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Introduction

I am honored to have this book published by the Sichuan University Press. As |
wrote Shadowed Ground, 1 always hoped that this book would inspire international
comparisons, as [ hope this translation will encourage readers to explore the
commemorative landscapes they know in China and all around the world. Indeed,

the idea for the book first occurred to me during a summer [ spent traveling in
| Europe. I couldn’t help but notice how differently events of violence and tragedy—
particularly those of the First and Second World Wars and the Holocaust—were
commemorated in major cities like London, Paris, Berlin, and Athens, as well as
in so many other places across Europe. After I finished Shadowed Ground, 1 began
gradually to shift my research to Europe. Currently I am finishing a book with my
Hungarian colleague Anett Arvay entitled Contested Places, Contested Pasts that

considers how commemorative traditions have developed in contemporary Hungary.

I was drawn to study Hungary because it has such a different history than the
United States. In Shadowed Ground 1 make the case that the memory of tragedy
and violence is tied closely to historical, cultural and political traditions that evolve
over decades and centuries at the local, regional and national levels. These
commemorative traditions usually take a long time to develop, but they generally
revolve around many common themes—sacrifice for the community, shared values,
and a sense of common purpose. The creation of monuments and memorials in
public spaces are an important part of this process. Often questions “who we are”
and “ where do we come from” are answered by marking sites of shared

experience, loss and memory.

In some countries like the United States these sites of public memory tend to trace

1



RER—RBARELE REFU (H5TIR)

a narrative arc of ever-upward, ever-forward progress and development. In the
United States this so-to-speak “ national narrative” focuses on how the country
developed from a collection of autonomous colonies, won their independence,
survived a brutal civil war, and emerged as a world power. In nations like the
United Kingdom, this national narrative stresses stability and continuity within a
constitutional , parliamentary monarchy stretching back many centuries, Other
countries like Germany have “ruptures” or “breaks” in their narratives such as
those of Nazi period and the socialist period in East Germany. South Africa,
Russia, and many newly established democracies in Center and Latin American

have to narrate around periods of violence, revolution, and upheaval.

Hungary is particularly interesting because it has experienced so many changes of
government over the past century. This frequent turnover of government, though
not unique to Hungary, does offer a unique vantage point for considering the
emergence of commemorative traditions, especially the way these traditions are
shaped and changed by regimes of highly contrasting ideologies. Few countries
have had so many different commemorative traditions inscribed on landscape over
such a short period of time. These changes also offer insight into the little-studied
role of iconoclasm in the overall development of national commemorative traditions.
Of interest is the way new regimes in Hungary and elsewhere destroyed shrines,
effaced monuments, and eliminated commemorative traditions as they assumed

power.

I hope this book will encourage further study of China’s commemorative traditions
and how narratives of the national past have developed and changed in recent
decades. China is such a dynamic, fast-moving nation that if I wish I could learn
Mandarin and start my research all over again Chengdu, Beijing, Nanjing and so
many other cities, towns and villages across the entire country! The
commemorative traditions that are developing now—ones looking to the future, but
rooted in long-lived traditions of the past—are an important element of

contemporary China.



Introduction

As I look back on Shadowed Ground now, I am reminded how much my thinking
has changed since this book was first published. As one of the first books focusing
on the commemoration of violence and tragedy, I was careful in the first edition to
qualify my findings and limit the scope of my generalizations. Now, having
examined so many more cases and written further on a variety of related topics, I
would be much more forceful in stating some of my arguments and conclusions.
First, I think it is important to confront violence publicly no matter how horrible
the event. Too often, shame and fear encourage individuals and communities to
efface or ignore violence—to explain it away as unusual, as an exception, or as an
anomaly. The more I study violence, the more I think that the only way to reduce

its prevalence in contemporary society is to confront it directly.

Second, I would emphasize—particularly with respect to the United States—how
much issues of race play a role in the commemoration of violence. Shadowed
Ground was one of the first books to draw attention to the complex issues involved
in remembering and commemorating America’s legacy of slavery as well as its
oppression of Native American peoples. Now I realize that I could have written
entire books on these issues—as other authors have since done. However, I am
encouraged now that such “dissonant histories” —those involving violence and
tragedy as well as torture and oppression are the subject of considerable serious

scholarship in the United States.

Finally, I wish I could change my argument in two ways. If I were writing the
book again now, I would draw more attention to temporary memorials and
spontaneous shrines. They are more important to the memory process than I first
thought. In Shadowed Ground 1 was more interested in long-term outcomes—how
events are interpreted as decades, generations and centuries pass. 1 downplayed
the spontaneous shrines that often appear in the immediate aftermath of tragedy.
But it is these first, fragile and temporary memorials that can define how an event

is remembered and memorialized.

If I rewrote Shadowed Ground, 1 would also draw more attention in the complex
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interplay of public memory with space and place. Throughout Shadowed Ground 1
focused on statuary, monuments and memorials—public art in public space. But
commemorative traditions are more complex. What is seen in public space is only
one modality of expression, one that is complemented by many other types of
memorialization. Over the past decade I have become fascinated by how public
memory is expressed in multiple modalities—in the visual art, fiction and non-
fiction, movies, the web, movies, music, television, as well as in regular
commemorative rituals and ceremonies. This interplay of public memory will
continue to attract attention in coming years and “memory research” grows and

expands across many disciplines, in many countries.

In closing, I wish to thank my friend and colleagues Dr. Tang Yong of the
Chengdu University of Technology for making this translation possible. 1 have
gained much from our work together over the past several years in the United States
and China. I would also like to thank Tang Fei for supporting the publication of
this book by the Sichuan University Press, one of the leading academic publishers
in China. I would also like to thank Diana Quinlan for permission to reprint the

photograph of Pearl Harbor found on the cover.

Ken Foote
University of Connecticut
May 2016
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