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ABOUT SOCRATES SCULPTURE PARK 

For more than thirty years Socrates Sculpture 
Park has been a model of public art produc
tion, community activism, and socially inspired 
place-making. The Park has exhibited more 
than one thousand artists on its five water· 
front acres, providing them financial and ma·

terial resources and outdoor studio facilities
to create large-scale artworks on site. Socrates
is free and open to the public 365 days a ye�r 

from nine o'clock in the morning to sunset. It ,s
located at 32-01 Vernon Boulevard (at Broad·
way) in Long Island City, New York. for· Socrates Sculpture Park is a no�s toprofit organization licensed by NYC P:: park,manage and program Socrates Sculptu 
a New York City public park. 
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NOTES ON THE

REPARATIONS

MONUMENT

JOANNA FIDUCCIA 

Forty acres and a mule. These words evoke the

promise of reparations in America, but they are
also shorthand for our nation's ignominious
tradition of breaking its promises. Their source
bears out this two-note melody of pledge and
renege. On January 16, 1865, near the end of
the Civil War, General William T. Sherman issued 
his Special Field Orders No. 15, which outlined 
instructions for the redistribution of a narrow 
flank of South Carolina coastland to freed peo
ples. By June of that same year, many thousands 
of people had come to claim their forty-acre 
plots. Yet by autumn, Abraham Lincoln's suc
cessor President Andrew Johnson had revoked 
its measures and hamstrung the broader rep
arations mandate of the Bureau for Refugees, 
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, forcing most 
freed people to either abandon their property 
or enter into coercive sharecropping contracts 
in order to remain. "Forty acres and a mule" is 
a wry abridgement of this history. But it is also 
American all the way down, implicitly affirming 
the principle that one becomes a true and equal 
citizen by acquiring private property. Reducing 
reparations to property rights makes "forty
acres and a mule" an unfortunate slogan, to say
the least. Not only does it elide the financial and
structural measures that might bring about realequity, but it causes the demand for reparationsto seem anachronistic and non-communitaria and thus far easier to disregard. 

n, 

The Field Orders themselves, however, held a much broader vision of J'ustice b d t . . , one ase no in private property but •,n • t Th • sovereign y. e,r central provision was this· "[l]nthe se_ttlements hereafter to be establi
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86 

t mporary resonance of the documentcon e h • • In 
h Field Orders, t e naming and ousting t e . t db • Of 

white people ,s su ure y se_m,colon to the
e·,gnty of Black people. This phrasing saver con. 

ta ins, however off-handedly or unconscious, 
the recognition that Black space requires t{ 
debarment of white supremacy. Land owner�
ship was merely one means of enforcing it.

. on� ca
1
n hardly_ b� surprised that this

Provision d1dn t make ,t into the reparatio 
d I ,, ns

byword "forty acres an a �u e. How much
easier it is, after all, to believe that equafi.
ty requires only inclusion in the "land gift"
of America (which is itself, n�edless to say, a
theft of devastating proportions). How much
harder it is to imagine that achieving meaning.
ful equality requires that some of us relinquish
what we have-above all, the ability to see our
sovereignty reflected everywhere we go.

Monuments conventionally bolster that 
ability; they are part of the mirage of belong
ing that is so dear to whiteness in America. A 
reparations monument is thus inevitably a com
plicated object. It must reject the demand that 
every new monument be inclusive, capable of 
incorporating all comers and speaking in a com
mon tongue. This tacit expectation of inclusion 
persists even in the monument 's more radical in
stantiations-paradigmatically, Maya Lin's Viet
nam Veterans Memorial of 1982, whose glossy
face incorporates the reflection of every visitor, 
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indeed refusing their option to disaffiliate. The
eparations monument, on the contrary re· t r . f . 1 • . , Jee s 

the rhetoric o me us1v1ty. It suggests th t . t b . a m 
rder for space o ecome inclusive there o . . , must 

first be an ousting of whiteness, which is at •t • 'I f I' ' IS 
core, a prmc1p e o_ exc us,vity. Moreover, al-
though the reparations monument is compelled
to speak the language of the monuments that
came before it, so that it might effectively chal
lenge their claims on space, it must also deny its
status as a perma�ent declaration of an equally
permanent sovereignty. The reparations monu
ment rejects its genre's prototypical form as a
bronze excrudescence of national or regional
values. Instead, it insists that monuments are
always partisan, always speaking for someone,
and therefore always open to challenge, and ac
cordingly always in need of defense. 

For her Socrates commission, The structure
the labor the foundation the escape the pause, 
Xaviera Simmons has erected a three-part 
monument that contends with these condi
tions. One recalls the form of the memorial 
wall, which turns the official language of the 
state-its list of martyrs, its proclamations 
and chronicles-into a solid, often formidable 
sub stance. In compact block letters, Simmons 
relays several definitions of reparations: "a 

system of redress for egregious injustices," 
"the act of making amends," "an acknowledg
ment and an apology for slavery's role in the 
creation of the United States as well as its 
ongoing impact." But the effect of her wall of 
writing is to run these explanations together. A 
commotion of white paint crowds out the black 
ground, each letter abutting the next, without
punctuation to seal off one claim from anoth
er. Reading becomes an incomplete effort of
parsing and absorbing. The text arrives, not
as a declaration from beyond or on high, but
instead, as something to be assimilated only
at close proximity. The body must stretch and
crane to read it, and perhaps even take t�e
Words into its own mouth, mumbling them '"
order to catch the inscription's meaning. 

The second component in Simmo�S's
series uses this same compressed lettering,
but arranges it across a large rectangular �an�
el, speared into the ground with an anxiou 
abundance of steel supports. An excerpt from

87 

Sherman's Field Orders describes its plans for
reparations in one continuous breath. The form
sugg�sts a billboard, echoing Nona Faustine's
contribution to MONUMENTS NOW, in which
both the Lincoln Memorial and an equestrian
statue of Theodore Roosevelt have been struck
throu�h 

1
by a single cancelling line. Yet where

Faus�1ne s message Is swift, graphic, and time
ly, Simmons's is mediated and obsolete. The
posts that hold It In place, like some strange
promotional spider, seem at once to defend it
against the winds of the next news cycle and 
to acknowledge its despair of ever capturing a 

billboard's broad audience. 
Simmons's third structure is, by con

trast, terse: a blank steel wall topped with a 
sphere. This wordless form may appear to offer 
a moment of repose or a pause, as Simmons's 
title suggests. Yet its mute face and canted 
surface are worryingly ambivalent. Do they 
suggest the work's readiness to accommodate 
a new script, or its inability to make permanent 
any message written upon it? Is the crowning 
sphere the head of a schematic body, one that 
is infinitely open to projection and identifica
tion? Or is it the iconic dot of the "i" on a kiosk 
that refuses to deliver any information? Does it 
accommodate or reject? Does it silhouette its 
viewers or menace them? Where do we stand 
when we stand before it? In the escape from 
our implication in the failed work of repara
tions, or in the pause of the breath one takes 
before calling out for its completion? It is per
haps the nature of the reparations monument 
to suspend the question, making some doubt 
whether they could even harken its response, 
and speaking to others its dark truth. 

1 W. T. Sherman, 'Special Field Or

ders, No. 15." General and Field Orders: 

Campaign of the armies of the Tennes

see, Ohio and Cumberland, Maj. Gen. 

w. T. Sherman, Commanding, 1864-5 

(St. Louis: R. P. Studley and Co., 

1865), 182. 

XAVIERA SIMMONS 
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