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ABSTRACT 
This project offers an extended inquiry into the ways that multimodality and 

digitality influence contemporary practices of public memorialization. My project has 

two primary ambitions. First, I revisit methodologies for analyzing multimodal public 

memorials. Second, I advocate for public memorials that advance social justice by 

inviting and protecting a multiplicity of diverse, even competing memory discourses. 

Chapters 1 and 2 trace the development of public memory studies, spatial rhetorical 

studies, and multimodal studies. I argue that space, modality, time, lived practices, and 

marginalized practices must all be addressed to adequately understand how public 

memorials form discursive networks of power and meaning. This argument is heavily 

informed by the work of Chicana feminist and decolonial scholars, who contend that 

socially just history-making uncovers and recovers narratives that have been suppressed 

or ignored. Chapters 3 and 4 analyze two case studies of multimodal public memorials 

commemorating September 11, 2001: The Garden of Reflection Memorial in 

Pennsylvania and the National September 11 Memorial and Museum in New York City. 

Chapter 5 offers a methodology for analyzing multimodal public memorials as memory 

ecologies. I end the project by suggesting several options for deploying multimodality 

and digitality in public memorials in order to encourage socially just and multivocal 

memory practices. 
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PROLOGUE 
 

Like many US citizens who witnessed 9/11, I remember keenly the outpouring of 

patriotic fervor that erupted on September 11, 2001. Sitting on a couch in my dormitory 

in San Antonio, Texas, I watched with teary eyes and goosebumped skin the endless 

video footage of the Twin Towers crashing to the ground, often juxtaposed with footage 

of flags being unfurled across the country. The flags invaded our televisions, the national 

colors flapping across practically every screen in the country. They invaded my campus, 

where student after student blatantly disregarded the university’s rule against balcony 

hangings. This revival of the flag’s popularity has been remarked by several writers, 

including the ever-articulate Maxine Hong Kingston, whose peace flags voiced her 

ambivalence about the transcendent symbolism of the flag: “It is a battle flag, a war flag, 

and I don’t like being patriotically roused and led to war. The Red, White, and Blue 

stands for competition and nationalism. I want it to stand for peace and cooperation” (12). 

I, too, felt ambivalent about the implicit demand to wear nationalism as a badge, a 

demand that felt simultaneously moving and frightening. Instead of adding my voice to 

the multitude, I worked vigorously in the days after September 11 in my position as a 

reporter with the student newspaper, writing articles about other students and their initial 

attempts to memorialize the dead. In those first days after the attacks, I unsuspectingly 

took my first steps on a path that has defined much of my scholarly investment: 

witnessing, analyzing, and marveling at the rhetorical discourse that grew, and has 

continued to grow, from the seeds of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. 
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As a proverbially impressionable college student, I thought that perhaps the 

enormity of the attacks led to a new relationship between political discourse and the 

people who help to validate such discourse. Accordingly, I wrote a senior thesis about the 

attacks as a “defining event” in US political history, an event that would shape an entire 

generation’s outlook on national and world politics. Over the course of my studies and 

my experiences living as a political subject, I have grown to understand that both the 

process and the product of rhetorical discourse surrounding post-9/11 memorial culture 

reflects the recursive nature of rhetorical negotiation. Likewise, I came to the study of 

memorials in a roundabout process, beginning with memoirs and moving toward 

increasingly visual and ultimately spatial iterations of memory artifacts. One of my first 

engagements with a 9/11 memory text was with Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel, In the 

Shadow of No Towers, in which Spiegelman hauntingly depicts the process by which the 

mass media transposed a dominant interpretation over his personal memory of the events. 

This discussion of the power of dominant rhetoric to (re)write history has inspired much 

of my thinking about this project, and it injects itself into my concerns about the artifacts 

of remembrance that find a place in this dissertation, particularly in my commitment to 

decolonial methodologies and feminist thirdspace practices. 

As I suspected in the days and weeks after the September 11, 2001 attacks, the 

dominant rhetorics rising from this event continue to shape contemporary cultural 

understandings of September 11. One of those ongoing events is the fact that the United 

States remains at war. This war—Operation Enduring Freedom—is waged not only 

ideologically, against the amorphous institution of terrorism, but also concretely against 
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the Taliban and al-Qaeda across the Middle East, in countries including Afghanistan, 

Iraq, Pakistan, Yemen, the Phillipines, Somolia, Syria, and Libya. These wars are at once 

visible and invisible in our political, social, and economic lives. Invisible, because they 

have largely been fought away from the “home front,” in countries little known and 

against un(der)discussed enemies. Invisible, because from 2002-2009 the Bush 

administration banned media coverage of dead US soldiers being returned home for 

burial.1 Invisible, because much of the military occupation against terrorist groups are 

necessarily covert, conducted by special forces and not released as public information. 

However, these wars are also quite visible: visible, as over four thousand dead US 

soldiers and many times more dead, both military and civilian casualties, in countries that 

serve as terrorist strongholds. Visible in the continued flailing of the US and the global 

economies, a serious concern since the 2001 attacks perpetuated by the extended 

expenditure of multiple military options. Thus, the discourses about what it means to 

remember September 11 are part of the continued sanctioning of these wars. Similarly, 

these discourses are made both visible and invisible in our memorials, through the 

rallying cries for freedom and the waving of the flags, through the imperative to “never 

forget” the tragedy of 9/11 and the call to prevent future attacks. 

This dissertation is often theoretical, but I never intend for it to be disconnected 

from these tangible, lived realities of public space and public discourse. Nancy 

Hartsock’s claim that “theory plays an important part in political action for social 

                                                
1 This ban was lifted shortly after President Barack Obama took office in 2009. 
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change” invigorates this project, which provides theoretical groundwork for public 

memorial practices that deploy multimodality in the name of multivocality and, 

ultimately, social justice (7). As I have written this project, I have been a mediated 

witness to more unspeakable atrocities than I prefer to count, each impossible to forget, 

each meriting thoughtful and inclusive memorializing practices that seek reconciliation in 

the face of irreconcilable horror. Most locally, I was working on this dissertation in 

Tucson, Arizona  when Jared Loughner killed six Tucsonans, including nine-year-old 

Christina-Taylor Green (who was, incidentally, born on September 11, 2001) in an attack 

against Representative Gabrielle Giffords on January 8, 2011. Most recently, in 

November 2012, Adam Lanza murdered twenty-eight individuals, twenty of them young 

children, in a mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School. It is unlikely that any 

public memorial can fully account for such monstrous acts as these. However, it is 

imperative that the social and political narratives written by and through the memorial 

spaces that mourn such acts of horror reflect the multiplicity of cultural and political 

response to those events. Multivocality is essential to telling equitable stories about past 

traumas, but the necessity of socially just remembrance extends beyond equitable 

representation. Public memorials are not simply places to mourn; they hold important 

deliberative capacities in terms of political action as well as civic imagining. It is with 

this understanding of public memorials as constitutive acts of political rhetoric that I 

advocate for more rigorous attention to how participatory multimodality functions in 

public memory practices and spaces. This project theorizes how such spaces of 

remembrance might embrace multimodality in the name of social justice through the 
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reflection of multiple memorial narratives. In many ways, then, I see this project not as a 

culmination but rather as a starting point, as a gathering of thoughts and a discerning of 

ideologies so that I might promote informed, conscious discourses and actions toward 

peace and social justice. And perhaps, too, this project makes space for my own 

resistance against the many dominant narratives about September 11, 2001, that I could 

not and would not accept. 

 

Figure 1: Jennifer Haley-Brown photographing the steel  
beam entryway into Pennsylvania’s Garden of Reflection  
memorial. Photo by Elene Bouhoutsos Brown. 
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CHAPTER 1: MAKING SPACE FOR MULTIMODAL PUBLIC MEMORIALS  

 
On January 11, 2013, young computer programmer and “hacktivist” Aaron 

Swartz committed suicide. Amid federal charges of wire and computer fraud that he 

faced for downloading and making publically available nearly 4.8 million articles from 

the protected academic archive, JSTOR, Swartz quickly became an iconic figure for the 

open-access movement, his death inciting a series of well-publicized protests against the 

US government’s Computer Fraud & Abuse Act, against the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, whose network Swartz used to download the files from JSTOR, and against 

the reigning US culture of overly-commodified intellectual property. In the weeks 

immediately after Swartz’s death, thousands of scholars across many disciplines posted 

Portable Document Format (PDF) versions of their work in acts of solidarity with 

Swartz’s commitment to open-access knowledge. In the manner of many contemporary 

memorial movements, the earliest of these memorial articles were shared on Twitter, 

typically by authors themselves, using the hashtag #PDFTribute. Shortly after, a team of 

Swartz’s colleagues in the open access movement made available a “bookmarklet” called 

The Aaron Swartz Memorial JSTOR Liberator, a program that invites visitors to 

contribute to a “tiny bit of civil disobedience” by “liberating” a JSTOR article (and 

violating its terms of service), then sharing it as an act of memory and resistance 

(“JSTOR Liberator”). At the date of this writing, fewer than two months after Swartz’s 

death, slightly more than four thousand articles had been “liberated” from the JSTOR 

archive and made publically available. An additional Aaron Swartz memorial page offers 
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hours of video footage of his memorial services across the country, as well as open 

source repositories where users can “contribute memory” or “contribute code” using 

many programming tools and languages that Swartz helped to pioneer (“About This 

Site”). 

 Regardless of their legality or ethics, Aaron Swartz’s online memorials are 

certainly fitting memorial performances given his immersion in the open-access 

movement and his influential contributions to open-source programming. On a more 

representative level, the Aaron Swartz memorials offer telling examples of an ongoing 

shift in the ways that public memorialization occurs in a multimodal, highly digital 

world. Specifically, public memorials are increasingly incorporating digital and 

multimodal components, often with the express aim of increasing public access to and 

participation in memorial discourses. As a mix of mainstream- and counter-memorial, the 

Aaron Swartz memorials literally rely on user participation for their existence. This is, I 

think, an extreme version of what I call “participatory multimodality,” or the potential for 

digital and multimodal memorial practices to encourage individual participation and 

intervention in dominant memorial discourses. This experiment in participatory 

memorialization suggests digital mediation’s strong potential for successfully enabling 

diverse participation and intervention into memorial narratives, but it also illuminates the 

promise and peril of digital rhetorics as a means toward social justice: Like all discourses, 

digital discourses simultaneously construct and reify ideologies. 

 This project offers an extended inquiry into the ways that multimodality and 

digitality influence and intervene with contemporary practices of public memorialization. 
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My project has two primary ambitions. First, I revisit scholarly methodologies for 

analyzing the complicated networks of discourse that comprise contemporary multimodal 

memorials. To that end, the early chapters in this project trace the development of public 

memory studies, spatial rhetorical studies, and multimodal studies, bringing these three 

overlapping discourses into conversation with one another. I argue that space, modality, 

time, and lived practice must all be addressed to adequately understand how public 

memorials form discursive networks of power and meaning. The project’s later chapters 

demonstrate this argument by offering two case studies of multimodal public memorials 

commemorating September 11, 2001: The Garden of Reflection memorial in Bucks 

County, Pennsylvania and the National September 11 Memorial and Museum in New 

York City, New York. The final chapter in this project suggests a methodology for 

analyzing multimodal public memorials from an ecological framework. Specifically, I 

argue that space, modality, and lived practice must all be considered as working 

recursively and simultaneously on one another in any space in which public discourse 

takes place, including public memorial spaces.  

This project’s second major ambition is to advocate for public memorials that 

advance social justice by inviting and protecting a multiplicity of competing narratives in 

a single memorial space. This argument is heavily informed by the work of Chicana 

feminist and decolonial scholars such as Aurora Levins Morales, Emma Perez, Amy 

Lonetree, and Walter Mignolo, who contend that socially just history-making uncovers 

and recovers narratives that have been covered over. The potential of public memorials to 

act as “sites of conscience,” that form “a key component of reform and transitional 
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justice” has been similarly noted by public advocacy groups, political scientists, and non-

governmental organizations (Brett et al. 1). This project serves as a starting point for 

making such moves in the memorial narratives commemorating 9/11; one argument I 

offer is that an ecological methodology reveals absences of competing discourses as well 

as lines of force covering multiple narratives and normalizing dominant discourses.2 My 

project is also consistent with the work of thirdspace theorists, whose understandings of 

space and time as simultaneous, multiple, and processual carry meaningful overlaps with 

the arguments of decolonial scholarship. With this second ambition, I intend for this 

project not only to speak to academics who study public memorials as finished spaces but 

also to offer considerations for individuals and groups planning to construct or intervene 

in a public memory discourse. As the majority of scholars cited in this project maintain, 

the discipline of rhetoric is undergoing a public turn; moreover, the discursive transition 

to multimodal and digital discourses is well underway in most publics. With this in mind, 

I suggest that one goal of rhetoricians ought to be advocating for public discourses that 

use multimodality and digitality to encourage positive social change. To that end, I 

conclude my project by suggesting characteristics that multimodal public memorials 

might embody in order to be decolonizing sites of participatory multimodality. 

 

 

                                                

2 I alternate between writing September 11, 2001, September 11, and 9/11 throughout this project. By each 
of these terms, I always refer to the 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States, not the 9/11/1973 Chilean 
military coup in which dictator Augusto Pinochet usurped governmental control from elected president 
Salvador Allende. 
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Public Memory Studies: An Interdisciplinary Field 

The study of memory covers a range of academic disciplines, including the fields 

of psychology, neurology, geography, sociology, history, cultural studies, communication, 

and rhetoric. This interdisciplinarity brings to memory studies a variety of methodologies, 

frames, filters, and competing terminologies that often conflict in terms of definition and 

practice. Increasingly, too, memory scholarship is said to be undergoing a “memory 

boom,” in which memory is being investigated from various disciplinary standpoints 

(Huyssen 18). This trend extends to English and communication disciplines that privilege 

rhetorical analysis, a method that offers a meaningful framework for interrogating the 

construction, maintenance, and revision of memory, particularly those aspects of memory 

performed and maintained in public. In this chapter, I situate public memory as a 

rhetorical, mediated practice. I argue that the last decade’s increase in digital and 

multimodal memorials precipitates a reconsideration of how we as scholars study public 

memory discourses.3 This project interrogates and challenges the frequent assumption 

that digital and multimodal mediations facilitate diverse access to and participation in the 

development and maintenance of public memory discourses. Making visible the existence 

of multiple, even competing, discourses in public memory narratives is an important step 

toward producing socially just spaces of public memory. By socially just memory spaces, 

                                                

3 I define multimodal as the use of multiple modes of communication, such as textual, visual, oral, aural, 
digital, and so forth, in a discursive space. Furthermore, the concept of modality implies the important role 
that medium has on the meaning(s) of a given text or discursive space; modality influences the process of 
representation and reception of meaning. Finally, my use of this term acknowledges the asynchronous 
process of multimodal textual performance; often, meaning in multimodal discourse is developed over a 
series of times and in a series of textual performances in a process that Joddy Murray calls “sequencing.” 
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I refer to spaces that acknowledge that public memory is constructed, is malleable, and 

carries consequences outside the memorial space and therefore invite and support the 

narratives of multiple publics rather than privileging singular, normalized memorial 

discourses. To that end, this project analyzes the efforts that two multimodal memorials 

commemorating September 11, 2001, have made to build multiply-accessible memory 

narratives using digital and multimodal mediation. Ultimately, I advocate for multimodal 

memory practices that improve multiple access and participation in contemporary spaces 

of public memory. As part of this argument, I suggest that scholars of memory and of 

multimodal mediation should develop analytic frameworks that account for the 

simultaneous, multiple ways of knowing and ways of being facilitated by digital and 

multimodal media. 

Before calling for socially just ways of remembering through multimodal 

memorialization, I find it useful to situate this call within the larger disciplinary 

development of public memory scholarship in relation to rhetoric and media studies. In 

this chapter, I overview some primary concerns of memory scholarship, particularly in 

relation to issues of mediation, materiality, and multivocality. I suggest that making 

visible the interdisciplinary connections among space, mediation, and public memory, 

particularly from a rhetorical standpoint, will benefit scholarly understandings of 

contemporary multiple, co-existing public memorials. The chapter begins by offering an 

extended definition of “public memory,” drawing in equal measure from the disciplines 

of rhetorical theory and memory studies in order to establish this project’s adoption of 

that term. Next, I discuss the historical relationships between memory and technology 
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both from rhetorical history and from a history of memory studies. Since antiquity, it 

seems, scholars have been suspicious of technologies of memory, and this prevailing 

unease continues to the present day. In the third section of this chapter, I outline public 

memory scholarship’s attention to materiality and modality, bringing the conversation 

up-to-date to include studies considering digital mediations of memory. I close the 

chapter by positioning public memorials that commemorate the terrorist attacks on the 

United States on September 11, 2001, as foundational artifacts for studies of digital and 

multimodal public memory. 

Defining Public Memory: What’s Rhetorical about Public Memory? 

Throughout this project, I distinguish public memory from what scholars have 

called autobiographic, individual, or neurological memory, which refers to the 

recollections of one person (Halbwachs, Freud, Kotre). Like public memory, individual 

memories might relate to an event that occurred in public, and they might also be shared 

in public by various means such as photographs and memoirs. Like public memory, 

individual memory is subject to revision; neurological researchers have long noted the 

inconsistency with which individuals remember, especially when recalling traumatic 

events (Edkins xv). Scholars have noted that social context influences the methods by 

which individuals access memory: even individual memory is subject to social 

negotiation on some (frequently subconscious) level (Halbwachs). However, individual 

memory is distinct from public memory because it is not subject to public negotiation 

regarding the authenticity of the memory narrative or what that narrative means for future 

public action or for the civic health of a public. In other words, an individual’s memory 
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nearly always feels authentic to that individual, regardless of whether it has been framed 

through a social or unreliable context, and in most cases one person’s individual memory 

may have little bearing on public decisions regarding policy, history, and cultural 

tradition. Public memory, on the other hand, brings multiple versions of individual and 

public memories to some level of consensus in an effort to make that memory narrative 

usable or acceptable to a larger public. This project centers specifically on these 

mediations of shared memory constructed by and for a social group. Such memory 

narratives are doubly public: first, they refer to events witnessed by members of one or 

more publics and second, the consequences of remembering those events are publicly 

shared.4 While all memory is, therefore, mediated, public memory must be remediated in 

order to be shared, edited, and deployed by a group. By “remediated,” I share Jay David 

Bolter and Richard A. Grusin’s term “remediation,” referring to “a process of 

appropriation and critique by which digital media reshape or ‘remediate’ one another and 

their analog predecessors” (314). While not all public memory is mediated digitally, it 

                                                

4 By narrative, I invoke Walter Fisher’s definition of a “dialectical synthesis of two traditional strands that 
recur in the history of rhetoric: the argumentative, persuasive theme and the literary, aesthetic theme” (58). 
Fisher argues that social narratives (I include public memory narratives in this definition) implicate 
members of their host society: “History records no community, uncivilized or civilized, without key 
storymakers/storytellers, whether sanctioned by God, a ‘gift,’ heritage, power, intelligence, or election. 
Narration implies, however, that the ‘people’ judge the stories that are told for and about them and that they 
have a rational capacity to make such judgments” (67). Furthermore, Fisher argues that individuals can opt 
out of social narratives they disagree with, noting that “[p]ersons may [...] choose not to participate in the 
making of public narratives (vote) if they feel that they are meaningless spectators rather than co-authors” 
(68). Of course, “opting out” also carries a range of assumptions that Fisher’s claim doesn’t fully 
acknowledge, including the assumption that rationality is a primary determinant in group formation. In the 
case of public memory, one consequence of opting out is the absence of a certain memory narrative from 
dominant historical narratives. As Chicana feminist Yolanda Leyva notes, “the effects of historical trauma 
are insidious,” and one of these effects is un/underrepresentation in dominant public memory spaces (5). 
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always involves a reshaping of individual memories into media that can be shared by a 

larger group. I argue in this project that it is crucial to attend not only to the messages of 

public memory but also to the ways in which memory is mediated. This relationship is 

integral to understanding public memory’s rhetorical influence within social groups. 

To this end, I define the term “public memory” as an ongoing rhetorical process 

and performance in which participants construct and are constructed by a mediated social 

narrative of a past event in order to make that event usable for present and future publics. 

This definition extends several existing approaches to public memory. Like most memory 

scholars, I understand the act of participating in public memory narratives as a way of 

“imagining” one’s role in community (Sturken, Cohen and Willis, Zelizer, Anderson). 

The idea of imagining one’s role builds on Benedict Anderson’s coinage, “imagined 

communities,” by which he explains that citizens must imagine themselves as linked by a 

sense of community through nationalism despite the physical and conceptual constraints 

of the idea of nation in contemporary life (7).5 Also like most memory scholars, I am 

deeply indebted to sociologist Maurice Halbwachs’ concept of “collective memory,” in 

which individuals draw on their group memberships in order to interpret memory (22).6 

                                                

5 Anderson defines a nation as follows: a nation is imagined because it is not a community in the sense of 
members knowing each other; it is limited because the idea of boundaries and borders always limits a 
nation to an us-and-Other viewpoint; and it is “always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship […] 
regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each” (7). This definition is also 
pertinent to communities’ imaginings of public memory narratives, particularly in terms of the rhetorical, 
collective imagining required to form a cohesive community.  

6 Maurice Halbwachs was arrested for protesting the Holocaust in Lyons, France during the German 
occupation of France in World War II. He was sent to Nazi concentration camp, Camp Buchenwald, where 
he died. His theory of collective memory, however, continues to enrich scholarly understanding about 
public memory, including discussions of how the Holocaust and its camps have been memorialized.  
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Halbwachs maintains that even what he called “autobiographical,” or individual, memory 

calls on individuals to use their social and chronological contexts to interpret a memory. 

In other words, all memory practices undergo a process of interpretation and negotiation; 

furthermore, these processes are ongoing, reflexive, mutable, and perpetually incomplete. 

Remembering in/as a Public 

Like most contemporary memory studies scholars, in this project I employ the 

term “public memory.”7 Zelizer notes that in memory studies the terms “collective 

memory,” “social memory,” “popular memory,” “public memory,” and “cultural 

memory” are frequently used interchangeably (214). All of these terms distinguish group 

memory from the more potentially idiosyncratic negotiation processes that construct 

individual memories. A key factor in this distinction between individual and group 

memory is the understanding that group memory requires negotiation; it is a continual 

rhetorical process in which the outcomes of negotiation determine not just how an event 

is (multiply) remembered, but also how it is not remembered and how those 

commemorations and absences will influence future political decisions. 

Moreover, I understand publics as being able to form temporarily around the 

exigency of deliberating over a memorial practice, as seen in the cases of the two groups 

Families of September 11 and September Eleventh Families for Peaceful Tomorrows. 

These groups both formed in response to the 9/11/2001 terrorist attacks; both groups are 

                                                

7 Chapter 5 addresses intersections of this project with the renewed interest in publics in rhetoric and 
composition studies. However, my use of the term “public memory” throughout this project aligns with 
memory studies’ adoption of the term as an extension of publics theories. 
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comprised of family members who lost loved ones in the attacks. However, the two 

groups have influenced 9/11 memorialization in markedly different ways. The Families 

of September 11 (now reconfigured as the For Action Initiative), worked in highly visible 

collaborations with US governmental committees in the aftermath of 9/11, taking on a 

central role as the dominant voice of family members bereaved by the attacks. Such 

collaborations included forming a steering committee consulted as part of the official 

September 11 Commission Report, as well as working in an advisory role with the Lower 

Manhattan Development Corporation to help plan the National September 11 Memorial 

and Museum. As the Families of September 11 website notes, this group “strongly 

supported the recommendations of the 9/11 Commission that seek to strengthen the 

security and safety of our country,” including the Commission’s recommendations for 

military engagement (“Our Collaborations). On the other hand, the September Eleventh 

Families for Peaceful Tomorrows, also comprised of family members bereaved as a result 

of the terrorist attacks, has advocated strongly against such military measures. This group 

formed in opposition to the US military retaliation to 9/11; its website contends that “by 

developing and advocating nonviolent options and actions in the pursuit of justice, we 

hope to break the cycles of violence engendered by war and terrorism” (“About Us”). 

Unlike the Families of September 11, members of the Families for Peaceful Tomorrows 

have not been invited to play a prominent role in the official construction of the National 

Memorial. These two publics formed in response to the same event, the 9/11 attacks, and 

yet they are committed to strikingly different goals and have played visibly different roles 

in the maintenance of post-9/11 discourse. Moreover, all of the members of both of these 
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groups also occupy a third public that encompasses all of the family members of 9/11 

victims. Even though the members of this third public might not agree about what 

September 11 meant and should mean for US military policy, they share a stake in the 

ways that September 11 is memorialized in US culture. This example demonstrates my 

understanding of the term “publics” as multiply situated, as mutable, and also as 

ephemeral. As seen with this example, multiple, competing publics can and do form in 

response to a public exigency. Individuals might belong to one or several of these 

publics, and their membership in one public might conflict with membership in another. 

Moreover, the members of these publics might not share anything in common other than 

the exigency around which they have formed; yet concrete actions and consequences can 

arise from the formation of these publics. In short, by adopting the term “public” in this 

project, I refer not to a monolithic understanding of “the public” as a singular entity but 

rather to a group of people who form complicated networks of positionalities and 

collectivities in the name if a common, if fleeting, goal. 

With the term “public,” I further invoke an understanding of multiple public 

spheres such as those advocated by Gerard Hauser, Michael Warner, Robert Asen, and 

Nancy Fraser, all of whom correct Jurgen Habermas’ description of a limited, single 

public sphere. Like Hauser, Warner, Asen, and Fraser, I understand publics to comprise 

multiple, overlapping spheres with a variety of interests and variable ways of negotiating 

differences. Intrinsic to all of these understandings is a fundamental belief that a “public” 

is demarcated by its active engagement in discourse, although public sphere theorists 

frequently disagree over how and where such discourse occurs and by whom it is shared 
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(Habermas, Hauser, Fraser). Contemporary public sphere theorists envision a “public of 

strangers” (Hariman and Lucaites 60) who must be able to “imagine” themselves as a 

public (Anderson 6) and who share “reflexive discourse circulation” (Warner 62). As 

Michael Warner writes, “the circulation of public discourse is consistently imagined […] 

as dialogue or discussion among already present interlocuters,” but actually publics are 

“poetic world-making” in that public discourse always influences who is able to imagine 

themselves as part of a public at a given time (82). Moreover, contemporary public 

sphere theory maintains that no distinct “public sphere” exists as a singular site of 

resistance against dominant socio-politico-economic interests; rather, the public sphere 

consists of the convergence of multiple, sometimes contradictory, publics (Asen; 

Warner). Among these publics are included groups who seek to maintain dominant 

interests as well as those who share some vested interests with dominant groups and 

reject other parts of those dominant demands. In other words, the contemporary “public 

sphere” includes multiple, changing groupings of individuals who co-exist 

simultaneously in a number of groups of publics and who are able to preserve their 

individual differences even while sharing membership in one or more publics. Gerard 

Hauser notes that while a rhetorical public sphere includes these members with common 

interests, an important function of the public sphere is to create space to disagree 

(Vernacular 152). This idea of making space is central to contemporary public sphere 

theories, which contend that space is discursively fluid; unlike Habermas’ description of 

concrete spaces that serve merely as non-influential arenas for public debate, such 

discourse occurs across a variety of physical, online, and hybrid spaces, and the 
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characteristics of those spaces is important to the discourse that occurs in them (Asen 

444). 

In other words, when I use the term “public” in this project, I invoke not the 

restrictive Habermasian image of bourgeois white men congregating in coffee shops, but 

rather a fluid understanding that individuals typically belong to multiple publics based on 

shared values and/or shared circumstances, that these publics overlap and contradict, and 

that they require discursive “space”—but not necessarily physical space—for that 

discourse. When applied to the term “public memory,” this definition of public suggests 

that an artifact of memory such as a memorial serves multiple publics, each of which may 

hold competing interests in how and why that memorial represents a specific event. I also 

maintain that the members of the various publics served by the memorial likely engage in 

discussion about the memorial across a variety of spaces, including physical and digital 

spaces. These discussions occur before, during, and after the construction of the 

memorial, contributing to a longstanding sense of incompletion and flux in most public 

memorials. The contextual changes that occur over the course of a memorial’s 

development and existence further influence the interpretive frameworks from which 

various publics encounter that memorial. As contextual factors like current events, 

economic and political circumstances, and material factors such as the existence of other 

memorials and monuments change, so to do attitudes of a public toward a specific 

memorial. Finally, I agree with rhetorical communication scholar Margaret LaWare that a 

monument creates space for memorial discourses. In other words, a public can emerge in 

response to and as a result of the memorial’s existence (153). Because my project directly 
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addresses constructed memorials with physical as well as digital components, I will 

generally use the term “memorial” to refer to a public memory iteration from this point 

forward. However, I wish to emphasize that a physical memorial such as a monument is 

not necessary to constitute a public; a symbolic text that provokes a commonly shared 

memory narrative or a shared dissent against a memory narrative, such as an image of the 

World Trade Center (which has motivated both dominant and non-dominant memorial 

discourses), might also create space for public negotiation surrounding memorial 

discourse. 

Public Memory is Material and Mediated  

Especially because public memory extends across so many types of mediation—

be it orally transmitted, embodied, concretized in a monument, digitally archived, or 

otherwise conveyed—it is important to note public memory’s reciprocal qualities as both 

mediated and material. I discuss this only briefly here because Chapter 2 defines in-depth 

this project’s use of the terms mediation, multimodality, and digitality. For the present 

use, it is primarily important to note that, first, all things are mediated in some form—

through sensory mediations such as vision, hearing, or touch, through writing, and 

through bodily and external technologies that influence the processing and interpretation 

of any signal. Secondly, public memory is multiply mediated. Thirdly, all iterations of 

public memory are in some sense material. For this argument, I draw on Carole Blair’s 

belief in “rhetoric as itself material” (16). Like Blair, by invoking the materiality of 

public memorials I draw attention to the need to learn from disciplines that already 

undertake discussions of materiality, such as architecture and geography, and my 
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engagement with terms and theories from spatial analysis, cultural geography, and media 

studies in later chapters acknowledges the utility of attending to similar conversations in 

other disciplines. However, I also agree with Blair that because rhetoric as a discipline 

spans a variety of texts, some of which are obviously material and some of which, such as 

verbal communications, are temporally fleeting, there are difficulties in constructing a 

lexicon of materiality in relation to rhetorical texts (16-20). Briefly put, Blair challenges 

us to ask what a material rhetoric does, “and we must not understand what it does as 

adhering strictly to what it was supposed to do” (23).8 In addition to its ideological 

influence, rhetoric has material consequences in the world. This understanding of rhetoric 

as material is strongly implicated in this chapter’s discussion of the consequences of 

public memory, particularly in its deliberative capacity. Whether it is embodied in a 

performance, such as marching in a Dia de los Muertos procession, or it is concretized in 

a stones-and-steel structure like the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall, public memory 

has public consequences extending beyond the moment of its expression. To be clear, I 

do not wish to imply here that the non-material consequences of rhetoric, such as the 

revision and construction of ideologies or ontologies, are less real or less meaningful than 

material consequences of rhetoric. Rather, I argue here and throughout this project that 

the material and the non-material consequences of discourse engage one another, 

particularly in multimodal and digital environments such as contemporary public 

memorials. 

                                                

8 Blair outlines and demonstrates a heuristic for determining material consequences of rhetoric in her 
article. 
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By discussing public memory as embodied or constructed, as digital or physical 

or multimodal, as ephemeral or enduring, this project affirms that public memory is 

necessarily mediated, whether through an external technology or, as Halbwachs 

maintains, through social and cultural filters defining an individual’s remembrance 

process. As I discuss later in this chapter, mediation has caused memory scholars some 

unease, marked by concerns of artificiality, forgetting, and overload. In response to such 

expressions of unease, this project argues that mediation matters and, in fact, influences 

the composition and the reception of public memorials. Such an argument is not new: 

from Marshall McLuhan’s 1967 claim that “the medium is the message” to a long-

standing call for attention to the non-neutrality of media in the field of computers and 

composition, scholars continue to examine the relationship between a medium and its 

message.9 While public memory studies as a field has begun to examine digital and 

multimodal memorial mediations, it has not for the most part critically engaged the 

influence such mediation has on memorial practice. As a result, many studies of public 

memorials deploy methodologies and analytical frameworks developed with physical-

only monuments in mind.10 This inattention to medium has, I believe, led to some of the 

                                                
9 For examples of discussions of mediation as non-neutral and highly influential on their content, see Bolter 
& Grusin (1996) Debray (2000), Johnson-Eilola (1997), Kimme Hea (2002), Selber (1997), Selfe (1999), 
Turnley (2005, 2011).  

10 Other fields of study, especially in archival studies and digital games studies, have been more 
continuously attentive to the connections among non-materiality and preservation. In Archive Fever, 
Jacques Derrida points to the constitutive relationship between the archive as a technological medium and 
the content being archived, for example. And in digital studies, scholars such as Judd Ruggill and Ken S. 
McAllister have discussed the ability of preservation through use with computer games (recalling to some 
extent Nora’s discussion of memory as embodied and practiced); and scholars such as Alexis Lothian and 
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assumptions that this dissertation critiques about digitality as inevitably democratizing. 

For that reason, I wish to call attention to the ways that mediation modality and 

multimodality function in public memorials to September 11, 2001. 

Public Memory is Performed, Processual and Ongoing 

By calling attention to the mediated nature of public memory, I also necessarily 

understand public memorializing as a process. Mediation alone is a process—the process 

by which meaning is conveyed through one or multiple vehicles. Likewise, public 

memory, both as a performance and as an artifact, mediates the process by which 

individuals achieve and maintain agreement on dominant memory narratives. By 

“performed,” I mean that public memory always implies an audience, often extending 

beyond its own public to include other individuals and publics, too. I also refer to the 

ongoing nature of public memory, which I examine in this section. Communication 

scholar Stephen Browne offers three categories by which to examine public memorials, 

first as a site of performance, second as a site of competition among multiple cultural 

narratives, and third as a social text (465). In this sense, memory and memorials become 

tactics for validating and authenticating some readings of space, public policy, and public 

discourse, so that the construction of a memorial enacts or enforces a usable memory 

narrative. A public memorial serves as a material instantiation and reminder of an agreed-

upon narrative about the socio-cultural meaning of a past event. In other words, public 

                                                                                                                                            

Jacqueline Cooke have addressed the tension between being technically capable of preserving digital 
ephemera versus the social and ideological consequences of doing so. 
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memorials continually perform the process of negotiation and resolution that they 

embody.  

The various demands of multiple, competing publics precipitate the remainder of 

a public memorial’s definitional qualities as ongoing, processual, usable, and rhetorical. 

By “ongoing,” I invoke Zelizer’s description of public memory as “history-in-motion,” 

meaning that public memory narratives are understood to be mutable, negotiable texts 

whose import changes along with circumstances (216). Political scientist Uri Jacob 

Matatyaou likewise notes that public memorials form “zones of contestation” in which 

multiple publics “compete for authority over the past, negotiating their own strategies of 

remembrance with and against those sanctioned by official scripts, canonized by public 

institutions, and authorized legal channels” (9). My understanding of public memory as 

ongoing also positions it to be a decolonizing practice in the way that Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith identifies social justice projects as harboring the potential to heal, to mobilize, to 

decolonize, and to transform (116). For example, rather than ascertaining a memory as 

accurate and then applying that memory to a fixed historical narrative, memory studies 

trace the transformations that occur to a public memory in relation to changing social and 

political understandings and attitudes over time. In other words, as Zelizer so aptly 

writes, memory studies “assume movement, motion, and ultimately a dissipation of the 

notion that one memory at one place and one time retains authority over all the others” 

(217). Herein stands the strongest distinction between public memory studies and the 

related discipline of history: rather than working toward legitimizing, overarching 

historical narratives with a primary goal of accuracy and authenticity, memory studies 
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interrogate how governing memorial narratives reflexively shape and are shaped by 

public discourse.11 This distinction is also maintained by the differing importance of 

material artifacts in historical studies compared to memory studies, which value traces of 

discursive contention as much as material traces. As James Young notes, public memory 

is a matter not of factuality—what “really” happened, which is, ultimately, 

irretrievable—but rather of actuality—how those events have been interpreted for the 

public. Moreover, “actuality” is a multiple and shifting process, always susceptible to a 

simultaneity of new discoveries, new ideological frames, and new voices entering the 

conversation. Memory sites encourage individuals to engage with the imagined past—

what was, what might have been—while working toward an imagined present, a way to 

reconcile with and honor the past. This constant flux contributes to making spaces of 

public memory rich sites of interpretation. 

The continued evolution of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial offers an excellent 

example of a public memorial evolving through the conflicted, processual nature of 

dominant memory narratives. As Blair, Jeppeson, and Pucci (1991) have recorded, the 

Vietnam Memorial underwent a series of physical changes as public response to Maya 

Lin’s original design shifted. Such changes have included the addition of an American 

flag and plaque, a section offering a Women’s Memorial, and an extension of the 

                                                

11 Some historians also acknowledge the mutable, ongoing, and otherwise non-singular nature of even 
historical narratives. Specifically, historians seeking to uncover subaltern histories, such as Chicana 
feminists Emma Perez, Maria Lugones, and other scholars who work to write back into traditional 
historical narratives the stories that have previously remained un(der)told. My approach to public memory 
studies has been enriched by this post- and decolonial attention to the “interstitial” spaces in historical 
narratives.  



37 

 

Memorial constructed in response to visitors leaving personal, vernacular artifacts at the 

Wall. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial demonstrates that public memorials, like public 

narratives, are part of an ongoing process of (re)negotiation. For this reason, I argue that 

we should not envision public memory as a product of collective public consensus but 

rather as a process of rhetorical negotiation subject to the constraints of space, time, and 

other contexts. Public memory, in other words, exemplifies Doreen Massey’s 

understanding of “stories-so-far” (24). As this project argues, spaces are defined by a 

multiplicity of contexts. Thus, a monument that appears concrete both in form and in 

meaning is, in reality, rhetorically unstable as its meanings and implications shift in 

response to its context and its multiple audiences. This process of public memory, always 

ongoing, shares spaces across different instantiations of public memory, so that a 

memorial, a news article, a Web site, and a protest weave together to create a network of 

memory meaning. Thus, situating public memorials as ongoing processes of space, time, 

imagination, materiality, digitality, and mediation calls for an understanding of public 

memorializing as a thirdspace practice. 

Public Memory is Usable: Epideictic, Didactic, and Deliberative Memory 

A close link exists between public memory’s qualities as ongoing and “usable.” 

Zelizer, defines “usable” memory as a constitutive “tool to defend different aims and 

agendas” (226). Edward Said likewise identifies “the art of memory for the modern 

world” as “very much something to be used, misused, and exploited” by people looking 

for “a coherent identity, a national narrative, a place in the world” (179). Scholars 

therefore identify public memory as always both epideictic and deliberative, its concrete 
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iterations offering interpretations of the past for present means. By epideictic, I invoke 

not only the Aristotelian rhetorical genre concerned with the present, also known as 

ceremonial oratory, but also the nuanced belief that epideictic speech serves a civic 

didactic function (Cicero). Like their ancient predecessors, the encomia, contemporary 

public memorials serve an epideictic function of commemorating a past event (Aristotle). 

Aristotle identified epideictic rhetoric as occurring in “the present,” an in-the-moment 

demonstration that calls audience members to bear witness to the acts that brought virtue 

to a deceased individual (Hauser “Aristotle” 15). Cicero extended this genre of speech to 

include discourses treating issues “relating to moral and civic life” (Walker 93). Hauser 

notes that epideictic speech simultaneously held this function of ceremonial oratory as 

well as “the important duty of teaching public morality” (“Aristotle” 14). In other words, 

beyond serving as a demonstration of a noble citizen’s life-work, the epideictic genre 

holds a secondary didactic function by which audience members learn through example 

how to act more virtuous, noble, or civically adept. When applied to a public memorial, 

this pairing of the epideictic and the didactic remains: not only does a monument call 

visitors to bear witness to a life lived (frequently a civic hero, whether distinguished 

through active valor or through martyrdom), but it also carries an instructional purpose of 

teaching visitors how to respond to the loss of this remarkable citizen(s). 

This simultaneously epideictic and didactic qualities of public memorials enables 

them to function as deliberative works that seek to construct community by stabilizing 

specific cultural and ideological interpretations of the past. While Aristotle clearly 

delineated between the epideictic and the deliberative genres, Blair has convincingly 
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argued that monuments function in both rhetorical capacities, commemorating significant 

events while also igniting “conflicts over whom or what to memorialize and in what 

ways” that “often are registers of present and future political concern” (263). In other 

words, in addition to commemorating a life or an event in an adequately respectful tribute 

to an individual’s virtue or an event’s moral imperative, a memorial also contributes to 

the continuance of a society by instructing individuals’ in how to act or react to the object 

of commemoration. As a result, the public memorial becomes a deliberative artifact, 

physically representing a society’s negotiated memory “truth.” This deeply political, 

strongly deliberative function leads to public memory’s “usable,” or constitutive 

qualities. Thus, the public memorial frequently stands as a rallying point from which 

negotiations about future political action might be grounded. Take, for example, the 2006 

campaign of Arizona’s gubernatorial candidate Len Munsil, who secured a Republican 

nomination on a socially and economically conservative political platform that included a 

promise to destroy recently-dedicated controversial Phoenix monument to September 11, 

2001. Munsil’s strong stand against the Phoenix monument only two weeks before the 

election, which included the claim that “if you care about America’s standing in the 

world—tear down this monument!”—as well as the resulting local and national news 

coverage of Munsil’s campaign promise, signifies the potential for deliberative rhetoric 

that public monuments can hold. Phoenix’s memorial, for instance, indicates the deep, 

continuing fissures in the rhetorical understanding of patriotism in the post-9/11 United 

States. While Munsil’s campaign failed, this example of political action in response to a 

conflictive memorial testifies to the deliberative capacity of public monuments. 
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 In addition to their potential to influence political policy (or the appointment of 

policy-makers), public memorials also influence broader public narratives relating to a 

memorialized event. Public memorials contribute to the assignation and appropriation of 

social metaphors and norms connected to a given memorial narrative. This potentially 

normativizing function of memorials offers members of a public an opportunity to agree 

upon dominant tropes and beliefs they will use to memorialize an event. I call this the 

process the construction of a “dominant memory narrative,” a term that I employ 

throughout this project. With this term, I refer to the combination of the set of 

recognizable, stabilized social metaphors that determine an event’s interpretation and also 

to the deliberative trajectory or trajectories that a public memorial is understood to 

signify for a given public.12 These social metaphors and meanings are not entirely 

constructed by the memorial; rather, the memorial frequently stands as a testament to the 

resolution—however tenuous—of debate regarding how an event will be socially and 

politically remembered. As I discuss later in this chapter, however, even a relatively 

stable dominant memory narrative is—and should be—susceptible to reconsideration, 

highlighting the processual nature of public memory as a genre. 

In order to contribute meaningfully to dominant memory narratives, public 

memorials must find a balance between representing memory truths held by the 

individuals of a public and those truths that best serve the epideictic, didactic, and 

                                                

12 The stabilization of these dominant metaphors does not necessarily imply consensus; rather, they serve as 
probable points from which publics and counterpublics might agree with or contest a dominant memory 
narrative. 



41 

 

deliberative needs of the larger publics that a memorial discourse serves. Memory 

scholarship frequently discusses this rhetorical process by differentiating between 

“institutional,” or officially sanctioned, and “vernacular,” or individual and unsanctioned, 

expressions of memory.13 Vernacular memorials sometimes seek to correct or to counter 

institutional memorials, an intent that reveals a memorial’s capacity to perpetuate 

political and social inequalities of representation. In other words, public memorials 

frequently reaffirm ideologically-based determinations of who can speak, who is silenced, 

who is represented or invisibilized, and how, in a dominant public narrative. As a 

physical representation of some, but not all, memory narratives, a public memorial 

replicates ideological inequalities that silence some individuals, a process of political and 

cultural negotiation. I wish to emphasize that most memory scholars agree that the 

process of creating dominant memorial narratives, of highlighting some narratives and 

deemphasizing others when constructing a public memory narrative is frequently 

inevitable, perhaps even necessary. To foster remembrance and healing on a collective 

level, some consensus must be achieved, even if that consensus remains uneasy, such as 

with the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, most sites remembering Nazi concentration camps, 

and many US memorials to 9/11.14 However, digitality and multimodality offers 

intriguing possibilities for building more visibly multiple memory spaces. This potential 
                                                

13 I define and discuss the interplay between institutional and vernacular memory expressions more fully in 
a later section of this chapter. 

14 For longer case studies of these uneasy reconciliations, see James Young’s (1993) study of German 
Holocaust memorials; Blair, Jeppeson, and Pucci’s (1991) treatment of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial as 
a postmodern monument; and Hariman and Lucaites’ (2003) analysis of the iconic “Accidental Napalm” 
photograph’s representation of US ambivalence toward the Vietnam War. 
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for what I call participatory multimodality aligns with Matatyaou’s consideration of “how 

space enables and disables practices of reflective judgment constitutive of human 

plurality and democratic community” (4). I strongly agree with this reclamation of public 

remembrance as “something we can judge but also be questioned by,” and my discussion 

throughout this project of how multimodal public memory spaces can realize and build 

from a thirdspace positionality is, in part, a response to Matatyaou’s call (7). 

Finally, while dominant memory narratives reveal ideological trends in public 

imagination, the evolution of those narratives is ongoing. Such transformation is 

particularly apparent when a memorialized event carries widespread political and cultural 

ramifications, such as with US involvement in Vietnam and September 11, 2001. In such 

cases, the dominant narrative’s susceptibility to change is evidenced by continued 

evolution of a major memorial, such as the changes to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial as 

outlined in the previous section. 

Public Memory is Rhetorical 

Above all, public memory is rhetorical. Rhetoric, of course, carries a great 

number of definitions. In its most concise version, I agree with Andrea Lunsford that 

“rhetoric is the art, practice, and study of human communication,” with communication 

broadly defined to include linguistic, visual, spatial, aural, tactile, and other forms. By 

defining public memory as rhetorical, I intend to evoke a number of nuances of the term 

“rhetoric.” First, by calling public memory rhetorical I mean that it carries the basic 

rhetorical qualities defined by early Western philosophers: it is intended for an audience, 

it is contextually situated, and it seeks to move or persuade an audience to act or to react 
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through various strategies.15 I am also mindful of Kenneth Burke’s understanding of 

rhetoric as “the use of language as a symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings 

that by nature respond to symbols” (43). Burke’s definition encompasses the ability of 

symbolic objects to provoke social change and consensus, both important goals of public 

memorials. Finally, I share contemporary theorists’ understanding that rhetorical 

communication extends beyond spoken or written language to include visual, spatial, 

aural, tactile, and otherwise non-discursive communication. My definition of rhetoric, 

then, assumes that all communication—even unintentional messages sent through 

communicative acts such as body language or silence—carries the possibility of 

conveying messages that influence the thoughts and actions of individuals receiving the 

messages. I find Wayne Booth’s discussion of rhetoric as “the medium in which selves 

grow, the social invention through which we make each other and the structures that are 

our world, the shared product of our efforts to cope with experience” to portray 

eloquently the breadth of rhetorical communication (135). By calling public memory 

rhetorical, then, I call attention to public memory’s qualities as negotiated, situated, 

performative, constitutive, and meaningful. As an effort to cope with the experience of a 

shared tragedy or loss, public memory carries the possibility of reinventing social truths. 

And as an ongoing performance of that social truth, public memory continually redefines 

the possibilities for what it means to be part of a given public, a process that carries 

weighty consequences. Ultimately, distinguishing between “public memory” and 

                                                
15 This definition incorporates definitions from Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero. 
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individual memory is at the heart of public memory as a rhetorical process: by 

remembering in and for a public, public memory becomes a social act of negotiation and 

consequence. 

Decolonizing Memory: Toward a Dialectic of Institutional & Vernacular Memory 

In this section, I place into conversation the often-dichotomized terms 

“vernacular” and “institutional,” or official memory. As the extended definition of public 

memory above reveals, a persistent tension exists between official memory narratives and 

the multiple, competing counter-narratives; one goal of this project is to complicate the 

understanding that memory spaces must represent and replicate a single, dominant 

memory narrative. While this section distinguishes between institutional and vernacular 

memory narratives, I also wish to complicate such dichotomization by suggesting that 

productive interactions occur across “institutional” and “vernacular” memory. 

Additionally, I argue that institutional and vernacular memories can—and should—

coexist in memorial spaces, performing the interplays that make public memorials such 

richly plural sites. Later in the chapter, I connect this discussion of institutional and 

vernacular memory to the growing presence of digital memorial practices, a modality that 

has in some senses deepened the perceived divide between definitions of institutional and 

vernacular memory. 

Simply put, most scholars define “institutional memory” as memorial expressions 

that have been sanctioned, funded, maintained, and reproduced by those in institutional 

positions of power, such as governments or governmentally sanctioned organizations and 

committees. These “institutional” instantiations of memory deliberately shape, produce, 
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reproduce, and reflect the dominant memory narratives discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Vernacular memory is most often framed as a counterpart to this institutional, sanctioned 

memory, the individual forms of expression that counter, critique, or add to official 

discursive acts. Thus, Haskins and DeRose describe vernacular memories as 

“unsanctioned” (378); Gerard Hauser defines vernacular rhetoric as expressions that exist 

outside the official lines of discourse (109); and historian and memory scholar John 

Bodnar presents official and vernacular memories as existing on opposite sides of a 

dialectic, so that “public memory emerges from the intersection of official and vernacular 

cultural expressions” (13). Aaron Hess nuances this vernacular-institutional divide by 

differentiating between vernacular memorials developed solely by an individual, and the 

vernacular responses that take as their exigency an existing, institutionally sanctioned 

memorial (815-6). Hess’ distinction aptly demonstrates that rather than existing as 

distinct iterations with clear boundaries, vernacular and official memories work 

reflexively on one another, so that institutional memorials respond to vernacular 

discourse just as meaningfully as vernacular memories respond to institutional memorial 

discourses. In other words, while it is useful to categorize memorial artifacts as 

institutional or vernacular, it is equally important to recognize the transformative 

potential of interrelationships among each these multiple discourses. And, while Bodnar 

claims that vernacular and institutional memorials together constitute “public memory,” I 

suggest that each category, alone, meets this definition. In other words, I distinguish 

between “individual” and “vernacular” memorials in that vernacular memorials always 
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seek or respond to a larger public audience; they are just as much a part of the fabric of 

public memory as is an officially sanctioned monument.   

The question of vernacular memorialization activates several key concerns from 

decolonial scholarship.16 Specifically, the post- and decolonial concerns of access, 

participation, and multivocality are strongly implicated in studies of vernacular 

memorialization. For instance, decolonial historian and activist Aurora Levins Morales 

outlines three goals of decolonial history as telling untold or undertold stories (2), 

identifying and contradicting “strategic pieces of misinformation” (3), and making 

absence visible (3). Likewise, scholarly decolonial projects such as Arturo J. Aldama and 

Helena Quiñonez collection of Chicana/o cultural studies essays suggest that recovering 

silenced narratives offers the possibility of an “alternate historiographic space that 

uncovers a manipulation and interpretation of events that are ‘ahistorical’ and yet serve 

the historical purpose of legitimizing” dominant colonizing institutions (6). Additionally, 

                                                

16 Recently, participatory action researchers Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Young have challenged the 
appropriation of the term “decolonial” in projects that advocate for “civil and human rights-based social 
justice,” arguing that decolonization is distinct and refers exclusively to struggles for Indigenous 
sovereignty (2-3). Tuck and Yang’s argument is based on the fact that projects such as mine that seek to 
“decanter settler perspectives” do not share a common goal with decolonizing movements, which seek 
literal decolonization of colonial-settler lands, and thus the term decolonize is “not a metaphor” for other 
forms of social justice (3). I acknowledge that this project does, in many ways, use the concept of 
decolonization as a metaphor; I originally adopted the term to draw parallels between my project and the 
work of other scholars such as Emma Perez and Walter Mignolo, who suggest that colonial interpretations 
of space, time, and progress have written many non-dominant groups out of official history and who 
advocate for “decolonizing” or “decolonial” projects that resist such absences. In future work, I will 
continue to seek ways to reconcile or modify my use of this term in ways that are mindful of Tuck and 
Young’s important distinction. One reconciliation might rest in Chela Sandoval’s call for practices that 
work toward “decolonizing globalization” (19) and that seek “to develop insurgent theories and methods 
for outlasting domination” (24). Sandoval’s reframing of decolonial projects as work that advocates the 
decolonizing of globalization is, perhaps, a viable response to Tuck and Young’s challenge. 
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American studies and decolonial scholar Amy Lonetree, too, notes that “a decolonizing 

museum practice must be in the service of speaking the hard truths of colonialism,” a 

claim that indicates an increased need for multivocal vernacular access to and 

participation in the construction of public memory narratives (6). And finally, Tuhiwai 

Smith identifies a variety of vernacular memorial practices, specifically the practice of 

remembering despite and against institutional forgetting, as an integral decolonizing 

methodology for indigenous researchers and communities (147). Each of these functions 

of decolonial scholarship are implicated by vernacular memorializing, through which 

individuals amend or add to institutional memory narratives with their individual 

perspectives.  

Additionally, an understanding of multiple memory narratives as either coexisting 

(Massey) or being coeval (Mignolo) is implicated by the recognition that multiple, 

competing vernacular and institutional memory narratives can exist simultaneously. This 

persistent ambiguity of memory studies—the basic assumption that there is no single 

correct version of remembered events—marks both its departure from traditional history 

studies as well as its relationship to concerns of decolonial scholarship. Finally, any given 

public memory space constitutes a multiplicity of simultaneous times and spaces, all of 

which exist relationally to one another in their contribution to a larger memory narrative. 

This understanding of coeval, co-contiguous memory narratives speaks to decolonial 

scholarship’s attention to border or in-between spaces: public memory, too, is an in-

between space, existing between a past, a present, and a future, between vernacular and 

institutional accounts, between collective remembering and forgetting, and between 
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absence and presence. For all of these reasons, I wish to highlight the similar goals and 

lines of inquiry that exist among public memory scholarship and decolonial studies, 

despite the fact that the two rarely meet in an official capacity. This project seeks, to 

some extent, to make these overlaps more evident. 

The influence of decolonial scholarship is even less immediately evident in digital 

media studies, but scholarly and governmental attention to uneven digital access and 

digital literacy has led to a broad acknowledgment of a “digital divide” that reinscribes 

uneven social systems, particularly along the lines of class, gender, and race, in and by 

digital technologies.17 This digital divide refers to uneven access both in terms of digital 

consumption as well as digital production. While studies have popularly pointed to a 

deepening inequality in access to education and resources as a result of uneven access to 

digital consumption, a predictable but less-frequently discussed consequence of uneven 

digital production is that the producers control the terms, metaphors, and underlying 

ideologies used to organize the World Wide Web.18 In other words, the World Wide Web 

is not racially neutral. As critical race scholars Lisa Nakamura and Peter Chow-White 

have argued, “race itself has become a digital medium,” and race is (re)produced on and 

                                                

17 The term “digital divide” has been in circulation in scholarly and public discourse for some time, as 
evidenced by governmental studies appearing as early as the late 1990s with the goals of defining and 
balancing access to the Internet. See, for example, the National Telecommunications and Information 
Administration’s 1999 report, “Falling Through the Net: Defining the Digital Divide” and a 2000 Public 
Broadcasting Service documentary series titled “The Digital Divide,” whose adjoining blog was updated 
for nearly a decade after the broadcast aired. 

18 See, for example, a recent USA Today article outlining the newest digital divide as a distinction in what 
kinds of devices members of various races use to access the Web—and the consequences of accessing the 
Web using a cellular telephone versus a laptop computer (Washington). 
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by the Internet (5). And increasingly, the digital divide refers also to the medium by 

which digital media are accessed, which is sharply delineated by class and age: a 2013 

PEW report, for example, notes that nearly forty percent of US teenagers own 

smartphones and about twenty-five percent of teenagers use mobile phones as their 

primary source of Internet access (Madden et al. 2). Further, while youth from lower 

income households are less likely to access the Internet, they are more likely to do so 

using a mobile phone (2). Because websites offer increasingly different experiences 

depending on the medium by which the site is accessed (via a home computer or a mobile 

phone, for example), such studies complicate discussions of how individuals access 

digital public memorials and how these digital memorials influence physical memorials. 

An understanding that access to technology is not neutral has also been cultivated 

by scholars in the computers and composition community. Jeffrey Grabill’s 2003 article 

overviews the field’s treatment of issues of access, arguing that the field has been 

especially attentive to issues of access in terms of hardware, in terms of difference, and in 

terms of literacy, although this concern has “failed to engage deeper issues of class 

identity, just as we have ignored the distribution of ICTs [information communication 

technologies] outside our writing classrooms” (457). Grabill goes on to center class in his 

discussion of access and to argue that despite growing acknowledgement of a digital 

divide based on ability, race, income, and education, “the divide still exists” (462) and 

“are fundamentally about class” (463). Cynthia Selfe writes that US citizens, especially, 

are susceptible to the (highly problematic) cultural narrative that the “landscape” of the 

Internet “is open to everybody—male and female, regardless of color, class, or 
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connection” (301). However, as Charles Moran so succinctly argues, “emerging 

technologies, like access to other goods and services in America, is a function of wealth 

and social class” (205). And access, as Melinda Turnley notes, “involves not only 

infrastructural resources but also literacy and social acceptance” (92). Additionally, 

cultural approaches to technology go beyond mere physical access; as Amy C. Kimme 

Hea has argued, “technology has historical and cultural significance that is constructed 

through and by our cultural definitions of ‘acceptable’ uses of technology” (332). Even 

when we acknowledge the unevenness of technological access, it can be difficult to resist 

creating an “us versus them” binary in which “us” refers to the technologically-powered 

and empowered “white, male and upwardly mobile professional” and “them” “leaves 

women and people of color and of lower class status ‘behind’ in the electronic world” 

(Kimme Hea 334).  

Despite these available critiques of the concept of digital access, memory scholars 

have not rigorously scrutinized the common assumption that “anyone” can access and/or 

produce a vernacular digital memorial. Instead, like early conjectures that the World 

Wide Web would create a neutral, egalitarian, disembodied space for all people, much 

recent memory scholarship studying likewise assumes that the Internet is democratizing 

public memory through vernacular memorialization. This democratization is speculated 

to occur for users who are not only able to easily visit online memorials, but who might 

just as easily develop new online memorials, expressing publicly their personal 

commemorations to wide Internet audiences. Thus, an assumption of many digital 

memorial studies is that digitality necessarily increases the multivocality of memorial 
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culture. The following chapters complicate this assumption to some extent by 

demonstrating that the presence of multimodality or digitality in prominent 9/11 public 

memorials has not necessarily provided clear outlets for meaningful participation or 

authorship by participants. Rather, I suggest that multimodality and its sometimes 

superficial inclusions of multiple, competing voices through digital technologies has the 

potential to cover the still deeply entrenched ideological narratives and lines of power 

that define institutional memorials. In the following section, I lay the groundwork for 

why memory scholarship might assume too much from multimodal memorials by 

overviewing the tumultuous history of technologically mediated memory. 

Memory & Technologic Mediation: An Uneasy Relationship 

Memory and technology share a tumultuous relationship in the history of rhetoric 

studies. One of the five canons of rhetoric in Western rhetorical history, memory has 

been cultivated as a practice as well as a disciplinary tool by which orators linked 

individual ideas to larger cultural narratives drawn from a repository of collectively 

remembered aphorisms and knowledges, or commonplaces (Calendrillo 436; Jarratt 36; 

Crowley 35). Feminist rhetorical historiographer Susan Jarratt has traced cognitive and 

spatialized practices of memory at least as early as the sixth century BCE, in which 

public poets Sappho and Alcaeus separately developed “motifs of memory” that helped 

individuals to understand and perform their roles within their larger communities (20). 

Sappho’s cultivation of memory as a lyrical techne, Jarratt suggests, “disposes her 

listeners toward habits of mind and action that would help them to thrive within the 

constraints of their world” (24). Moreover, Sappho spatialized memory by framing 
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remembering as a sort of physical attentiveness (Jarratt 23). Like Sappho, Alcaeus framed 

memory in relation to forgetting, calling up “selective remembering” as a means of 

continuing participation in undesirable activities such as fighting (Jarratt 25). Jarrett 

writes that Alcaeus, especially, began the work of proposing a systematization of memory 

as a technique in the way that later rhetoricians developed the canon of memory (26). 

Such practices of remembering were replicated and extended by Simonides, whose use of 

mnemonics has been called the first use of “artificial memory” (Crowley 36). Crowley 

notes that mnemonics spatialized memory by breaking up various elements to be 

remembered and placed into separate “rooms” of mental memory. Mnemonics thus 

became an early recording tool, or technology, for helping individuals to access memory, 

and it enabled speakers to remember more than they might otherwise. As a system, 

Simonides’ mnemonics were not unanimously lauded: rhetoricians such as Plato and 

Quintilian problematized the systematic spatialization of facts, privileging other systems 

of remembering and recall (Jarratt 35).  

Thus, even during the Graeco-Roman development of rhetoric as a discipline, the 

uneasy relationship between memory and technology is apparent in the term “artificial,” a 

term that implies inauthenticity, as if the mediation of memory renders it disingenuous. 

The development of the technology of writing, which greatly increased the capacity to 

extend memory beyond the bounds of an individual’s specific recall, furthered suspicions 

toward technologies of memory. This suspicion is characterized by Plato’s contention 

that writing will “implant forgetfulness” by relieving individuals of the need to remember 

because they could be reminded artificially (Phaedrus). Here, we see a split between an 
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embodied, practiced kind of remembering, such as that modeled by Sappho and endorsed 

by Plato, and the more systematic technologies of reminding, such as those endorsed by 

Simonides, Cicero, and Quintilian. With the development of writing, the centrality of 

practiced, non-artificial memory in the rhetorical canons decreased, and its less central 

role in today’s rhetorical scholarship testifies to the continued uncertainty about how to 

deal with memory as a foundation of rhetoric. Collin Brooke argues in Lingua Fracta that 

the “Platonic attitude toward writing and memory has left us with a legacy of considering 

memory in terms of absence and presence,” meaning that we tend to think of memory as 

something that can be spatialized; it exists in a certain space, whether that space be our 

minds or our technologies like notebooks or monuments (144). In this ontological 

argument, then, memory exists as a kind of product rather than an ongoing practice. The 

archive—or contemporary suspicions against the archive as a place where memories are 

filed away in order to be forgotten—offers the best embodiment of this Platonic attitude 

toward memory. 

Just as rhetoricians have long held suspicions about technology rendering memory 

inauthentic, memory scholars have held similar suspicions about the externalization of 

memory through technologies such as monuments and, more recently, digital tools. This 

suspicion is best articulated by historian Pierre Nora, whose 1989 study, Les Lieux des 

Memoires, simultaneously popularized a focus on “sites of memory,” or the places where 

“memory crystallizes and secretes itself” (7) while also lamenting the “transformation” of 

“true memory” through the mediation of memories into a physical trace such as a 

monument (13). Like Plato, Nora evinces distress at the seemingly less genuine 
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expression of memory that occurs as a result of externalization and mediation; he instills 

in “lived, unarticulated transmission of tradition” through embodied everyday practices a 

sense of truth and authenticity that memory transmitted into media cannot preserve (13). 

This sentiment is expressed well in Nora’s claim that “what we call memory is in fact the 

gigantic and breathtaking storehouse of a material stock of what it would be impossible 

for us to remember” (13). Here, Nora almost exactly recreates Plato’s suspicion of 

writing as an externalizing practice that will ultimately cause us to forget. 

Nora’s attitude toward mediated memories is important to note because Les Lieux 

des Memoires is seminal in the field of memory studies. Thus, nearly any study that treats 

public memory in terms of sites, spaces, or mediations typically begins with or at least 

nods to Nora’s term “sites of memory,” although many of these later studies fail to 

acknowledge Nora’s deeply ambivalent attitude toward such sites. Nora’s position toward 

mediated memory means that most studies of memory as space begin by positioning 

themselves in relation to these terms of mediation as a degradation of memory. Thus, 

dialectic relationships between remembering/forgetting, absence/presence, and 

mediated/lived memory are recurrent in contemporary memory scholarship. Because 

many of the frameworks for dealing with the mediation of memory emerge from this 

Platonic/Noran tradition, the terms by which memorials are analyzed, even by advocates 

of multimodality, have been deeply influenced by this rhetoric of absence/presence, 

remembering/forgetting. This claim is particularly noticeable in memory studies’ subfield 
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of archival studies, where the existence of archives frequently is seen as a deep threat to 

the preservation of meaningful traditions of rememberance.19 

Furthermore, recent trends in public memory studies have considered the 

necessity of deliberate forgetting as an important counterpart to deliberate remembering 

(Vivian, Connerton, Weinrich, Margalit). A central argument in this line of inquiry is that 

memory and forgetting are reciprocal processes, in which collective forgetting sometimes 

contributes to overall public health, particularly when such forgetting pertains to past 

conflict that has caused tears in a public’s social fabric. Vivian argues against a Western 

rhetorical concept of forgetting as oblivion; rather, he suggests, forgetting can be an 

active process, cultivated meaningfully “as a strategically productive component of 

public life, ethics, and decision-making” (46). As Vivian points out, the Christian biblical 

act of forgiveness through forgetting offers a historical foundation for productive 

forgetting (41-3). Susan Sontag’s argument nuances Vivian’s rehabilitation of forgetting, 

reminding us that “remembering is an ethical act, has ethical value in and of itself” and 

that “to make peace is to forget. To reconcile, it is necessary that memory be faulty and 

limited” (115). Especially considering the rapidly increasing capacity to remember 

through artificial technology, the attention to constructive forgetting offers memory 

studies a nuance to traditional concerns regarding technology, memory, and forgetting. 

 

 

                                                
19 See Connerton, Sturken,and Forty for examples of these concerns. 
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From Physical to Multimodal: How Public Memory Scholarship Considers Space 

It is within this context of the uneasy relationship between memory and 

technologies of remembering that I frame the following overview of public memory 

scholarship’s understanding of digital memorials. Despite the problematic binaries that 

Nora’s study instilled in many studies of public memory, his focus on “sites” of memory 

paved the way for meaningful interdisciplinary conversations about memory’s 

relationship to space. This conversation, which largely began as a treatment of physical 

memory spaces such as monuments and cemeteries, strongly informs more recent 

discussions of digital memory spaces, although theoretical understandings from various 

traditions of media studies have also provided important lenses for studying public 

memory as digital media artifacts. Many scholarly treatments of digital memorials have 

centered on artifacts of September 11, which, as I will explain later in this chapter, is a 

logical result of the broad digital mediatization of 9/11 starting with the morning of the 

attacks. In this section, I trace scholarly treatment of public memorial spaces. Through 

this brief geneology of spatial public memory scholarship, I demonstrate how a tendency 

to separate physical memory sites from digital sites has led to the development of 

different spatial frameworks and analytical methods depending on the mediation. This 

split in spatial frameworks for digital and physical spaces implies a need to study digital 

and physical spaces as different kinds of entities. While this is true to some extent, my 

project argues for the need to begin thinking about memory sites as richly textured 
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multimodal ecologies,20 which in turn calls for a convergence of some of the frameworks 

we have been using to treat physical and digital sites separately. 

In an introduction to a special issue of Social and Cultural Geography, guest 

editors Steven Hoelscher and Derek Alderman argue for a “constitutive relationship 

between memory and place” that is materially and performatively enacted (350). 

However, the movement toward postmodern architecture and most recently the trend 

toward digital commemorative practices complicate the idea that physical space is 

essential to the health of memory (Blair, Jeppeson, and Pucci). This ongoing shift will 

mark twenty-first century memory scholarship and that requires the development of 

specific modes of analysis that bring together rhetorical concerns of space, not just as 

physical or digital, but as an in-between phenomenon. The discipline of rhetoric is 

uniquely situated to bring together these concerns because of its attention to the multiple 

modes of discourse that work across various types of oral, physical, aural, visual, and 

spatial texts. 

Most scholarly analyses of public memorials and monuments center their studies 

on a single, place-based artifact or group of related artifacts. As Hess writes, “while wide 

in its scope, the examination of memorials has focused on a few sites that are particularly 

prominent in the American landscape” (814). For example, Carole Blair has studied the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial; Young has studied German Holocaust counter-memorials; 

and Ekaterina Haskins has studied the vernacular street memorials to 9/11 victims 

                                                

20 Here I reinterpret Joanne Garde-Hansen, Andrew Hoskins, and Anna Readings’ term “digital media 
ecology,” the network of media possibilities through which memory is mediated (3).  
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immediately after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. Each of these studies 

contributes more than a discussion of a particular memorial to the field of memory 

studies, of course. Blair’s study of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial led to a stronger 

understanding of the postmodern features of public memorials. Haskins urged memory 

scholarship to consider the influence of vernacularization on larger public memorials. 

Young’s study demonstrated the importance of material remains to the act of 

memorialization. In addition, recent memory scholarship has nodded to the increasingly 

global quality of some commemorative efforts, an increase cultivated in part by the 

increasing digital visibility of public memorials. This has recently been termed “global 

memoryscapes,” (Phillips and Reyes). The extension of audiences from local to national 

to transnational communities carries a number of concerns for scholars of rhetoric. 

With the rise of individual access to public, digital forms of expression, memory 

scholarship has experienced a type of “digital public memory boom,” leading to many 

studies of vernacular online memorials. Such advocates have included Cohen and Willis, 

who study the digitization of aural memorials in National Public Radio’s Sonic Memorial 

to September 11, Foot, Warnick, and Schneider’s finding that there is no clear-cut 

distinction between individual and institutional online memorials (92); Hess’claim from 

an analysis of four online 9/11 memorials that web-based memorializing allows for 

primary vernacular memorialization rather than simply vernacular responses to official 

memorials; Joyce Walker’s call for further research into how spaces of online mourning 

are influenced by a relationship with real spaces of mourning (151) and Haskins’ 

suggestion that online vernacular memorials might not necessarily be a panacea for 
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multivocality. Nearly all of the scholars who have considered public memorials online 

have considered it in terms of vernacular constructions of such memorials and have 

argued for the Internet’s unique ability to promote vernacular memorialization. Thus, 

Hess argues that web technologies “strengthen the rhetorical impact of an individual 

voice,” (813), Maya Socolovsky suggests that web-based memorials provide space that is 

multiply accessible and can become sites of contestation and plurivocality, and Cohen 

and Willis posit that vernacular and official memorials to 9/11 carry equivalent power to 

enact a sense of political agency (595). The most common assertion here is that the ease 

of creating or participating in an online memorial invites a more pluralistic narrative of 

memorialized events, and possibly even disruptions of hegemonic interpretations of 

events. 

 Notably missing from most studies of public memory, however, is a discussion of 

the ways different public memorials interact with one another and how these interactions 

influence user engagement with public memorial discourse. I am specifically concerned 

with the interactions among digital and physical iterations of memorials to a specific 

event, although there are a handful of categories, including temporary, permanent, 

vernacular, official, physical, and digital that fit into a larger discourse about any given 

memorialized event. These iterations seem to naturally fall into binary categories such as 

physical/digital, but resisting this trend to dichotomize memorials is a key goal of my 

project. Instead, I want to think across these media in order to consider how they work 

together to create deeply textured memory texts, what Kendall Phillips and Gabriel Reyes 

might call “global memoryscapes.” Looking across multiple iterations of a public 
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memorial allows for a more complete articulation of the ways that dominant discourses 

are created and reinforced within and among those memorials. In addition, it leads to a 

fuller understanding of the avenues that non-dominant discourses take in order to inject 

their marginalized discourses into dominant memory narratives. In short, looking across 

different mediations of public memorials allows for a more complete understanding of 

the rhetorical process that every public memorial must invoke as it invites discussion 

about the epideictic, pedagogical, and deliberative meanings it will represent. In addition, 

looking across the multiple mediations of a public memorial offers an understanding of 

the diverse meanings that a single memorial can take on, an understanding that takes into 

account the postmodern feminist belief that all memorials are what Massey calls “stories-

so-far,” that they shift and transform in response to outside discourses and the needs of 

their changing publics. 

In fact, this claim to multivocality seems to be a major concern of most 

scholarship analyzing digital memorials. For example, Socolovsky argues that web-based 

memorials provide space that is multiply accessible and can become a site of contestation 

and multivocality. In other words, digital memorials increase the possibility for multiple 

publics to negotiate the meanings of an event by discursive means that are beyond the 

capacity of more permanent monuments. Foot, Warnick, and Schneider similarly 

illustrate the promise of multivocality and constitutive rhetoricality in digital memorials 

with their study of a collection of 9/11 digital memorials developed by individuals, by 

institutions, and by a cooperation between individuals and institutions. As Foot, Warnick, 

and Schneider illustrate, digital memorials have the capacity to advance singular, 
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institutional narratives about the even (as in the case with large corporate online 

memorials that did not partner with victim’s families in their framing of the events), but 

they also have the potential to promote a high degree of interactivity and negotiation. 

This project seeks to complicate the above claims that digitality and 

multimodality precipitate increased participation and multivocality. The following 

chapters demonstrate that by closely examining the ways that multimodal memorials 

work rhetorically, stronger lines of control than expected with such a widely experienced, 

widely mediated, widely memorialized event.  More than with other studies of 

memorials, then, we need to look across the different mediations of 9/11 memorials in 

order to thoroughly analyze the scope of witnessing and agency that occur in any given 

public memorial to 9/11. To conduct this investigation, I look to the first digitally-

mediated catastrophe of global import: the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the 

United States. 

Why September 11, 2001?: A Born-Mediated Catastrophe 

Unlike other widely memorialized atrocities, the events of September 11 occurred 

and were mediated in real-time both on television and digitally, allowing for competing 

understandings of the tragedy to occur simultaneously and ubiquitously. Haskins writes 

that 9/11/2001 “was one of the most mediated disasters in history. Broadcast live on 

television, the sudden collapse of the World Trade Center towers was witnessed by a 

global audience” (“Between Archive” 408). Cohen and Willis similarly note that the 

September 11 attacks were “mediated intensely” (593). According to a study conducted 

by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, almost two-thirds of Americans with 
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Internet access witnessed the September 11 attack via theWeb (Rainie and Kalsnes 1). 

And within two months of the attacks, at least twelve percent of Americans had visited an 

online memorial site using the Internet (Rainie and Kalsnes 2). These findings suggest the 

immediate and central role that World Wide Web held for Americans with computer 

access from the very beginning of the 9/11 attacks and aftermath. Since 2001, digital 

mediation has continued to shape the ways we understand post-9/11 culture. 

Likewise, as recent scholarship in public memory has noted, the cultural practice 

of vernacular digital memorializing has proliferated in the decade since September 11, 

leading to substantial changes in our wider cultural practices of public memory. Foot, 

Warnick, and Schneider characterize the genre of web-based memorializing as an 

“outcome” of September 11, claiming that “among the many outcomes of the September 

11, 2001 attacks was the establishment of Web-based memorializing, in myriad forms, as 

a technologically mediated practice for collective remembering) (92-3). Essentially, the 

rise of digital memorial culture has been concomitant with the development of 9/11 

memorial practices. Moreover, the question of how to memorialize September 11 is 

ongoing and exigent, with the recent ten-year anniversary of the attacks and a still-

unfinished national memorial continuing to inspire vigorous contention. In other words, 

the strategies of digital memorialization are being practiced and shaped through 

September 11 memory culture, and this ongoing process makes situates 9/11 memory 

texts as inevitable case studies about digital public memory. Perhaps unlike any previous 

memorial, the multimodal interactions among and across the many 9/11 memorials are 

rich and varied. The ways that people access and participate in post-9/11 memory culture 
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are also harder to trace. For example, the rise of Internet-mediated participation in public 

events increases the population of people who consider themselves witnesses to the 

tragedy, but this idea of “witness” is complicated by questions of mediation, authority, 

and location. The ongoing debates regarding how to officially memorialize 9/11 reflects 

this complicated sense of what it means to bear witness in a digital age.  

Like the public reception of US involvement in Vietnam, the debates regarding 

social and political aftermaths of September 11, 2001 have been deeply contested, both 

nationally in the United States as well as transnationally. From peace rallies to cries for 

war, from a redefinition of patriotism to a reconcretization of individualistic “American” 

heroism, the United States’ political response to the attacks has always carried both 

national and international ramifications. A deepening divide in US politics between 

conservative and liberal politics since the attacks further testifies to political, social, and 

cultural import of September 11, 2001. With this contested political landscape, public 

memorials commemorating 9/11 carry a nearly impossible burden of forging agreement 

and solidarity from deeply conflicted narratives. In addition to a conflicted post-9/11 

politics, the rise of television, satellite, and Internet communication led to an 

unprecedented number of mediated real-time broadcasts of the 9/11 attacks, which in turn 

created a nation of witnesses, a new phenomenon in the history of national tragedy.21 In 

                                                

21 In fact, digital mediation (including real-time television viewing) enabled a real-time and repeated-
viewing global audience in addition to a national audience of the 9/11 attacks. The Pew Internet & 
American Life Project reports a “huge spike in international traffic to US-based news Web sites in the days 
right after the attacks,” with a 680% increase in unique visits to CNN.com as a standout example of this 
increase (9).This global involvement deepens a sense of global importance in memorials to 9/11, 
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addition, political scientists have noted that the signs of a “classic rally phenomenon,” in 

which public opinion of political leaders rises dramatically following a national crisis, 

were both extended and more widespread across governmental institutions in the 

aftermath of September 11 (Rhine, Bennett, and Flickinger 20-21). This heightened rally 

effect has been largely attributed in to the continued viewing options of the 9/11 

catastrophe through television and Internet media. The resultant nation of witnesses 

intensifies the sense of participation and agency most citizens feel in relation to 9/11 

memorials, which in turn intensifies debates surrounding the construction of a shared 

memorial discourse. The contested nature of these debates is evidenced by many of the 

shifting, sometimes conflicting dominant tropes that have emerged in relation to post-

9/11 discourse. 

In the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, the Bush administration sought to 

control and direct this post-9/11 discourse through targeted appropriations of slogans and 

symbols invoking US American exceptionalism and patriotism.22 Phrases such as 

“homeland security,” the “war on terror,’ and briefly, the “axis of evil” became 

household terms. The chant “Let’s Roll,” a battle chant used by the victims of Flight 93 

rallying their counterattack against the terrorists to these words, was deliberately 

reappropriated by Bush in his 2002 State of the Union Address as “a new ethic and a new 

creed” for a post-9/11 United States (“State of the Union”).  News stations aired daily 
                                                                                                                                            

particularly those memorials that designate themselves as nationally important, such as The National 
September 11 Memorial & Museum. 

22 Jason Edwards (2012), Edwards and Weiss (2011), and Andrew Rojecki (2008) offer useful discussions 
of the definitions and rhetorical invocations of US American exceptionalism since 2001. 
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“terror alert” warning levels, and the terms of American patriotism began to be debated 

and reestablished: can a good American eat French fries, or must they be freedom fries? 

Is protesting governmental decisions to use military force an unpatriotic activity? At what 

point does airport security infringe upon citizen rights, and should the level of security 

fluctuate based on physical appearance? Party-line responses to questions like these were 

consistently reproduced in the mass media. In fact, communication scholar Carolyn 

Byerly argues that “[t]he official discourse after 9/11 flowed through the largest 

television networks and cable stations, and in mainstream agenda-setting newspapers. 

Collectively, these created an official national discourse on 9/11 which dominated what 

has been conceptualized as the public sphere” (Byerly 283). Together with Rhine, 

Bennett, and Flickinger’s previously-mentioned claim that the patriotic rally effect 

extended to most governmental organizations after 9/11 (20) and the Pew Internet & 

American Life Project’s report that government-based websites received jumps of up to 

seven thousand percent in the days following the attacks, these slogans and symbols 

forwarded by the Bush administration deeply influenced post-9/11 narratives circulated 

among the news media and a larger post-9/11 US public (8). 

Toward Inclusive Multimodal Public Memorials 

Given these historic trends in public and scholarly reception of memory in 

relation to technology, it is no wonder that public memory studies have been slow to 

develop critical frameworks for engaging multimodal public memorials. As Sheridan, 

Ridolfo, and Michel note, rhetorical studies in general have also been slow to consider 

public rhetoric in light of multimodality, but it is crucial to consider both the relationship 
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between modality and publicity in rhetorical texts. This relationship is co-constitutive, 

according to Sheridan, Ridolfo, and Michel, who write that “multimodality raises 

distinctive complexities and challenges for the theory and practice of public rhetoric; and 

the public nature of public rhetoric raises distinctive concerns for multimodality” (xvi). 

Sheridan, Ridolofo, and Michel offer a strong case for engaging methods that 

acknowledge the complex, intertwined consequences of rhetoric that is simultaneously 

public and multimodal, both features that call for distinct analytic and critical 

frameworks. The following chapters take up this call from the standpoint of public 

memory studies, making much the same argument: as scholars and as members of a 

number of competing, overlapping publics, we must acknowledge both the multimodal 

and the public nature of many contemporary public memorials. 

Such an approach suggests more than a change in scholarly attitudes toward 

public memorials. In other words, I suggest that both the practice and the analysis of 

public memory manifestation needs to acknowledge the ways that multimodality 

influences public participation in memory narrative construction. As Sheridan, Ridolfo, 

and Michel note, digitality has simultaneously provided an unprecedented level of public 

access to modes of production while simultaneously deepening the gap of uneven access 

to resources of economic and social power (28). Public memorials are similarly 

influenced by these issues of access, from the moment of seeking information about a 

public memorial online through assumptions that memorial visitors might have the 

technologic and learned resources to engage with self-guided multimodal tours in a 

physical memorial space.  
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This project, then, offers theoretically-grounded methods for analyzing how 

multimodality influences the instantiations, the performances, and the lived practices of 

memory at two multimodal memorial sites. In Chapter 2, I advance the need for a 

methodology that takes into account mediation, modality, and digitality when rhetorically 

analyzing public memorial sites. I argue in Chapter 2 that multimodality reinforces the 

need to understand public memory spaces as thirdspaces that engage a multiplicity of co-

existing, sometimes competing, rhetorical narratives and purposes. This chapter outlines 

research methods I deploy in later chapters that take into account issues of space, 

mediation, and modality. Chapter 3 offers a case study of Pennsylvania’s official 9/11 

memorial, the Garden of Reflection. Drawing on a method of mediological analysis, I 

argue that the overall design of the Garden of Reflection relies on convergence across its 

physical and digital sites to normalize and reify social metaphors of retributional 

patriotism and national healing after September 11, 2001. Chapter 4 extends a theory of 

digital spaces as heterotopic space-times. Revisiting Michel Foucault’s theory of the 

heterotopia in the memorial space of the National September 11 Museum and Memorial, 

I bring cultural geographers’ understandings of time and space as simultaneous to 

uncover how multimodality reinforces dominant ideological narratives even while 

providing multiple modes of user engagement. Considering public memorials as 

heterotopic space-times allows for an understanding of the simultaneous, interrelated 

trajectories that shape multimodal spaces of memory. In Chapter 5, I propose an 

ecological model for studying and practicing multimodal public memory. Such an 

ecology, I argue, accounts for the multiple consequences of lived practices, spatial 
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iterations, and modalities that simultaneously shape contemporary public memorials and 

other multimodal rhetorical spaces. Such an ecology of memory invites complex 

understandings of memory spaces as simultaneous, multi-vocal, and otherwise working 

toward socially just practices of remembering. Throughout this project, I question how 

power moves rhetorically across multiple modalities, reinscribing dominant narratives 

about 9/11 that circulate in the US public imaginary. The powerful ability of public 

memory narratives to not only remind us of our pasts, but also to shape our presents and 

to forecast our futures, reinforces the importance of considering issues of access and 

participation that result from multimodality in public memorials.  
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CHAPTER 2: TOWARD A TRIALECTIC OF PUBLIC MEMORY: SPACE, 
MULTIMODALITY, AND MEMORY 

 
Building a Methodology for Multimodal Public Memory Studies 

An increasingly multimodal nature of public discourse in general and public 

memorials in specific suggests a growing need for critical frameworks that consider how 

space and mediation influence imagined and lived practices in memorial spaces. Rather 

than separating digital and physical spaces of memory, I argue, it is important to 

acknowledge the continuous influences that physical and digital spaces bear on one 

another, even in spaces that are not intensively multimodal. As a whole, this project 

connects scholarly discourses occurring across memory studies, rhetorical spatial studies, 

and media studies in order to suggest methods for analyzing public memorials as 

convergent, multimodal, and rhetorical. Thus, one of my primary concerns is in 

practicing a cross-disciplinary research methodology that pairs theoretical frameworks 

with practices of research and analysis. This chapter outlines the methodological 

approaches that inform each stage of the project. As a theoretical inquiry into the 

relationships among material and digital spaces and as a project offering observational 

case studies of specific memorials, my project’s methodology draws on a range of 

existing scholarly approaches in spatial rhetorical studies, media studies, and cultural 

studies. 

This project’s two case studies consider Pennsylvania’s official state memorial, 

the Garden of Reflection, and the National September 11 Memorial & Museum at 

Ground Zero. Both of these case studies are qualitative, based on primary research and 
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observation at the memorial sites. Part of this chapter, therefore, addresses my qualitative 

research methodology. This project is decidedly spatial: I ground my analyses in critical 

geographic spatial theory, media theory, and rhetorical theory. Specifically, the first case 

study calls on convergence theory and mediological analysis to argue that media 

convergence leads to a recursive disciplining of both physical and digital memorial 

practices. The second case study compiles what I call “heterotopic space-time” theory, a 

theoretical approach heavily informed by thirdspace theory and cultural geography, to 

argue that the coexisting physical, digital, and multimodal memorial spaces of the 

National September 11 Memorial and Museum might provoke more rigorous multivocal 

participation and commemoration. Underlying both of these case studies is my 

conviction, grounded in thirdspace theory, that observational research can describe only a 

portion of many existing simultaneous time-spaces. A second conviction informing this 

project is one I share with Massey, bell hooks, Gloria Anzaldúa, and other feminist 

spatial theorists: one role of scholarly research ought to be locating, articulating, and 

protecting public spaces that encourage multiple, diverse discourses to coexist in dialogue 

with one another. By identifying some ways that space, modality, and lived practices 

intersect, this project works toward a clearer understanding of how multimodal and 

digital spaces can be deployed with an end of positive social transformation. Similarly 

transformative spaces are often identified as border spaces (Anzaldúa), as marginal 

spaces (hooks), and as I argue in the fifth chapter of this project, as spaces that emerge 

through digitality and multimodality. An understanding that multimodal public memory 

spaces reflect multiple, simultaneous, competing narratives and that they have the 
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potential to be spaces of resistance, revision, action, and transformation underlies this 

project. To that end, this chapter connects the multiple methodologies deployed in this 

project, with specific attention to the ways that thirdspace theory influences my approach 

to observational research analysis. 

Sites of Memory as Thirdspaces 

Drawing on Edward Soja’s theoretical tome, Thirdspace, and also informed by 

Chicana feminist discussions of margins and border spaces as spaces of power and 

resistance, I deploy thirdspace as both a theoretical concept and also as a concrete site or 

space from which individuals might enact agency. By agency, I refer to Herndl and 

Licona’s understanding of it as “a social location and opportunity into and out of which 

rhetoric, even postmodern subjects, move” in order to enact change (8). In other words, 

spaces function as sites of agency from which individuals might deploy transformative 

rhetorics, but neither the space nor the individual intrinsically or permanently occupies 

such a position of power. Chicana feminists, especially, view thirdspaces as sites from 

which agency might be deployed, as bell hooks eloquently articulates with the claim that 

marginality is “the site of radical possibility; a space of resistance” (341). And, similarly, 

Emma Perez locates the “interstitial silences” of subaltern histories as “the negotiating 

spaces for the decolonizing subject. It is in a sense where third space agency is 

articulated” (5). Such understandings of thirdspaces as sites from which agency might be 

enacted is central to my understanding of multimodal public memory spaces as sites of 

rhetorical disciplining as well as potential sites for individual intervention. 
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With the term “thirdspace,” I borrow Soja’s description of a “historical-social-

spatial palimpsest […] in which inextricably intertwined temporal, social, and spatial 

relations are being constantly reinscribed, erased, and reinscribed again” (18). For Soja, 

thirdspace is “an-Other way of understanding and acting to change the spatiality of 

human life, a distinct mode of critical-spatial awareness” of how space, time, and power 

interact in networked systems (10).23 I find Soja’s description compelling because it 

draws on an understanding that a multiplicity of forces (such as history, social 

interaction, and space) interact in ever-changing ways to create and recreate meaning. It 

is precisely this process of multiple, simultaneous forces shaping memory spaces through 

digital and material means that underlies this project, and therefore I begin this chapter by 

advancing a definition of thirdspace and then exploring how thirdspace theory informs 

my project’s methodologies. 

Like Soja, my understanding of thirdspace is greatly indebted to Henri Lefebvre’s  

description of space as a triad of spatial practice (perceived space), representations of 

space (conceived space), and representational space (lived space) (39-40). Because 

Lefebvre’s triad is primary to Soja’s definition of thirdspace (and thus to my own 

understanding of that term), this section briefly reviews Lefebvre’s triad. For Lefebvre, 

“the spatial practice of a society secretes that society’s space; it propounds and 

presupposes it, in a dialectical interaction; it produces it slowly and surely as it masters 

                                                

23 Throughout his text, Soja capitalizes the term Thirdspace. Because I believe that such capitalization 
concretizes thirdspace as a Dominant Theoretical Terminology in a way that I do not intend with my more 
fluid understanding of the term as a type of spatial practice, I choose throughout this project to leave the 
term in the lower case. 
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and appropriates it” (38). In other words, spatial practice is the embodiment and 

enactment of social values in space, the material outcomes of social attitudes toward 

space. To ground this theory, at the National September 11 Memorial, spatial practice 

might include the architectural choice to construct vast, empty waterfalls in place of the 

fallen Twin Towers, a design that ensures that nobody other than the victims of 9/11 

might reinhabit that space, thus architecturally and spatially sanctifying it. In the second 

part of Lefebvre’s triad, representations of space include the physical iterations of space 

as planned and presented by individuals or groups acting from a place of power. This 

conceived space, Lefebvre writes, is the “dominant space in any society (or mode of 

production),” and it is frequently disciplined through explicit signs and symbols (39). 

Calling again on the example of the National September 11 Memorial, conceived space 

might include the security room through which visitors enter, the electronic kiosks by 

which visitors search and find specific locations of victims’ names on the Reflecting Pool 

walls, and the pathways by which visitors are nonverbally cued to progress through the 

memorial.  

Finally, Lefebvre describes representational space, or lived space, as a filter that 

“overlays a physical space, making symbolic use of its objects,” but also as “the 

dominated—and hence passively experienced—space which the imagination seeks to 

change and appropriate” (39). Here, Lefebvre notes a tension in lived space, which on 

one hand carries the agency to filter physical space while on the other hand is passively 

dominated by individual imagination. That is, lived space is simultaneously 

transformative and also transformed, a tension that leads Soja to call it a “thirdspace” that 
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carries the potential to be a space of resistance. To return to the National Memorial, this 

lived space might include a flower laid over a victim’s name inscribed in the North 

Reflecting Pool, offering an individual interpretation and interpenetration of the physical 

space of the monument. Looking toward digital means of overlaying physical space, lived 

space might also include the act of sending a tweet into cyberspace about how the rain 

falls into the empty footprints of the Twin Towers, layering the physical space with a 

virtually-hosted act of interpretation and representation. Both of these human 

actions/interactions in/with the space derive from learned (dominated, in Lefebvre’s 

terms) understandings of how and why to act in the specific space of the National 

Memorial. Both actions/interactions also harbor the potential for strategic transformation 

as identified by Soja, exemplifying Lefebvre’s contradictory description of lived space as 

both active and also passive, as interpretive and also dominated. Figure 2 visualizes 

Soja’s and Lefebvre’s spatial trialectic using examples from the National September 11 

Memorial and Museum to ground the terms within this project. 
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Figure 2: Spatial Practice Trialectic for National September 11 Memorial & Museum. 
 

Lefebvre’s perceived/conceived/lived space triad forms the basis for Soja’s call 

for “trialectical thinking,” a critical stance that resists thinking about concepts in terms of 

reductive binaries (70). Thinking in third terms is particularly important when studying 

spaces of memory and also multimodal spaces because both memory and multimodal 

spaces are susceptible to being theorized as binaries. For example, the binary of 

absence/presence is persistent in memory studies, as is the binary of past/present or 

past/future; rarely does the triple term past/present/future influence memory studies, 

which instead frequently elide the present with the future. Likewise, studies of 

multimodal sites tend to focus on sites of memory as either physical or digital (or 

Spatial Practice (Perceived) 

--Embodiment and enactment of 
social values in space. 
 

Examples 
Architectural design (Empty 
waterfalls in place of fallen Twin 
Towers). 
Simulated visitors in virtual tour. 
modeling proper behavior. 

 

Representatations of Space 
(Conceived) 

--Dominant space in society. 
--Uses explicit symbols and 
control mechanisms. 
 

Examples 
Security room before entry into 
memorial. 
Electronic kiosks guiding visitors 
to specific name plaques. 

Representational (Lived) 

--Soja’s Thirdspace. 
--Overlays physical space. 
--Space of resistance; space of 
domination. 
 

Examples: 
Vernacular memorials (flowers on 
names). 
Tweets from visitors. 
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physical/aural, or physical/visual, and so forth) without attending to overlaps among 

these types of space and the powerful networks of meaning that are created by such 

intersections. Rather than comparing how memory is practiced in physical and digital 

sites, studying how the multiple modalities of a memorial practice occupy and alter 

public space offers a broader understanding of memorial discourses. The continued 

tendency to consider multimodal memory spaces in binary terms motivates my call to 

critically analyze the networked, simultaneously layered, and always in-between qualities 

of contemporary memorial sites. In particular, the way that time works across multimodal 

sites of memory becomes an important factor in critically analyzing these spaces. In other 

words, multimodal memory spaces are in a position to operate as thirdspaces, as sites 

offering the potential for social change, perhaps even for the “radical openness” that Soja 

vests in his thirdspace sites (68). 

Soja’s thirdspace, then, builds on Lefebvre’s triad, renaming Lefebvre’s “lived 

space” as “thirdspace,” a “strategic location from which to encompass, understand, and 

potentially transform all spaces simultaneously” (68, emphasis in original).24 Soja vests 

in thirdspace the power of “resistance to the dominant order” (68). It is precisely an 

awareness of space as an “historical-social-spatial palimpsest” that Soja identifies as 

making this space capable of resistance, power, and transformation because thinking 

about space from multiple trajectories emphasizes and denaturalizes the multiplicity of 

power and narratives that work on that space (18). As I argue, maintaining awareness of 

                                                

24 Chapter 4 discusses in depth the troubling potential for spatial totalization inherent in Soja’s 
proclamation that thirdspaces might transform all spaces. 



77 

 

how multiple trajectories of power operate through multimodal memory sites and 

arranging for multiple ways of remembering and being remembered in these spaces offers 

strong potential for working toward social equality in multimodal memory spaces. This 

claim draws in part from bell hooks’ framing of “marginality as position and place of 

resistance,” a framing that positions the margins as existing between colonizer and 

colonized, as a site of empowerment rather than deprivation (342). In many ways, the 

cases studies that follow this chapter emerge from an empowered positionality: I analyze 

memorials constructed by groups in positions of economic, social, and political power, I 

write as an observer-participant in the memorials, providing me with an analytical 

distance from which to engage with the sites, and I do not identify as an individual whose 

memory of September 11, 2001 has been disadvantageously silenced. Yet, I recognize 

that these sites of memorial power do have margins; the international policies and 

agendas that emerged in response to September 11 ensure that some narratives will be 

emphasized over others in official memorializations of the event. Additionally, the 

magnitude of 9/11 in social and political history assists in the dominance of official 

memorializations, even in the more egalitarian world of online networking. To compound 

these normative tendencies, the pervasive global mediation of the September 11 attacks 

built a thick network of witnesses whose understanding of the attacks was always already 

mediated and thus subject to interpretation. As bell hooks writes, “if mass media had 

chosen to focus on the incredible national and religious diversity of the victims of 911 

(including the many Muslims who were killed), it would have been impossible to create 

the sentimental narrative of us against them, of Americans against the world” (12). 
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Because of the pervasiveness of that mass media, however, it is difficult to imagine the 

presence of individuals who were not aware of the attacks, making it difficult to resist the 

dominant media interpretation of the events. hooks, again, writes: “It was never a 

uniquely American tragedy, but television distorted truths to make it appear that this was 

so” (12). My point is that because September 11 was one of the first major events whose 

memorials have existed in both physical and digital sites, it is important to note the ways 

that resistance forms and might be measured in these new types of multimodal 

memorials.  

To this end, I argue that drawing on thirdspace methodologies, operating on the 

premise that a multiplicity of times, spaces, and discourses work simultaneously to 

maintain memorial discourses, reminds us that contemporary memorials are, in fact, sites 

of multiplicity and should be studied as such. As Massey writes, “the very 

acknowledgment of our constitutive interrelatedness implies a spatiality; and that in turn 

implies that the nature of that spatiality should be a crucial avenue of enquiry and 

political engagement” (189). Understanding spatiality in the case of public memorials 

means understanding the constitutive interrelatedness among digital and physical space-

times, and this is also what I mean by thirdspace. Thirdspace, in this project, imagines 

multimodal memory spaces that offer paths of multiple, competing memory narratives 

that exist simultaneously in multiple spaces, times, and media. They harbor the potential 

for openness, transformation, resistance, and social change, but they also hold the threat 

of singularity and ideological reinscription. 
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Memory spaces quite clearly carry the dialectic quality that Soja instills in his 

description of thirdspaces as counterspaces of resistance. Lefebvre himself draws special 

attention to monumental spaces, noting that such “spatial work (monumental or 

architectural project) attains a complexity fundamentally different from the complexity of 

a text” (140). Rather than being texts, monuments are textured, a term that Lefebvre 

defines as “made up of a usually rather large space covered by networks or webs; 

monuments constitute the strong points, nexuses or anchors of such webs” (140). 

Furthermore, this texture is shaped by “a continual back-and-forth between the private 

speech of ordinary conversations and the public speech of discourses” (Lefebvre 142). 

Shortly after Lefebvre described monumental space as textured, Young also described 

public memory as textured by a variety of “material, aesthetic, spatial, ideological” forces 

working simultaneously in a single site (x). Both of these identifications of monumental 

space as textured acknowledge the multiple and simultaneous processes, forces, 

negotiations, and histories that influence memory space. Spaces of memory already 

embody a thirdspace, a liminal zone in which absence is made present through structure 

(such as a monument) or through practice (such as a procession). The very act—the very 

word—of remembering (re-membering,) brings a past event into the present for 

rehabilitation and repurposing; it is the (re)construction of a shared social narrative of a 

past event in order to make that event usable for future and present audiences.25 That is, 

                                                

25 Toni Morrison’s character Sethe in Beloved uses the term “re-memory” throughout the novel, often 
meaning the recurrence of a forgotten memory, suggesting that forgetting is not permanent and that 
memories can be recontextualized and retrieved (even when they are not welcome). 
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spaces of memory are frequently representational spaces, lived spaces in which material 

space is filtered through social meanings and interpretations to determine human action 

and interaction. As Soja might say, these are sites of “radical openness and teeming 

imagery” in which the real and the imagined stand on equal ground (68). And while 

spaces of memory are certainly subject to dominant ideological reinscription, their 

explicit, spatialized intersections of the past and the present, of the real and the imagined, 

position memory spaces as “terrain for the generation of ‘counterspaces,’ spaces of 

resistance to the dominant order arising precisely from their subordinate, peripheral or 

marginalized positioning” (68). Put differently, while not all memory spaces are 

counterspaces, the acts of inscribing memory onto place and inscribing place onto 

memory imply a potential for a thirdspace practice of “radical openness.” 

Likewise, digital spaces offer multitudinous possibilities for overlaying physical 

space symbolically and virtually (often even sensorily, using visual or auditory elements). 

Building on Lefebvre’s discussion of monumental spaces as textured, this project attends 

to the ways that digitality amplifies and adds to the texture of material spaces. This 

texturing is both physical (in that digital forms can overlay physical forms) and also 

temporal (in that discourses occurring in digital space can exist simultaneously with 

conversations and actions occurring in physical space). One result of this multimodal 

texturing is the emergence of a proliferation of discourses, artifacts, experiences, and 

narratives that result from a “single” memory space. My term “proliferation” here derives 

partially from what rhetorician Collin Brooke calls a “persistence of cognition” resulting 
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from new media (144).26 Especially in the case of multimodal memory, proliferation can 

serve as a counterforce to deprivation in a vast, networked process of filling an absence 

with seemingly innumerable presences. Like Lefebvre’s call for space to be considered a 

practice, Brooke advocates for an understanding of memory as a practice that can be 

traced through patterns rather than through single monuments. The contemporary practice 

of memory persists and proliferates to some degree through new media applications that 

allow people to store, to share, and to replicate memorial narratives. Understanding 

memory spaces as thirdspaces, as sites of simultaneity and multiplicity, as possible sites 

of resistance or counter-story, requires a methodology for considering how proliferation 

operates in multimodal memory narratives. Such a consideration potentially reveals 

narratives that occupy the margins of dominant memorial discourses; counter-stories, 

counter-narratives, and resistant memory narratives that do not find space at a memorial 

center might be more visible in a lager ecological study that looks for simultaneities, 

presences, absences, and the networked relationships among multiple elements of a 

memory system. Thus, I argue that considering multimodal memory spaces as networked 

ecologies aligns with this project’s borderlands methodology in its attention to the 

overlaps, contradictions, complications, and multiplicities of memory narratives. Such an 

ecological model draws attention not only to what is visible in spaces of memory, but 

also to what is not visible, to the practices of memory that are subsumed by normative 

and dominant memory practices. In other words, the ecological model of memory I 

                                                

26 Likewise, proliferation as a term reflects Massey’s understanding of multiple, competing, overlapping 
narratives in and through space; a proliferation of multiplicities. 
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propose at the end of this project rises from a need for analytical methods that decolonize 

memory spaces by recognizing the existence of both visible and invisible memory 

narratives simultaneously. 

Although few qualitative researchers explicitly align themselves with thirdspace 

theory as advanced by Soja, Lefebvre, and other cultural geographers, significant 

intersections exist across thirdspace theory and the ethnographic turn toward practicing 

situated qualitative research. Working from these intersections, I argue in the following 

section that a thirdspace practice of qualitative research is rich with potential for situated, 

meaningful research methods. 

Observational Case Study as a Research Method 

Ethnographer Thomas Newkirk argues that a qualitative research should “admit 

from the beginning that we are all storytellers” (134). Recognizing the storyteller in all of 

us, Newkirk continues, acknowledges that data interpretation, and thus conclusions 

drawn from data, are filtered through a “variety of culturally grounded narratives” within 

which the storyteller is entrenched (135). Newkirk’s understanding of qualitative research 

carries significant intersections with this project’s overall grounding in theories of 

thirdspace. Such connections also exist across feminist ethnographic methods, which 

advocate for research methods that clearly situate the researcher’s influence in a 

community she is studying and which also advocate for actively bringing multiplicity to 

research results by including participants in the writing, reading, and responding to 

research narratives (DeVault ; McNamara; Mies; Naples;). More importantly to the aims 

of this project, feminist ethnography “is embedded in anti-oppressive principles and 
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empowerment practice” with its emphasis on the reciprocal influence among researchers 

and research participants (McNamara 165). One of those empowerment practices 

includes storytelling, particularly the use of what Clifford Geertz named “thick 

description” to make space for marginalized gendered voices. McNamara notes that 

“storytelling has a special impact” in shaping public opinion and public policy decisions 

(174). 

The importance in qualitative research of the role of story and storytelling also 

evokes Massey’s description of space as a simultaneity of stories-so-far (24). More than a 

simple sharing of terms, the discourse of storytelling and story-making highlights the 

researcher’s role in connecting discrete times and experiences, shaping varied accounts 

into cohesive narratives. It also highlights the existence of multiple stories, multiple 

narratives that sometimes conflict and compete for prominence, a frequent concern of 

indigenous methodologies, which seek the telling of un(der)told stories (Lonetree; Perez; 

Tuhiwai Smith). The storytelling process almost necessarily implies the foregrounding of 

some narratives, some trajectories, over others in order to draw pertinent conclusions for 

specific research agendas. This acknowledgment resonates with the thirdspace concept of 

simultaneity. If, as Massey writes, space is “the sphere in which distinct trajectories 

coexist” simultaneously, then case study research should seek ways to acknowledge that 

an observed space is also a discrete moment in time, just one story among many that 

occur in that space (9). Just as a number of coexisting times and stories circulate within a 

given space, researchers choose from a number of coexisting cultural and analytical 

filters as they interpret data. As Newkirk and McNamara argue, our own stories, our 
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frames and points of reference, influence our interpretations of these moments. In 

ethnographic and case-study research, this is commonly referred to as positionality, the 

research practice of self-consciously revealing these frames and points of reference as we 

interpret research. Ethnographer Elizabeth Chiseri-Strater refers to this practice as 

disclosing “what researchers were positioned to know and what they were not positioned 

to know—and why” (116). Wendy Bishop likewise describes positionality as the “degree 

to which all research relies on tropes, researcher personas, and persuasions” (149).  Such 

an understanding of how researchers interact with the spaces they study intersects 

meaningfully with thirdspace notions of space and time as multiple, as coexisting, and as 

simultaneous. Soja writes that “the sequentiality of language and writing, of the narrative 

form and history-telling, can never do more than scratch the surface of thirdspace’s 

extraordinary simultaneities” (57).  In other words, if thirdspace exists in-between the 

real and the imagined, this space is simultaneously shaped by our multiple positionalities 

as researchers and by the multiple positionalities of the spaces we research.27 As I 

mention earlier in this chapter, my own positionality as an observer spanned multiple 

roles, including those of observer and of mourner/participant in the memorial as a first-

time visitor. 

                                                

27 The importance of positionality is also strongly noted by standpoint theory, particularly by the work of 
feminist political theorists such as Nancy Hartsock, who write that feminist researchers must acknowledge 
the interplay among the variety of perspectives, including their own complicity in dominant systems, in an 
observed/researched situation. Hartsock famously wrote that “we need to dissolve the false ‘we’ I have 
been using into its real multiplicity and variety and out of this concrete multiplicity build an account of the 
world as it is seen from the margins” (171). 
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While the following case studies deploy an observational methodology with an 

awareness of thirdspace issues such as multiplicity of times, spaces, and positionalities in 

a research site, one tension that exists throughout this project is the difficulty of 

uncovering through observation thirdspace practices, or practices of memory existing in 

the less visible or invisible margins. In other words, practices of resistance, of counter-

memory, are often unobservable; they can appear to be invisible. Throughout this project 

I encounter this tension of making visible the invisibilized practices of marginal(ized) 

memory practices. Observation begins this work by interrogating how a space disciplines 

observable practice. Through observation of multiple sites of memory, I understand how 

the sites interact to build networks of disciplined memory rhetorics. However, 

observation does not offer a means of analyzing practices that are rendered invisible 

through such disciplining. I look toward borderlands methodologies as a means of 

complicating this binary between the observable and the unobservable. This is, as Levins 

Morales writes, the work of “tracing absences” to “balance a picture” (3). The pictures of 

post-9/11 memorializing have many absences that must be traced: absences of unnamed 

victims, absences of counter-memory practices, absence of the ways our bodies become 

subjects of the state through practices of surveillance and discipline that look like 

memorializing. In each of my case studies, to balance the picture of observable memory 

practices, I also acknowledge the existence of unobserved/unobservable memory 

practices. By deliberately seeking to see that which is made to seem invisible, I call 

attention to another way that multimodal memory spaces reinforce the primacy of 

normative narratives. At times, I am unable to do more than call attention to the absences 
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of nondominant memory practices by showing what is hypervisible, what is most 

deliberately centered in the vision of memorial visitors. As Levins Morales asserts, “even 

when you are unable to fill in the blanks,” calling attention to the multiplicity of 

narratives in spaces that seem to reflect only one narrative begins a generative 

borderlands methodology (3). At other times, I move beyond calling attention to 

absences; for example, multimodal analysis includes attending to the practices of digital 

surveillance that mark the memorials but remain unnamed. By marking the ways that 

marginality and power can operate hypervisibly and invisibly, I respond to Levins 

Morales’ imperative to “show complexity and embrace ambiguity and contradiction” (5). 

This borderlands methodology calls attention to the need to render visible those practices 

that fall outside the scope of a strictly observational method. 

Additionally, I argue that researchers must also attend to the space of research and 

the ways that researchers interact with that space as part of our positionalities. More than 

an empty container in which human interactions occur, the space of research—the space 

of human activity—influences research participants in multiple, consequential ways. 

While my own project is an observational study rather than an ethnography in the sense 

that I address discrete moments of human interaction in specific places rather than, as 

McNamara defines ethnography, exploring “culture and subculture” in an extended 

research program, I share with ethnography the understanding that research is an 

embodied, situated practice (164). Ethnographer Dwight Conquergood likewise calls 

ethnography, with its emphasis on participant-observation, “an embodied practice; it is an 
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intensely sensuous way of knowing” (180).28 Thus, the constraints and influences of 

place become part of the embodied research experience. As a qualitative study, this 

project is heavily informed by such acknowledgments that the physical space of research 

is consequential; as a thirdspace project, I argue too that researchers always reflect only 

incomplete moments from within larger narratives. Understanding ethnographic calls for 

situated, embodied research practice through the theoretical lens of thirdspace, then, 

acknowledges that the moments researchers observe are also framed, materially and 

interpretively, by other events that have happened in that space. This strongly implies 

David Harvey’s discussion of space as processual and relational. It also is important to 

acknowledge that as researchers we bring a simultaneity of stories to our understandings 

and interpretations of research sites. A primary method throughout this project is 

observational case study, but I acknowledge that my observations and analyses reflect 

just one of many available stories and analytical frameworks from which to draw 

conclusions. As Newkirk suggests, throughout the narration, I position myself as an 

observer, seeking frequently to point out the constraints of time, space, and individual 

perception on my observations. Thus situating my research practice as embodied is 

consistent with calls of feminist ethnographers to identify the ways that I interacted with 

the space of my research sites. It is also consistent with Donna Haraway’s argument that 

(re)claiming situationality provides more, rather than less, observational objectivity 

                                                

28 While my project is not an action research project, I share with feminist action research a commitment to 
enabling or enacting “meaningful change” through the process of research, a goal outlined in depth by 
participant action research Patricia Maguire, among others (79). 
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(581). As my analyses indicate, the constant presence of an often-disembodied virtual 

experience also underwrote much of my physical embodied experiences at my research 

sites, and this simultaneity of virtual and physical space drives many of my arguments for 

more rounded research methodologies of multimodal memorials. 

To conduct observations, I traveled to two primary research sites in May of 2012. 

I prefaced both physical visits with virtual engagements, specifically by reviewing online 

virtual tours and previews of the memorial site. This virtual engagement inevitably 

influenced and disciplined my understandings of the physical sites; for example, as I 

visited the Garden of Reflection in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, I found myself 

explaining to my companions the symbolism intended by the memorial designers that I 

had read about on the virtual site. I knew, for example, that the trees planted throughout 

the site symbolized specific categories of 9/11 victims (such as the children lost in the 

attack, the residents of Bucks County, and so on). This knowledge led me to take greater 

note of those trees and their positioning than I would otherwise have done. This virtual 

previewing, then, offers one frame through which my observation was filtered. 

My fieldnotes included physical descriptions and time-based notes of individual 

engagement with the sites and with one another; many of these notes enabled me to 

develop thick descriptions in the following analysis chapters. In my fieldnotes, I also kept 

a column describing my responses to the activities and spaces I observed. After leaving 

each research site, I wrote detailed narratives of my visits, including close descriptions of 

the sites, of my actions in the sites, and of my impressions after visiting. I followed each 

narrative with a review of the sites online, returning again to the virtual tours to enhance 
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my observation with better understandings of designer intent and framing as well as any 

available digital or social media response by the public to the memorials. 

As sociologist ethnographers Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, and Linda Shaw 

suggest, writing fieldnotes “involves active processes of interpretation and sense-

making,” and thus a goal of my descriptive/responsive field note style was to situate 

myself deliberately as bringing interpretive filters to the memorial sites and to try to make 

note of these filters when possible (8). Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw furthermore describe a 

tendency in researchers to hide their fieldnotes in order to contain the imperfections they 

might reveal: they are often “a little bit dirty, a little bit suspect, not something to talk 

about too openly and specifically” (ix). For example, my fieldnotes contain an entire set 

of commentary that does not find its way into this project in any form: specifically, I took 

my family, including my thirteen-month old child, to both memorial sites, and my 

observations and notes were routinely interrupted by the demands of a young child, 

including changing a diaper at the National Memorial, which had no available restrooms 

because the indoor museum site had not yet opened. A small mark in my fieldnotes, this 

experience remains at the forefront of my personal memory of the National Memorial. I 

was concerned that this act could be seen as disrespectful in this austere social space; I 

worried that I might be thrown out, blacklisted from my research site. My discomfort 

with making such a private action public despite the fact that the physical space of the 

memorial left me no other option almost certainly helped to shape my understanding of 

the ways that physical space disciplines visitors to the National Memorial. I offer this 

anecdote in order to highlight the fact that even in a project that acknowledges and 
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celebrates the multiple sorts of participation available in these public memory spaces, it is 

difficult if not impossible to encompass all of the possible trajectories that occur in a 

given time-space. Furthermore, I hope with this anecdote to confirm Emerson, Fretz, and 

Shaw’s claim that research methods and findings are not separable; as my discussion of 

the diaper incident suggests, my later claims about spatial discipline relate to other, 

unexplicated aspects of my visit to the National Memorial. 

Analyzing Multimodal Artifacts: Convergence Theory and Mediological Analysis 

 Because of its focus on the interrelationships among material and digital spaces, 

this project draws not only on spatial analysis but also on media analysis. Finding 

connections among spatial and digital analysis is, in fact, an important goal of this 

project. My aim in this section is to develop a foundation for my analytical approach to 

this project’s case studies. Specifically, this section advances critical discussions of the 

terms multimodal and convergence, two concepts that figure largely in the remainder of 

this project. I end by overviewing the primary research methods I employ to advance a 

critical thirdspace analysis of multimodal memory spaces. 

What is Multimodality? 

Succinctly put, by multimodality I mean acts of communication that incorporate a 

variety of modes, such as material, visual, digital, tactile, and auditory elements. 

Multimodality is assisted by digitality, but the two are not necessarily dependent on one 

another. An important quality of multimodality that I articulate throughout this project is 

its multiplication across time and space, meaning that a memory space’s multimodality 

includes seemingly distinct material and virtual sites. With this claim, I extend Clair 
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Lauer’s distinction between “multimodal” and “multimedia.” Lauer writes that “modal” 

centers on design and process, whereas “media” centers on production of a deliverable 

text (225). Multimodality, Lauer suggests, is more concerned with how the design and 

process influence a text’s meaning than with the final outcome of a multimodal project as 

a sort of deliverable experience. Lauer’s discussion of modality as process offers a strong 

argument for employing “multimodal” as a central term for this project’s examination of 

multiple, simultaneous memory spaces.  

Working toward a lexicon for multimodal rhetorics, Joddy Murray describes the 

process of making meaning across multiple modes as “sequencing,” or the experience by 

which multiple nondiscursive texts work simultaneously to create non-chronological 

meaning (4-5). Murray’s idea of sequencing implies that different elements of 

multimodal spaces might be configured in a variety of ways to make meaning. This 

concept of non-chronological ordering is important in studies of multimodal spaces 

because, as I argue in later chapters, different virtual and physical engagements are 

constantly at work re-interpolating one another. And, as I suggest later in this chapter, 

media convergence offers one way of thinking about this constant reinscription of 

multiple modalities. Sequencing also provides a useful metaphor for theorizing how 

multiple modes and discourses are simultaneously at work in a memorial space, in which 

a visitor might use a mobile device to take a guided tour of the physical space while also 

filtering discursive signs and nondiscursive features such as architecture, image, and 

sound. 
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Adding to the concept of multimodality as processual, I also embrace David 

Sheridan, Jim Ridolofo, and Anthony Michel’s definition of multimodal rhetoric as 

“communicative practices that integrate multiple semiotic resources” (xiii). Media 

scholars frequently engage the term “multimodal” semiotically, attending to how signs 

(alphabetic or non-alphabetic) create meaning and how modality influences such 

meaning. Like all rhetorical meaning, semiotic meaning does not occur in a vacuum; as 

semiotics scholar Gunther Kress suggests, “there is no meaning without framing,” and 

such framing is drawn from culturally and socially shared resources and understandings 

(11). Speaking specifically of multimodal communication, Kress argues that “different 

modes offer different potentials for making meaning,” and the variety of modal choice 

available to most contemporary rhetors makes communication a constant choice in 

modality as well as in message (79). In other words, analyzing multimodality requires 

analysis that looks beyond, as Katherine Hayles puts it, an understanding that “the 

medium constructs the work and the work constructs the medium” (6). Rather, 

multimodal analysis examines how meaning is constructed across a network of signs—

often existing simultaneously in different modalities—within distinct social, political, and 

cultural frames.  

A semiotic understanding of multimodal texts is pertinent to my project for two 

reasons. First, it suggests that rhetors and audiences alike are aware of and influenced by 

modality. In other words, we are implicated in the creation of social frames through 

which different modalities are interpreted; our privileging of some modalities over others 

in some spaces is, again, a continual rhetorical process of selection. This means that the 
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modality of an interaction matters in a memorial; it is important to consider whether a 

visitor uses a paper map or a digital guide when touring a memorial space and how that 

choice influences the overall visit. Second, as Kress suggests, the semiotic meaning of 

any artifact, whether mono- or multi-modal, cannot be separated from the lines of power 

attached to the material conditions of that modality. I find Kress’ point to be most 

relevant when considering the production, reception, consumption, and reproduction of 

dominant and non-dominant narratives in a public memory space. Such consideration 

might, for example, compare the opportunities for individuals or non-dominant groups to 

initiate a counter-story or a vernacular memorial in a dominant space with the 

opportunities for individuals or non-dominant groups to replicate narratives offered from 

official groups. 

These connections between modality and situated meaning are also significant to 

this project’s situation as a study in public memory because, as Sheridan, Ridolofo, and 

Michel suggest, “many scholars explore the relationship between digital technologies and 

the public sphere, but these discussions tend to ignore the implications of multimodality” 

(xv). I agree with Sheridan, Ridolofo, and Michel that “multimodality raises distinctive 

complexities and challenges for the theory and practice of public rhetoric; and the public 

nature of public rhetoric raises distinctive concerns for multimodality” (xvi). This claim 

echoes Kress’ call for a social-semiotic approach, which asks, “‘Whose interest and 

agency is at work here in the making of meaning?’, ‘What meaning is being made here?’, 

‘How is meaning being made?’, ‘With what resources, in what social environment ?’” 

(57). Thus, studying contemporary public rhetoric ought to also entail a consideration of 
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multimodality. The questions of how power operates across modalities, how individuals 

access that power, and how simultaneity influences this movement of power are 

foundational concerns of this project. One theoretical framework for balancing these 

multiple modalities is the media studies concept of convergence, which I review in the 

following section. 

Media Convergence and Public Memory Studies 

Most digital artifacts, including digital memorials, are multimodal in that they 

incorporate a variety of modalities such as image, alphabetic text, and sometimes 

animation and sound. Additionally, the contemporary urge to create digital counterparts 

for more traditionally designed physical memorials increases the complexity of the public 

memory landscape. Adding to this complexity, vernacular digital memorials are not 

necessarily subject to the delayed process of negotiation that official public memorials 

must undergo, and thus the times at which an event may be memorialized is multiplied 

through digitality as well. To account for these quickly escalating layers as well as to 

address the rhetorical complexity of multimodality, I work from a reinterpretation of the 

media studies concept of convergence. Derived from the Latin term meaning, literally, to 

bend or incline together, the term converge refers to a tendency to “one point from 

different places” (OED). Adopted by the computers and composition community, 

“convergence” was employed to refer to the synthesis of multiple technological functions 

in a single media platform, such as the incorporation of touch screen technology that 

revolutionized mobile phones and helped to inspire the development of multi-media 

tablets like the iPad. However, I engage an understanding of convergence advanced by 
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media studies scholar Henry Jenkins, who considers it to be a deeper “cultural shift” in 

which “consumers are encouraged to seek out new information and make connections 

among dispersed media content” (3). Jenkins understands convergence as a mental 

process in which users make their own connections across multiple platforms of media 

rather than defining it as a physical confluence of technologies in one machine. This 

understanding of convergence offers an accessible framework for theorizing the ways 

that users interact with multimodal platforms like the Garden of Reflection and the 

National September 11 Memorial and Museum. 

Jenkins’ concept of participatory convergence offers a productive framework for 

considering how multimodal public memorials might be practiced as thirdspaces, as 

spaces in which visitors create room for non-, counter-, and parallel-memory discourses 

that work simultaneously with the time and space of their visits to official memorials. 

From Jenkins’ point of view, convergence leads to more active, more participatory media 

users. As he writes, “this circulation of media content—across different media systems, 

competing media economies, and national borders—depends heavily on consumers’ 

active participation” (Jenkins 3). In Jenkins’ view convergence is a positive force, a 

process that allows consumers to become producers, breaking the top-down hierarchy of 

contemporary entertainment conglomerates. Like the converged media narratives that 

Jenkins discusses, public memorials have increasingly become disparate, multimodal 

experiences that exist across media platforms. And like Jenkins’ converged entertainment 

narratives, the narratives of public memory exist across a wide body of multimodal 

memory texts. Any time a visitor engages with one instantiation of a public memorial, the 
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multiple intertwined narratives of that larger memorial discourse converge to inform a 

user’s experience in that specific memorial space and time. 

The idea of convergence has frequently been invoked by members of the 

computers and composition community, especially in terms of the ways that media 

convergence has influenced, and will continue to influence, literacy practices. Jonathan 

Alexander’s 2008 special issue of Computers and Composition usefully poses a question 

pertinent to this project: “what kinds of relations―not just between media but among 

people and within our own conceptions of ourselves―are these media convergent texts 

enabling, complicating, encouraging, or perhaps even disabling and making difficult?”  

(Alexander 5). Likewise, thinking about how convergence works across memory texts 

encourages us to question how it enables and complicates individual participation in the 

act of memorialization. 

Convergence in this project refers, then, to the convergence of multiple modalities, 

meanings, and spaces that occur simultaneously in contemporary public memorials. This 

is both a material process as well as a cognitive process. It is through convergence that 

multimodal public memorials gain the potential to be thirdspaces, in which multimodality 

invites multiple narratives and multiple ways of expressing those narratives. However, as 

my case studies demonstrate, convergence also works to reinforce dominant narratives 

and ideologies, establishing and maintaining powerful rhetorical arguments across 

multimodal memorial sites explicitly and implicitly. 

To make these arguments in each of my case studies, I theorize the idea of 

convergence through distinct methodological frames. My aim throughout this project is to 
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establish methods and theoretical frameworks that might serve as a response to Sheridan, 

Ridolfo, and Michel’s call for studies that attend to rhetoric that is both public and 

multimodal. As a project that advocates for thirdspace practice, I do not wish to claim a 

totalizing methodology—or The Methodology—for studying multimodal memory spaces. 

Rather, I intend this project as an example of how pairing multimodal analysis and 

memory studies through a spatial rhetorical lens might complicate and enrich future 

discussions of public, participatory multimodal memory spaces.  
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CHAPTER 3: CONVERGENCE IN THE MULTIMODAL MEMORIAL: THE 
GARDEN OF REFLECTION / A VIRTUAL “MEMORIAL JOURNEY” 

 

Convergence and Digital Public Memorials 

In 2007, Ekaterina Haskins called for scholars to attend rigorously to “the issue of 

mediation” when analyzing public memory (418). Drawing on the example of the 

September 11 Digital Archive, Haskins convincingly argues that while digital memory 

can enable vernacular memorial practices, it also “shifts the burden of active 

remembrance to individuals and groups,” leading to an accelerated process of cultural 

forgetting (419). Such forgetting ranges from constitutive forgetfulness, necessary to 

building new truths after cultural hardship, to more threatening forms of institutionalized 

amnesia associated with systematic erasure of a people or a set of customs.29 Digital 

archives invite particularly strident critique as agents of forgetting because they enable 

the collection of massive amounts of material without necessarily making that material 

accessible or meaningful to their publics. Moreover, these archives serve as physical and 

digital storage facilities for vernacular memory materials, they are organized by a small 

group of curators, and they are rarely exposed to public debate regarding what materials 

should be included or how those materials are represented. Other forms of digital 

memorials, such as individually authored Web monuments, often share this independence 

from the rhetorical process of public deliberation. Seen together, then, one effect of 

                                                

29 Paul Connerton usefully outlines seven types of active forgetting in his article, “Seven Types of 
Forgetting.” Bradford Vivian’s book Public Forgetting: The Rhetoric of Politics and Beginning Again also 
engages the idea of active public forgetting not as a strictly detrimental opposite to remembering, but rather 
as a potentially “useful mode of public judgment” (38). 
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digital memorialization has been to decrease public negotiation about what to 

memorialize and how to do so. Therefore, Haskins’ concern that digital memorialization 

might lead to a privatization of public memory is a deeply troubling one. 

In this chapter, I build on Haskins’ argument by suggesting that media 

convergence also sometimes minimizes multivocality in public memorials by reinforcing 

dominant memory narratives. As public memorials become increasingly multimodal and 

increasingly include a Web presence to complement their physical sites, it becomes 

increasingly important for memory scholars to consider the larger contexts of memorials, 

taking into account the concomitant influences that digital, physical, and multimodal 

memory texts have on one another. Young’s metaphor of memorial culture as a widely 

textured range of discourses, with ripples from one discursive thread influencing the 

other strands in the conversation, offers one way of thinking about these concomitant 

influences of multimodal memory spaces on one another. By arguing that “neither 

memory nor intention is ever monolithic: each depends on the vast array of 

forces―material, aesthetic, spatial, ideological―converging in one memorial site,” 

Young anticipated today’s need to consider how the forces of digital-memory artifacts 

help to compose the texture of contemporary public memory (x). Public memory 

texturing occurs at the level of participation, as vernacular memorials offer corrections or 

resistances to dominant memorial narratives. Such texturing also occurs at the levels of 

modality, time, and space. Media convergence offers a useful way to theorize how these 

multiple modalities, meanings, and spaces occur simultaneously, both as a material 

process as well as a cognitive process of ideology reinforcement and resistance. This 
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chapter analyzes how such convergence works across multimodal memorial artifacts to 

create a rhetorically meaningful memorial narrative.30  

In this chapter, I interrogate the extent and the type of user participation afforded 

by convergence by analyzing two distinct sites that comprise the Garden of Reflection, a 

multimodal public memorial with a physical site in Pennsylvania and a corresponding 

virtual memorial website. Comparing the interplay between the physical and the digital 

iterations of the Garden of Reflection underscores Haskins’ concerns about digital 

mediation as well as Young’s suggestion that it is important to consider a public 

memorial as a textured artifact of distinct parts. I argue that while each medium operates 

on its own as a distinct memorial, taken together the sites reveal and reinscribe dominant 

discourses governing September 11. This reinforcement works through a rhetorical 

process of convergence, as users are compelled to draw connections and shared 

conclusions between the Garden of Reflection and its virtual “Memorial Journey.” In 

other words, I argue that the overall design of the multimodal memorial presumes that 

convergence will occur to some extent for most participants. This chapter analyzes how 

these dominant narratives are supported by the technological affordances of each 

memorial site; normalized through each memorial’s aesthetic choices, and revealed in the 

social metaphors that each memorial site presents. Each site’s affordances offer a distinct 

                                                

30 I use the term “artifact” here in the way that it is used in much public memorial scholarship, which 
recognizes that memorials function as texts insofar as they exist within a larger context and are attributable 
to some kind of authors with some kinds of audiences, but they are also strongly multimodal, containing a 
variety of written, visual, spatial, and aural registers. In addition, many memorials constructed in the last 
several decades incorporate actual artifacts from the disasters they memorialize, such as the inclusion of 
steel beams taken from the World Trade Center wreckage in many memorials to September 11, 2001. 
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experience for visitors. Specifically, I suggest that a visit to the physical Garden of 

Reflection works primarily as an epideictic memorial, serving in the traditional 

Aristotelian epideictic rhetorical function of encouraging post-partum mourning of 

victims and relying only on the deepest social metaphors for engagement with dominant 

post-September 11 discourses. The virtual site works primarily didactically, its rhetorical 

function teaching visitors about the symbolic meanings of the physical site, an instruction 

which informs any physical visits they might later make. Converged, this multimodal 

memorial offers a rhetorically deliberative experience that reinforces several dominant 

metaphors in post-September 11 discourse, including the narrative of retributional 

patriotism.31 A secondary lens afforded by this analysis of the converged memory spaces 

is that of the hypervisible, the elements made most prominent through media convergence 

and that most clearly reflect the memorial’s desire to invite visitors to occupy specific, 

subject positions as willing participants in dominant post-9/11 discourses. Because the 

Garden of Reflection is so successful at making these desired narratives visible, it also 

makes the visible interjection of counter-stories unlikely. 

Mediology as a Method for Analyzing Multimodal Memorial Convergence 

To study the ways that convergence operates across the Garden of Reflection’s  

two memorial sites, I draw on Turnley’s method of mediology. In an article proposing an 

analytical framework for examining media as a site of cultural production, Turnley offers 

seven interrelated dimensions that should be considered when approaching analysis of a 

                                                

31 See Blair, Jeppeson, and Pucci for an excellent discussion of these rhetorical functions of public 
memorials. 
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media artifact. Turnley reasserts Regis Debray’s contention that rather than acting as a 

neutral vessel, a message’s mediation has important consequences for that message’s 

meaning (128).32 In other words, medium must be accounted for when offering a 

comprehensive analysis of an artifact. An important point of this argument is that we 

must analyze both the “medium” and the “milieu” because, just as social context 

influences how certain messages are understood, social context also influences how 

certain media are understood, interacted with, and received. Turnley notes that a 

mediological “method seeks correlations among dominant modes of belief and thought, 

social institutions, and media, highlighting the ways in which the final factor impacts the 

other two” (129). Theorizing how media influences dominant modes of thought in public 

memorials is an aim of this chapter and of this project as a whole. Specifically, 

mediology helps me to articulate how two separate mediations, digital and physical, of 

the same memorial offer distinctly different approaches to memorial discourse that 

ultimately create converged networks of meaning that reinforce dominant narratives 

rather than offering multiple avenues of vernacular participation and intervention. 

To construct this argument, I center on three of Turnley’s identified dimensions 

for mediological analysis: the technological, the aesthetic, and the social. Turnley writes 

that the seven dimensions outlined in her framework are “mutable and interrelated,” 

meaning that the categories inform one another rather than standing autonomously (132). 

Further, Turnley’s “flexible” framework invites different pairings of the categories in 

                                                

32 This argument reinforces Marshall McLuhan’s earlier famous assertion that “the medium is the 
message.” 
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order to draw meaning from a given medium (138). I center here on the technological, 

aesthetic, and social categories not because they are the only important functions of these 

memorials, but because these three categories work synchronously in the Garden of 

Reflection memorial to establish and to reiterate dominant discourses about September 11.  

Table 1revises Turnley’s chart for analyzing mediological dimensions. I include 

only the three mediological categories considered in this chapter. I have added a third 

category, titled “Convergence,” to Turnley’s chart. In the “Convergence” category, I 

highlight how each category analysis highlights the importance of convergence working 

across the textured memorial site. In the section following the chart, I extend the 

observations from this chart through a close reading and critical analysis of both the 

physical Garden of Reflection and its virtual “Memorial Journey.” I offer a closer 

overview of each of the three dimensions within the analysis sections, as well. The 

section offers a narrative of my visits to the physical and the digital versions of the 

Garden of Reflection. Throughout the narrative, I analyze each memorial using all three 

of the selected mediological dimensions. 
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 Physical 
Memorial 
(Garden of 
Reflection) 
 

Virtual 
Memorial  

 
(Memorial Journey) 

 

Converged 
Memorials 

(Physical & virtual 
considered 
together) 

Technologic 
Dimension 

Cement, steel, water, 
plants, trees, 
engineering, 
architecture. 
Structures lead to a 
form of spatial 
disciplining. 

Graphic User 
Interfaces, Internet 
connectivity, 
programming/coding, 
Web-based analytics 
(cookies, data 
tracking). Structures 
lead to a form of 
didactic 
commemoration. 

Affordances of 
each dimension 
determine 
interactions with 
memorial. For 
example, physical 
users can explore 
off-path, but they 
are restrained to 
hyperlink use on 
the virtual tour. 

Aesthetic 
Dimension 

Symbolism 
associated with 9/11: 
US flag, steel, trees, 
victim name 
plaques. 

Visual design, 
hyperlinks, photos, 
sounds, aerial maps, 
discussion boards, 
news ticker. 

Different aesthetic 
conventions lead to 
different memorial 
outcomes. 
Specifically, the 
physical memorial 
is primarily 
epideictic and the 
virtual memorial is 
primarily didactic. 

Social Dimension Dominant social 
metaphors conveyed 
by the accumulation 
of the aesthetic 
symbols. After 
Darkness...Light; 
Forgiveness, 
Retribution, Healing, 
Reflection. 

The presence or lack 
of explanations about 
specific symbolism 
reveals entrenched 
dominant metaphors. 
For example, the no 
explanation about the 
flag vs. long 
explanation of steel. 

Comparing the 
social dimension of 
each type of artifact 
elucidates the most 
normalized 
metaphors in a 
public memory 
discourse. 

Table 1: Mediological Dimensions of Physical-Virtual-Converged Garden of Reflection Memorial.                                                               
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The (Virtual) Garden of Reflection: A Memorial of Two Sites 

The Garden of Reflection Memorial (Garden) is located about midway between 

New York City and Philadelphia, in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. The memorial was 

developed in a large park alongside a rural neighborhood. The Garden is sprawling and 

meticulously manicured. Upon driving in to the Garden, visitors immediately encounter a 

US flag. The next visible structure, placed on a diagonal with the flag, is a steel beam 

sculpture constructed using steel collected from the rubble of the World Trade Center.   

This WTC steel structure is one of several hundred like it across the world, but it 

is a particularly large rendering, using several beams of steel. The steel structure is about 

twenty feet tall, with two beams inclining toward to one another, with chains and bolts 

and rent steel exposed to scrutiny. On the side of the steel facing away from the parking 

lot, a plastic rosary hung from a protruding screw, a reminder that this Garden does 

receive visitors despite its isolated location and the quiet vacantness of the grounds 

 

Figure 3: WTC Steel Structure in 
Bucks County, PA. 

 

Figure 4: Garden of Reflection Fountain. Photos by Jennifer 
Haley-Brown. 
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during my visit. This steel offers a powerful starting point for visitors to the Garden, both 

because it is visually striking and also because it is situated on the beginning of the 

concrete sidewalk, at the visually opposite end of a large fountain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To move along the memorial, visitors walk along a sidewalk and through a knee-

high archway reading “September 11, 2001” and “Garden of Reflection.”33 The brushed 

steel arches rise on either side of the sidewalk, creating a visual entry into the main 

section of the memorial. Flowers, fresh dark mulch, grass, and trees add color to the land 

behind the arches. At the end of this path stands the memorial’s visual centerpiece, a 

large fountain with twin geysers, immediately reminiscent of the fallen Twin Towers. 

The fountains rise steadily from the center point of a shallow pool of water, the tiled floor 

                                                

33 The date “September 11, 2001” has developed its own network of symbolism in the decade since the 
9/11 attacks, and subsequently the plaque does not need to offer an explanation of what is being 
remembered in this memorial space. 

Figure 5: Local Victims Plaque, Garden of 
Reflection. 

Figure 6: Garden’s Twin 
Fountains. 
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distinct from the cement of the sidewalk. Two semi-circles of glass plaques stand to the 

left of the fountain, one circle parallel to the other. The plaques arch up and back, around 

the fountain, with brushed steel legs supporting the structure. Each plaque contains names 

etched into its glass surface. The inside circle includes one name per plaque; the outside 

circle includes many names on each plaque. Small signs on the outer edge of the arches 

explain that the inside circle represents the victims of Bucks County and the outside 

circle represents the recorded total of victims of the 9/11 attacks. This act of naming 

victims is fairly persistent across 9/11 memorials, arguably one of the most common 

tropes that exist across the wide body of memorials to September 11. Vernacular 

additions to the official memorial dot the arch of local names: a bouquet of flowers; a 

collection of tiny US flags (perhaps a nod to the upcoming Memorial Day holiday); two 

beaded rosaries matching the rosary hanging from the steel structure at the start of the 

Garden. These rosaries offer a visual testament to the strongly Christian ideological tone 

of the entire monument as well as much of the political and public discourse following 

9/11, although the specialized meaning of a rosary is more restrictive than the more non-

denominational tone of most post-9/11 Christian overtures. 

Scattered benches surround the fountain section of the memorial, each bearing its 

own dedication plaque. Young trees with small plaques add to the landscape. As I 

glanced at the trees, I wondered about the selection and funding process for tree and 

bench plaques, which contain personal messages from families to various victims, but 

there were no signs to explain or guide my understanding of these dedications. After 

walking the outside perimeter of the memorial, I returned to the fountain and walked 
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back along the path toward the steel sculpture. As I left the fountain area, I passed a sign 

reading, “After Darkness, Light.” This sign contains the memorial’s most clearly 

didactic moment, with its message of redemption and healing, but I wondered at the 

sign’s efficacy in encouraging visitors to feel “light” after such a somber walk. After all, 

to exit the memorial using a path, we must walk back toward that damaged steel beam, 

standing tall with the US flag in the background. The steel structure offers a forceful 

reminder of the day’s violence and destruction; the flag calls for patriotic unity. Even 

without instructional signs, these symbols are easily understood both because of their 

individual rhetorical power and also because they are consistent with the established 

dominant memorial tropes surrounding September 11. The following sections discuss in 

detail the most central tropes activated by this converged public memorial. 

Mediological Analysis of the Garden of Reflection 

Turnley’s mediological method offers a strong analytical framework because it 

allows a productive comparison of the affordances in the Garden and the virtual visit. 

Technology is the most obvious divider between the physical and virtual visits to the 

Garden of Reflection. This dimension in Turnley’s schema includes the “technological 

components or processes necessary in the functioning of a medium” (132).  Turnley 

argues that “technology is a crucial component of how media function both culturally and 

rhetorically” because it shapes the expectations that users have for that medium (133). In 

other words, while technology factors in to determining what a medium can and cannot 

do, a user’s understanding of and relationship to that technology also determines how 

s/he approaches that medium. The technological affordances of the physical Garden of 
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Reflection are consistent with most traditional physical memorials: it uses spatial features, 

especially spatial features consistent with middle- and upper- class understandings of 

spatial disciplining, to direct the visitor’s experience. The distinction between the garden 

sections, which employ organic matter such as mulch, flowers, grass, and trees, from the 

technologies of cement, ground lighting, water features, and benches work together to 

create a clear path for visitors to follow. While the structures do not physically limit 

visitors to the intended linear walkways, the learned response to such sidewalk and sign 

structures, especially from visitors familiar with the use of sidewalks and signs to 

constrain physical space, is to follow the path without deviating or meandering. Thus, the 

technology here works to discipline a (social class-specific) visitor’s interactions with the 

memorial, showing users where to go and in what order to experience the memorial. I use 

the term “discipline” here in a Foucauldian sense; in other words, I invoke the process by 

which measures of control become transparent in their efforts to train, or discipline, 

individuals into behaving in certain ways. In Foucault’s understanding of this term, 

discipline is ultimately internalized so that subjects act in a way that they have been 

trained to act without questioning why they are responding to the disciplining cues that 

are causing their behavior. Foucault nods to the ability of constructed space, which he 

terms “architecture,” to function in this way, “transforming” individuals so that they 

internalize the rules governing the use of space (172). As Foucault puts it, “stones can 

make people docile and knowable” (172).  For the Garden of Reflection memorial, the 

cement pathways offer a clear example of how the material technologies of memorials, 

the stones and structures that make up memorial spaces, have worked to make visitors 
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docile and predictable when confronted with normalized structures like sidewalks. 

Although acres of healthy grass surround the Garden’s sidewalks, and although a series 

of trees stand as landmarks throughout the grass, the normalized expectation is that 

without sidewalk access visitors will generally remain on the paths, thus experiencing the 

memorial in a certain sequential order and from a certain visual and spatial perspective. 

The meticulously-manicured lawns, free from signs of pedestrian wear-and-tear, testify to 

the success of this architectural disciplining. 

The limited signs that offer more overt disciplining in the Garden of Reflection 

serve as interpretive landmarks. Using few words, these signs allow visitors to access the 

primary rhetorical messages imagined by the designers of the garden. The first 

instructional sign at the physical memorial is located not at the beginning of the memorial, 

but rather in the “Gateway” to that leads visitors away from the steel structure and toward 

the victim name plaques and fountain area. This sign reads “Garden of Reflection” and, 

underneath, “September 11, 2001 Memorial.” Above these words, in a much smaller font, 

the names of the ten Memorial Committee members are listed. By locating this sign in a 

place visitors must pass through in order to access the majority of the memorial, the 

Garden draws on the technological affordances of the constructed path to ensure that 

visitors will attend to the memorial’s name. This name, the “Garden of Reflection,” 

compels visitors to understand that this is a place for introspection, a place of solitude 

despite its public setting. The Garden of Reflection joins many memorial tributes to 9/11 

that share the word “reflection” in their titles and descriptions, from the National 

September 11 Memorial & Museum’s Reflecting Pools to other gardens and monuments 
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across the United States, including in Phoenix, Boston, and Baltimore, and even 

internationally, including London’s 9/11 memorial garden. Many of the memorials that 

call for “reflection” are, like the Pennsylvania memorial, gardens, indicating a 

conventional understanding of gardens as places of reflection. Likewise, public 

memorials are conventionally understood as places of reflection, too, with their spatial 

demarcations indicating a temporary removal from the outside world so that visitors can 

exist in a more contemplative space. The strong link, then, between garden spaces and 

their presumed cultivation of reflection further disciplines the typical visitor to the 

Garden of Reflection, who understands from the culmination of signs and spatial 

inference that s/he is expected to use this space for introspection.  

Moreover, the introspection is not open-ended; rather, it is made quite rhetorically 

clear that the reflection ought to center on the symbols offered by the memorial. In the 

case of the Garden of Reflection, the opening artifacts of the US flag and the twisted 

WTC steel beam, the symbolically laden phrase “September 11, 2001,” followed by a 

fairly comprehensive listing of thousands of victims of 9/11, strongly compels visitors to 

reflect on general themes of violent loss and national mourning. These symbols of 

tragedy juxtapose with the Garden of Reflection’s other thread of symbolism, namely one 

of healing and redemption, as reflected through the trees, the symbolic use of water, and 

the exit inscription reading, “After Darkness…Light.” Through the technologies of signs, 

then, the Garden of Reflection activates associations with other public memorial tropes, 

including the general trope of reflecting in a garden and the more specific tropes of 
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mourning 9/11 while also looking toward a brighter American future.34 In other words, 

the technology of signs work in conjunction with the other features of the Garden in order 

to discipline the visitor’s reflective activities. 

The Garden’s technological disciplining functions synchronously with its 

aesthetic and social dimensions. In the case of the Garden of Reflection, as with most 

memorials to September 11, dominant social metaphors are strongly supported by 

specific aesthetic features that have become central tropes to post-9/11 memorial 

discourse. Turnley writes that “a medium often is most recognized by the normalized 

conventions which govern the construction and evaluation of its artifacts” (132). Like 

with other normalizing discourses, the aesthetic choices become transparent to users, who 

interpolate the conventionalized meaning of that medium and rarely question the pairing 

of medium and message. Jay Bolter and Diane Gromala write convincingly about the 

consequences of this “myth of transparency” as it has been cultivated by computer 

graphics designers (48). For example, a primary effort of computer design has been 

geared toward creating graphic user interfaces that seem to disappear, allowing users a 

clear view through the “window” into what is happening inside the machine. This goal to 
                                                

34 Throughout this project, I use the term US rather than America to distinguish between the country of the 
United States and the many countries that comprise North, Central, and South America. However, I have 
retained the use of “America” in this instance to amplify how deeply that term has been normalized in post-
9/11/01 rhetorics. Phrases such as “God Bless America” and “America Under Attack” (both meaning the 
US) continue to permeate dominant post-9/11 discourse, with little attention given to the hegemonic 
implications of subsuming a term that describes all of the Americas into a word implying only the United 
States. Such language becomes part of the larger trend toward gathering “American” patriotism and 
nationalism through rhetorical colonialism. Likewise, the date 9/11 has been largely co-opted by the US 
reference to the 2001 terrorist attacks, although the 1973 South American coup in Chile in which Pinochet 
wrested power from Allende also occurred on September 11 and remains an important commemorative 
date in Chilean culture. 
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keep users generally unaware of an interface’s representational quality actually masks the 

complex programming happening underneath the graphic interface. As Bolter and 

Gromala write, “the danger comes when designers fail to recognize that the myth is a 

simplification of a complex reality” (49). Likewise, Cynthia Selfe and Richard Selfe have 

argued that the interfaces of popular computer systems like Macintosh actually reinforce 

class ideologies through the use of icons such as suitcases, desk calendars, and moving 

vans, all metaphors that signal that “entering the virtual worlds of interfaces means […] 

entering a world constituted around the lives and values of white, male, middle- and 

upper-class professionals” (487). In addition to Selfe and Selfe’s argument that these 

interfaces work to exclude some users from entering the ranks of the computer literate, 

their argument also reveals the extent to which transparency is a rhetorical process, 

dependent on the audience’s investment with specific social metaphors. Transparency, 

then, can be seen as a process of aesthetic normalization wherein certain symbols come to 

represent some sentiments so strongly that their symbolic value is not considered in need 

of an explanation. 

In other words, the inclusion of a US flag in a September 11 memorial is 

aesthetically normalized to symbolize not just patriotism, but a specific type of what I 

call “retributional patriotism,” perhaps best articulated by country singer Toby Keith’s 

inflammatory lyrics in “Courtesy of the Red, White, and Blue (The Angry American):” 

“Justice will be served/ And the battle will rage/ This big dog will fight / When you rattle 

his cage / You’ll be sorry that you messed with / The US of A. /We’ll put a boot in your 

ass / It’s the American way.” This strain of retributional patriotism has been a rhetorical 
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device central to much post-9/11 politics and mourning. For example, as early as 

September 20, 2011, then-President George W. Bush told his constituents (and, 

simultaneously, informed an international community) that “freedom and fear are at war” 

and that “whether we bring our enemies to justice, or bring justice to our enemies, justice 

will be done” (Bush qtd. in Mral 28). As many scholars across the fields of political 

science, communication studies, and linguistics have demonstrated, this pairing of 

freedom and justice soon became a central feature of Bush’s post-9/11 discourse.  

The trope of seeking national healing through justice has, accordingly, found its 

way into a great number of public memorials to 9/11, as well. And the US flag as a 

symbol of that retributional patriotism has figured centrally in the perpetuation of that 

narrative. According to a study conducted by the Pew Internet & American Life Project, 

seventy eight percent of US citizens displayed a flag in the month after 9/11 (Raine and 

Kelsnes 2). The centrality of the flag was so ubiquitous that it has garnered critique from 

numerous artists and scholars in the aftermath of 9/11. To offer just one example, in an 

emotional graphic memoir to September 11, Maus author Art Spiegelman depicts the flag 

over and over again, testifying to the prevalence of the flag in the aftermath of the attacks. 

From flags to red-, white-, and blue-clad US cheerleaders, Spiegelman’s comic panels 

repeatedly invoke the patriotic post-9/11 spirit in order to protest the vengeful quality of 

that patriotism. For example, Spiegelman shows his character reliving “that mind-

numbing 2002 ‘anniversary’ event, when you tried to wrap a flag around my head and 

suffocate me” as a moment in which the flag’s symbolism offered an especially 

overwrought message of patriotism (5). Spiegelman renders such patriotism ridiculous by 
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framing it as excessive flag-love through various images, including a hairy, male 

cheerleader scantily clad in a flag-like uniform while cheering for US troops and a more 

soberly dressed narrator hiding from a “Red, White, and Blue Alert: Virtual Certitude of 

Terrorist Attack” while commenting that he “should feel safer under here, but—damn 

it!—[he] can’t see a thing” through the vision-clouding flag (7). In panel after panel, 

Spiegelman’s outrage at his inability to see past the flags flapping in his face testifies to 

the normalization of the US flag as a symbol of retributional patriotism in the aftermath 

of September 11, 2001. 

In accordance with the message of retributional patriotism, the Garden showcases 

a large piece of steel reclaimed from the fallen World Trade Center after 9/11. The 

inclusion of WTC steel has become a central trope of many 9/11 memorials across the 

world, signifying the magnitude and the violence of the attacks’ destruction. Like most of 

the memorials including WTC steel wreckage, the Garden of Reflection displays the steel 

in a manner that emphasizes its destruction. It stands on an angle, its thick cables 

dangling from the top of a twisted beam. A second, smaller beam lies on its side, its 

uneven intersection with the larger beam implying the chaos of destruction rather than the 

orderly angles of a planned building. Across hundreds of memorials to September 11, 

similar pieces of rent and wrecked steel magnify the destruction, the horror, and the 

trauma that felled the World Trade Centers. Far from cultivating a sense of healing or 

quiet reflection, the steel’s aesthetic message is a call for the same justice being rallied 

forth by the neighboring flag. It is no coincidence that the flag and the steel stand near 

each other in the memorial, nor that they mark both the entrance and the exit to the 
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memorial. Together, these structures testify to the damage done to the US on the day of 

September 11, and they symbolically dedicate the memorial to righting the wrong that is 

remembered in this space of reflection. 

In an aesthetic trend that diverges from the theme of retributional patriotism, the 

Garden also amplifies its garden-like qualities. As mentioned earlier, the technology of 

the garden employs a set of standard features, including organic materials such as plants 

and grass as well as synthetic materials, such as benches and water. The designers of the 

Garden of Reflection invested their garden with strong symbolic tropes of healing and 

new life, many of which draw explicitly from Christian ideology. Across the landscape of 

the Garden of Reflection, maple and red bud trees stand in representation of specific 

victims or family members of victims. For example, seventeen maple trees stand behind 

the victims’ plaques to represent the seventeen Bucks County victims; fifty-eight red bud 

trees represent the Pennsylvania dead, and an oak garden arboretum has been planted 

alongside the Garden of Reflection. Likewise, the Garden includes forty-two lights 

planted into the grass to represent the Pennsylvania children who lost a parent in the 

attacks. While the casual visitor might not easily identify or recognize the symbolism or 

even the species of trees included in the Garden, it is clear from a virtual visit that this 

symbolism was carefully planned. For example, the memorial’s website maintains that 

the oak tree, the United States national tree, is “known as a symbol of strength and 

endurance” (“Oak Garden”). While a typical visitor to the physical garden might not 

recognize the deep symbolism of the trees, the aesthetic convention of planting a tree as a 

substitution for a lost life is deeply entrenched in US memorial culture. This convention 
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has its precedent in other prominent public memorials, including the Oklahoma City 

National Memorial and Museum that commemorates the Oklahoma City bombings of 

1995, the National September 11 National Memorial & Museum, as well as a general 

trend of dedicating trees in various parks and botanical gardens in honor of one’s 

deceased. In each memorial, the type of tree has been carefully selected for their 

representational qualities; for example, all of the trees planted in the National September 

11 Memorial & Museum were transported from locations impacted by the 9/11 attacks, 

such as Pennsylvania and Washington, DC.  

Beyond the symbolism vested in the organic materials of the garden, the synthetic 

materials included also carry heavy symbolic weight in terms of their aesthetic choices. 

For example, the “Garden of Reflection” sign includes “fonts cut through the steel plaque 

to represent the void left by those lost,” and the tiles at the base of the fountains are made 

out of “reflective quartzite stone” in an echo of the Garden of Reflection’s name 

(“Memorial Journey”). Like the normalized use of trees in public memorials, the water 

feature is an aesthetically typical inclusion in this monument, again calling on famous 

precedents such as the Civil Rights Memorial Fountain in Montgomery, Alabama; the 

World War II Memorial Fountain in Washington, DC; the Oklahoma City National 

Memorial & Museum fountain; and the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fountain in 

London. The use of water especially invokes Christian symbolism, with the implications 

of cleansing, rebirth, and new life that Christian narratives of baptism have vested in 

water. Such unacknowledged, normalized gestures to Christian ideologies available in the 

Garden (as well as in most 9/11 remembrances) reflect the continued dominance of 
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Christian narratives in US political and national discourse.35 This dominance of Christian 

ideologies and metaphors demarcates a line between Christianity and all other religions, 

pointing to an alignment that permeates post-9/11 discourses of privilege. In short, the 

choices that govern the Garden of Reflection’s building materials are more go beyond 

basic issues of practicality, and instead involve aesthetic conventions that invoke deeply 

symbolic meaning throughout the memorial. These aesthetic choices of tree species, 

number of fountains, number of lights in the ground, and so forth, align the Garden of 

Reflection with recognizable messages of loss, pain, healing, and patriotism that have 

become normalized in the dominant September 11 memorial discourse. 

These aesthetic tropes work together to build a memorial narrative consistent with 

the overall post-9/11 social context. Social context, Turnley argues, deeply influences the 

way that meaning is made in a given medium (132). In other words, contextual 

understandings of a medium determine the ways that users approach and interact with it. 

This social context includes metaphors, images, and narratives about the medium as well 

as patterns developed by and through the medium. As Turnley suggests, “the social 

spaces that develop in and through media are not neutral and function in relation to 

cultural hierarchies of power and privilege” (132). In the case of a public memorial like 

the Garden of Reflection, analyzing the social context calls for a consideration of two 
                                                

35 This dominance, which perpetuates a conflation of church and state that helped to found the premise of 
United States governance and imperialism, is an important component of the sense of a qualitatively 
different “American” (US) character that has been referred to by political and communication scholars as 
“American exceptionalism.” The term was likely coined by Alexis de Tocqueville, an early and important 
voice in representing the young United States to Europe. See, for example, Seymour Martin Lipset’s 
American Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Sword; Deborah Madsen’s American Exceptionalism; and 
Andrew Rojecki’s “Rhetorical Alchemy: American Exceptionalism and the War on Terror.” 
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main contextual features. First, I consider the context of the media the memorial employs 

for its construction; and second, I consider the memorial in terms of the existing social 

metaphors and discursive conventions it engages. 

The Garden of Reflection Memorial was built in a semi-rural, affluent area, both 

qualities that are evident in the sprawling, well-manicured quality of the grounds. 

According to the 2010 US Census Report, the median household income for Bucks 

County is $74,828, more than twenty thousand dollars higher than the median average 

income for Pennsylvania. Only 4.9 percent of Bucks County residents are below the 

poverty level, compared with 12.4 percent in the state of Pennsylvania. The area is 

predominantly white, with 86.6 percent of the population identifying themselves as 

“white persons not Hispanic” in 2011 (2011 US Census Bureau). Despite the fact that 

other sites in Pennsylvania might offer a more logical choice for a statewide memorial—

most specifically, the crash site of Flight 93 in Shanksville, PA—the relative affluence of 

this Bucks County combined with its geographical location and its claim to having the 

most concentrated number of 9/11 victims from Pennsylvania combine to make it the 

choice for the official Pennsylvania memorial to September 11.36 The construction of the 

memorial cost 1.5 million and also collected a great deal of donations of plants and 

materials, according to the memorial committee (“Creating the Garden”). In addition to 

individual donations from local individuals and organizations, the Garden of Reflection 

earned nearly $850,000 in federal grants (“Creating the Garden”).  On top of these initial 

                                                

36 The United States National Park Service has taken up the maintenance and stewardship of the memorial 
at the site of the Shanksville crash. 



120 

 

costs, the memorial costs about $50,000 a year in maintenance (Hellyer). Taken together, 

the enormous cost of building and maintaining the memorial makes clear its affluent 

context. 

While the average visitor might not explicitly know of memorial’s socioeconomic 

context, this affluence is performed by the materials used to build the memorial, such as 

the hand-cast glass plaques and is perpetuated by the meticulous maintenance of the 

memorial, which is evident in the nearly-perfect grounds and also in features such as the 

continuous night lighting of the memorial. One influence of this material context is the 

cultivation of the perception that it takes affluence to build a truly reflective space, a 

space worthy of publicly mourning a tragedy like 9/11. In addition, one of the features 

highlighted at the Garden of Reflection itself, through a large plaque in the Gateway 

section of the memorial, is the fact that the memorial took the combined efforts of a great 

many community members, who donated time, money, and knowledge to develop the 

garden. As one of the first public memorials to 9/11 that was actually completed, the 

Garden of Reflection certainly continues to shape the material context of other, later 9/11 

memorials. For example, the narrative of US citizens helping one another to create 

something beautiful, like a memorial garden, out of something as ugly as 9/11 has 

become a narrative consistent with many 9/11 memorial stories. Numerous websites that 

tell the story of their community’s development of a 9/11 memorial begin with the 

community effort that was required to fund and build their specific monument, drawing 

on the heroism of one or two founding individuals and growing to reflect a “uniquely 
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American” vigor and resolve.37 This narrative, which is reflected to some extent in the 

Garden of Reflection’s website as well, ultimately positions public memorials to 9/11 as 

extensions of the patriotism indicated by the omnipresent US flags. While we mourn our 

dead, these communally developed memorials say, our monuments testify to the fact that 

the tragedy has united our communities through patriotism and nationalism. 

 Existing dominant discourses like the narrative of US resolve and unification 

strongly inform the overall expectation users have for the memorial. A second example of 

the Garden of Reflection aligning with its social context exists in the most didactic part of 

the garden, the sign that reads “After Darkness, Light” as the visitor walks out of the 

fountain area and toward the garden entrance. This sentiment is strongly informed by the 

expected narratives of retribution, healing, and reflection that characterize public 

discourse surrounding 9/11. And beyond these dominant discourses, cultural expectations 

for memorial discourse in general help to construct visitors’ expectations of the Garden 

of Reflection. From the name plaques to the trees, from the fountains to the arches, nearly 

all of the Garden’s features are consistent with typical public memorial structures.38 

Overall, the existence of socially dominant September 11 memorial discourses helps the 

                                                

37 For example, 9/11 memorials in Anthony, KS; Fountain Valley, CA; Sacramento, CA; and others all 
testify to the communal efforts and individual champions that developed 9/11 monuments in the face of 
many hardships. Again, this bespeaks the persistence of American exceptionalism rhetorics in 9/11 
memorials. 

38 Memory scholars have built a strong corpus that describes and details typical memorial structures and 
artifacts. See, especially, James Young’s (1993) discussion of the materials of Holocaust memorials and 
counter-monuments; Barbie Zelizer’s (1995) excellent overview of memory studies, including a section 
outlining the materiality of memory; and Paul Connerton’s (1989) expansive cataloguing of social memory 
practices.  
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Garden of Reflection to function effectively despite its limited explanatory signs or 

didactic features. In the next section, I narrate my visit to the virtual Garden of Reflection, 

and then I offer a mediological analysis of that site in comparison to the physical site. I 

conclude the chapter by discussing the ways that the two sites presume and rely on media 

convergence to develop a “complete” public memorial to September 11, 2001.  

A “Virtual Visit” to the Garden of Reflection 

The Garden of Reflection website begins on a home page that offers current news 

updates and events happening around the physical memorial. When I visited the Garden’s 

site in June 2012, for example, the 9th Annual 9-11 Memorial Golf Classic, to be held in 

July 2012, was being advertised. The site’s top banner includes a twilight photograph of 

the fountains with the memorial’s “After Darkness…Light” theme transposed on top of 

the photo. A menu on the left-hand side of the page offers several options for navigation, 

tabs across the top of the page offer options for visiting the physical site, and the bottom 

of the homepage includes a PayPal link for making tax-deductible donations to the 

Garden’s fund. While the website offers a handful of interactions not available to 

physical visitors, for this study I am most interested in the “Virtual Visit” that users can 

access through a link in the left-hand menu. This “virtual visit” is the closest counterpart 

to the physical visit; the remainder of the website can be considered to be mediological 

context for this virtual visit. 

On the “virtual visit” page, users are invited to “spend time taking a personal 

journey through the Garden of Reflection” (“Memorial Journey”). When I first read this 

sentence, I assumed that it was intended to encourage virtual users to visit the physical 
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location. However, upon reading further it became clear that, although the memorial’s 

website clearly supports the physical memorial, the “virtual visit” section is intended to 

function as a stand-alone memorial experience. In fact, the website as a whole is almost 

entirely free of suggestions that users ought to make a physical visit, although it does 

offer clear directions and requests for donations for garden maintenance. The 

introductory paragraph to the virtual visit beseeches users to “please experience the 

Memorial journey which brings you to the heart of the memorial, a place of healing, inner 

peace and hope” (“Memorial Journey”). This statement suggests that the “virtual visit” is 

intended, alone, to provide the sense of healing that is endemic to most public memorials. 

The virtual visit begins with a bird’s-eye view of the garden, labeled with letters 

to highlight various elements that are noteworthy and symbolic, such as the “gateway” 

and the “remembrance walk.” This birds-eye perspective allows virtual visitors to see the 

overall design of the memorial: its teardrop shaped “forecourt” containing the steel 

structure, the “remembrance walk” along the name plaques to the “memorial core” with 

the fountain and the local victim plaques. The photograph is situated so that the US flag, 

the first object visitors are confronted with in the physical memorial, stands in the 

photograph’s background. At the foreground of the photo stand the fountains and the 

outside circle of trees. Although the victim plaques make up the “heart of the memorial” 

in the physical Garden, the photograph’s perspective makes the flag and the fountains 

visual centerpieces of the virtual memorial. The aerial perspective also allows visitors to 

understand the symbolism of the memorial design, such as the “Twin Fountain rising 

from square voids representing the footprints of the World Trade Center” (“Memorial 
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Journey”). In addition, the aerial perspective amplifies the multiple circular connections 

among paths that help to construct the “after darkness, light” narrative of the garden. 

To interact more fully with the aerial photograph, virtual visitors can click on any 

of the hyperlinks in the visit menu on the right of the photo. The link opens a window 

with a photograph of the area in question and a textual elaboration of that section’s 

symbolic meaning. For example, clicking on the “After Darkness…Light” hyperlink 

opens a window with a close-up of the interpretive plaque and the following message: 

“As we leave the heart of the memorial we pass the last Interpretive plaque that 

summarizes the spirit of the journey After Darkness…Light” (“Memorial Journey”). 

From these descriptions, the virtual visitor can learn important symbolic intentions of the 

memorial’s design, such as that “the patterned finish” of the steel on the interpretive 

plaques “reminds us of the chaos on that day at Ground Zero” and that the “September 11, 

2001 fonts were cut through the steel plaque to represent the void left by those lost” 

(“Memorial Journey”). These details emphasize the level of care and (dominant, 

normative) thought that went into the design of the Garden, but which would be easily 

lost on a visitor to the Garden grounds who did not have the benefit of the virtual site’s 

explanations at hand. 

The webpage is maintained by netStride, a local Bucks County web design 

company, and although the page is reasonably well-maintained and updated, it includes 

formatting and proofreading errors that are inconsistent with the meticulously maintained 

physical grounds of the Garden. For example, the photographs of local Bucks county 

victims on a “Victims” page are strongly pixelated. And, in the spring of 2012 the site 
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was clearly targeted by a bot that posted false headlines in the “news” section. This 

hacked section remained on the site for several months. There are also errors in terms of 

design coding. For example, on the “Virtual Visit” page, the shading that distinguishes 

the hyperlink menu from the aerial photograph stops before the end of the menu, making 

the last few links difficult to read. All of these minor problems with web editing contrast 

sharply with the sheen and polish of the immaculate physical site, suggesting that less 

expenditure has been made for the technological design and maintenance of the virtual 

component of the Garden of Reflection Memorial. This leniency with the polish of the 

website reveals an understanding of the technological difference between a web 

memorial and a physical one, as designers can edit a webpage with relative ease, 

especially in contrast to making structural changes to a physical memorial. This perhaps 

allows error to be more acceptable on the website than it would be in the physical site, 

because such error is likely to be dismissed by visitors as temporary. 

The minor errors in the website also suggest that the technological dimension was, 

perhaps, a secondary focus of the memorial committee’s priorities. Such a secondary 

focus might be due, in part, to the fact that the memorial committee is comprised of five 

residents of Bucks County, all family members of victims of 9/11. Because a primary 

motivation of the memorial committee was to provide local and presumably also personal 

healing, their physical proximity to the site likely eclipses their dedication to creating a 

correlating virtual memorial, which they might not have seen as being as immediately 

useful to their intended local audience. On the other hand, the fact that the Garden of 

Reflection continues to receive extensive and expensive maintenance suggests that 
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funding for similar web maintenance might be available. Additionally, the Garden of 

Reflection has been named the official 9/11 memorial for the state of Pennsylvania, 

which likely leads to a large number of out-of-town and out-of-state visitors. This 

likelihood of out-of-town visitors alongside the frequent and ongoing activities that occur 

at the memorial beckon to a need for the Garden to maintain a professional, broadly-

accessible virtual space. 

In the mediological schema, the technological dimension is comprised of the 

often-invisible building blocks that provide structure and functionality for an artifact, 

such as the coding, the graphic user interface, and so forth (133). Turnley’s discussion of 

the technology category resembles her accounting of the aesthetic dimension, particularly 

for web design, in which the conventions of design are closely tethered to programming 

capabilities. To distinguish the technologic from the aesthetic categories of the virtual 

Garden of Reflection, it is helpful to envision the “back-door” structuring of the site, such 

as programming, as comprising the technologic dimension. The aesthetic dimension, on 

the other hand, includes “front-door” engagements that the typical user interacts with, 

such as the hyperlinks, the clickable photographs, the discussion boards, and so forth. 

The technological dimension of the virtual Garden of Reflection differs markedly from its 

physical counterpart, underscoring Turnley’s suggestion that technology influences how 

users and designers approach a given medium. Whereas the physical Garden’s 

technological affordances include spatial and structural components such as steel and 

cement, the “virtual visit” relies on the building blocks consistent with most web 

development: Javascript and html coding, Internet connectivity, photography, social 
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networking and mapping software, and so forth. On top of this coding, the website relies 

predominantly on the technologic feature of text and images to convey information, both 

features that exist in, but are less central to, the physical site.  

In the Garden’s website, the aesthetic “front-door” features rely on users’ 

disciplined understanding of web conventions while simultaneously offering a didactic 

explanation of the qualities of the physical Garden of Reflection. By using the term 

“didactic,” I draw on a common understanding of public memorials as being, above all, 

“usable” for a variety of political, social, and cultural purposes (Zelizer 226). The online 

Garden of Reflection works primarily to teach users how to access and interpret the 

physical memorial and its symbolism. The affordance of hyperlinking, for example, 

works didactically because it uses verbal naming and labeling of the Garden’s sections, 

which highlights the Garden’s intentional symbolism. The physical visit lacks such 

explanations, perhaps assuming that physical visitors will extrapolate the symbolism of 

healing and hope. By offering explicit instruction about what each element of the Garden 

represents, the site eclipses most subjective knowledges about 9/11 memorial discourse 

that visitors bring to the site. Additionally, these guides quietly discourage alternate 

interpretations about the site from forming: the meaning has been fixed, if not physically 

inscribed, on the space. The visual design of the “Memorial Journey” also allows virtual 

viewers an aerial perspective that illuminates the memorial’s global symbolism. The 

scope of the overall design, especially its large-scale features such as the teardrop-shaped 

forecourt and the concentric circle of the fountain plaza, are difficult to see from the 

ground. This global design adds to the overall symbolism of the memorial, but it is most 
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easily accessed by virtual visitors, the more so because the symbolism of the teardrop is 

explicitly revealed through text in the website. All of these explications of the memorial’s 

symbolism are conjoined with the aesthetic conventions governing the use of the virtual 

“Memorial Journey.” In other words, to navigate the website a user must view the aerial 

photograph of the memorial and s/he must read the symbolically weighted names of the 

Garden’s sections; s/he cannot avoid interacting with these heavily didactic acts of 

naming and explaining. All of these aesthetic conventions lead to a highly disciplining 

experience in which the virtual visitor cannot avoid learning about the designers’ 

intentions for symbolism and meaning in the Garden.  

However, despite this strongly didactic slant, the virtual “Memorial Journey” 

offers users few explicit instructions regarding how to use the website itself. Here, the 

Foucauldian function of transparent disciplining is again at work, relying on users’ 

understanding of aesthetic Web conventions to guide their use of the website. For 

instance, the linear organization provided by the virtual visit’s menu works like the 

sidewalks in the physical Garden, showing visitors where to go and in what order to 

progress. For both versions of the Garden of Reflection, this lack of guidance suggests 

that users are expected to understand the aesthetic conventions governing each medium. 

In other words, while the virtual visit gives strong didactic instruction regarding how to 

use the physical site, it relies on the more transparent disciplining of aesthetic 

conventions for users to guide themselves through the virtual site. For the virtual visit, the 

aesthetic choices rather than explicit directions govern how users interact with the site. 

Using only photographs rather than 3D virtual tours like the one used in the National 
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September 11 Memorial & Museum website, for example, controls the perspective virtual 

visitors can access for each section of the memorial. Rather than offering free-roaming 

exploration like in the physical garden, the virtual visit only allows users to view and 

access specific sections of the memorial and from specific angles and specific 

perspectives. For example, we can view the steel structure, but only from two angles: 

facing the flag and facing the fountain. And as visitors read about what the steel means to 

the memorial planners, the possibility for multiple interpretations of that steel depletes. 

There is no photograph of the steel structure from a perspective that faces the parking lot, 

which was, incidentally, where the temporary addition of a rosary hung when I visited the 

physical visit. 

The aesthetic affordances employed by the site consist primarily of normalized 

web conventions. Such normalization leads to the aesthetic features and functions 

becoming transparent to some extent, allowing the virtual visitor to imagine that s/he is 

looking at a “real” image of the garden rather than a highly mediated and edited image of 

that garden. Such transparency also works to obscure the disciplining functions of the 

tour, such as the linearity of the visit. And, like Selfe and Selfe’s assertion that the 

metaphors employed in the Macintosh interface anticipate users with access to specific 

socio-economically weighted social metaphors, the interface for the Garden of 

Reflection’s virtual visit also anticipates users who access the metaphors of visiting a 

memorial as a “tour.” This terminology helps users to compare the Garden of Reflection 

with other types of attractions they might tour: an historic city or a cultural landmark, for 

example. And, because these interactions are consistent with other types of web 
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engagement, most of these aesthetic conventions will appear transparent to the typical 

virtual visitor. Thus, a type of double-normalization occurs in the virtual Garden of 

Reflection: first, the aesthetic conventions of web design become normalized and thus 

transparent to users and, second, the site tests its use of symbolism and metaphor for 

consistency with existing dominant metaphors of post-September 11 memorialization. 

Turnley’s and Bolter and Gromala’s claims that normalization leads to transparency is 

especially notable in this virtual visit because it helps to reveal which symbols and 

metaphors are considered self-explanatory and which require further instruction. 

Identifying which aesthetic symbols of 9/11 incorporated in the virtual visit have 

been normalized and which are still considered necessary to explain assists with an 

understanding of the social dimension of mediological anlaysis. Unlike the physical 

Garden of Reflection, with a design that presumes that most visitors have normalized 

(and been normalized by) the major post-9/11 social metaphors it employs, the virtual 

visit only assumes this normalization in a few places. Identifying these places where 

explanation of memorial symbolism is not considered necessary highlights the social 

metaphors most strongly ingrained in post-9/11 discourse. For example, in the “Memorial 

Journey” we read that the twin fountains “rise to the heavens symbolizing the spirits of 

those lost” and that the WTC steel offers “stark reminders of the magnitude of the 

destruction on September 11, 2001” (“Memorial Journey”). On the other hand, the 

description of the US flag stands without explanation in the virtual visit, despite the fact 

that elsewhere in the website users can view an entire page dedicated to mapping and 

explaining how “The Tribute Flag was carried aboard three flights that flew over the 
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September 11 crash sites. The flag symbolically brought the victims home as it flew 

during the Dedication Ceremony at the Garden of Reflection on September 30, 2006” 

(“Tribute Flag”). The fact that no explanation of the flag is deemed necessary during the 

virtual visit, despite the explanation of most other symbols in the memorial and despite 

the strongly symbolic journey the flag took to reach the Pennsylvania memorial site, 

suggests that the designers expected all virtual visitors to identify with the symbolism of 

the flag with no further explanation. In other words, by comparing the metaphors that the 

virtual site deems necessary to explain with those that it deems self-explanatory, we can 

reach an understanding of which post-9/11 metaphors are most strongly normalized into 

9/11 memorial culture. 

Convergence, Hypervisibility, and the Social Metaphors of 9/11 Public Memory 

Clearly, each of these two versions of the Garden of Reflection might easily be 

engaged on its own. The physical Garden of Reflection is not dependent on the virtual 

“Memorial Journey” for meaning, and, likewise, the virtual visit offers users a strong 

understanding of the memorial’s overall design and intentions. However, a mediological 

comparison of the two Gardens of Reflection highlights how the two sites speak to one 

another, how each complements and complicates the other, and how they work multiply 

and simultaneously to reinscribe dominant post-September 11 memorial discourses. Most 

tellingly, looking at the sites side-by-side offers a compelling understanding of which 

symbols and metaphors, such as the meaning of a US flag in a 9/11 memorial, are most 

normalized in post-September 11 memorial culture. In other words, the mediological 
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comparison allows an analysis of the ways that convergence operates across the 

memorials to create a rhetorically meaningful memorial experience. 

In terms of technology, the disparate affordances of each memorial determine the 

type of interactions the user has with each memorial. Therefore, a user to the physical 

garden is subject to but not necessarily bound by the spatial disciplining offered by the 

structural affordances of the Garden of Reflection. In contrast, the structure of the virtual 

“Memorial Journey” is much more constrictive, controlling a user’s perspective of each 

component of the memorial. In addition, the virtual visit’s reliance on ease of editing 

leads to a less polished, less respectfully dignified experience, as technological snags 

such as pixellation and spam enter the user’s commemoration experience.  

Aesthetically, the two sites approach the didactic function of memorialization in 

markedly different ways. The physical Garden offers little instruction, relying instead on 

entrenched aesthetic conventions of commemoration, and especially post-9/11 

commemoration, to create meaning. This lack of didactic interventions leads to a strongly 

epideictic experience, more in line with modernist public memorials such as the 

Washington Monument or the Lincoln Memorial. On the other hand, the virtual 

“Memorial Journey” complies with the aesthetic conventions of web browsing, a design 

choice that leads to a strongly didactic experience. As public memory scholars have long 

maintained, both of these approaches to memorialization are acceptable and viable 

approaches to memory studies. It is only by looking at the two sites together that the 

contrast becomes noticeable. The availability of both types of experience—primarily 
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epideictic, primarily didactic—illustrates how useful media convergence can be in terms 

of encouraging rich, complex public memory experiences. 

Finally, comparing the treatment of social metaphors in each memorial offers a 

strong understanding of which symbols and tropes are most normalized in post-

September 11 memorial culture. Analyzing the converged memorials is especially helpful 

here, as a process of un-layering rearticulates which of those symbols are most 

normalized in the memorial discourse. The most deeply entrenched of these is the US 

flag, perhaps unsurprisingly, given the flag’s already central position in terms of 

nationalistic symbolism. However, looking at the converged memorials helps to elucidate 

the retributional quality of patriotism that is specific to post-9/11 discursive uses of the 

flag. While this symbolism can be found in each of the memorials individually, 

examining the converged series of social symbols offers a stronger understanding of 

which metaphors are most normalized in, and thus most deeply ingrained in, a specific 

memorial discourse. 

In addition to normalizing dominant social narratives surrounding 9/11, 

convergence also contributes to a kind of hypervisibility—an abundant and sharply-

focused visibility—of its most compelling metaphors. In the following section, I identify 

a number of elements in the Garden of Reflection that are most visible, most abundant, 

most hypervisible. Convergence helps to amplify this hypervisibility by reiterating the 

same dominant elements across multiple mediations. I suggest that the Garden’s 

hypervisibility works to consolidate its position as an exemplar of dominant September 

11 memorial narratives. 
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By suggesting the term “hypervisible,” I invoke Donna Haraway’s description of 

vision as enabling “a usable, but not an innocent, doctrine of objectivity” (581). This 

feminist reclamation argues both that vision is embodied and situated and also that 

objectivity can only be developed through an acknowledgment of one’s partial, embodied 

lens. As Haraway writes, “we need to learn in our bodies […] how to attach the objective 

to our theoretical and political scanners in order to name where we are and are not” (581). 

Due in part to my partial positionality—a white, middle-class woman who witnessed the 

attacks on September 11—I largely occupied a dominant, normative subject position at 

the Garden of Reflection. This positionality enabled me to identify hypervisible social 

metaphors and narratives more readily than it prepared me to identify what Levins 

Morales might call “absences” or “holes” in the memorial’s dominant narrative (3). 

However, I argue that like the borderlands practice of locating absences, identifying 

hypervisible elements offers a useful practice toward complicating and resisting the ways 

that ideology is inscribed and resisted in a space. 

The tactic of complicating normative assumptions by making already-visible 

elements hypervisible has been demonstrated recently in the Border Film Project, a 

collection of photographs documenting the lived experiences of undocumented migrants 

and Minutemen on the border between Mexico and the United States. The photographs, 

taken by the same migrants and Minutemen who appear in the photos, are captured by 

disposable cameras and are returned, sometimes anonymously, to the organizers of the 

Border Film Project. These photos serve not only to humanize the experiences of border-

crossing and border-watching, but also to suggest that similar spatial and visual tropes 
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mark the experience of the border as more than a political, geographic, or architectural 

line. Across these photographs, the means of mobility (feet, vehicles), the means of life 

(water, food, shelter), and the means of success (invisibility, surveillance) are captured in 

images of people walking, of troughs of water and empty bottles, of migrants camping 

under cover of shrubs and of patrollers watching through vision technologies such as 

binoculars and night-vision telescopes. The question of visibility is especially compelling 

in this project because of the already-existing binary between visible and invisible: the 

successful crossing of undocumented migrants depends in part on remaining invisible; 

the purpose of the Minutemen is to be visible and to make visible the people attempting 

to cross the border. Above all, the border permeates these photos, its various forms, 

whether wall, fence, stream, or sign, looms even when the photographers are not in a 

position to make the border visible. This physical, political, psychological border is 

hypervisible in the collection, and the power of this border to reinforce a binary narrative 

of us/them, of insider/outsider, of criminal/protector remains strong despite the 

similarities in the lived existence of the various photographers. 

Unlike the Border Project, the Garden of Reflection does not center on a visible 

border, despite the fact that memory spaces constitute a border between absent and 

present, between past and future. Nevertheless, many of the memorial’s hypervisible 

elements position the Garden of Reflection as helping to delineate the acceptable borders 

of patriotic post-9/11 discourse. With its 2002 designation as the Pennsylvania’s official 

9/11 memorial and its 2006 dedication date, the Garden of Reflection was one of the first 

major 9/11 public memorials. As an early example of 9/11 monumentality, the Garden of 
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Reflection consistently replicates dominant post-9/11 discourses, as seen with the tropes 

of retributional patriotism and of a Christian process of mourning and healing discussed 

earlier in this chapter. These tropes proliferate across the digital and physical iterations of 

the Garden, especially through persistent markers such as the US flag, the overt and 

symbolic naming of victims, and the repeated evocations of a Judeo-Christian journey of 

reflection, cleansing, and forgiveness. The hypervisibility of such tropes, reiterated in the 

convergence of the memorial’s multiple modalities, reveals the active ways that the 

Garden of Reflection actively participated in the colonization of post-9/11 memory. The 

hypervisibility of some tropes also deemphasizes other equally legitimate metaphors of 

post-9/11 mourning. For instance, while many memorials across the globe incorporate 

pieces of damaged World Trade Center steel in their monuments, the Garden of 

Reflection’s steel beam is one of the largest and is also visually prominent. The 

hypervisibility of such symbolism in the Garden of Reflection reinforces and even helps 

to build the ideological borders that dominate post-9/11 patriotism and mourning. 

In addition to concretizing legitimate tropes of post-9/11 mourning, the 

hypervisible elements also mask legitimate memorial gestures that are less visible in the 

dominant 9/11 memory narrative. For example, disagreements about who to mourn, how 

to mourn, and what constitutes mourning that continue to mark the National Memorial 

are completely erased by the unquestioning certainty of the Garden of Reflection’s 

dominant symbolism. Additionally, in a memorial that is geographically close to all three 

of the 9/11/2001 disaster sites (The Pentagon in Washington, DC; the crash site of Flight 

93 in Shanksville, PA, and Ground Zero in New York City), fragments from these sites 
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are notably absent.39 By identifying the World Trade Center fragment as hypervisible, the 

ideological centering of Ground Zero in the post-9/11 imagination becomes more 

identifiable. Throughout the Garden of Reflection, other equally-legitimate symbols of 

9/11 memory fade under the shadow of the more hypervisible elements of the Garden of 

Reflection. In the shadow of this hypervisible symbolism, the outlines of dominant 

memorial subject might be drawn: focused on Ground Zero, flag-waving, Christian, 

Western, and willing to consolidate a uniquely “American” “us” in opposition to an 

“Other,” unknowable foreign (terrorist) threat. In other words, the desire to mourn 

merges with a desire for protection against becoming one of those names, and it does so 

under the symbols of the US flag and the battered remains of the fallen Twin Towers. 

The hypervisibility of this symbolism repeatedly invites visitors to identify with this 

dominant narrative of what 9/11 means for the United States, to the exclusion of other 

possible interpretations. Moreover, all of these elements that are made hypervisible in the 

physical space of the garden are reinforced through the virtual visit’s careful descriptions 

of symbolism and meaning. 

Looking from a lens of hypervisibility offers a distinct perspective, a positionality 

from which to consider the ways that ideology and discursive power are formed around 

specific social metaphors. Like asking what is invisible in a memorial space, asking what 

is deliberately made to be visible challenges an understanding of a social space as neutral 

or inclusive. Furthermore, by drawing attention to what is made to be ideologically 

                                                

39 As a contrast to this, a number of 9/11 memorial sites across the country do include fragments from all 
three of these disaster zones, including memorials in more geographically-distant Arizona and Illinois. 
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dominant, I make space for the identification of other, less visible discourses and 

ideologies. Like Levins Morales and Massey, I recognize that conversations and stories 

occur alongside and outside the edges of what is visible (or hypervisible) in a given 

space-time. Like Haraway, I recognize that what rests outside of the edges of my 

observation, my own partial, situated vision, will not necessarily exist outside of other 

people’s frameworks. Hypervisible elements are likely to be constantly visible from 

multiple frameworks, although the ramifications of these elements might shift. In 

addition, the convergence of multiple modalities serves to reinforce, rather than to resist, 

these moments of hypervisibility. 

This chapter supports Haskins claim that we ought to be wary of the automatic 

assumption that digitality will automatically invite deeper vernacular participation in the 

construction of public memory narratives. Contrary to that assumption, the converged 

body of commemoration advanced by the Garden of Reflection and the “Memorial 

Journey” demonstrates that digital memorials can be more, rather than less, inclusive of 

vernacular additions to a specific memorial. While the physical Garden of Reflection had 

several vernacular additions to its structures, the long-abandoned discussion board offers 

the only digital outlet for individuals to publicly and officially engage with the memorial. 

And while individual users might publish individual reviews of the memorial—say, on a 

blog or a on a Facebook page—these individual narratives do not have much potential to 

enter into a public record of the memorial. While entering into “permanent” or recorded 

memory registers might not be the intention of many or most counter-memories, one of 

the possible functions of digital memorial interactions might be the creation of discursive 
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space so that individuals who are excluded from participation in dominant memory 

discourses might find one another, potentially constituting a counter-public. Rather than 

anticipating acquiescence, in other words, digital memory spaces carry rich potential to 

invite multivocality. Especially in the case of events such as September 11, 2001, which 

are surrounded by thick discursive webs of dominant rhetoric, simply posing counter-

story as a possibility might constitute a non-dominant act of resistance. 

However, I also want to suggest that while scholars and memorial designers 

should be wary of the assumption that digitality automatically yields participation, it is 

worth noting that the process of convergence does deeply involve visitors in the process 

of making meaning across multiple memorial mediations. Whether it is to preview a 

memorial site, to review a visit to a physical memorial, or to report back following a 

physical visit, the growing body of online corollaries to physical memorials will continue 

to shape how users understand and interact with memorial culture. With the Garden of 

Reflection, the website offers explanations and information that it is up to the individual 

user to draw on when visiting the physical site. This interplay between memorial sites 

exemplifies the idea of convergence in Jenkins’ terms. It also demonstrates the highly 

rhetorical nature of multimodal memorials, in which visitors draw on a variety of 

contextual factors to create a synthesized memorial experience. Jenkins argues that the 

increase in user participation in entertainment media convergence “will redefine the face 

of American popular culture” as consumers and conglomerates struggle to decide who 

can create and modify content (18). Likewise, the increasing dependence on individual 

user-based connections among multimodal memorials will redefine the textured 
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landscape of contemporary public memorial culture. Failing to consider the physical and 

the digital components of a public memorial together imposes an artificial separation of 

the textured, converged memory landscapes that exist in contemporary culture. Like other 

forms of thirdspace, it is the converged experience of the Garden of Reflection that offers 

the most meaningful understanding of public remembrance of September 11, 2001. Only 

by considering the sites together, as a type of converged thirdspace, do the most 

entrenched discursive features of 9/11 memory narratives become clear.  
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CHAPTER 4: CONVERGING MULTIMODALITY: THE NATIONAL 
SEPTEMBER 11 MEMORIAL AS HETEROTOPIC SPACE-TIME 

 

Converging Heterotopias: Digital/Physical Public Memorial Complexes 

My discussion of convergence builds primarily on Henry Jenkins’ understanding 

of convergence as a mental process, one in which visitors connect their understandings 

from multiple media platforms in order to create a meaningful memorial experience. In 

this chapter, I build on this concept of convergence. Here, I consider how convergence—

both the mental and embodied process of convergence as well as the physical converging 

of multiple media platforms into a single memorial space—creates a heterotopic space-

time that highlights how memory spaces are formed by heterogeneous processes. To 

make this argument, I analyze the most prominent and the most dominant of the 

memorials to September 11, 2001: the National September 11 Memorial and Museum 

(National Memorial). Thinking of the converged National Memorial as a heterotopic 

space-time enables a consideration of how the space simultaneously encourages and 

discourages multivocal memory practices. In this chapter, I interrogate how the National 

Memorial’s converged spatial/digital/temporal constructions acknowledge, account for, 

and make invisible heterogeneities of memorial discourse. This case study demonstrates 

the pressing need to consider how multimodality influences the possibilities for 

heterogeneity within memorial spaces. 

Throughout this chapter, I interrogate the convergence of spatial, visual, digital, 

and contextual mediations of the National Memorial to analyze the productive 

interrelationships that develop in richly multimodal memorial spaces. My analysis draws 
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primarily on an observational methodology, based on field notes I collected during my 

May 2012 visit to the physical National Memorial in New York City. At the time of my 

visit, the memorial was still under construction; the Reflecting Pools that comprise the 

majority of the memorial space were open, but the museum was still a work in progress, 

as was much of the area surrounding what has come to be known as “Ground Zero.”40 

Therefore, my visit to the memorial was marked by signs of incompletion: temporary 

visitors’ centers, construction equipment and requisite fencing, and professed 

“temporary” security measures. Like any moment in a public space’s existence, this 

temporary time of construction represents an important moment in the network of 

meanings that contribute to the ongoing memorialization of September 11, 2001. 

Likewise, much of the digital material I analyze in this chapter reflects the unfinished 

nature of the physical memorial. For example, a series of digital renderings called the 

Memorial Exhibition (MemEx) substitutes for the as-yet unopened museum at the time of 

this writing.41 The MemEx epitomizes what Massey might call a “story-so-far,” meaning 

that, like all spaces, its presence and meaning is temporally dependent on contextual 

circumstances (9). My analysis of this temporary digital space offers a chance to 

understand how the space operates “so far,” but I acknowledge that this digital space 

might take an entirely new form once its physical corollary opens and also that each 
                                                

40 While the term “ground zero” is a common term for disaster sites, it has certainly been normalized to 
mean New York’s Ground Zero in US discourse. 

41 Interestingly (and, I believe, coincidentally), in 1945 engineer and scientist Vannevar Bush invented a 
microfilm viewer he named the Memex, a structural precursor to the World Wide Web. The memex, which 
Bush called “augmented memory,” was designed to store and allow viewing of an individual’s 
comprehensive library of texts and images.  
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instantiation is always a temporary story “so-far;” always subject to reinvention and 

reinterpretation. 

I begin the chapter by reimagining Foucault’s theory of heterotopia to incorporate 

cultural geographers’ more nuanced notion of space-time. I argue that the term 

“heterotopia” might be usefully updated to attend to calls from cultural geographers such 

as Arun Saldanha, Harvey, and Massey to envision the evolution of “space-time” as a 

non-linear process. This adoption of heterotopia is especially useful for considering 

converged spaces of digital and physical public memory because these sites are so 

multiply layered by the technologies, the people, and the lines of power that move 

through them. In other words, public memory understood through convergence 

exemplifies the simultaneous existence of multiple agents, narratives, and spaces. I 

engage this understanding of time and space as processual and multiple by analyzing the 

converged National Memorial as an example of what I call a “heterotopic space-time.” 

The National Memorial is a particularly potent example of heterotopic space-time 

because of its multiple positionings as a site of personal, local, national, and transnational 

importance. The heterogeneities of purpose that exist within the National Memorial as 

well as those that surround it clearly reveal this memorial as a heterotopic space that is 

shaped by an ongoing process of negotiation, contestation, and reconciliation among its 

multiple constituents. 

Analyzing the National Memorial as a heterotopic space-time highlights the 

relational quality of converged digital/physical/temporal spaces. A converged 

digital/physical memorial like the National Memorial is rife with what Saldanha might 
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call “internal heterogeneity,” each space subject to the multiplicities of purpose and 

understanding that occur in the space daily as visitors attend and re-shape the space 

(2083). Simultaneously, though, the National Memorial works through external 

heterogeneities, with the digital and physical spaces also shaping one another. On an even 

larger level, the National Memorial space is also shaped by the non-memorial spaces and 

discourses that act as context to the memorial. These simultaneous, ongoing, and multiple 

relationships between the National Memorial’s internal and external spaces shape one 

another, leading to a recursive kind of disciplining and interpretation within the National 

Memorial space-time. 

A secondary methodology in this chapter responds to Levins Morales’ call to 

“make absences visible” (3). While observation enables my analysis of how the National 

Memorial’s converged spatial and multimodal elements influence visitors’ engagements 

with the memorial, it does not work toward this decolonial goal of uncovering that which 

is not already visible in the memorial space. In the case of the National Memorial, such 

invisible elements range from unnamed and undocumented victims to unapparent 

measures of surveillance through digital information accumulation and tracking. As a 

heterotopia that simultaneously occupies multiple, converged spaces, the question of 

what is (in)visible at the National Memorial also constantly shifts. Thus, the borderlands 

concern with what remains absent from the memorial space as a way of demonstrating 

that, first, subject positionality influences what can be seen at any given time in the 

memorial space and, second, that both the seen and the unseen have influence over that 

space. Given Foucault’s framing of heterotopic spaces as liminal spaces that exist 
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somewhere between the real and the imagined/imaginable, it becomes possible to 

imagine heterotopic multimodal memory spaces as borders from which multiple 

possibilities for action and agency might arise. For instance, I argue near the end of this 

chapter that the invisible measures of surveillance and control help to colonize the digital 

space of the National Memorial. 

Public Memorials as Heterotopic Space-Times 

In the mid-1960s, Michel Foucault lectured to a group of architects on his theory 

of heterotopia, “other spaces” that illuminate the workings of space in terms of “relations 

among sites” (23). This lecture, given early in his trajectory toward theorizing 

genealogies of knowledge, centers on utopias and heterotopias, distinct because they 

function “in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or 

invert the set of relations that they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect” (24). In other 

words, utopias and heterotopias serve as critiques of other social spaces because they 

seek to reproduce, to improve, or to counteract existing cultural spaces. The act of 

reproduction, improvement, or counteraction reveals the ideological underpinnings of 

power and knowledge vested in social and political spaces. With the concept of the 

heterotopia, Foucault introduces a thirding of spatial criticism wherein all spaces have 

utopic and heterotopic counterparts (the trialectic thus created is space-utopia-

heterotopia). While utopias are “sites with no real place,” “fundamentally unreal” spaces 

that reflect society by means of analogy, heterotopias are real spaces, “something like 

counter-sites, a kind of enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that 

can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” 
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(24). To elucidate this reflective/refractive function of heterotopic space, Foucault 

advances a heterotopology, or six principles that define heterotopias. These principles 

include claims that heterotopias reflect a society’s current ideologies (25); that they 

juxtapose several otherwise incompatible spaces or sites (25); that they are “linked to 

slices in time” (26); and that they function in relation to all the space that remains (27). 

These principles of heterotopology resonate with public memorial spaces in general, and 

the following section briefly discusses the ways that public memorials might function as 

traditional Foucauldian heterotopias.42 I then move on to discuss the need to complicate 

the idea of the heterotopia when dealing with public memorials, especially in a converged 

physical/digital memorial space.  

Foucault identifies the cemetery, a quintessential memory space, as a heterotopia. 

The cemetery as heterotopia has shifted, first signifying “the heart of the city” and, more 

recently, as a spatialization of our need to maintain an “‘other city’” to trace our tenuous 

bodily existence in response to our societal aversion to mortality (25). The cemetery-as-

heterotopia reflects society’s always-shifting ideological values. It offers a temporal link 

to the notion of immortality while also physically reminding us of bodily impermanence. 

Like the cemetery, public memorials spatially connect mortality and immortality, 

embodying an absence through the presence of memorial structures. Also like the 

cemetery, the design and the function of US public memorials has also shifted, 

transforming from “from singular and specific to collective and idealized memorials” 

                                                

42 Elizabetheda Wright has also briefly addressed Foucault’s idea of the heterotopia as it applies to 
cemeteries as public memorial spaces. 
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(Kammen 282). Michael Kammen has written convincingly of this transformed role of 

the public memorial in the twentieth century, in which public memorials underwent a 

process of democratization that reflected a postmodern ideological impulse to make 

public monuments more inclusive of their audiences. Thus, the public memorial-as-

heterotopia, like the heterotopia of the cemetery, both reflects and seeks to correct 

contemporary ideologies about mourning and triumph. Public memorials also fulfill 

Foucault’s third heterotopic principle, juxtaposing incompatible spaces, in various ways. 

From juxtaposing unlikely groups of victims or heroes to be commemorated, like in many 

memorials to September 11, to transplanting the atrocities committed at a faraway site to 

a new space, like with the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall, public memorials tend to 

converge multiple spaces and multiple times in a highly stylized spatial site. While the 

“public,” and thus presumably accessible, nature of public memorials contradicts to some 

extent Foucault’s fifth heterotopologic principle of being generally “not freely accessible 

like a public place,” most public memorials do have a system of entry or purification in 

which the borders of the memorial’s sacred space are clearly delineated from the 

“normal” space outside the memorial (26). Thus, we have the Garden of Reflection’s 

“Gateway” into the heart of the memorial; we have the stark doorways through which to 

enter the Vietnam Veterans Memorial; we have long lines of security through which to 

gain access to the National September 11 Memorial and Museum. All of these 

heterotopic qualities work toward the final principle: the heterotopia relates to other 

social spaces either by showing those spaces as illusory or by offering a perfected version 

of space. The idea of “illusory” might just as easily be termed “constructed,” meaning 
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that the ways that a space’s definition, its delineation, its rules of conduct, and so forth, 

are all imposed upon the space by a series of ideologically motivated conditions. 

Especially when constructed at the site of an atrocity or a triumph, the public memorial 

draws attention to itself as a constructed space, a space that operates outside the normal 

rules of conduct. This self-reflexive attention both highlights the rhetorical nature of all 

space while also narrating an event that happened in that space—offering explanation or 

reconciliation for the often-irreconcilable events that occurred in that space. In short, 

public memorials generally fulfill the principles that Foucault constructs for heterotopic 

space, but I argue in this chapter that contemporary public memorials have too many 

heterogeneities than can be accounted for by simply naming the space a “heterotopia.” 

Especially because of the complexity that characterizes multimodal public memorials, 

this idea of the heterotopia needs to be extended, and this chapter offers one such revision 

with the idea of heterotopic space-time. 

The concept of heterotopia represents an early effort to acknowledge that different 

spaces function as a network, transforming one another rather than being single, unrelated 

receptacles of events that happen in time, delineated in a purely chronological 

trajectory.43 The idea of the heterotopia seeks to account for the fact that spaces change in 

relation to one another and that this process is both non-linear and reflexive. Even 
                                                

43 This idea of space being governed not by the modernist narrative of chronological “progress” but rather 
by a “coeval” co-habitating of space across multiple cultures has been well discussed in several other fields. 
See, specifically, LeFebvre’s The Production of Space and Walter Mignolo’s thoughtful discussion in The 
Darker Side of the Renaissance. Like Mignolo, Foucault acknowledges that time influences space; also like 
Mignolo, Foucault resists the narrative of space being primarily shaped by “history.” Mignolo articulates 
this concern with his discussion of the myth of progress moving West across space as time advances. 
Foucault’s argument is that time is just one of many elements that influence how we experience space. 
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Saldanha, a critic of the heterotopia concept, notes that it “has allowed a wider range of 

analysts and critics to understand social differences as necessarily coexisting because 

they are fleshed out across space” (2081). I, too, argue that the idea of spatial coexistence 

continues the usefulness of the term heterotopia in examinations of contemporary 

memorial spaces. 

Admittedly, Foucault’s heteropology is susceptible to challenge, particularly in 

terms of its essentializing tendencies. Saldanha’s primary critique of the Foucauldian 

heterotopia objects to its positioning as an absolute “countersite;” it “is heterotopic not 

simply because of internal heterogeneity, but because of its external difference from all 

the rest of society’s spaces” (Saldanha 2083). This positioning, Saldanha argues, repeats 

structuralism’s sin of totalism, in which “all of society” serves as a “virtual whole” that is 

contrasted by a heterotopia, a site of essential difference from the rest of society (2084).  

With this critique Saldanha locates a difficulty of the binary relationship Foucault 

constructs by imagining a heterotopia as existing in opposition to “all other sites” in 

society. Compounding this problem, Saldanha notes, is Foucault’s claim that each 

heterotopia represents an isolated “slice of time,” an idea that “implies simultaneity: if 

one element were to transform faster than another, it would not obey the laws to the same 

degree” (Saldanha 2086). Ultimately, it is the heterotopia’s tendency toward stabilization 

or totalism that Saldanha targets as dangerous to critical analysis of space, for, as he 

argues, “all places are ‘countersites’ in varying degrees, and change relative to other 

places. Though they compete, none is completely opposed to another” (2087). “Simply 

picking out spaces and labeling them ‘heterotopic,’” Saldanha continues, “simplifies the 
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heterogeneity of the power struggles and regional differences constituting modernism” 

(2091). Saldanha argues for an understanding of space that avoids isolating difference in 

some spaces and dominant power in others. Foucault’s language certainly merits this 

criticism, with his description of heterotopic spaces as being “in relation with all the other 

sites” (24). While this description of heterotopias leaves room for multiple spaces to exist 

simultaneously, Foucault’s principles of heterotopology tend to construct a binary 

relationship between heteropias and “real” space, and they designate space as either the 

dominant space of “society” or as a singular countersite to dominant social space. 

Furthermore, as Saldanha argues, Foucault’s idea of heterochronicity freezes each space 

so that it must develop, linearly, one in relation with its countersites. 

I find these challenges to the concept of heterotopia to be critically important 

because one of my primary arguments is that multimodal memory spaces work in relation 

to one another, with the variety of sites coexisting to construct a coherent, multi-vocal 

memory narrative. Recognizing that each space contributing to a public memory narrative 

offers multiple, diverse, sometimes even divergent, arguments about the event being 

memorialized—rather than thinking of one space as “dominant” and all other spaces as 

counter-to-dominant—is crucial to how I envision contemporary memory spaces. 

Therefore, Saldanha’s concern about Foucault’s heterotopia is not one to be taken lightly. 

And yet, even in his critique of Foucauldian heterotopia, Saldanha suggests that the 

“intensity” of heterotopic spaces “builds up because they operate between social 

formations and identities, in the interstices of what is currently possible” (2093). It is this 

idea of heterotopic memory spaces as interstitial, as representing not history frozen-in-
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time but rather as representing and contributing to transitory, negotiable understandings 

of an event, that makes heterotopia an idea worth continued investigation.44 The next 

section turns to the work of two cultural geographers, Harvey and Massey, in an attempt 

to refine Foucault’s idea of the heterotopia. I re-read Foucault’s heterotopia to account 

more fully for the messy, non-linear, multiple ways that spaces develop in relation to one 

another.  

Specifically, I suggest that a modified understanding of heterotopia that takes into 

account recent attempts to consider space-time will perpetuate the utility of heterotopia as 

a critical lens for understanding space as multiple. This idea, which I call “heterotopic 

space-time,” offers a way to think about how converged memorial spaces interact. This 

re-reading draws on Harvey’s understanding of relational space, a notion that highlights 

the importance of process in spatial development, and on Massey’s related understanding 

of spaces-in-time. By infusing Foucault’s heterotopia with contemporary understandings 

of spatial multiplicity, I seek to reinvigorate heterotopia as a type of thirdspace. It is no 

accident that both LeFebvre and Soja referred to heterotopia in their work toward 

thirdspace theory. Soja, whose treatment of heterotopia in Thirdspace is responsible for 

much of the revival of heterotopia as a concept in the humanities, maintains that 

Foucault’s focus on spatial criticism “becomes a key step in radically opening up the 

spatial imagination and in rebalancing the trialectics of historicality-sociality-spatiality; 

in other words, to exploring both theoretically and practically the lifeworlds, the 

                                                

44 My definition of “public memory,” where I discuss public memory as both a product of memory as well 
as a process of re-membering, is crucial to an understanding of public memory as heterotopic space-time. 
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heterotopias, of Thirdspace” (15-16). An insistence on spatiality becomes even more 

meaningful when we consider how space is simultaneously constructed digitally and 

physically, as in many contemporary memorial spaces. One such consideration of space 

as simultaneous rises out of Massey’s imagining of “space as the dimension of multiple 

trajectories, a simultaneity of stories-so-far. Space as a multiplicity of durations” (24). A 

central argument of Massey’s For Space is that there is an “interpenetration, though not 

the equivalence, of space and time” (24).   Massey and Harvey share this understanding 

of “space-time,” a term that insists on recognizing that space and time are co-constitutive; 

“space and time are implicated in each other” (Massey 18). 

Two of Harvey’s propositions about space are particularly useful for my re-

reading of heterotopic space-time: first, Harvey’s explanation of what he calls “relational 

space” and second, his discussion of such space as formed by a process. Relational space 

is the most complex of three primary space categories Harvey identifies in his spatial 

tripartite.45 Relational space acknowledges both the heterogeneity of “internal relations” 

within a space as well as the fact that “external influences get internalized in specific 

processes or things through time” (273). In other words, relational space forms through a 

combination of practices that occur as a result of the people and objects within the 

demarcated space as well as by the multiple, external knowledges and motives that are 

                                                

45 It is important to note here that Harvey does not seek to separate or even to privilege the other types of 
space he identifies. On the contrary, he notes that “the dialectical relation between the categories [absolute, 
relative, relational space] that really counts, even though it is useful for purposes of understanding to 
crystallize each element out as distinctive moments to the experience of space and time” (280). Moreover, 
Harvey positions his spatial tripartite in relation to Lefebvre’s tripartite of experienced, conceptualized, and 
lived space in a matrix that, he argues, offers the most productive way of reading space-time (281). 
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brought to the space by the people and objects in that space. The heterogeneity of 

relational space is thus twofold, with internal and external contingencies working to 

shape the space at different paces and for different purposes. As Harvey puts it, “a wide 

variety of disparate influences swirling over space in the past, present and future 

concentrate and congeal at a certain point (e.g., within a conference room) to define the 

nature of that point” (274). Herein rests Harvey’s understanding of relational space as a 

process: rather than serving as empty vessels in which things happen, one at a time, in a 

neat, linear way, distinct spaces are continually created, modified, destroyed, and rebuilt 

by processes. Harvey writes that “processes do not occur in space but define their own 

spatial frame” (273). Moreover, Harvey argues, the processes that shape space do so 

unevenly, with varying relations working on a space simultaneously. 

As I read Harvey’s enumeration of relational space as a process, I found myself 

watching the August monsoon clouds building up over Tucson’s Santa Catalina 

mountains. This window view offered me a concrete way to think about Harvey’s spatial 

framework. Rather than staring at a fixed space—the mountains—the window view 

offers just one brief instantiation of a series of processes that are working together to 

shape the space I call the Santa Catalinas. For example, the process of geological 

development, indicated in part by the monsoon clouds promising both the nourishment 

and the erosion caused by rain, works alongside but at a very different pace from the 

colonizing human process of demarcating the space of the foothills as affluent property. 

The space of the mountains is shaped by its internal relations—by the objects such as 

saguaro cacti and boulders and the animals and humans that use the space. And the 
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distinct processes of geology and human colonization, to name only two, are 

simultaneously shaping the Santa Catalinas from an external position. These processes 

move at different paces, and they coincide at some points but not all. This example 

demonstrates how a space that appears to be solid, stable, and unmoving is actually being 

transformed at local, transnational, and geologic levels by multiple, sometimes competing 

processes. 

Likewise, the process of memorializing the September 11, 2001 attacks coincides 

with the process of redevelopment in New York City: the redevelopment of the city’s 

financial district and a concurrent development of an international tourist destination. 

September 11 memorialization coincides with the continued development of post-9/11 

political processes, which create and disrupt space on a global level. And simultaneously, 

the memorial space that is still under development engages multiple technologies, 

effectually creating a multiplicity of space-times that comprise the National September 

11 Memorial and Museum. These multiplicities of spatio-temporal frames reflect the 

heterogeneities of purpose that the National Memorial seeks to achieve, with varying 

degrees of success. As Harvey notes, 

The forces that converged over space to produce 9/11 were complex. How, then, 

can some accounting be given of these forces? Can something experienced as a 

local and personal tragedy be reconciled with an understanding of the 

international forces that were so powerfully condensed within those few 

shattering moments in a particular place? (286). 
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The remainder of this chapter analyzes the National Memorial as a heterotopic space-

time. I consider the ways that the physical and digital spaces work in relation to one 

another while simultaneously contributing to a larger process of memorialization that 

engages to varying extents the many external discourses surrounding the memorial. This 

kind of co-constituting of memory space across digital and physical environments 

characterizes contemporary memorialization practices.  

In an effort to understand the ways that time, space, and multimodality converge 

in a memorial space in order to create a multiply meaningful heterotopic space-time, I 

consider the National Memorial through the following analytical questions: 

1. What possibilities for heterogeneity are enabled/encouraged or 

disabled/discouraged by the space’s physical and digital constructed 

elements?  

2. How do the space’s lived practices interact with the practices 

enabled/encouraged by the physical and digital constructed elements? 

3. How does multimodality influence the possibilities for heterogeneity in the 

space? 

4. In what ways does “juxtaposition” among internal and external processes 

shape the space? 

Additionally, I recognize that as a heterotopic time-space, the National Memorial is also a 

thirdspace, a border space that invites a variety of practices and discourses from a 

multiplicity of visitor positionalities. As the National Memorial normalizes and stabilizes 

an ideal subject position for visitors, such normative practices cover and make invisible 
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other, nondominant ways of being, knowing, and remembering. Especially because of its 

position as the dominant September 11, 2001 memorial space, what is visible at the 

National Memorial becomes normalized as what types of memory discourses might 

proliferate outside of that memorial. This makes it extremely difficult to locate 

nondominant memorial practices because they seemingly do not exist at the site; such a 

sense of nonexistence is particularly strong for visitors who identify strongly with the 

dominant subject positionality created by the space’s measures of discipline and control. 

In addition, some of the invisible practices at the site deepen, rather than resist, the 

powerful ideologies at work in the site. Therefore, I add a fifth interrogation, one that 

relies on the borderlands method of making absences visible rather than on a 

methodology of observation. Morales Levins writes that “asking questions can be as good 

as answering them” when seeking to interrupt dominant narratives, and the following 

question reaffirms the heterotopic quality of the National Memorial because it will 

certainly yield different answers depending on the asker’s time, space, and positionality 

in relation to the National Memorial (3). Even for me, my answers to this question have 

shifted in the time since I physically visited the site. 

5. What is not made visible or present in the site; what is made to be invisible, 

and what do these absences suggest about the possibilities for heterogeneity 

within the space? 

Together, these questions interrogate the relational, heterogeneous qualities of the space. 

Moreover, these questions treat the space as a process that is shaped by a combination of 

material, lived, conceived, and conceivable practices in the space. My analysis is not 
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intended to be an exhaustive explication of all of the elements of the National Memorial; 

rather, I draw from just a few examples in order to demonstrate the necessity of 

considering the relational tensions that emerge through the process of memorializing 

across physical and digital space. As Harvey argues, it is this tension “between the 

material, the conceived and the lived that really matters” when applying theoretical 

frameworks to the politics of daily life (291). 

Analysis of the Converged National September 11 Memorial & Museum 

Ultimately, this chapter argues that we as scholars need to deploy space-time 

frameworks in order to think meaningfully about converged spaces, especially 

intentionally charged spaces such as memory spaces. This thirdspace approach to spatial 

analysis recognizes the concomitant influences of space and time on discourse. I argue 

that both digital and physical spaces must be considered together as part of heterotopic 

space-time. This more inclusive framework challenges us to account for the 

heterogeneities that exist across digital and physical converged spaces. Therefore, I resist 

the urge in the following sections to separate completely my analysis of the National 

Memorial’s physical sites from its virtual sites. Rather, I organize my analysis according 

to the questions posed in each section. These questions also impose some artificial 

categorization; for example, I begin by thinking about the “constructed elements” of the 

National Memorial, an engagement that primarily engaged the absolute spaces of the 

memorial; and later I move to thinking about the contextual interrelations that shape the 

memorial as both an absolute and also as a relative space. As Harvey notes, 

“measurement becomes more and more problematic the closer we move towards a world 
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of relational space-time” (274). Despite imposing these categories, though, I follow 

Massey in advocating for a thirdspace approach that considers the even absolute, 

constructed space as shaped by multiple relational processes. 

Interrogation 1: What possibilities for heterogeneity are enabled/encouraged or 

disabled/discouraged by the space’s physical and digital constructed elements? 

 Analyzing the National September 11 Memorial and Museum’s constructed 

elements demonstrates the simultaneous and contradictory impulses to control visitors’ 

actions at the memorial while also inviting individual participation through digital media 

technologies. The converged National Memorial heterotopia offers multiple opportunities 

for visitors to engage both physically and virtually with the site. Many of these 

opportunities encourage, at least superficially, visitor interaction, especially through 

digital experiences such as oral history repositories and social media engagements. While 

the converged National Memorial constructs multiple means for vernacular engagement, 

the actual practices in these spaces, at least so far, reveal the effects of the spatial 

disciplining much more than an invitation for broad participation. This section discusses 

two notable elements of the National Memorial: first, the constructs of surveillance and 

control that primarily restrict heterogeneous use of the memorial space and, second, the 

constructs of social media primarily intended to promote heterogeneous use of the 

memorial space. While this analytical question deals primarily with what Harvey would 

call “absolute space,” the actual building blocks of the National Memorial site, 

throughout this section I also attend to the ways that time and relationality shape these 
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spatial features of the National Memorial through my analysis of the lived practices in 

these spaces.  

A visit to the National Memorial is immediately subject to a system of 

surveillance and control that spans digital and physical practices. Visitors to the National 

Memorial must reserve, in advance, a time slot during which to visit the memorial. On 

the “Visitor Passes” webpage, the website frames this as a process that must happen 

online, although visitors to the physical site will learn that they can also visit the separate 

Memorial Preview site to reserve tickets as space permits. This reservations-only system 

is framed as a user-friendly accommodation during memorial construction, but it also 

effectively tracks and monitors all visitors to the physical site. Developers anticipate 

approximately three million annual visitors to the renovated World Trade Center site, 

including the National Memorial, many of whom will visit from outside New York City 

and will also be subject to this online checking-in process. Thus, even from the start a 

visit to the physical memorial is not strictly a “physical” visit; it begins as a multi-modal 

experience in which the digital component works to discipline and to sort visitors. 

The sense of surveillance that marks the pre-visit to the National Memorial 

persists throughout a physical visit, at least currently, while the memorial is still under 

construction. During my visit to the National Memorial, several city blocks were under 

construction as replacement offices and buildings were being built. One building in 

particular is worth noting: the symbolically-named and symbolically-constructed 

Freedom Tower. Planned to be the tallest building in the United States at a nationally 

symbolic 1,776 feet tall, the Freedom Tower reinforces another dominant rhetorical trend 
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in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. The prevailing interpretation of the terrorist attacks 

as an attack on freedom was concretized in post-9/11 rhetoric during George W. Bush’s 

20 September address to Congress, when he claimed that “we are a county awakened to 

danger and called to defend freedom” (AmericanRhetoric.org). Later in the speech, Bush 

outlined US freedom in terms of the US Constitutional Amendments: “our freedom of 

religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to vote and assemble and disagree with each 

other;” later, Bush framed freedom in more Western ideological terms as a belief in 

“progress and pluralism, tolerance and freedom” (American Rhetoric.org). Without 

additional moves to define or complicate “freedom,” Bush’s call to defend freedom 

sparked a bevy of recapitulations, best articulated in the idiom, “freedom isn’t free,” 

which has been circulated in various popular bumper stickers, songs, and cultural events 

such as fundraising marathons and has also been co-opted in various counter-rhetorics 

critiquing the enterprise of post-9/11 military activities.46  The Freedom Tower 

structurally embodies this dominant rhetorical imperative to defend US freedom; both its 

brash height and its recentering of US capitalism in the World Trade Center complex 

bespeak a defiance of the terrorist “attack on freedom.” None of this background is 

explicated at the Freedom Tower or on the National Memorial website, further 

substantiating the dominance of freedom as a post-9/11 rhetorical trope.47 

                                                

46 The phrase “freedom isn’t free” has been traced through popular culture at least as far back as the 1960s 
and has been used in official memorial rhetoric at the Korean War Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. 
Its co-opting and reinvention after 9/11/2001 thus follows a tradition of reminding US citizens to show 
gratitude to the US armed forces in times of heightened military action. 

47 As of March 2013, the Freedom Tower has assumed its official name, One World Trade Center. 
However, the designation Freedom Tower continues to persist in recorded history, including the 
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The Freedom Tower was about halfway finished, and both the top of the building 

as well as the crane doing construction were topped with US flags (“World Trade Center 

Reborn”). The Freedom Tower stands adjacent to the two footprints of the fallen Twin 

Towers. Those footprints and the plaza around them comprise the National Memorial 

site. During my visit, large fences with blue screening surrounded the site so that passers-

by could not easily view the National Memorial. Posted around this fencing, multiple 

signs directed visitors to the memorial entrance, located on a diagonal opposite from the 

World Trade Center metro station. While the National Memorial’s website suggests that 

the designers’ plan is for the site to become one of the largest, most sustainable green 

spaces in New York City, marked by open access to the ground level, the current 

instantiation of the memorial offers a much more restricted experience. 48 

To further the spatial demarcation and surveillance in the National Memorial, at 

the time of my memorial tour all visitors had to pass through a small, unadorned security 

room reminiscent of an airport security line, with x-ray screening of personal belongings 

and metal detectors for visitors to walk through to gain entry into the site. The 

normalization of such security procedures was evident in the ease with which visitors 

subjected themselves to the screening with limited instruction from the police officers. 

                                                                                                                                            

prominently named “Freedom Tower” crane used to place the US flag atop the completed frame of the 
structure in 2006. 

48 Once the construction has ended, the designers’ intent is for the plaza to become “seamlessly integrated” 
into the city, which I understand to mean that it will be accessible to visitors from all sides without fencing 
to guide and to control the flow of pedestrian traffic. Likewise, the wording on the visitor reservation site 
implies that after construction ends visits will not be subject to reservations. It remains to be seen the extent 
to which such methods of crowd control and recording remain in place after the end of construction. 
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The now-normalized process was done quickly, almost casually, revealing the perceived 

normalcy of security measures that have overtaken the United States in the wake of the 

attacks that happened in this space. This small security room underscores one of the most 

legislated post-9/11 ideologies in this country, that the future protection of US citizens 

and US land trumps other US ideological values such as privacy. Especially because they 

were being done in this space, the origin of the attacks that led to increased security 

procedures across the United States, the security screening process cultivated a sense of 

solemnity in visitors, making the security room a sort of portal from the space outside the 

memorial to its constructed, militarized borders. 

The sense of demarcation is also evident in the non-permanent features of the 

National Memorial site. A visible police force, more prominent than in other parts of the 

city, surrounded the construction site on the day of my visit, directing pedestrians and 

traffic. They assisted in the movement of construction vehicles to and from the site, but 

they also were clearly stationed in such a way as to observe the people and traffic around 

the site in general. The police officers demarcated the site nearly as effectively as did the 

blue construction fences, visually claiming the site as a place worthy—perhaps even in 

need of—forceful protection, much like the more intangible value of freedom. Together, 

the required reservation system, the trappings of construction fencing, and the police 

force demarcating the site as “other” form the rest of the city imposed selective access to 

the memorial, isolating the space from its surroundings and preventing visitors who were 

not singularly determined to visit the memorial. It is unlikely, then, that visitors to the 

current National Memorial would be engaging in a broad heterogeneity of activities; 
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rather, these systems of controlled access make it more likely that most visitors to the 

space intend to participate in or at least witness the memorializing that is happening 

there. In other words, in its current space-time, the National Memorial is not a place that 

New Yorkers will visit for a quick bite during lunch; it is not a likely meeting place for 

friends visiting Lower Manhattan. The difficulty of access strongly discourages 

heterogeneous uses of this space, at least in terms of most visits to the site. This is not to 

say that such heterogeneities cannot or do not exist at the National Memorial, but rather 

that in the name of security the space is currently constructed so as to discourage such 

multiple uses. 

By comparison to the strictly physical structures of the National Memorial, the 

simultaneous virtual spaces constructed in the memorial space offer a broad variety of 

engagements, suggesting the possibility for multiple types of engagement with the site. I 

discuss the digital engagements that offer the most promise for multivocality later in this 

chapter, but in this section I wish to overview one of the two digital corollaries to the 

physical National Memorial site, the online preview of the museum’s Memorial 

Exhibition (MemEx). The MemEx is represented on the National Memorial website not 

as a precise virtual visit but rather as a preview of “some of the ways in which the photos, 

remembrances and objects contributed to the Memorial Museum may be displayed as part 

of the memorial exhibition” (“Preview”). The MemEx includes a video “fly-through” that 

offers an animated virtual tour of the museum’s interior, a “preliminary draft design 

study” of the audiovisual reading of victim’s names that will play in one part of the 

museum, and a gallery of digital renderings of the museum’s future exhibits and 
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highlights. These renderings include images of sections of the original World Trade 

Center that have been preserved for display in the museum, including the “Survivors’ 

Stairs” that led many WTC workers to safety on 9/11, steel remnants from multiple sites 

across the WTC complex, and timelines of the “antecedents to 9/11” as well as the 

recovery and reconstruction efforts around Ground Zero. At first glance, these previews 

seem at once innocuous as well as highly functional; they offer an opportunity for visitors 

to “see” the National Memorial’s museum even when the constraints of time prevent us 

from visiting an unfinished building. In this sense, the MemEx highlights the relationality 

of the various physical and digital spaces offered by the National Memorial.  

On the other hand, I argue that the MemEx also functions to discourage multiple 

engagements with the National Memorial’s museum by disciplining public behavior in 

that space. The digital MemEx tour does not encourage close engagement with any 

feature of the museum. The scope of its features is visible—the enormity of the wall, the 

juxtaposition of new and recovered building materials, the multiplicity of faces of 

victims. But the purpose of this virtual visit is very clearly not the same as a physical 

visit. Rather, the “preview” of the museum pre-empts to some extent a completely new 

engagement with the site, preparing visitors for what to expect from the museum and 

from ourselves before the space has even opened for the public. To this end, one of the 

most notable features of the MemEx visit is that it uses simulated people to fill the virtual 

space. Unlike many virtual memorials, the online visitor does not attend the MemEx 

preview alone, viewing empty hallways and unpeopled displays. The simulated people 

are diversely representative of the US population in terms of age, race, and gender; based 
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on their casual, nondescript clothes and representative accoutrements such as cameras, 

strollers, purses, and so forth, they generally embody a normalized idealization of 

middle- to upper-middle class incomes. The simulated people are all reasonably healthy 

and able-bodied, although one woman of advanced age sits on a bench with a cane across 

her lap. Of all the visualized relationships among these simulated people, the only same-

sex pairings are clearly parent-child groupings, and while multiple couples embrace each 

other in gestures of support and love, these couples all display indications of being 

feminine/masculine heterosexual relationships through clothing and hairstyle. In other 

words, an effort has clearly been made to represent these simulated people as a cross-

section of the types of visitors expected to pilgrimage to the National Memorial: they 

embody normative imaginings of what “the US public” at large looks like (a normative 

vision that in many ways disregards the actual racial, gendered, and economic makeup of 

the US population). This normativizing assemblage of simulated visitors visually 

represents the type of visitors the National Memorial imagines it will/should receive. 

Simultaneously, these simulated bodies also silently, implicitly exclude other, non-

represented populations. In addition, the representation of visitor behaviors begins to be 

inscribed through these simulated people. 

The simulated people clearly engage with the museum’s exhibits, modeling the 

kinds of behavior that the museum designers desire. The digital people hold hands, walk 

arm-in-arm, stand in poses of deep reflection in front of the wall of victim names, read 

pamphlets they hold in their hands, and sometimes lean on one another for support. What 

they do not do is also interesting: nobody texts, nobody laughs, nobody photographs the 
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museum artifacts, nobody crouches behind a bench changing a baby’s diaper. In addition, 

nobody offers divergent understandings of the framing of the event or of the event itself. 

There are no protests captured in these “preview” shots of the memorial space. The 

heated debates that marked (and continue to mark) the construction of the National 

Memorial have been erased. In short, all of the digitally-rendered people are completely 

present and engaged with the museum’s exhibits, inattentive to outside distractions.  

In many senses this “preview” with its normative digital people disrupts the 

possibility for an individual to create her own meaning when she visits the physical 

memorial for the first time. This disruption works in two ways. First, by publishing 

digitized renderings of the exhibits that can be viewed before attending the museum, the 

possibility for the artifacts to cultivate a sense of awe in the visitor is reduced. Second, by 

invading the halls of the digital museum with simulated people, the possibility for 

creating an entirely open or undisciplined reaction to those exhibits is also disrupted. 

Instead, even visitors on the opening day of the museum will likely attend with an image 

of what artifacts will be displayed and, furthermore, how to respond to those artifacts. 

Like the visible measures of control and surveillance that mark the physical National 

Memorial site, this simultaneous digital instantiation of the National Memorial’s museum 

largely discourages divergent uses of the space.49 By including simulated visitors in the 

                                                
49 The MemEx digital preview site offers an excellent example of Jean Baudrillard’s “precession of the 
simulacra,” in which “the territory no longer precedes the map” (1). At least for now, the gallery of digital 
“preview” images exemplifies what Jean Baudrillard would call a hyperreal space, a simulation of a 
memorial space using “models of a real without origin or reality” (1). One problem Baudrillard identifies 
with such hyperreal simulacra is the problem of deterrence, wherein the ability for a “real” place to exist is 
prevented by the pre-existence of a simulation of that real place (2-3, 12-13). Replacing the “real” with its 
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preview, the MemEx gently suggests how future visitors might interpret, respond to, and 

behave in the physical site. Like the systems of surveillance and control that mark the 

absolute space of the physical National Memorial, the MemEx virtual preview is likely to 

discourage heterogeneity through its subtly suggestive disciplining of visitors’ behavior. 

While this section has dealt primarily in the ways that the constructed space of the 

National Memorial site seeks to discourage heterogeneity, I do not wish to argue that the 

entirety of the National Memorial is equally suppressive. On the contrary, several of the 

National Memorial’s features encourage a variety of practices in the space; I will 

interrogate a number of these features in the remainder of this chapter. Also, as Foucault, 

Harvey, and Massey remind us, any analysis of a space-time is temporary, and the 

systems of surveillance and control that punctuate current engagements with the National 

Memorial are likely to be temporary, giving way to a variety of other practices. Finally, 

despite these tendencies to suppress multiplicity in the National Memorial site, the mere 

existence of both physical and digital sites opens space for multiple trajectories that 

develop at different paces from one another. Thus, even with its systems of constraint, the 

National Memorial offers a memorial experience thoroughly entrenched in heterotopic 

space-time. 

Interrogation 2: How do the space’s lived practices interact with the practices 

enabled/encouraged by the physical and digital constructed elements? 

                                                                                                                                            

preceding simulation leads to a cycle in which “the real” can never be recovered (6). In other words, there 
is no longer a possibility for the “real” memorial to exist in a world of simulacra like the MemEx site. 
Further investigations of the converged National Memorial would benefit from a more in-depth discussion 
of Baudrillard’s understanding of simulacra, but this is beyond the current scope of this chapter. 
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As part of his claim that “it is the dialectical tension between the material, the 

conceived and the lived that really matters,” (291) Harvey reminds us of Foucault’s 

concern with how “different human practices create and make use of different 

conceptualizations of space?’” (Harvey 275). Foucault’s treatment of space as human 

practice makes its way into Harvey’s discussion about places as shaped by processes, the 

multiplicities of practice that coexist and change along different space-time trajectories. 

In other words, space is not just a compilation of concrete elements; it is lived in. This 

understanding of lived practice also invokes Michel De Certeau, who said much the same 

thing in his distinction between space and place, by writing that a space is a lived-in 

place. Applied to memory spaces, Margaret LaWare’s term “extrospective space” offers a 

useful imagining of lived-in memory spaces. According to LaWare, an extrospective 

space is a public space of remembering that “blurs the boundaries between public and 

private by incorporating private interactions and private expressions into a public text of 

memory” (153). LaWare’s concept of extrospective space supports my understanding of 

memorials as heterotopic space-times because it recognizes that a memorial changes in 

response to discrete individual practices that happen at the memorial over time. Together, 

these understandings of space as shaped by the human practices that occur in and around 

a place guide this second question: how do the space’s lived practices interact with the 

activities that are encouraged/discouraged by the constructed elements of the space? 

On the day that I visited the National Memorial, the majority of the lived practices 

that I observed were consistent with the expectations developed by the constructed 

elements of the memorial. The sense of distinction given to the space through its 
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surveillance and security structures was mirrored to a large extent by the way people 

acted in the space. The memorial was crowded on the day I visited, despite its chill, rainy 

weather and its relatively unpopular timing (mid-morning on a Tuesday). Despite the 

eight acres that comprise the National Memorial grounds, the site felt crowded. The 

basically horizontal design of the site, which contrasts sharply from most of New York’s 

closely-knit skyscrapers, allows visitors from one side of the memorial to see visitors on 

the other side of the memorial. On the day I visited, this extended view left me with an 

impression of masses of people; few parts of the memorial stood empty. Despite this, the 

sense of crowdedness inside the National Memorial site differed from the frenetic crowds 

in the city outside. An attitude of solemnity carried over from the security room to the 

memorial, and this attitude persisted throughout much of my visit. For example, people 

were generally speaking quietly to one another, using hushed tones and laughing rarely. 

In general, visitors paid attention to their surroundings, they walked slowly around the 

Reflecting Pools, and they gave a wide berth to the other people around them. This 

contrasts rather sharply with the busy jostling that most pedestrians are subject to on New 

York’s crowded sidewalks. In addition, visitors to the site seemed inclined, even eager to 

help one another. For example, I witnessed several people offer to photograph strangers 

who were struggling to take a “self-portrait” in front of the memorial. 

This attitude of respectfulness is not, of course, the only way people behave in the 

memorial; in fact, just weeks after my visit several children visiting the National 

Memorial as part of a school group were asked to leave the memorial because they threw 

trash and baseballs into one of the reflecting pools, which one of the other children called 
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a “pond thing” (Chapman, Moore, and Lysiak). This incident reveals two things: first, 

that the National Memorial does not necessarily cultivate an innate sense of respect in all 

visitors, especially those too young to remember the events of 9/11; and, second, that 

there are limits to how people are encouraged to engage with the memorial, and that 

severe breaches of expected behavior will result in disciplining and removal from the 

memorial. Overall, while the National Memorial grounds are far from a sanctuary 

offering solitude in the midst of the city, it holds a strong sense of otherness, of 

distinction from the everyday normalcy of the city bustling outside the construction 

fences.  However, possibilities for heterogeneous practice do exist in this memorial 

space, and these multiple practices indicate that the National Memorial serves a variety of 

purposes, from memorial to commercial. The presence of tour groups and vernacular 

memorials each indicate a distinct type of lived practice that occurs at the National 

Memorial.  

During my visit to the National Memorial, several tour groups were pacing the 

memorial, following a live tour guide speaking in a non-English language. From this, I 

surmised that the tour group members were likely international visitors, although I was 

unable to substantiate this assumption. The presence of such groups indicates one way in 

which the space offers a heterogeneity of practice: in addition to serving as a space for 

individual mourning and national unification, this site is also functioning as an 

international tourist destination, a practice that, to some extent, commodifies the 

memorial. In a sense, the memorial is doubly modified: first, as a travel location by which 

tourists can accrue capital in the sense of visiting a list of “must-see” locales and, second, 
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in its ability to accumulate tourist funds in and around the actual site. This second 

commodification is reified by the National Memorial website’s list of “Places to Visit,” a 

page that includes a hyperlink to a directory of businesses in Lower Manhattan that 

support the National Memorial. Businesses that join this “Signs of Support” initiative can  

donate from $100 to $1000, with varying levels of reciprocity that include advertising a 

connection to the National Memorial. Another link directs web users to the “Downtown 

Alliance” webpage, which is a general tourist guide to Lower Manhattan and offers 

advice on attractions, dining, theaters, hotels, nightlife, and shopping in the area. Thus, 

the practice of international tourism encouraged by the National Memorial also leads to a 

network of commodification. The commodification of the National Memorial itself, 

which collects donations and sells 9/11 kitsch, is constructed as supporting patriotism (a 

position that partially negates the sense of commodification implicit in making a purchase 

at the memorial). However, even the wider context of the National Memorial as the 

centerpiece of a large-scale revitalization of Lower Manhattan, made necessary by the 

destruction of that area on 9/11/2001, can fall under the umbrella of patriotic 

commodification, much in the same way that US citizens were urged to leave their homes 

and make purchases in the aftermath of the attacks in order to protect the US economy. In 

addition, the presence of tour groups suggests that the site also serves as a representation 

of the United States for an international community, a representation that is 

acknowledged by the presence of a wall of informational brochures in dozens of 

languages lining a permanent wall to the right of the Reflecting Pool. The inclusion of 

multiple languages in the brochures (although not including Arabic, as shown in Image 7 
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and discussed later) indicates that the National Memorial was constructed with (certain, 

non-Arabic speaking) international visitors in mind; however, the way that those 

international groups shape the lived space of the memorial is determined by the people at 

the memorial rather than by the memorial’s constructed elements. As LaWare suggests, 

each international group will contribute differently to the extrospective space of the 

memorial, so that the lived process of memorialization shifts as the visitors change, 

bringing their external influences to bear on the internal space of the memorial. Harvey’s 

claim that “a wide variety of disparate influences swirling over space in the past, present 

and future concentrate and congeal at a certain point (e.g., within a conference room) to 

define the nature of that point” is exemplified by this constantly shifting extrospective 

space of the National Memorial (274). 

 

Figure 7: Brochures at the National September 11 Memorial & Museum, Summer 2012. Photograph 
courtesy of Jerry W. Lee. 

Just as the varying demographics of daily visitors shape the National Memorial as 

a lived space, so too do the material additions that visitors leave at the memorial 
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influence the way that visitors experience the National Memorial as a space-time. 

Specifically, the inclusion of personal dedications to the memorial, which public memory 

scholars call “vernacular memorials,” offer a sense of heterogeneity to an otherwise 

monolithic rendering of victims’ names. At the time of my visit to the National 

Memorial, there were two vernacular memorials added to the North Reflecting Pool. One 

of them was a bouquet of a dozen red roses and a sign reading “Happy 23rd Wedding 

Anniversary, Love Always” over a name. Further down this side of the memorial, eight 

sunflowers rested over a name, four on each side, a sign reading “Happy birthday” 

sandwiched between the stems. Such a singling-out of individual victims instantly 

interposes the sense of individual loss that also marks this large-scale national tragedy. 

While the National Memorial’s constructed space amplifies the enormity of the loss with 

its seemingly endless list of name after name of victims, the interjection of vernacular 

memorials reminds visitors that the 9/11 attacks were also personal. 

The National Memorial closely monitors vernacular additions to the memorial 

site. In fact, an entire webpage designates guidelines for what the National Memorial 

calls “tributes,” in which visitors are encouraged “to place tribute items on the ground in 

front of the Memorial pools or on the bronze Memorial Names Parapets themselves” 

(“Tribute Items”). While such additions are encouraged, several rules govern the tribute 

items, including their treatment to security screening, limitations on size, and a statement 

that perishable items will be discarded daily while non-perishable items will be collected 

and kept or discarded “at the discretion of the Memorial Museum curatorial staff” 

(“Tribute Items”). In addition, several online galleries document the vernacular 
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memorials that have been left at the Memorial site, including photo slideshows such as 

“A Tribute to the Tributes,” and blog entries capturing specific moments of heightened 

participation, such as during anniversaries and holiday seasons. And in keeping with the 

spirit of calling for witness participation through videos and photographs, the memorial 

curators use social media applications Facebook and Twitter to collect a series of tribute 

photos and videos from visitors.  

A clear line of control about which vernacular memorials are retained and which 

are discarded permeates all of these options for individual engagement with the 

memorial. This policy for archiving vernacular memorials at the curatorial staff’s 

discretion is a departure from the precedent set by the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, in 

which all vernacular items left at the Wall are archived for display at a separate museum. 

The less vigorously archival quality of the National Memorial’s tribute policy also 

contrasts with the 9/11 Memorial Committee’s multiplicity of efforts to collect and 

archive oral and photographic vernacular memorials. The dissonance between these two 

policies suggests that the National Memorial stewards may not have fully decided how to 

negotiate among the multiplicity of ways that individuals seek engage with the act of 

memorialization. Moreover, the issue of control, of selecting and sorting which additions 

are added to the overall memorial narrative, permeates this policy of selecting which 

tributes to archive. The webpage frames this act of paying tribute within the historical 

context of vernacular items left at the WTC site in the immediate aftermath of the attacks: 

“From these efforts emerged a renewed spirit of solidarity and global connection” 

(“Tribute Items”). We might assume that this idea of fostering a spirit of global solidarity 
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helps to guide curators’ decisions regarding which vernacular memorials are deemed 

appropriate for archiving. Speaking of the National Memorial as a heterotopic space-

time, the vernacular memorials offer a correction to the mass-mourning quality of the 

names plaques. They individualize a monument that speaks for multitudes. This practice 

of vernacular memorialization offers an excellent example of lived space-time because 

the memorials are temporary, yet persistent, features of the memorial, and their inclusion 

offers a sense of the many coexisting narratives of loss and mourning that the National 

Memorial represents. As LaWare’s discussion of extrospective space and Harvey’s 

understanding of relational space-time both indicate, the ways that a public memorial is 

“lived in” change continuously. While the categories of lived practice might stay largely 

the same (vernacular memorials, tour groups, and so forth), the nuances of those practices 

change, offering a simultaneity of stories-so-far that will change as individual, local, and 

global understandings of the September 11, 2001 attacks change. 

Interrogation 3: How does multimodality influence the possibilities for heterogeneity in 

the space? 

One of memory scholars’ primary considerations when discussing public 

memorials as rhetorical spaces is the question of whose voices are included and whose 

voices are excluded. Because the National Memorial serves so many different 

audiences—from thousands of victims’ survivors to thousands of actual survivors and in-

person witnesses to the international audiences waiting to see the United States’ response 

to a large-scale terror attack–this issue of inclusion and exclusion has been a matter of 

deep concern surrounding the construction of the National Memorial. Its controversial 
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nature has contributed to the slow progress of memorial construction. The National 

Memorial website claims that about one third of the world’s population witnessed the 

September 11, 2001 attacks either in person or through digital mediation.  

The wide network of witnesses has amplified the onus of the National Memorial 

to include a variety of narratives, and many of the efforts toward inclusion have centered 

on multimodal means of collection. These collection opportunities generally invite 

individuals to “participate” in the commemoration of September 11 by publicly recording 

their personal narratives of the attacks. These calls for participation are co-hosted by 

several organizations and are presented in a variety of ways throughout the memorial. 

Oral history projects include the “9/11 Oral History Project,” hosted by Columbia 

University, and the History Channel’s “Call to Remember,” wherein participants can call 

a phone number or use a kiosk in the National Memorial Visitor Center to offer their 2-

minute testimony. Another major oral history project is hosted through StoryCorps’ 

“Share Your Story,” a 40-minute interview format for survivors of 9/11 victims. The 

more material archive projects include the “Make History” option on the National 

Memorial’s website in which users can upload digital photos, videos, and stories for 

online sharing. There are also multiple non-affiliated opportunities for standing witness to 

the attacks, most prominently including the “Voices of September 11 Living Memorial,” 

a digital archive hosted by the mother of a 9/11 victim, and the “9/11 Digital Archive,” 

co-hosted by the Center for History and New Media and the Library of Congress. All of 

these opportunities, many of which are linked to or archived on the National Memorial’s 
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webpage, offer alternatives to or complications of the National Memorial as a singular 

representation of the 9/11 attacks. 

While the physical space of the National Memorial incorporates some 

opportunities for heterogeneous engagement with the memorial space, its incorporation 

of multiple technological interactions in both virtual and physical platforms offers a set of 

practices rich with possibility for heterogeneity. As Ekaterina Haskins has noted in her 

work on public memorials, digitality does not automatically lead to greater vernacular 

participation, particularly in terms of counter-narratives. However, I argue that 

multimodality complicates an understanding of relational space-time because it changes 

the spaces and times from which users access a space. The opportunities for multimodal 

engagement range from personal photography to social media interactions to utilizing 

guided mobile phone tours developed by the 9/11 Memorial Committee. While some of 

these multimodal engagements are limited in access to users with certain technologies 

(for example, as an Android user, I was disappointed to be unable to engage with the 

iPhone-only “augmented reality mode,” in which users can view photos collected in the 

9/11 Memorial archive and overlaid with their own geographical position), other 

multimodal encounters are available to most visitors with Internet access and/or 

smartphones. Among other social media opportunities, visitors can tweet their way 

through their visit using the #911memorial hashtag; they can visit the National 

Memorial’s Facebook page, in which news and photographs of the memorial are 

frequently posted; and they can follow one or all of the 9/11 Memorial’s Pinterest board 

eight boards of photographs pertaining to September 11, 2001. Several of these 



178 

 

multimodal engagements are available to users as they visit the National Memorial, an 

option that offers a sense of simultaneous positionality for memorial visitors. For 

example, while I visited the National Memorial, I also took a photo of the memorial on 

my smartphone and tweeted about it using the #911memorial hashtag. I shared this tweet 

on my Facebook page and using the photo sharing application Instagram, and within an 

hour more than a dozen people had responded to the photograph, effectively making them 

part of my experience in the memorial space-time despite the fact that none of those 

commenters were sharing the physical space of the National Memorial with me.  

Returning to Harvey’s description of space being shaped by multiple internal and 

external processes, the inclusion of real-time social media engagements through 

platforms such as Twitter offers a tangible example of multiple, simultaneous spatio-

temporal engagements with the memorial. While it is not necessarily true that these 

interactions will engage with the memorial in remarkably contrasting ways (the majority 

of posts in the Twitter and Facebook feed follow similar patterns of commenting on the 

memorial’s quality as “powerful,” “moving,” and “appropriate”), the complex layering of 

times and spaces that occurs as a result of such social media means that the National 

Memorial as a rhetorical space is constantly being shaped in a process of sharing and 

interpretation. It also broadens the possible audiences of the memorial and complicates 

the types of previews, and therefore the expectations, that many users will have for the 

memorial should they choose to visit it. This kind of relationality among space-times will 

continue to mark and shape memory spaces, and the National Memorial offers an early 

example of a deeply layered multimodal memorial experience. 
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Interrogation 4: In what ways does “juxtaposition” among internal and external 

processes shape the space? 

The final interrogation this chapter engages is Foucault’s original concept of 

heterotopias as juxtaposing several otherwise incompatible spaces or sites. In Foucault’s 

theorization, juxtaposition can highlight differences among spaces by bringing them into 

dialogue. This principle, more than perhaps any of the other principles in Foucault’s 

heteropology, resonates with Harvey’s and Massey’s insistence on spatial 

interrelatedness. Specifically, Foucault’s claim that heterotopic spaces juxtapose 

seemingly incompatible sites engages Harvey’s understanding of relational space-time as 

including both the internal relations among elements in a space as well as the externalities 

offered by various participants in that space. In other words, both internal and external 

contextualizations work to shape a space’s meaning in a given time; as the externalities 

shift, so too do the interpretations of the space itself. This understanding is central to an 

approach that treats memorials as processes rather than as static monuments. I argue in 

this section that even the seemingly stable, constructed elements of a memorial can 

juxtapose multiple trajectories of meaning and interpretation through their internal 

symbolism and though evolving external discourses surrounding a memorial.  

The South and North Reflecting Pools, which comprise a visual focus of the 

Memorial component of the National Memorial, offer an understanding of the 

heterotopia’s juxtaposition of conflicting spaces. These reflecting pools are built into the 

footprints of the fallen WTC towers, a deliberate downward contrast to the former 

vertical thrust of each building. The design emphasizes the absence of the buildings, an 
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impressive feat in the terms of monumentality design, where an important point of most 

monuments is to offer something—a structure, a sign, a plant—in place of the absent 

structure or people being memorialized. This impulse to replace an absence with a 

physical presence is a strong theme of most public memorials.  In fact, one of the 

accepted hallmarks of the modern public memorial is the fact that it is grounded in space, 

offering physical remembrance in place of commemorative action (Nora 12). Surrounded 

by the vertical skyscrapers of lower Manhattan, the indented footprint of each tower 

seems almost small, belying the structural and symbolic enormity of what used to stand 

in this place. And yet the plaques that surround each pool are massive, their black 

surfaces scarred with thousands of names of the dead.  The names appear endless, and 

knowing that they continue around each gaping hole emphasizes this appearance. 

On the inside of the names plaques, four thirty-foot waterfalls rush into a square 

pool, at the center of which is a seemingly endless dark square pit (“World Trade Center 

Reborn”). Even without explicit explanation, the designers’ intent for the pools to be 

“large voids, open and visible reminders of the absence” wherein “the enormity of this 

space and the multitude of names underscore the vast scope of the destruction” is 

successfully conveyed (“Design Competition”). The cumulative effect of the reflecting 

pool design resonates with Foucault’s understanding of heterotopias as bringing together 

multiple incompatible sites. The concretization of a memorial inside the hole left by the 

WTC simultaneously emphasizes the absence of the buildings while also insisting on the 

continued presence of their legacy. Such juxtaposition of absent and present entities is a 

common hallmark of public memorials. Likewise, the public memorial brings together 



181 

 

the seemingly incompatible sites of destruction and reconstruction, of trauma and 

healing, of the dead who are not fully absent. The National September 11 Memorial 

performs this juxtaposition expertly, its design eliding the past with the present by 

simultaneously capturing a moment in the time of this space (the catastrophic falling of 

the Towers) while also forecasting a future of the space (a place for remembrance and 

reflection). Even in this absolute space of the Reflecting Pools, the National Memorial 

engages multiple trajectories of time, absence, and presence.  

Perhaps even more powerfully than the material juxtaposition of the Reflecting 

Pools, the multimodal juxtaposition available through a virtual tour feature of the 

National Memorial’s website offers a deep sense of multiple trajectories within the 

memorial. This virtual tour, the second major virtual engagement offered through the 

National Memorial’s website, engages the satellite-based mapping software Google 

Earth. Unlike the mobile technologies that juxtapose a digital experience onto a physical 

visit, the Google Earth tour of the National Memorial is most easily accessed from a 

location away from the physical site of the memorial because it displays best on screens 

larger than most mobile devices offer. However, the Google Earth tour offers users a 

temporal-spatial experience that juxtaposes several simultaneous instantiations of the 

memorial space. During this tour, users can scroll through the true-to-life satellite view of 

the memorial juxtaposed with the illustrations of elements planned for the future National 

Memorial site. The added illustrations range from graphic renderings of trees (which do 

currently exist at the National Memorial site, but likely have been graphically-rendered 
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so that they are constantly green) to grayscale graphic renderings of skyscrapers that will 

eventually border the National Memorial. 

While users can self-guide their virtual tours in the Google Map, one of the 

affordances of this software is the ability to conduct guided “tours” in which developers 

highlight specific areas by “flying” over and labeling them. These virtual tours assume 

specific cultural and textual literacies in order for visitors to fully engage with the sites. 

The official Memorial tour not at the National Memorial site, but instead in New York’s 

Upper Bay, with the labeled Liberty Island and Ellis Island in the foreground. Flying into 

the National Memorial site, the tour moves closer to the ground to allow visitors to 

clearly see the rendering of the Statue of Liberty, which remains unlabeled in an 

assumption that most virtual visitors will have the cultural literacy to identify the 

landmark. From Lady Liberty the tour flies toward Manhattan, skimming low over the 

water of the bay—perhaps deliberately lower than the planes that crashed into the WTC 

would have been able to fly. It is unclear whether the designers of the virtual tour 

considered the way that the Google Earth “fly-over” mimics to some extent the mid-sky 

flight path that the hijacked planes took on the morning of 9/11. It is difficult as a viewer, 

however, to not consider the fact that the tour offers the power of embodied virtual flight 

that would be denied in an embodied physical setting. As the tour approaches the land, 

the camera moves up in the sky so to view the memorial site from nearly a birds-eye 

angle. Battery Park City and the World Trade Center are labeled. The map offers gray 

outlines of the unfinished buildings that will eventually comprise the new World Trade 

Center site. At the time of my virtual visit, the rendering showed the Freedom Tower 
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(One World Trade Center) as being partially built, and its state of construction almost 

exactly mirrored its physical state when I visited it two months earlier. The video pauses 

as it approaches the Memorial Plaza, allowing viewers to orient themselves and to see the 

two Reflecting Pools. This aerial view of the WTC footprints offers a better perspective 

for understanding the size and scope of the Reflecting Pools than does a physical visit 

because we can easily compare the entirety of the reflecting pools with the surrounding 

skyscrapers. In other words, this aerial perspective allows a comparison of the size of the 

footprints with other buildings rather than using the visitor’s body as a reference point. In 

addition, the aerial perspective offers a sort of omniscience to the experience, a narrative 

trope frequently assumed to imply impartial, objective truth-telling. Thus, the aerial 

omniscience implies that this tour, its sequencing and imaging, represents the “real” 

memorial and museum sites. This sense of truth-telling is further manifested in the 

transparency of the interface, which I discuss later in this section. Like with the Garden 

of Reflection, the aerial perspective is unique to the virtual viewer; no physical visit 

offers the power to hover over the Reflecting Pools and to view them from within their 

larger physical context. This near-to-the-ground hovering—an act more familiar to 

movie-goers and video gamers than to most tourists—amplifies the sense of virtual 

reality in the Google Earth tour by removing points of reference that would typically be 

physically embodied. Such disembodiment also cultivates the powerful omniscient 

perspective afforded by the aerial perspective. 

As the Google Earth tour continues, viewers slowly circle above the memorial site 

and are brought to ground-level, so that visitors “stand” at the base of the North 
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Reflecting Pool. In my July 2012 virtual visit, the tour included several details revealing 

the active construction on the memorial site, including yellow cranes near the museum 

and other office buildings still being built. Because Google Earth tours can be created 

either using only existing structures or it can include designed features using geo-

modeling, this inclusion of construction vehicles was a conscious decision on the part of 

the virtual tour developers (“Learn”). One of the only other artistic additions to the 

satellite-based maps is an US flag that waves at the base of the museum structure. The 

tour distinguishes between complete and incomplete buildings by showing unfinished 

structures in gray and showing finished buildings in full-color. Highlighting the fact that 

the National Memorial is still under construction emphasizes the idea that the Google 

Earth Tour is telling the “truth” about the site, offering a mere reflection of the National 

Memorial rather than offering idealized interpretations. This reveals a desire for virtual 

visitors to view the virtual tour as a transparent rendering of the memorial, a version that 

openly reveals its flaws and avoids idealization. As I discuss later in this section, this 

appearance of transparency covers many of the rhetorical moves that the virtual tour 

makes. Viewers can see partially through the museum walls, where two beams of 

recovered World Trade Center steel stand. Again, this appearance of transparency is 

combined with selectivity over what is revealed and what is concealed in the virtual tour. 

After circling the museum structure, the video flies over the North Pool and then 

through the graphically-rendered trees to street level. The tour zooms along the sidewalk 

toward the museum, with the North pool on the left and columns of trees on either side. 

Before reaching the museum, however, the tour lifts back into the sky, the incomplete 
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Freedom Tower directly centered in the screen. The tour then zooms away from the site, 

gaining altitude so that both Reflecting Pools are visible. The tour ends after one minute 

and twenty five seconds, with the entire grounds of the Memorial and museum in view. 

There is no audio for the tour, no voice-over offering guidance beyond what can be seen 

and read. This lack of sound privileges sight as the most important sense in the virtual 

tour, again amplifying the omniscient, disembodied perspective of the viewer. Once the 

tour has ended, users can move freely back into the 3D map. Such self-guidance only 

takes a virtual visitor so far, however, as the map only zooms to the ground level attained 

when walking through the trees near the end of the guided tour. No new details are 

visible using self-guidance, and in fact it is easy to get “lost” in the various processes of 

zooming and moving through the tour. Virtual visitors never get close enough to the 

plaques to read the names, and no new structure labels can be accessed using a self-

guided tour. Unlike the virtual version of the museum MemEx visit, there are no avatars 

during the Google Earth Tour.50 

The Google Earth tour aptly demonstrates the interrelationship that can exist 

between “real” physical spaces and the external virtual spaces that surround those 

physical spaces. While such paired physical-virtual spaces might seem superficially to be 

mere reflections of one another, in truth they are distinct spaces that exist in dialogue 

with one another. Each of these spaces simultaneously shapes the other. Each space is 

                                                

50 This lack of avatars might result from the fact that there is currently no option for avatars in Google Earth 
technologies. Such a project has been suggested by a Google coder, however, who is interested in 
developing an “experiment is to attempt to cure the persistent loneliness that surrounds the use of Google 
Earth(GE)” (“Togethearth”). 
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also subject to its own system of internal and external forces that shape the space’s 

developmental trajectories. The Google Earth tour’s development has deep physical roots 

because the technology draws on satellite imagery of real terrains. In this way, the 

existence of the virtual tour depends on the existence of the physical National Memorial 

space. However, the virtual tour is also a distinct, independent space, offering its own 

digital presence with a grounded, identifiable location through a stable URL. 

As a distinct space, the Google Earth tour functions as an external influence over 

the physical National Memorial, with its contextual and symbolic details carefully 

selected to offer an idealized version of the memorial as a space that embodies the idea of 

US healing and unity. For instance, the tour labels certain landmarks while excluding 

others, and this labeling reveals an idealized, symbolically simple version of the National 

Memorial site. The Statue of Liberty, Ellis Island, and the Freedom Tower are all labeled, 

while other easily visible landmarks such as the highly-controversial Park51, the Muslim 

community center that attracted nationwide attention in 2010, are quietly excluded from 

the map. Likewise, the Trinity Church, a site of deep importance during the immediate 

aftermath of the attacks, is not highlighted despite its adjacency to the National Memorial 

site. And the small handful of symbols interposed onto the map, such as the US flag and 

the Statue of Liberty, deepen the idealized utopic symbolism of the National Memorial 

site. 

This idealization of the memorial space is common to nearly all public memorials, 

which function in part as the space in which a unified narrative of a shared event is 

developed and maintained. Such narrative consolidation comprises the heart of a public 
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memorial’s rhetoricality: to foster remembrance and healing on a collective level, some 

narratives must be highlighted while others are deemphasized, and that process of 

selection is also always rhetorical. In the case of the National Memorial, the narratives of 

US unity, patriotism, rebirth, and resilience in the face of unspeakable tragedy has 

become the most dominant narrative of 9/11 commemoration. This dominant narrative is 

clearly demonstrated in the utopic version of the virtual tour, where only symbols of 

patriotism and recovery are highlighted, while other equally important features of the 

memorial experience, such as the high level of contestation that has gone into the 

building of the memorial, remain unspoken and invisible. Here, we see the utopic side of 

the Foucauldian mirror, the unreal correction to the messy complications of the real, lived 

space. 

The Google Earth tour’s apparent transparency compounds its utopic quality. As 

mentioned above, a handful of yellow construction cranes comprise a prominent feature 

of the virtual tour, emphasizing the still-in-progress nature of the site. While this 

inclusion of such messy details seems to offer a sense of truth-telling on the part of the 

virtual tour, it also obscures the highly selected nature of what symbols are and are not 

highlighted. Nearly all of the renderings of the physical National Memorial site are drawn 

or enhanced using graphic design, meaning that there is no clear distinction in the tour 

between currently existing elements and future, planned elements. These illustrations are 

added nearly seamlessly onto the satellite map, resulting in a bizarre juxtaposition of 

graphically-rendered trees set directly next to satellite photography of the waves crashing 

into the shoreline of the Upper Bay. Furthermore, this juxtaposition of actual and 



188 

 

imagined features is accomplished without explicit notice or explanation, meaning that 

there is not always a clear indication for users regarding which elements of the Google 

Earth tour are direct reflections of the current lived space and which are added or 

imagined future elements. Because mapping technologies such as Google Earth are 

treated transparently in our digital culture, with their frequently-updated images that 

reflect nearly real-time features such as cars in driveways and trees flowering, users are 

unlikely to attend closely to the fact that the Google Earth tour is still an interface, with 

added elements and conscious decisions regarding what is being represented and how. 

Because all of the street-level images in the virtual tour are graphically-rendered, 

it is certain that the memorial developers might have chosen any number of other images 

to include, from illustrated people to illustrated flowers on the walls of the Reflecting 

Pools. Yet, the tour remains largely uncluttered. It is this lack of clutter, this quietly 

simplified perspective, that diverges most from a physical visit to the National Memorial 

site and marks it as the absolutely unreal perspective of the heterotopic mirror. Whereas a 

physical visit is punctuated by thick crowds of people, the virtual tour is quiet, even 

solitary. 51 This sense of isolation is amplified by a lack of specific detail in the virtual 

tour. For example, the names on the plaques surrounding the Reflecting Pools are blank, 

devoid of their powerful message of victimization. The blurry rendering of the physical 

space offers insufficient detail for a viewer to interact meaningfully with the Memorial. 

                                                

51 Kim Wright, Memorial Reservations Director for the National Memorial, cites over 500,000 visitors in 
just two months in late 2011, after the dedication of the memorial (“Memorial Reservations”). By 
December 2011, over a million people had visited the museum, with about 10,000 individuals entering the 
site each day (“Popular Visitor Destination”). 
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In this sense, the digital tour also acts as the refraction of the physical space; it is 

absolutely unreal. This interstitial quality of this space allows it to selectively offer some 

details while excluding others in order to develop a specific narrative of the September 11 

memorial experience. As an in-between space, the virtual visitor feels that she is at the 

Memorial, but in fact she cannot be there; she cannot access the details or the 

extrospective quality of community that make a visit to the physical memorial 

rhetorically meaningful. 

In addition to offering a juxtaposition of real and imagined spaces, this Google 

Earth tour also effectively juxtaposes multiple times in that space. Specifically, the 

satellite imaging that appears in Google Maps software offers images that are taken and 

updated continually, meaning that what appears to be a stable image on the screen 

actually represents multiple times of image capture. In addition, the overlapping between 

the real and the planned structures of the site also represent a variety of times, all 

presented together in a simultaneous “current” view. These affordances of the mapping 

technology offer users a fairly sophisticated, heterochronous interaction with the virtual 

National Memorial site that characterizes the juxtapositions between virtual and physical 

realities available in digital memorials. Ultimately, this simulated space becomes another 

“real” space of the memorial that exists alongside the lived, physical space of the 

National Memorial. Moreover, this simulated space becomes both an internal and an 

external influence on the memorial and its visitors, so that some visitors bring to their 

physical visits a mental image of this graphically-rendered National Memorial site and 

others bring to the virtual tour a mental memory of the physical grounds. Such 
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heterogeneity of visitor expectation is marked by the convergence moving between the 

virtual and the physical technologies of the memorial space. 

Interrogation 5: What is not made visible or present in the site; what is made to be 

invisible, and what do these absences suggest about the possibilities for heterogeneity 

within the space? 

I begin this interrogation by acknowledging the difficulty of developing a full or 

even satisfactory answer to this question. Asking what is invisible in any space will 

necessarily garner an incomplete response in part because such an answer certainly shifts 

with time. More meaningfully, seeking absences requires a shifting of interpretive 

frameworks and subject positionalities, and each shift will elicit different understandings 

of what exists in the memorial space. In other words, answering the question of what is 

absent, what lies outside the edges of dominant vision, requires the cultivation of what 

Chicana feminists call a “differential consciousness,” an occupying of multiple 

positionalities in a move that Perez describes as the “mobility of identities between and 

among varying power bases” (xvi). Chela Sandoval writes that “practitioners of the 

differential mode of social movement develop and mobilize identity as political tactic in 

order to renegotiate power: identity is thus both disguised and not disguised in a form of 

differential consciousness that thrives on oscillation” (162). Gloria Anzaldúa further 

describes the borderlands strategy of differential consciousness by writing that “living on 

borders and in margins, keeping intact one’s shifting and multiple identity and integrity, 

is like trying to swim in a new element, an ‘alien’ element” (“Preface”). Perez argues that 

“the differential mode of consciousness to which Sandoval refers is precisely third space 
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feminist practice, and that practice can occur only within the decolonial imaginary;” thus, 

I identify this final interrogation as making a thirdspace, feminist, and decolonial inquiry 

(xvi). My purpose is to become differently conscious of how power accumulates in the 

National Memorial. As a visitor to the memorial, I already occupied multiple 

positionalities: I was in many senses a strong candidate for an idealized, normative 

visitor, identifying as a white, middle-class US citizen, a tourist in New York City who 

remembers and was affected by the 9/11 attacks. Simultaneously, however, I occupy a 

position of resistance against the dominant narratives of the attacks; my educational 

training, my liberal politics, and thus my exposure to multiple conflicting accounts of 

what 9/11 meant and continues to mean elicit a sometimes-competing response to the 

memorial space. With this fifth interrogation, I intensify this differential lens; I 

acknowledge that unseen and potentially unknowable practices exist and influence the 

discursive network of the memorial. Specifically, I point to a number of absences in the 

physical memorial, including the absence of names of undocumented victims on the 

Reflecting Pools, the lack of acknowledgment of the deep controversies that surrounded 

the development of the memorial, and also the absence of input from family members of 

the documented victims. How do such absences un/mark the narratives shared by these 

un(der)represented groups? Additionally, I locate a central but unseen digital practice in 

the National Memorial, specifically the technologically-enabled data surveillance that 

further characterizes the disciplining (even the colonizing) of bodies in post-9/11 policies. 

Development of the National Memorial and the larger redevelopment plan for the 

Lower Manhattan area, known collectively as The World Trade Center Memorial and 
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Cultural Program and overseen by the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation, 

continues to elicit controversy and discord in its efforts to meet the demands of multiple 

communities, publics, and constituents (“Amended Partial Plan No. 8”). In addition to 

providing a permanent, “living” memorial, this larger redevelopment project seeks to 

restore damaged properties and to revitalize the damaged area of Lower Manhattan 

economically and culturally (“Amended Partial Plan No. 8”). The stark, austere space of 

the permanent memorial, with its minimalist design, does not testify to the flurry of 

controversies that have surrounded the rebuilding of this larger area surrounding Ground 

Zero. These controversies began with contestations over how the physical space of 

Ground Zero ought to be used: Should it become the site of a national memorial? Should 

it be rebuilt as a bigger, better version of the financial center it was before the attacks? 

Should it be left in rubble, a visual testament to the horror of the day? Once the space was 

determined to be used as the site for a permanent memorial, controversies raged around 

what that memorial might look like. As the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation 

reports in its “Final Action Plan,” it “solicited and received an unprecedented amount of 

public comment from around the world regarding the rebuilding of the WTC site, the 

creation of a permanent memorial, and the revitalization of Lower Manhattan” 

(“Amended Final Action Plan” 3). Nearly all of this public feedback was active in the 

first five years following the attacks; for instance, the original plan released in 2004 

received more than fifty comments, but the final plan released in stages in 2006 and 2007 

received no comments. While the physical space of the National Memorial does not make 

visible the level of contestation regarding how the space would be used, these action 
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plans released by the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation testify not only to the 

existence of public debate, but also to the ways that the redevelopment process has been 

shaped by that debate. 

For example, a particularly vocal debate ensued over the proposed construction of 

the International Freedom Center, a museum originally envisioned as the gateway to the 

permanent memorial. The original plan of this museum was to invite “visitors from every 

nation on Earth” to “understand and appreciate the story of freedom as on ongoing world 

movement, and to learn how the lives of the victims of September 11 were deeply 

connected to freedom’s evolution” (“International Freedom” 1). As the fact sheet for the 

International Freedom Center attests, this space would have openly framed the victims of 

9/11 as martyrs to the cause of global freedom, framing them “alongside the freedom 

heroes of history, and the poignant tragedy of the day will be portrayed in the light of 

other great sacrifices that have been made on behalf of free and open societies” 

(“International Freedom” 1). Plans for the International Freedom Center were eventually 

abandoned in the face of vehement protests, especially from a group of family members 

of 9/11 victims, who formed the Take Back the Memorial protest group to oppose the 

Freedom Center (Doss 28). 

Another controversy that captured widespread public attention in 2010 but which 

has no trace in the National Memorial was the proposed opening of a Muslim prayer 

space in Park51. The community center, constructed a few blocks away from Ground 

Zero, identifies its mission as helping to “integrate the Muslim community within the 

fabric of American society” (“Park51 FAQ”). Despite its interfaith mission to better 
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integrate American Muslims in US culture, the center became the subject of heated 

national debate, with protestors objecting that “A Mosque at Ground Zero Spits on the 

Graves of 9/11 Victims,” “Clubhouse for Jihadists,” and, alternately, “Say No to Racist 

Fear” (Doss 29). Political leaders entered the fray, as well, with President Obama being 

compelled to remind protestors that “Muslims have the same right to practice their 

religion as anyone else in this country” (qtd. in Doss 29). The prayer space was 

eventually built as a separate, nonprofit space adjacent to Park51 (“Park41 FAQ”). 

Beyond demonstrating the continued and highly problematic tendency in US culture to 

incorrectly equate radical Islamic terrorism with the larger, non-militant Muslim culture, 

this controversy also made visible an assumption that the National Memorial space is not 

a space of religious freedom and openness; specifically, because of the problematic 

cultural correlation between Islam and terrorism, the Islamic religion is culturally taboo 

in the space of the National Memorial. Corroborating this conclusion is the fact that 

Arabic is notably missing from the many languages available for informational pamphlets 

offered at the entry point to the National Memorial.52 As Dos writes, “these angry public 

arguments about how to remember 9/11, and how much space—literally and politically—

Ground Zero should occupy and control, reveal how Americans remain unsettled, or 

unresolved, about 9/11’s meaning” (29). While these sorts of controversies have deeply 

shaped not just the physical space of the National Memorial, but also its public reception, 

they are visible in the space of the memorial, which appears monolithic and singular. 

                                                

52 Thank you to Jerry W. Lee for this insightful observation about language brochures at the National 
September 11 Memorial and Museum. 
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Additionally, little has been said about what ideological connections will exist among the 

discarded plans for the International Freedom Center and the still-unfinished Memorial 

Museum. 

In addition to the invisibility of the controversy that continues to shape public 

understanding of the memorial space, an additional physical absence warrants 

consideration here. Specifically, an unknown (and likely unknowable) number of 

undocumented workers were lost in the September 11, 2001 attacks, but even though 

many of these victims have been identified by their families, they have not been 

identified as official victims. As New York Times reporter Mireya Navarro has noted, 

these undocumented workers came from Mexico, Ecuador, Colombia, Pakistan, West 

Africa, and likely other countries as-yet unknown. The invisibility of these victims has 

multiple dimensions. First, it is enacted in an absence from the list of names of identified 

victims on the face of the Reflection Pools: even if family members stepped forward to 

name their lost relative as a victim of the attacks, unless that individual was directly 

accounted for by an employer (an account that could carry repercussions against the 

employer for breaking federal laws against employing undocumented workers illegally), 

those workers remain absent from the official memorialization of victims. The silence on 

the part of such employers serves as a final exploitation of these workers, whose working 

conditions were kept separate from federal labor and immigration laws. The absence of 

official recognition of these victims is further compounded by an unwillingness on the 

part of some families to identify their relatives as lost, an unwillingness predicated in part 

on fears that coming forward would lead to their deportation. Even if families of 
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undocumented 9/11 victims did claim their loss officially, thus drawing attention to their 

illegal residence in the United States, they were only eligible for a small fraction of the 

aid available because of their undocumented status. As immigration advocacy groups and 

lawyers have noted, these families of undocumented 9/11 victims are often the survivors 

most in need of the aid they were denied, “by virtue of their culture, their lack of 

education, their lack of fluency in English and their child-rearing responsibilities” as well 

as their dislocation from family networks and other avenues into official forms of 

financial assistance (Navarro). Soon after the attacks, the American Federation of Labor 

and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) passed a resolution that called for 

“federal, state, and local action to ensure that immigrant workers and their families who 

were also direct victims of the Sept. 11 attacks, as well as those who are suffering from 

the aftermath of those attacks, be treated the same as their US citizen counterparts with 

regard to benefits and  services” (30). Other acknowledgements of these undocumented 

victims include the documentary Seen But Not Heard, directed by Calogero Salvo, and an 

annual counter-memorial vigil “for the Forgotten Victims” hosted by the New York May 

1 Coalition near Ground Zero.  

While these undocumented victims have thus been written back into the margins 

of 9/11 memorial discourse, they remain effectively absent from the official spaces and 

discourses of 9/11 memorial practice. Levins Morales writes that “tracing the outlines” of 

holes in the record “can be a powerful way of correcting imperialist history” (3). This 

particular hole in the record of 9/11 victim documentation, for example, reveals the 

continued practice of invisibilizing the labor and sacrifice made by people who live in 
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and actively contribute to their communities in the United States. These absences qualify 

such claims as the International Freedom Center’s identification of the victims to 9/11 as 

martyrs “on behalf of free and open societies” and the National Memorial’s mission to 

“reaffirm respect for life, strengthen our resolve to preserve freedom, and inspire an end 

to hatred, ignorance and intolerance” (“Mission Statements”). Were the undocumented, 

as-yet unnamed victims also martyrs on behalf of free and open societies? Does their 

absence in official memorial activities reaffirm the respect for life and end to hatred, 

ignorance, and intolerance that the National Memorial claims to inspire? Making visible 

absences such as these complicates visions of the National Memorial as a heterogeneous, 

multiply-situated time-space. 

Another noteworthy, largely invisible aspect of the National Memorial is the 

strong system of surveillance, tracking, and data accumulation that occurs across all 

iterations of the memorial space. The converged, heterotopic quality of the National 

Memorial is especially powerful in creating possibilities for surveillance that span 

physical and digital practices. By asking for physical visitors to register when making 

online reservations, through the use of video recording technologies on the site of the 

National Memorial, and through Internet tracking technologies such as web cookies, it is 

possible to create thick networks of information about how users have interacted with the 

many sites of the National Memorial, both individually as well as in terms of aggregate 

data. As Heidi A. McKee notes, “the extent of overt and covert Web surveillance, data 

mining, and corporate takeover of the Internet already occurring is mind-boggling—and 

scary” (277). Such surveillance is known but is also invisible. Internet users know, for 
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example, that their digital activities in relation to the National Memorial might be 

searched; the ease with which organizations might trace and track Internet use through 

website analytics, cookies, and other surveillance tactics is widely understood to be a side 

effect of using the Internet. This data is mined for purposes ranging from national 

security to marketing; as McKee again writes, corporate data mining is nearing a point in 

which “everything we write with any digital device may be data mined and ‘served’ with 

‘personalized content’ (e.g., ads)” (280). 

Government surveillance of online activity is not new to post-9/11 policies, but 

widespread public awareness of such surveillance increased after the 9/11 attacks, largely 

due to the controversial USA Patriot Act, which was signed into law by George W. Bush 

in 2002 and partially extended by Barack Obama in 2011.53 Among other provisions for 

increased surveillance, the Patriot Act extended the legality of law enforcement agents to 

conduct covert and unacknowledged surveillance on individuals suspected of terrorism 

and computer fraud. The Patriot Act garnered widespread resistance, as evidenced by the 

series of amendments made to the act shortly after its enactment. It also led to an 

increased suspicion by individual US citizens regarding the infringement of their rights to 

privacy. Such suspicion is reflected in part by nicknames given to parts of the Patriot Act; 

Section 215, for example, which allows the Federal Bureau of Investigation to search 

“any tangible thing” found relevant to a terrorist investigation, is commonly known as the 

                                                

53 McKee notes that the Electronic Communications Privacy Act (ECPA), passed in 1986, set the 
foundation for lawful governmental data collection and surveillance. Despite the fact that this act passed 
before the public introduction of the World Wide Web, this act also extends to collection of Web and 
digital data. 
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“library records provision” because one of the “tangible things” that might be 

documented include an individual’s library records (“Reform the Patriot Act”). While the 

Patriot Act remains at least partially in effect other, other, potentially more invasive 

measures were enacted and eliminated shortly after 2001, including the much more 

comprehensive Total Information Awareness data mining program, which would have 

enabled law enforcement and military personnel to engage in data-mining of any US 

citizens with the purpose of searching for suspicious activity (regardless of whether those 

citizens were already under suspicion). While many of these acts were eliminated shortly 

after their enactment due to public outcry, a continued result of these programs has been 

an increased cultural awareness of data surveillance. Additionally, the presence of such 

surveillance technologies circulates as part of a larger post-9/11 discourse that contends 

that the availability of data might make visible potential acts of terrorism. As part of the 

Department of Homeland Security’s system for assessing terror alert levels, for example, 

analysts watched for increased “terrorist chatter” online, a practice that contributes to the 

sense that data accumulation and surveillance might make visible otherwise invisible 

threats. 

These invisible practices of surveillance create a network of contradictory known 

but unknowable possibilities for controlling and disciplining the post-9/11 subject. In 

other words, as US citizens we might know that such data is or might be collected, but we 

do not know—we have no way of knowing—how the data might be archived, organized, 

and deployed for future circumstances. Once computational data is collected and 

archived, it is possible for it to be used in a variety of ways, to tell stories about how 
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users access the sites, to tell stories about different ways that different users access the 

sites, to use such data to argue for changes to the sites or to the systems of surveillance. 

However, for most individuals whose data is collected as part of routine Internet security 

and tracking measures, it is not knowable how that information might be deployed or 

what narratives might be told through a compilation of their discrete user data. For many, 

this unknowability of how and if such surveillance might become influential leads to 

another cycle of Foucauldian self-disciplining, apparent in the common discourse that 

Web users ought to avoid drawing attention to themselves by not viewing content they 

would not publically acknowledge having seen. McKee also understands this process of 

self-disciplining in terms of panopticism: “like Bentham’s prisoners in their cells,” 

McKee writes, “we go about our online lives with some level of awareness that our 

digital data could be collected and monitored” (284-5). I heard this discourse repeated 

most recently in a radio talk show after the 2013 bombings at the finish line for the 

Boston Marathon: the deejays of a popular country station talk show jovially suggested 

that if listeners wished to avoid drawing the attention of authorities and potentially 

inviting a visit from a SWAT team, they ought to self-regulate their Internet practices by 

abstaining from potentially suspicious queries, such as how to construct bombs out of 

pressure cookers. Such advice, administered as a common-knowledge suggestion about 

how (not) to use the Internet, infuses daily online practice with the sense of surveillance 

that is omnipresent in contemporary Internet culture. As McKee notes, “just because we 

can’t see the agents who may be observing us, doesn’t mean they’re not there” (285). 

Additionally, this system of known-but-unknowable surveillance has the power to 
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cultivate a sort of powerlessness, a sense that in order to participate in online activities 

one must acquiesce to digital surveillance regardless of how that data might eventually be 

deployed. 

Again, making visible the unseen practices of surveillance that permeate 

multimodal spaces such as the National Memorial requires a differential lens, an attention 

to what is not seen in a memorial space rather than to what is immediately observable. 

Like the more visible, physical forms of discipline and surveillance that permeate the 

space of the National September 11 Memorial and Museum, visitors subject themselves 

to the gaze of surveillance by interacting with that space. Likewise, general knowledge 

that such surveillance does exist despite its apparent invisibility leads to a panoptic form 

of self-disciplining. Calling attention to the networks of surveillance that permeate the 

National Memorial challenges the binary relationships between invisible/visible and 

absent/present at that site. Like most memorials, the National Memorial occupies a border 

space, a liminal zone that makes the absent and the invisible—the victims of the attacks, 

the fallen World Trade Center towers—present and visible; physically present through 

the physical monumental space as well as temporally present, through active 

remembrance practices in that time and that space. Post-9/11 discourses compound this 

visible/invisible binary, drawing attention to concerns such as the invisible but constantly 

present threat of future terrorist attacks. Likewise, post-9/11 surveillance occupies this 

binary, so that the possibility—the probability—of surveillance is constant, but also, in 

many cases, is constantly invisible. This border between the visible/invisible is further 

compounded by the sense that national security hinges at some level on a willingness to 
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make ourselves visible, revealing our digital practices by acceding to Web surveillance, 

revealing our bodies as non-threatening through airport security scanners, allowing our 

bodies and our embodied practices to be disciplined through surveillance. 

The Multimodal Public Memorial as a Heterotopic Space-Time 

The five interrogations that drive this chapter separate, to some extent, the 

primary characteristics of heterotopic space time. Extending Harvey’s and Massey’s 

discussion of space as continually shaped by multiple simultaneous processes offers an 

understanding of how the National Memorial’s construction supports some 

heterogeneities of memorial discourse, but only within parameters that maintain 

normalized, dominant 9/11 discourses. Likewise, the multiple trajectories of lived 

practices in the space have yet to push strongly against these dominant memory 

narratives. Maintaining Foucault’s interrogation about how heterotopic spaces juxtapose 

multiple, seemingly incompatible sites allows for a sophisticated understanding of 

digital/physical spaces as simultaneous space-times, each simultaneously reflecting and 

refracting the other space’s current iterations. All of these interrogations are deeply 

influenced by the intentional multimodality of the National Memorial spaces, a 

multimodality which increasingly marks contemporary memory spaces. In other words, 

the increasing multimodal characteristic of contemporary public memory spaces 

increases the need to analyze these spaces not as static monuments, but rather as 

networked, heterotopic space-times. Especially as multimodal memorial sites offer 

extensive, multiple ways for visitors to officially interact with the site and with one 
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another at the site, it is crucial to understand the ways that these multiple interactions 

converse with one another. 

As I have discussed in this chapter, the National September 11 Memorial and 

museum demonstrates some ways that digital/physical convergence promotes a 

multiplicity of “stories-so-far” in each instantiation of a memorial space. Because the 

physical and digital sites of the National Memorial are distinct, they develop separately 

from one another in response to lived practices of each space. Because they are also 

connected, the physical and digital spaces of the National Memorial shape one another, 

each serving as an external relation for the other site and each deepening the internal 

heterogeneity of the other site. Considering the multiple trajectories that shape converged 

digital/physical memorial spaces amplifies Harvey’s understanding of space as a process; 

each space’s articulation destabilizes the idea of the other space as static. The presence of 

converged digital/physical spaces calls for us to acknowledge the simultaneous 

multiplicity represented by the graphically-rendered green trees of the Google Earth tour 

juxtaposed with the barren trees of a January visit to the physical National Memorial; by 

the six yellow sunflowers resting over a name on the Reflecting Pools whose digital 

representation lacks any sign of vernacular mourning; and by the digitally complete halls 

of a still-unfinished physical museum. These seeming incongruences demonstrate the 

productive interrelationships that occur across digital/physical memorial spaces. These 

spaces interact with one another in a non-linear, simultaneous process of co-development. 

As a heterotopic space-time, the internal heterogeneity of the National Memorial reflects 
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the simultaneous, ongoing, and multiple discourses that fill the digital and physical 

spaces of memory. 

Furthermore, each of these spaces of the National September 11 Memorial and 

Museum imagines and projects its ideal publics. Repeatedly, the memorial defines which 

individuals and groups are welcome in the space and how they will interact with the 

memorial. It inscribes the discourses that are acceptable in the memorial space even as it 

offers opportunities for individual participation. While it is likely true that multiple 

avenues of access increases the number and character of interactions individuals have 

with the National Memorial, such multimodality also serves to discipline and narrow the 

interactions that occur in that space. As the early parts of this project suggest, I believe 

that multimodality has the potential to do more than discipline user interaction; my hope 

is that multimodality might offer ways to decolonize these memory spaces by accounting 

for multivocal, simultaneous public narratives in meaningful ways. In the following and 

final chapter of this project, I turn to the ways that multimodality might also invite 

multiple, competing narratives in public memory spaces. 
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CHAPTER 5: TOWARD PARTICIPATORY  
MULTIMODAL MEMORIAL PRACTICES 

Since I began work on this project several years ago, one primary research 

question has guided much of my inquiry. That question is: How do digital and 

multimodal engagements influence user participation and intervention in dominant public 

memory discourses and practices? With this as a guiding question, I selected artifacts, 

choosing prominent, officially-sanctioned public memorials that incorporated both digital 

and nondigital elements in their designs. With this question in mind, I built a research 

methodology that framed multimodal memory spaces as thirdspaces in order to account 

for multiple, diverse engagements with memory practices. By analyzing simultaneous 

instantiations of memory occurring across space, time, and modality, I expected to 

discover an array of practices that worked to resist and subvert dominant memory 

narratives in addition to practices that worked to reinforce or comply with those dominant 

discourses. I hoped to learn through this project what individuals do to intervene in 

contemporary dominant spaces of public memory and also how they use multimodal 

technologies to do so.  

What I did not expect was for my research to reveal the many ways in which 

multimodal technologies do not help individuals to intervene, resist, or subvert dominant 

memory narratives, in spite of what appear to be a variety of options for doing so built 

into the design of the memorials I studied. In other words, one incongruency I discovered 

through analysis of my research sites was a gap between the imagined and the lived 

practices at these multimodal public memorials. As a result, my project shifted from a 

study of how multimodality assists multivocality into an examination of the various ways 



206 

 

that converging technologies also simultaneously function to reinforce, replicate, and 

proliferate dominant ways of memorializing.  

Despite this shift in focus, it remains clear that memory scholars and memorial 

designers alike intend to offer opportunities for multiple narratives to exist 

simultaneously in spaces of public memory. For example, a recent trend in memory 

scholarship is to examine vernacular memorials on the Web; take, for example, Maya 

Socolovsky’s review of online memorials for Columbine victims, Kristen Foot, Barbara 

Warnick, and Steven Sneider’s comparison of personal and corporate 9/11 memorial 

websites, and Timothy Recuber’s identification of digital memory archives for Hurricane 

Katrina and 9/11 as sites of presumption. And sites of public memory increasingly make 

efforts to represent some diversity of experience in public memorials; take, for example, 

the plentiful opportunities to “share your story” of September 11, 2001, in the National 

Memorial. While earlier chapters in this project trace the apparently impenetrable lines of 

force that connect dominant narratives to memorial sites and argue that such discursive 

power is compounded by multimodality, these examples also suggest that memorial 

scholars and memorial designers share some desire for multivocality in dominant sites of 

memory. Moreover, multimodal genres are frequently targeted as probable avenues for 

such multivocality to occur.  

In other words, especially at sites of multimodality, there exists a gap between the 

expected/imagined and the lived practices of contemporary public memorializing. Harvey 

reminds us of the importance of considering lived practice with his claim that “it is the 

dialectical tension between the material, the conceived and the lived that really matters,” 
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(291). In other words, space is not just a compilation of concrete elements; but it is also 

lived in. Particularly because memorial scholars and designers are still learning how to 

study and how to include multimodal technologies in memory sites, this moment of 

opportunity offers a promising exigency to find ways to deploy technology deliberately to 

encourage multivocality in sites of memory.  

With this in mind, I consider how public memorials might narrow the gap 

between imagined practice (participatory multivocality) and lived practice (replication of 

dominant narratives) in multimodal memorial spaces. The prior inquiries in this project 

have examined these practices specifically through the lens of space; the ways that 

physical, digital, and multimodal space inscribe ideology and discipline on practice and, 

reciprocally, the ways that practice inscribes ideology and discipline on space. This 

chapter continues the project’s spatial inquiry by suggesting spatially-informed practices 

for researching and practicing multimodal memory. Specifically, I offer a methodological 

framework to consider the intersections among modality, memory, and multiplicity. This 

methodological framework, which calls on scholarly conversations in ecocomposition, 

proposes a model for imagining an “ecology of memory” that gives rise to examining 

memory practices across a wide variety of modalities. I conclude the chapter by posing 

the need for a public pedagogy of multimodal memory, a proposal that extends recent 

discussions of multimodality and public composing pedagogies. In this section, I 

speculate about the ways in which multimodality might be used to allow engage diverse, 

meaningful contributions to memory narratives from publics that might otherwise be 

excluded from the construction of dominant memory narratives. In other words, the final 
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section of this chapter looks toward the possibility of constructing a pedagogy for 

participatory multimodal memorial practices that intervene in normative memorial 

discourses and practices. 

Ecologies of Memory 

 The methodological framework I suggest in this chapter advances an “ecology of 

memory,” a concept that draws on this project’s earlier discussions of how multimodality 

encourages thirdspace practices in public memory spaces by simultaneously inviting and 

disciplining the multiple discourses that emerge in those spaces. One benefit of 

understanding memory, particularly memory in a multimodal age, from an ecological 

model is that such a model approaches memory as an ongoing practice, a system that 

continually shifts, rather than as a static binary between presence and absence; the 

remembered and the forgotten. Collin Brooke uses the term “persistence” to make a 

similar argument for rehabilitating the rhetorical canon of memory as an ongoing practice 

rather than as a system of storage and archiving. Brooke argues that analyzing the 

persistence and replication of specific patterns over time (such as the repetition of certain 

terms in RSS feeds) offers an understanding of memory as a practice within a larger 

ecology of cultural practices (148). Like Brooke, I argue that multimodality and digitality 

make it increasingly important to conceptualize memory as a practice that occurs within a 

larger rhetorical system or ecology. Also like Brooke, I envision the use of “ecology” as a 

model for analysis that allows for a “layered” understanding that “focuses our attentions 

in different ways” (Boyle). Brooke’s ecology is imagined as a triad of code, practice, and 

culture; as I enumerate later in this chapter, I argue that space is also an important 
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inclusion, even (perhaps especially) in considerations of multimodal and digital rhetorical 

practices. To make this argument, I define “ecology,” and then I move toward an 

articulation of how an ecological model of memory practice might be conceived to 

include spatial iterations, modalities, and lived practices. The ecology I propose in this 

chapter is intended to be one, but certainly not the only, heuristic for thinking and acting 

productively about formations among modality, space, and individual practice within a 

larger context of discursive power. 

Rhetorical Ecologies 

The adoption of the word “ecology” has become increasingly common in the 

fields of rhetoric and composition in recent decades. For example, a search in the journal 

Computers and Composition for the terms “ecology” or “ecological” found forty-nine 

articles using that term in the last five years; more than half of those forty-nine occurred 

in the last two years, from 2010-2012. Many book-length projects also draw heavily on 

the term “ecology” to describe relationships across media. Two prominent examples of 

such books include Collin Brooke’s 2009 text, Lingua Fracta, which builds its theory 

from the term “ecology,” and Katherine Hayles’ much-cited 2002 text, Writing Machines, 

which advances the term “medial ecology” to describe the “processes of remediation 

occurring all around us” (5). One possible cause for the repeated use of ecology as a 

metaphor in digital rhetorical studies is the necessity of acknowledging the layered, 

networked quality of digital work: The simultaneous iterations of programming code and 

interfaces, the complementary systems of software, hardware and peripheral devices, and 

the networked interactions among digital texts all call for methodological and theoretical 
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approaches that acknowledge multiplicity, simultaneity, and system-level thinking. 

Despite its frequent adoption, however, the term “ecology” is not routinely defined. 

Therefore, I begin this section by tracing the inclusion of that term in the disciplines of 

rhetoric and composition.  

In an effort to analyze student writing and writing pedagogy from a perspective of 

social action, Marilyn Cooper argued in 1989 for considering writing systems as 

ecological models. Drawing directly from the field of ecology in the natural sciences, 

Cooper describes an ecological model as a heuristic for examining “how writers interact 

to form systems” in a recursive manner in which “any individual writer or piece of 

writing both determine and are determined by the characteristics of all the other writers 

and writings in the systems” (7). Like with biological systems, in social ecologies “the 

relation between organism and environment is not simply one of interaction of internal 

and external factors, but of a dialectical development of organism and milieu in response 

to each other” (Lewontin, Rose, and Kamin qtd. in Cooper 7). In other words, an 

ecological system acknowledges the reflexive influences among individuals and 

environment. More recently, Cooper expanded on her earlier argument by noting that 

“words and tools do not normally arise as separate objects to be used but are experienced 

as parts of our bodies and brains” in the writing process; this claim extends, I argue, to 

the inclusion of multimodal participation opportunities in public spaces (19).This 

understanding of space, individuals, and the tools individuals create and use as 

interdependent systems is consistent with this project’s engagement with thirdspace 

models that view space as being constantly and simultaneously influenced by a variety of 
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internal and external processes: it almost directly mirrors Harvey’s claim that space-time 

is a dialectical process that “invites us to consider the ways we physically shape our 

environment and the ways in which we both represent and get to live in it” (285-6). 

Similarly, Sidney L. Dobrin and Christian R. Weisser advance a definition of the related 

“ecocomposition” as an attempt “to provide a more holistic, encompassing framework for 

studies of the relationship between discourse and environment” (6). Both of these 

definitions build from an understanding that reflexive relationships exist between 

space/environment and human behavior/discourse. From this understanding, I suggest 

that an ecological model offers a useful foundation for considering multimodal public 

memory practices from a spatial perspective. 

I wish to distinguish my adoption of the term “ecology” here from an uncritical 

pairing with the understanding of ecological, or natural systems. As Donna Haraway has 

argued, the term “nature” is itself, a rhetorical construct that can imply a false sense of 

innocence from human interpretation. Rather, I adopt the term for its implication that the 

various elements of an ecological system cohabitate with one another and with the 

ecological space; the space and the inhabitants reinscribe one another continuously. Like 

the rhetorical construct of “nature,” public memory is also always constructed, and so too 

are the means by which individuals participate in the maintenance and continuation of 

public memory discourses and practices. Additionally, I invoke the metaphor of ecology 

to acknowledge concerns expressed by eco-compositionists such as M. Jimmie 

Killingsworth, who argues for sustained attention to all parts of the earth-organism-

machine continuum (78). This eco-rhetoric continuum reminds us that, first, the mind and 
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the body can never be fully separated from one another and, second, that the mind and the 

machine can never be fully joined (Killingsworth 78). This stance from eco-composition 

that all parts of the earth-organism-machine continuum are always at work extends to my 

argument in this chapter: While practices of memory are always mediated, our embodied 

experiences also always influence how we access memory narratives. This reminder of 

the embodiment of memory reinforces my call for studying public memory discourse 

from a spatialized understanding of networked, simultaneous experiences and narratives. 

Furthermore, I find that an attention to eco-composition’s reminder of our embodied 

experiences, combined with this project’s attention to critical spatial theory offers a 

strong argument for analyzing memory from an ecological framework such as the one 

offered in this chapter. The ecological framework I offer here is, I believe, one way to 

account for the various encounters between space and embodiment that influence public 

memory-making. 

The ecology of multimodal memory that I suggest below offers a more fully 

spatialized version of Jenny Edbauer Rice’s model of the rhetorical public sphere as an 

“affective ecology” (9). Edbauer Rice presents an ecological model of rhetorical theory in 

order to complicate more traditional envisionings of the rhetorical situation as a 

triangulated speaker-audience-message cycle. According to Edbauer Rice, the 

triangulated model envisions “rhetorical action as ‘located’ around the exigence that 

generates a response,” which problematically locates rhetorical situations as occurring in 

specific, knowable spaces (9). Moreover, these spaces are fixed, bordered, 

compartmentalized, and contained/containable, all qualities that poorly account for the 
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networks of interaction, distribution, and circulation that permeate meaningful acts of 

rhetoric. Edbauer Rice offers the rhetorical ecology as a way to better account for the 

multiple interactions among individuals and groups and for the numerous patterns of 

circulation most rhetorical messages undergo. As she puts it, the affective ecology model 

enables rhetoricians to recontextualize “rhetorics in their temporal, historical, and lived 

fluxes” (9). For example, Edbauer Rice cites the “Keep Austin Weird” bumper sticker 

campaign of the 1990s, a widely-distributed series of rhetorical interactions that evolved 

from a protest against big business into an everyday mainstream, even co-opted and 

countered slogan. Rather than emerging around a specific location, this rhetorical 

message underwent a variety of interactions, distributions, and circulation patterns, all of 

which brought new interpretive frameworks within which the slogan, “Keep Austin 

Weird,” was understood. Rather than understanding this message as a rhetorical event 

occurring in a discrete place, Edbauer Rice’s affective ecology allows for an 

understanding of this campaign as it moved across a multiplicity of places and situations. 

As she puts it: 

An ecological augmentation adopts a view toward the processes and 
events that extend beyond the limited boundaries of elements. One 
potential value of such a shifted focus is the way we view counter-
rhetorics, issues of cooperation, and strategies of rhetorical production and 
circulation. Moreover, we can begin to recognize the way rhetorics are 
held together trans-situationally, as well as the effects of trans-
situationality on rhetorical circulation. (20) 
 

In other words, the ecological model offers a means of examining networks of rhetorical 

situations as they occur across space while also considering the discourses that arise in 

response to original acts of communication.  
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I find Edbauer Rice’s discussion of place and space in relation to rhetorical 

situations to be especially compelling for my project: by moving away from a “site-

model framework” (11) that imagines specific places as distinct containers for social 

activity, Edbauer Rice focuses on the “amalgam of processes” that comprise a rhetorical 

event (12). This ecological understanding of place as a series of interrelated processes 

and interactions rather than a series of physically-compartmentalized spaces offers a 

framework from which to imagine multiple and multimodal spaces of memory as co-

existing and as co-constitutive. However, I suggest that in some ways Edbauer Rice’s 

discussion of place problematically reinforces the understanding of space-as-empty-

container that she seeks to overcome. Specifically, by resting her attention on the ways 

that spaces “are made up of affective encounters, experiences, and moods that cohere 

around material spaces,” Edbauer Rice removes from consideration the very material 

influence that space has over those affective encounters among individuals (11).  While 

Edbauer Rice presents the ecological model as a way to extend, not replace, traditional 

models of rhetorical analysis that consider a single moment of iteration as the “site” for 

rhetorical exigence, I’d like to suggest that actively including the material and modal 

influences of situated place—the space of rhetorical interaction—should be included in 

an ecological understanding of the networked systems of interaction that comprise a 

rhetorical situation. 

In other words, this project reinforces Edbauer Rice’s argument that scholars 

ought to attend to the interactions and processes that occur in specific places rather than 

imagining rhetorical situations as occurring in fixed physical locations. Additionally, I 
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argue that the spatial constraints and affordances of a given place influence the kinds of 

interactions that occur in that space. While studies of rhetorical space certainly should not 

be limited only to a discussion of those physical qualities of space, the importance of 

physical place are, nonetheless, important features of a rhetorical situation. Therefore, the 

ecological framework offered in this chapter further builds on Edbauer Rice’s model by 

also calling attention to the influence of spatiality and modality on the process of 

memory-making.  

Extending this model outside the realm of memory, such considerations would 

also include questions of conservation: Which spaces are preserved and which are 

physically covered by development? Which species are accounted for in efforts to 

preserve ecological diversity? How do human activities dominate, manage, protect, 

and/or destroy built and unbuilt spaces? And following this line of inquiry, posing a 

system as ecological implies an ethical imperative: how does the circulation of human 

activities (intentional or unintentional) reinforce the well and/or ill-being of the larger 

ecological system? By calling an ecological model an ethical system, I follow Felix 

Guattari’s call in The Three Ecologies to deploy ecological thinking to activate an 

“ethico-aesthetic aegis of an ecosophy: social ecology, mental ecology, and 

environmental ecology” (41). Guattari advances an ecological methodology as a means of 

thinking and acting against what he calls “Integrated World Capitalism,” which he 

interpreted in 1989 as co-opting the work of sign and symbol making, resulting in the 

middle-class normativizing of all human relations so that individuals, regardless of their 

subjectivities, are nearly incapable of seeing outside the capitalist system. The result of 
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this semiotic seizure is, in Guattari’s words,  “a capitalistic subjectivity […] 

manufactured to protect existence from any intrusion of events that might disturb or 

disrupt public opinion. It demands that all singularity must be either evaded or crushed in 

specialist apparatuses and frames of reference” (50). That is, the expression of “singular” 

subjectivities becomes increasingly unlikely in the normativizing system of capitalistic 

commodification and aggregation. The ecological apparatus, Guattari argues, activates an 

understanding of this process of normativization, which he believes must be challenged 

by a commitment to heterogenesis, a “processes of continuous resingularization” by 

which “individuals must become both more united and increasingly different” (69). 

Guattari’s arguments are interesting to my discussion of public memory ecologies 

for two primary reasons. First, Guattari’s projection of how individual subjectivites form 

in relation (and/or in subservience) to a larger (capitalistic) public encapsulates in many 

ways my analyses of how the September 11 memorials have imagined individual and 

diverse voices in their memory practices. That is, opportunities to “share your story” 

certainly exist at these sites, but such sharing is presumed to collude with already-existing 

dominant narratives of the attacks, and the spatial and multimodal disciplinings that occur 

across the memory sites compound that expectation. Additionally, many engagements 

with the National Memorial are explicitly commodified and commodifiable, further 

aligning such memory practices as working within a capitalist system.  

Secondly, Guattari’s understanding of “the individual” as “something like a 

‘terminal’ for processes that involve human groups, socio-economic ensembles, data-

processing machines, etc.” attests to the constant tension in memory studies between the 
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individual and the individual’s investments in larger publics (36). Guattari’s view of “the 

individual” is in itself strongly ecological, with its claim that multiple, conflicting 

markers of subjectification work simultaneously on individuals. This understanding is 

reminiscent of Michael Warner’s description of individuals as identifying with multiple, 

sometimes competing publics; for memory studies, it suggests that individuals can 

assume multiple, even competing, subjectivities simultaneously. In other words, I think it 

is possible for individuals to occupy multiple positions of subjectivity in relation to the 

same memorial; they can and likely do assent to a sense of national grief while also 

identifying ways in which this normative narrative does not reflect their own multiple 

positionalities. Later in this chapter, I return to this argument to consider how memory 

ecologies might work to decolonize multimodal memory space. 

Finally, by calling for an ecological model of multimodal memory, I also extend 

David Sheridan, Jim Ridolfo, and Anthony Michel’s ecological model of multimodal 

public rhetoric.  Like Sheridan, Ridolfo, and Michel, I acknowledge that in a society 

formed by multiple, often competing publics, some rhetorical practices are more valued 

and made more publicly visible than others (xiii). Drawing on the work of publics 

theorists such as Nancy Fraser and Houston A. Baker, Jr., Sheridan, Ridolofo, and Michel 

attach the continued privileging of some publics’ narratives to the question of 

multimodality:  “if the proper function of public-sphere practice is poetic world making 

that shapes consciousness and identity through the captivation of attention, multimodality 
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becomes quite relevant indeed” (19-20).54 In other words, the choice of modality carries 

consequences in terms of power, specifically in terms of literacy and access. This issue 

influences practices of both production and consumption; the choice of modality includes 

some audiences and excludes others, and different modalities are considered accessible 

and meaningful by different groups of publics. As Sheridan, Ridolfo, and Michel put it, 

“full understanding of access needs to include attention to the full cycle of rhetorical 

circulation, including production, reproduction, and distribution” (30). This cycle of 

rhetorical circulation carries with it a type of “cultural logic” in which some modalities 

are privileged over others, although that privileging is continually shifting alongside 

shifts in technologies and modalities (Sheridan, Ridolfo, and Michel 43). Likewise, as I 

discuss throughout this project, multimodality complicates the question of whose 

memories persist and whose are covered over because some modalities are made more 

permanent, more visible, and more accessible than others in the process of public 

memory-making and memory-keeping. 

In the following section, I offer an ecological framework for analyzing 

multimodal public memory that draws on the existing models advanced by scholars such 

as Edbauer Rice and Sheridan, Ridolfo, and Michel. I do not suggest this framework in an 

effort to suggest that it is the only or even the best way to analyze public memory 

discourses, but rather as a suggestion that such a model might help scholars to account for 

the interpenetrations of time, space, and modality on public rhetorical processes such as 

                                                

54 The phrase “public-sphere practice is poetic world making” is drawn from Michael Warner’s Publics and 
Counterpublics. 
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memory-making. The previous chapters in this project suggest that current frameworks 

for analyzing public memorials tend to artificially categorize memorials in terms of 

modality and materiality, and such categorizations frequently fail to reveal the lines of 

discursive force that operate across modalities, times, spaces, and publics. The following 

ecological model, then, seeks to emphasize the simultaneous influences that these 

elements bear on one another in any rhetorical act. As Edbauer Rice suggests, thinking in 

terms of rhetorical ecologies also suggests a need to think about “trans-situational” 

rhetorics, or the proliferation of discourses that respond to and counter dominant 

discourses. 

An Ecology of Multimodal Memory 

 The following ecology provides a heuristic that accounts for issues of materiality, 

modality, spatial analysis, and multiplicity in rhetorical iterations. As a heuristic, I hope 

that this ecology offers generative potential for studying different elements of multimodal 

sites as they exist in relationship to one another; I do not intend for this chart to 

concretize specific categories in the ecology as the only possible sites of analysis. While 

this project in multimodal public memorials has informed my development of this 

analytical framework, I suggest that it might be equally helpful in examining a variety of 

multimodal, public, rhetorical practices. I also wish to note that the categories are not 

necessarily the only categories that might figure into an ecological understanding of 

multimodal public rhetoric; rather, these categories have been most constructive in my 

understanding of the interactions among dominant, intended rhetorical practice and the 
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variety of options for non-dominant, multivocal participation that occur across the spaces 

of public memory. 

 I also wish to acknowledge the significant overlaps that exist among thirdspace 

models such as Soja’s, which resist binary thinking by considering space, time, and 

power as networked systems, and the ecological model proposed in this chapter. 

Specifically, the language of networking, of systems, and of simultaneity permeate both 

the discourses of thirdspace as well as the discourses of ecologies. Visually, too, the 

models look similar, with a triad of terms occupying primary elements. What the 

following ecological model offers is a structure for examining how space, already 

existing as a multiply-layered system, interacts with other systems such as modality and 

lived practice. In an ecological model, Lefebvre’s triad of spatial practice becomes one 

term in a larger system of coexisting triads of practice. As I argue later in this section, 

multimodality represents one of those coexisting triads. Thinking about these practices as 

existing within an ecology of memory allows an understanding of how memory spaces 

are able to offer moments for resistance despite the fact that they exist within larger 

disciplined narratives about how to practice memory. In other words, an ecological model 

challenges researchers to account for the coexistence of multiple memory narratives 

across multiple types and iterations of space. It also invites a consideration of how lived 

practices interact simultaneously and disparately with physical, digital, and multimodal 

space. 
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Figure 8: An Ecology of Multimodal Memory 
 

The model above includes three primary categories: Spatial Iterations/Space, 

Modalities, and Lived Practices. As Cooper notes of biologic ecologies, each category is 

reciprocally influential on the others so that these interactions are constantly in flux. Note 

that the influence of space is embedded in each category; in other words, while this 

model envisions space as processual and interrelated, it also insists that space is 

materially influential on rhetorical meaning. Additionally, each of these categories exists 

in a constant, simultaneous exchange with other networks of contextual discourses so that 

Spatial Iterations 
--Performances of memorialization; 
can be permanent/ephemeral, 
dominant/non-dominant, and exist in 
a network of memory.  
--Examples: monuments, digital 
projects, vernacular artifacts. 
--Category directs attention to the 
importance of spatial practice and 
spatial disciplining in discursive 
practiceand the relationship between 
ideology and space. 

Modalities  
--The way(s) a memory is mediated; 
often multiple and simultaneous. 
Modality influences reception, 
replication, and archivization or 
persistence. 
--Examples: visual, architectural, 
digital, aural, spatial, alphabetic, and 
so forth. 
--Category directs attention to the role 
and process of modality in the 
discourse being analyzed. 

Lived Practices 
--Actions/interactions; cross 
multiple, overlapping times. Includes 
practices made absent /invisible. 
--Examples: vernacular memorials, 
social networking, (mis)behaving in 
a memorial space, undocumented 
surveillance and tracking. 
--Category directs attention to the 
ways that spaces and modalities are 
actually inhabited; allows 
comparison of un/enabled practices 
and actual practices as well as a 
discussion of how practices change.  
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an ecology of memory is in constant negotiation with other discursive processes 

occurring around it. In the case of September 11, 2001 memory discourses, for example, 

the national and geo-political conversations occurring simultaneously with the 

construction of official public memorials have certainly been influential on the choices of 

metaphor, narrative, and even modality in those memorials. It is also possible that some 

of the difficulty of coming to agreement over the form and content of the National 

Memorial was due, in part, to the simultaneous post-9/11 political discourses circulating 

around the development of the memorial. It is difficult, in other words, for a public 

memorial to suggest healing and recovery concomitantly with a national military agenda 

that suggests revenge—these conflicting discourses certainly came to bear on the types of 

message and metaphor that were deemed acceptable for a dominant post-9/11 memory 

discourse. Moreover, ever-changing national and geo-political discourses continually 

influence the ways that new visitors inhabit the space of 9/11/2001 memorials, 

influencing, too, the form and expression of vernacular memorialization, resistant 

discourse, and so on. 

To ground this model, I briefly draw on the Garden of Reflection to demonstrate 

how each category might be deployed separately and in conversation with the others to 

construct an ecological understanding of a multimodal memory space. To reiterate, I 

suggest that this ecology might help scholars to consider how multimodal spaces like 

public memorials form internal rhetorical networks (i.e., among the different mediations 

and modalities of the memorial) as well as across other simultaneous, sometimes 

competing discursive networks.  
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Spatial Iterations: While each of the categories addresses space, the Spatial 

Iterations category does so the most rigorously, addressing specifically the spatialized 

performances of memorialization. Embedded in the spatial iterations category is some 

version of a trialectic of spatiality such as proposed by Soja and Lefebvre; in other words, 

even in the Spatial Iterations category, the term “space” is complex, encompassing a 

dialectical relationship among space, time, and power. Additionally, space in this model 

is not restricted to physical iterations, but also includes digital and multimodal iterations.  

For example, the Garden of Reflection offers two linked spatial iterations, the 

physical site in Pennsylvania and the virtual site on the WWW. Within each of these 

iterations, a variety of imagined practices are anticipated through spatial disciplining. For 

example, the use of paths and name plaques shepherds visitors in a specific trajectory 

around the physical memorial; online, the use of numbered links performs the same 

implicit spatial disciplining of visitors’ behavior. Within these discrete spatial iterations, 

a variety of spatial practices occur, exemplifying the thirdspace understanding of space as 

multiple and simultaneous. As a spatial practice, the inclusion of common memorial 

tropes such as victim name plaques, fountains, and plants reifies social understandings of 

what it means to mourn and to heal. As a conceived space, The Garden of Reflection 

relies on few explicit signs, but those in existence are highly instructive, such as the 

aphorism “After Darkness, Light” visitors encounter on their way out of the memorial 

garden. The explanations of symbolism and metaphor in the virtual visit increase the 

quality of the Garden of Reflection as a conceived space. And as a lived space, the 

Garden of Reflection is rife with symbolic value, but that symbolism is dependent on 
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dominant agreement about what the symbols mean and is in that respect subject to 

(re)interpretation and resistance, as Soja points out when he names lived space the space 

of resistance. For example, the Garden of Reflection’s inclusion of water as a symbol of 

healing and redemption embodies the dominant Christian symbolism of being washed 

clean of sin, a clear incorporation of dominant religious metaphor. This symbolism is 

normalized to the extent that it is not explained in the Virtual Tour’s explanations of the 

memorials’ symbolism; yet that normalization is also dependent on the continued 

dominant understanding of water as a symbol of redemption. (To be clear, I do not 

suggest that this symbolism is likely to erode in the near future; its stability as a dominant 

metaphor helps to provide a clear example of how the physical space is dominated by the 

prevailing social imaginary.)  Together, the spatial iterations of the Garden of Reflection 

create a thick network of dominant narratives about September 11, 2001: their adoption 

of conventional uses of space, of metaphor, and of co-constitutive memory narratives 

suggests that the Garden of Reflection intends to convey a more singular, difficult-to-

counter memorial experience. 

Modalities: As this project has argued, analyzing a memorial’s various modalities 

is vital to understanding how individuals and different publics can access, understand, 

circulate, and produce responses to memorial narratives. Mediation is not neutral; the 

choice of medium carries with it consequences for how an artifact is received and 

interpreted. Furthermore, as I have argued throughout this project, contemporary 

processes of media convergence have led to deeply textured multimodal spaces that 

contain a wide array of competing, simultaneous discourses. Thus, an examination of 
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modality includes, first, a discussion of a memory space’s primary media and, second, an 

examination of how those modalities invite or suppress a variety of rhetorical 

engagements. 

The Garden of Reflection works through a variety of modalities including digital 

and physical iterations; however, at the physical memorial in Pennsylvania, these 

modalities are nearly all physical, spatial, and visual. Some of the more notable 

spatial/visual modalities in the Garden include the steel sculpture at the beginning of the 

memorial and the use of light to illuminate two visual twin towers rising from the 

fountain at night. Despite the seeming immediacy of this strongly spatial modality, each 

of these artifacts gestures toward a sense of multiple times and spaces within the local 

memorial. For example, the recovered World Trade Center steel at the Garden’s entry 

evokes a multiplicity of times and spaces: its aesthetic of damaged material brings to 

present-day Pennsylvania the moments of terror that occurred in New York on September 

11, 2001. This example demonstrates that even in non-digital multimodal spaces, 

modality can offer a sense of the simultaneity of time and space that occur in public 

memorials. 

As a highly finished, predominantly spatial/visual memorial, the Garden of 

Reflection does not invite the kinds of immediate individual interactivity that more 

digitally-multimodal memorials might invite. Rather, the Garden is self-consciously a site 

for reflection, not for response; its aim is not to debate what September 11, 2001 meant, 

but rather to promote a certain kind of “healing” (again, such healing is strongly 

embedded in a Christian ideology of rebirth and forgetting, if not forgiving). This 
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rhetorical purpose of the Garden of Reflection is strongly reflected by its modalities; even 

the online visit invites only minimal interaction from visitors. In other words, while the 

Garden is strongly multimodal and offers a convergence of times and spaces, its 

modalities do not invite participatory action in the way of some of the digital media in the 

National Memorial. This is not to say that all public memorials must invite such 

multimodal participation but rather to note that a discussion of modality can reveal the 

level of potential for lasting rhetorical intervention. 

There are a variety of ways that a researcher might responsibly analyze 

multimodality in a memorial; the mediological method offers just one example. What is 

important to note here is that by connecting an analysis of modalities with the other 

analyses of space and lived practice, it becomes more possible to see the kinds of 

ecological networks that form across multiple memorial spaces and discourses. 

Lived Practices: An important part of my methodology throughout this project 

involves observing the lived practices in the memorial spaces: I compare the lived 

practices with the possibilities for practice created through space and modality. Making 

this observation at the physical Garden of Reflection in a short period of time was 

difficult because there were no other visitors during my observation, so I had to rely on 

the sparse remnants of vernacular memorials and the participation occurring in the online 

iteration of the memorial. Specifically, small flags had been placed over a few names on 

the name plaques, but no other vernacular memorials were present and no system has 

been announced for archiving vernacular memorials, suggesting that the physical space is 

not consistently marked by such interactions. In contrast, the National Memorial’s built-
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in opportunities for participatory multimodality, such as an active Twitter feed and 

Facebook page, make it easier to trace the patterns of lived practice across a memorial’s 

spaces. Similar participations can be traced through the Garden of Reflection’s online 

visitor board and Facebook pages, but each of these simply confirms my physical 

observation that the Garden of Reflection is visited on momentous occasions (such as 

anniversaries) rather than as a matter of tourism, as might be said for the National 

Memorial with its surplus of four million annual visitors. However, it is also notable that 

the Garden of Reflection has become a place for shared public mourning of tragedies 

outside its original exigency of the 9/11/2001 attacks: for example, in December 2012 

over two hundred people gathered to observe a candlelight vigil after the deadly 

shootings at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newton, Connecticut (Werner). This 

example shows that even in a memorial without explicit invitations for (re)interpretation 

through its spatial and multimodal components, the lived practices in that space are 

reinterpreted in relation to outside contexts and discourses. Additionally, this secondary 

use of the memorial multiplies its purpose: it also helps to frame other tragedies (and 

other processes of healing, reconciliation, and so forth) along its performances. Such an 

analysis frames the Garden of Reflection as an instantiation not only of September 11 

memorializing but also in its capacity within the larger ecology of public 

memorialization. In other words, the lived practices at this site also serve to reinscribe 

and reinforce the ideologies and practices in this memorial space on other memorial 

discourses outside the space, time, and even exigence of the Garden of Reflection. 
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A feminist observational methodology enables what Donna Haraway calls a 

“partial, locatable, critical knowledge,” partial because any observation is situated in 

specific cultural frames and knowledges, but locatable because that situationality can be 

acknowledged as framing critical interpretation (584). This stance, Haraway writes, 

“sustain[s] the possibility of webs of connections called solidarity in politics and shared 

conversations in epistemology” (584). With this argument, Haraway advances situated 

observations as viable components of a larger web of conversations about what occurs in 

an observed space. Such a stance also invites the existence of multiple, competing 

observations, similar to Massey’s identification of multiple simultaneities occurring in 

space-time. By shifting one’s observational gaze and searching for what is absent, or 

made to be absent, in a memorial space, asking what lived practices occur in memorial 

space can carry a thirdspace, borderlands method. These absences might be memorial 

absences from a memorial space, such as the non-recognition of undocumented workers 

who were also 9/11 victims or the non-recognition of a large number of 

unidentified/unidentifiable human remains still being analyzed in a morgue on the site of 

Ground Zero. The absences might also be invisibilized, such as the practice of surveying, 

tracking, and archiving physical and digital behavior and traffic. An ecological 

methodology activates the borderlands practice of seeking not only the lived practices, 

but also the practices that exist on the peripheries of dominant vision. 

Bringing together these three terms (spatial iteration, modalities, and lived 

practice) enables a complex discussion of the ways that different publics interact with a 

multimodal memorial space across a variety of times, modalities, and discourses. 
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Specifically, an ecological model attends to the issues of media convergence as well as to 

the simultaneous influences of space, time, and process in a multivocal memory site. 

Turnley’s mediological method, with its focus on how mediation influences rhetorical 

practice, figures into this model across all three categories but is most prominent in the 

category of modality, which encompasses many of the dimensions of mediology, 

including technology, aesthetics, and archiving. Like Turnley, I insist that mediation and 

modality are vital to the influence and meaning of a rhetorical act. Thus, Turnley’s 

concern with mediation is vital to my project, but it is only one part of the ecology 

discussed here, which also considers how lived practice influences mediated artifacts and 

how mediated artifacts interact in networks with other rhetorical systems. Likewise, the 

concept of heterotopic space-time is central to this ecology: understanding all parts of the 

ecology as simultaneous, as multiple, and as processual enriches the understanding of 

ecologies as networked systems. Alone, however, the analytic framework of heterotopic 

space-time does not fully account for how modality and mediation influence (and to some 

extent determine) lived practice or how modality interacts with space. In short, the 

contribution this ecological model makes is to put into conversation frameworks such as 

mediological analysis and heterotopic space-time in order to trace the complexities of 

converged multimodal public rhetorics. 

 The number of simultaneous processes occurring in a multimodal memory space 

can be staggering, and another benefit that an ecological perspective offers is the ability 

to compare how different memory discourses resonate with one another. For example, 

comparing how lived practices coincide with the opportunities for discourse in a 
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multimodal memorial space offers an understanding of the disconnects that often exist 

between intended/imagined practice and lived practice in a multimodal space.Multimodal 

engagements at the National Memorial, for example, created a sense of multiple, 

simultaneous spatio-temporal memorial engagements. This complex layering of times 

and spaces means that the National Memorial is constantly being shaped in a process of 

sharing, interpretation, and reinscription between the digital and the physical. An 

ecological understanding of these multiple memorial encounters adds the perspective of 

how actual lived practices inhabit these multiple spaces of memory. To take the National 

Memorial as an example, the following chart offers some ways that lived practice did not 

correspond to imagined/intended opportunities for sustained multimodal interaction and 

multivocality during my visit: 

Imagined Practices  
of Multimodality at the National Memorial 

Observed Lived Practices  
at the National Memorial 

Oral History Sharing: (For example: 
Columbia University’s “9/11 Oral History 
Project;” History Channel’s “Call to 
Remember” including on-site phone kiosks at 
the National Memorial; StoryCorps’ “Share 
Your Story”) 
 

The on-site phone kiosk was broken at the 
time of my visit. However, these online 
archives hold an astonishingly large 
collection of individual stories, suggesting 
that oral history collection has been rather 
successful. Considering how such narratives 
are archived and deployed is one concern 
that rises from this practice of individual 
memory collection. 

Archival Participation: Invited sharing of 
photos, videos, and other 9/11/2001-related 
media (For example: National Memorial’s 
“Make History” web repository; “Voices of 
September 11 Living Memorial;” Center for 
History & Library of Congress’ “9/11 Digital 
Archive”) 
 

As noted above, these archives also hold 
large numbers of individual contributions, 
and a major challenge rests in determining 
the storage, sharing, and replication of these 
materials.  

“Tribute” Reception: Welcoming & 
archiving of “tributes,” or vernacular 
memorials, at discretion of curators 
 

Only two vernacular memorials present 
during my visit. 
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Imagined Practices 
of Multimodality at the National Memorial 

Observed Lived Practices 
at the National Memorial 

Mobile Applications: Include an on-site 
mobile tour (Apple, Android, or Windows 
devices) and an “Explore 9/11” application 
including a guided tour, augmented reality 
photos, and an interactive timeline (Apple 
devices only)  

Restricted to users of specific devices; more 
people were using paper-based flyers than 
phones to guide their tours. I also saw more 
in-person foreign-language tours than I saw 
people using mobile technologies to self-
guide. 
 

On-Site Digital Kiosks: Helps to locate 
specific names on Reflecting Pools, offers 
more information about each victim 

I was the only person I saw who used one of 
these kiosks during my observation of the 
National Memorial. (Implications: people 
were not searching for specific names, 
perhaps preferring to experience the 
memorial holistically?) 
 

Table 2: Comparison chart of imagined and observed practices at National Memorial. 
 

Such a comparison builds on the kind of networked thinking advanced by an ecological 

method of analysis. From this perspective, it is possible also to see what practices and 

discourses do not enter these spaces, what lived practice are not invited or encouraged. In 

the terminology of Chicana feminist scholars, an ecological methodology helps scholars 

to “make absences visible” within highly complex systems of memory discourse (Leyva 

1). Such an inquiry also resonates with a thirdspace goal of asking what possibilities exist 

for resistance, for revision, and for non-dominant participation in dominant rhetorical 

spaces. 

Ecologies of Public Memory as Thirdspace Thinking 

An alignment with thirdspace theories and borderlands methodologies deeply 

influences this project, most specifically in terms of considering how physical, digital, 

and multimodal spaces of memory exist in constant dialogue with one another, forming a 

proliferation of discourses and of possibilities for discourse. An ecological methodology 
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such as I propose in this chapter supports a thirdspace approach to multimodal memory 

spaces because of its insistence on acknowledging the multiple, simultaneous influences 

on what might seem to be a “single” iteration of memorial space. This simultaneity of 

existing discourses and possibilities for future discourse are evident in September 11, 

2001 memorials. Looking across the Garden of Reflection and the National September 11 

Memorial and Museum, for example, a variety of shared narratives and memory practices 

circulating around 9/11/2001 become evident. Perhaps the most prominent example is the 

consistent pairing of US patriotic rhetorics with September 11. Examples of this re-

membered patriotism proliferate across 9/11 memorials through symbols such as the 

ideograph of the US flag and the persistence of symbols of rebirth and resilience, such as 

the Survivor Tree at the National Memorial and the Twin Fountains in the Garden of 

Reflection. This discourse is further replicated in the vernacular memorials left at 9/11 

memorials across the country, in the form of miniature US flags and other symbols of 

identification with US patriotism, in tweets that pair the #911Memorial hashtag with 

others such as #neverforget or with photos that highlight US flags and symbolism. And it 

exists in the non-memorial discourses and activities that exist simultaneously with the 

memorials, most notably in the post-September 11 military campaigns conducted in the 

name of the victims of 9/11/2001 attacks. In the capacity of serving retributional 

patriotism, for example, such discourse might even validate practices such as drone 

attacks and torture of suspected terrorists (practices that were likely to emerge even 

without the advent of September 11, but which find renewable validation in the 

preservation of the “scars” of memory such as the empty Twin Tower holes and the 
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scarred World Trade Center steel placed at 9/11 memorials across the country). Such 

discourses serve as models for future memorial behavior, but they also create points from 

which resistant counter-memories might emerge. Art Spiegelman’s In the Shadow of No 

Towers graphic novel, for instance, is a direct rebuttal to the post-9/11 patriotic fervor, 

and while discourses such as these are rarely welcomed into normalized 9/11/01 

memorial discourses, they do exist as one part of the larger ecology of September 11 

memory.  

Analyzing the proliferation of a specific discursive trope of post-September 11 

patriotism from an ecological model offers an understanding of how that trope is 

instantiated in space, how it is reinforced through a process of media convergence, and 

how it is replicated or resisted through lived discursive practice. Despite the powerful 

dominant discourses that converge in memorial spaces to discipline individual 

remembering, avenues for resistance and counter-story do exist and are in many ways 

strengthened by multimodality’s variety of options for discourse. Tview of multimodal 

memory spaces as spaces of possibility also stems from a Chicana feminist conviction 

that the spaces act as borders (including actual borders, margins, and spaces where 

memory is (re)written) present simultaneous opportunities for dominance, for resistance, 

and for coexisting multiple narratives. My hope is that an ecological methodology will 

offer practices for actively examining the multiplicity of memorial discourses that make 

memory space a type of thirdspace. 
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From Methodology to Lived Practice: Implications 

 While this project primarily offers theoretical discussions of and frameworks for 

thinking about how contemporary public memory is constructed across multiple modes 

and spaces, my intention is not merely to suggest another way that scholars might 

converse about how rhetoric is practiced in the world outside the academy. Rather, this 

project identifies emergent trends in public memorial construction that might concretely 

benefit from scholarly discussions of how mediation, modality, and space converge to 

form powerful discursive narratives. Far from being underconsidered, intentionally-

silencing spaces, most contemporary public memorials undergo rigorous planning 

processes, consulting with multiple interest groups, scholars, architects and design teams, 

and other interested parties before a single stone is laid or a line of code is written. Many 

of the most notable public memorial spaces in the United States state their intention to 

represent a multiplicity of voices and memory narratives; for example, the National 

Memorial designers write that “The memorial plaza is designed to be a mediating space; 

it belongs both to the city and to the memorial;” (“Design Competition”) and the 

Oklahoma City National Memorial reserves a two-hundred foot section of fence for 

collecting vernacular memorials, which are all eventually archived by the memorial 

curators (“Symbolism”). 

With this in mind, I conclude this chapter by making recommendations for how 

planning public memory spaces as sites that might operate as decolonized thirdspaces 

might increase the potential for public memorials to advance socially just, inclusive, and 

multivocal memory narratives in a multimodal world. As the title of this chapter 
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indicates, I call for memory practices that encourage “participatory multimodality,” or the 

potential for digital and multimodal memorial practices to encourage individual 

participation and intervention in dominant memorial discourses. An assumption of 

participatory multimodality is that by consciously creating spaces for multiple, co-

constitutive discourses in dominant memory narratives, those spaces might in turn better 

represent the multiplicity of publics who stand to benefit from public memory practices. 

In short, my call for participatory multimodality is also a call for social justice in spaces 

of memory, with a thirdspace conviction that reserving space for multiple, competing 

discourses to co-exist is one way to work toward positive social change. Massey makes a 

similar call for “the recognition of particular characteristics of space and for a politics 

that can respond to them,” and I see my project as a partial response to this call (15). 

Therefore, the remainder of this project outlines ways that contemporary memorials 

might at least partially achieve participatory multimodality through a commitment to 

decolonial methods of memory and through a conscious effort to serve as socially just 

sites of public pedagogy. Specifically, I suggest that scholars should work with memorial 

designers to help memorial sites advance public pedagogies of multimodal memory and 

participatory multimodality, to decolonize memory narratives, and to construct public 

memorials that advance social justice. Cultural studies scholar Lawrence Grossberg 

argues that “thinking in terms of space demands that intellectuals think of themselves in 

relation to others in a way that temporal thinking does not permit” (187). From 

Grossberg’s claim, I argue that scholars and intellectuals carry a responsibility to 

consciously influence the spaces we also inhabit, if only in marginal, temporal ways. 
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Such lived action might constructively begin in planned spaces such as sites of public 

memory. 

Decolonization of Memory & Ecologies/Public Pedagogies 

Early in this project, I identified my methodology as decolonial, citing especially 

Chicana feminists and thirdspace theorists as informing my view of public memorializing 

as a means to re-member un(der)told stories and to activate memory spaces as 

thirdspaces. An ecological method of analysis serves this decolonizial methodology by 

developing a heuristic that seeks the moments of multiplicity, multivocality, and 

simultaneity in public memorials. Especially in a digital age, when multivocality is 

assumed but proliferation, persistence, and impact of multivocality remains questionable, 

scholars must engage apparatuses that seek patterns of silence and resistance that occur 

across multiple modalities. In addition to considering the importance of digitality in 

activating multivocal memory narratives, scholars must not disregard the continued role 

of spatialization in reinscribing ideology on memorial discourses and practices. As 

Massey writes, space “is a product of interrelations;” the individual, the social, and the 

spaces they inhabit are co-constitutive (10). Digitization creates as many complications in 

terms of access and vocality as it seems to resolve, and thus it is increasingly imperative 

to attend to the relationships among multimodality, space, and lived practice.    

To return to my earlier discussion of Guattari, I find his call for a heterogenesis of 

practice to illustrate an important way that an ecological method might serve the purpose 

of decolonizing public memorial practices. Guattari writes compellingly that “ways 

should be found to enable the singular, the exceptional, the rare, to coexist with a State 
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structure that is the least burdensome possible” (51). Such enabling reflects my call for a 

co-existence of memory that exist both inside and outside the dominant narratives 

supported by dominant memory spaces. In the examples of September 11 memorials, 

such individual and counter-public voices have been given space within the larger 

memorials, but only within the already-occurring systems and memorial discourses. 

Thus, few exigencies arise for the formation of counter-publics or counter-discourses 

within existing systems of individual memorializing at any level of these multimodal 

memory sites. To return to the example of the National Memorial’s Twitter feed, this 

perhaps suggests one cause for the almost universally homogenous accounts of the 

Reflecting Pools as “moving,” “overwhelming,” and so forth. To put it differently, I read 

the current use of multimodality at both the Garden of Reflection and the National 

Memorial as offering opportunities for engagement that operate only inside already-

existing normative and dominant narratives of September 11. An ecological apparatus for 

studying multimodal public memory, in other words, offers ways of scrutinizing how 

individual and public narratives work within these normative systems and which 

challenging it and for identifying practices that inject non-dominant, conflicting, 

decolonizing discourses and practices. 

Toward Public Pedagogies of Multimodal Memory 

 In addition to undergoing a spatial turn, the fields of rhetoric and composition are 

also in the process of undergoing a turn toward engaging public rhetorics, pedagogies, 

and writing. Or, as Rosa Eberly notes, this is more of a return, a rekindling of the deeply 

public nature of the public, democratic art of rhetoric (290). This project aligns with 
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many of the influences that have helped lead the way toward rhetoric and composition’s 

public turn. Specifically, I advocate for an increase in public access to consuming and 

producing multimodal rhetorics as well as for the increased opportunity for various 

publics to intervene in public discourses such as memorials. While fully constructing a 

public pedagogy of multimodal memory is beyond the scope of this project, I argue that 

one extension of this project might be the development of such a public pedagogy. I pose 

the need for such a public pedagogy of multimodal memory, situating this need within 

recent calls for public pedagogies in the fields of rhetoric and composition. I conclude by 

imagining some concrete approaches to multimodal public memorialization that harbor 

the potential to work toward more equitable memory practices. 

 Increasingly, rhetoric and composition scholars are calling for classroom practices 

that engage students in public pedagogies, a term that has been taken to mean either 

modeling a classroom as what Eberly calls a “protopublic” space or asking students to 

write in/for actual publics (290). Drawing again on publics theorists such as Habermas, 

Fraser, and Warner, public pedagogy advocates argue that students benefit from 

composing for specific, locatable exigencies, as they will once they leave institutions of 

education and begin to interact with the multiple publics with which they identify. In 

1996 Susan Wells offered an early argument for cultivating both sorts of public 

pedagogies with her four strategies for public writing that attend to the difficulties of re-

constructing and re-introducing the audiences and constraints of actual writing publics 

(338-340). More recently, Nancy Welch has suggested that “understanding and teaching 

rhetoric as a mass, popular art—the practice of ordinary people who make up our 
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country’s multiethnic, working-class majority, in their press for relief, reform, and radical 

change” must continue to influence writing curricula (474, emphasis in original).55 Such 

calls frequently rise from a disciplinary belief that responsible rhetorical education is co-

constitutive with instruction in democratic and civic engagement; this belief typically 

parallels a conviction that positive social transformation might result from teaching 

students to engage in a public, rhetorically responsible manner. As Ashley J. Holmes 

argues, “public pedagogies are rhetorical, transformative, and located” (210).  

Likewise, Sheridan, Ridolfo, and Michel frequently inject their study of 

multimodal rhetorical ecologies with attention to how “sites of higher education can 

support critically reflective practices of multimodal public rhetoric by working across 

curricular and cocurricular structures” (170). Ultimately, Sheridan, Ridolfo, and Michel 

argue for an approach to composition pedagogy that “emphasizes the way multiple modes 

and media can be recruited to effect social change” (186). Like Sheridan, Ridolfo, and 

Michel, I argue that multimodality deeply influences what it means to engage in public 

pedagogy. Moreover, I believe that multimodality might offer tactics through which 

public sites such as memorials can become, in and of themselves, spaces of pedagogy and 

of social transformation.  

 In other words, while most of composition instructors generally employ pedagogy 

in terms of classroom pedagogies, referring to the strategies by which rhetoric and 

composition instructors teach students to compose in or for public audiences, I am more 

                                                

55 Welch also rightly points to a discipline-wide unwillingness to recognize the wide privatization of public 
spaces and, thus, the shrinking number of spaces for such public rhetoric to meaningfully occur.  
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concerned with the ways that public memorials act as spaces of pedagogy, and 

specifically as multimodal spaces of pedagogy. In fact, I would add public memorials to 

the list of institutional and informal sites of education, listed alongside museums, zoos, 

libraries, and public parks in the Encyclopedia of Curriculum Studies. The audiences of 

multimodal public memorials very likely do not have access to the kinds of instruction in 

public pedagogies taking place in our writing classrooms, and therefore the burden of 

teaching individuals how to understand and respond to a public multimodal memorial 

rests primarily on the shoulders of the memorial spaces. This implies a burden on the part 

of memorial design committees to create memorial spaces that not only educate their 

publics on the events memorialized in that space, but also how to meaningfully engage 

with those spaces. Therefore, I call for a “public pedagogy of multimodal memory,” or a 

set of practices that public memorials might employ to deepen the possibilities for 

members of varying publics to interact with, intervene, and even counter or otherwise 

resist the powerful dominant narratives that converge in dominant memorial spaces. As I 

note earlier, a full schematization of such practices is beyond the scope of this project; 

what I offer here are some preliminary suggestions based on my proposed ecological 

model. Ultimately, I believe multimodality has the power to encourage memorial 

practices that engage the multiple, simultaneous, and co-constitutive narratives of the 

multiple publics who witness important cultural events. 

In his text Electronic Monuments, Greg Ulmer makes a similar proposal with his 

“EmerAgency,” a democratization of consulting practices that uses Internet-based media 

to give the educational sector a voice in the construction of public narratives. As Ulmer 
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writes, “the EmerAgency in principle coordinates the collaboration among teachers, 

volunteers, and partner organizations, across the levels of schooling, to add an Internet 

dimension to a curriculum that would give public schools a new voice as a ‘fifth estate’ in 

our society” (xiii). The result—a MEmorial—”allows students and citizens to use the 

Internet as a civic sphere” by pairing local/personal sacrifices and tragedies with existing 

large-scale public monuments (xvii). The resultant MEmorials are sharp, critical 

responses to tragedy, what Ulmer calls “a counter-public sphere” (34). Because creating 

and understanding a MEmorial requires a fair amount critical and technological literacy 

and access, MEmorials may be less accessible for individual experiments in 

memorialization. As a category of public pedagogies, then, Ulmer’s EmerAgency and 

MEmorial offer interesting opportunities for countering dominant memorial narratives 

through multimodal means, but they would likely not be suitable for the kind of dominant 

public memorial practices such as those examined in this project. However, I am drawn 

to Ulmer’s commitment to revolutionizing and democratizing the process of public 

memorialization through multimodality, and I believe it would be worth considering how 

a MEmemorial might enable multiply-situated memorial practices outside of the 

classroom. 

Based on the ecological model of multimodal memory outlined earlier in this 

chapter, I suggest that contemporary public memorials work toward two primary goals 

through multimodal means. First, a sustained, visible multimodal response space might 

serve as a suggestion for individuals to actively engage with the memorial space. The 

enactment of a multimodal response space might prompt my second suggestion for more 
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equitable public memorials, which is an attention to sustaining horizontal multivocality 

throughout the memorial, especially through multimodal means. 

Multimodal Response Space: To an extent, the National September 11 Memorial 

& Museum is already making strong efforts in this direction, specifically with the active 

Twitter feed, the Facebook page, and the many opportunities for individuals to share their 

stories and their 9/11 artifacts. However, these efforts are not spatialized at the actual 

physical memorial, nor are they given prominent visual space in the virtual memorial. 

Especially considering the unevenness of access and digital literacies, I suggest that one 

way to encourage individual engagement with the memorial is to offer on-site devices for 

individuals to respond, and also valuing those responses by making them more visible in 

the space of the memorial, might increase the meaningfulness of the existing multimodal 

response spaces. In this way, a memorial might highlight the potential for multiple, 

simultaneous responses that occur in multimodal public spaces. While the dominant 

spatial and discursive practices in a given memorial space will almost certainly 

overshadow these individualized responses, making space for these more individual 

reactions might create a space of possibility for individual interaction, intervention, 

and/or resistance. 

To complicate this suggestion, as computers and composition scholars have noted 

simply providing physical access to technologies does not necessarily engender the 

appropriate level of understanding of how to use those technologies, nor does it cope with 

cultural frames that might not privilege multimodality. As Turnley argues when speaking 

of classroom pedagogies, “our development of wireless pedagogies should explore 
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approaches to space which account for both blockages to and openings for agency” (93). 

My call for spatial openings for agency through multimodal technologies does not fully 

account for the larger issues around uneven access to technologies and digital literacies. 

In other words, this suggestion offers one, but certainly not the only, option for spatially 

privileging multivocality at multimodal memorial sites. 

Horizontal Multivocality: Perhaps the most important step in creating more 

equitable networks of public memory is to make space for multiple, competing narratives 

to coexist. This endeavor might begin with the above step, offering a multiplicity of 

modes by which individuals might respond. However, the larger issue at stake is how 

such multivocality is then valued and represented in dominant memorial spaces. I wish to 

be clear here: the existence of completely horizontal multivocality is likely unattainable; 

the very spatialization of a public memorial indicates a level of shared agreement and 

shared stories, and in fact the ability to come to agreement is an important part of the 

public healing function of public memorials. I am not suggesting that these functions 

cease to exist in public memorial space. Rather, I suggest that public memorials 

consciously acknowledge and teach that they serve multiple publics, and that more than 

one narrative might co-exist even in a memorial space that functions as a shared 

community narrative. An important step here is for public memorials to acknowledge that 

they are not static, that the narratives they offer are always contingent on the other 

rhetorical networks circulating around them. In other words, public memorials exist in a 

larger memorial ecology, and making the multiple narratives that exist within that 
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ecology not only visible but also important to the larger memorial narrative is an 

important step toward more equitable memory practices. 

In this chapter, I have offered an ecological model of multimodal public memory. 

A primary aim of this model is to recognize that multiple analytical methods are 

necessary to evaluate contemporary multimodal memorials because they are constantly 

being reinscribed across time, space, and modality. The methods deployed in this project 

help to reveal the replication of rhetorical ideology and the reinforcement of rhetorical 

power through multiple modalities in public memorials to 9/11.  In other words, 

accounting for issues of spatial iteration, lived practice, and modality contributes to an 

understanding of contemporary public memorials (and other multimodal rhetorical 

spaces) as ecologies of memory that invite complex understandings of memorials as 

simultaneous, multivocal spaces. All three of these terms are crucial to understanding and 

reshaping memory practices in an effort toward multivocality, heterogeneity, and, 

ultimately, social justice. An ecological approach activates for public memory discourses 

Guattari’s claim that society can rebuild human relations through “the promotion of 

innovatory practices, the expansion of alternative experiences centered around a respect 

for singularity, and […] the continuous production of an autonomizing subjectivity that 

can articulate itself appropriately in relation to the rest of society” (59). Additionally, 

such an approach gives rise to scholarly methods of considering memory ecologies in 

other terms such as border spaces (transnational borders, disciplinary borders), and ever-

changing “new” media spaces. By insisting on the multiplicity, simultaneity, processual, 

and networked qualities of public memory practices, an ecological approach also offers 
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an intervention into other assumptions about memory as a spatialized and temporalized 

act. For example, thinking ecologically also enables a discussion of scale, meaning that 

we can imagine multiple ecologies coexisting on various scales of human, spatial, and 

discursive practice. Thus, an ecological model might examine just one memorial 

discourse, such as this project has done. However, it might just as easily enable analysis 

of the practice of memory across national borders, offering analytical frameworks for 

addressing the mobile, mass-mediated network of memory discourses that are both 

possible and necessary in an age of mass-mediated tragedy and witnessing. 
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