapted for its own local context, 
we refer to their project statement and several sample proposals to shed 
light on the power of collaboration between civic practitioners and stake-
holders in different cities.
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Selected Proposals collected by Paper Monuments



For the full set of public proposals:
proposals.monumentlab.com


