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FW: The world doesn’t recognize the time of black dispossession; the 
world doesn’t accept that blackness possessed a prior plenitude (a 
state of being a human subject) before slaves were made of us… 
	 
HC: We have to put pressure on all forms of representation and 
whom we think we are in fact representing or think can be repre-
sented, in a given frame. And that would mean challenging linear 
narratives of progress and respectability, and instead conceiving of a 
black or queer approach to the unfolding of history from the bottom 
up”  
          ––Huey Copeland in Conversation with Frank B. Wilderson III 

  
The memorial site of the slave auction block in downtown Charlottesville, VA, be-
came, in early Spring, the site of reinvention led by two white residents. On Febru-
ary 6th, 2020, Richard Allen, a 74-year-old white man, used a crowbar to remove 
the plaque commemorating the site of a slave auction block in the historic court 
neighborhood in downtown Charlottesville, VA.1 In his confession, reported in a 
local news outlet, Allen underscored that his motivations were to force the city 
council to replace the plaque with something more noticeable, more fitting.2 The 
removed auction block memorial was a rectangular bronze plaque cemented into 
the pavement in front of an old brick building, known as number zero (0) Court 
Square, located about a block and a half from City Hall. In the New York Times 
article about the incident, Allen is quoted to have said that he had been considering 
doing something about the slave auction block for over two years. After his confes-
sion, Allen was charged with grand larceny, possession of burglarious tools, and 
released on bail. Allen is a resident of Albemarle County and is described as an 
amateur historian and activist. He describes feeling remorseful at Charlottesville’s 
inability to erect a “proper” monument for slavery besides Thomas Jefferson’s estate 
in Monticello. Allen’s family owned slaves, and in an interview after his confession, 
Allen noted his own complicity in the transatlantic slave trade by revealing that he 
had benefitted economically by inheriting some money from his slave-holding an-
cestors. He said he “inherited money that should have been paid in wages to those 
people…. I removed the insulting plaque and have ensured that it will not be recov-
ered.”3 For several months leading up to Allen’s removal of the plaque, another local 
activist, Richard Parks, had been underlining and crossing out the word ‘slave’ on 
the plaque and writing above it the words ‘human,’ and ‘people’ in chalk. Often 
Parks would leave flowers on or near the sidewalk where the slave auction monu-
ment was located. 
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Both Allen and Parks’ actions raise questions about what Frank B. Wilderson 
in his conversation with Huey Copeland, from which this paper’s epigraph was 
drawn, describes as the “time of black dispossession,” an imposed progressive tem-
porality unsubstantiated by the fact of black existence.4 As a result, some questions 
must be posed, even if left unanswered, about representation, erasure, and their 
remains. Wilderson and Copeland’s interrogation of blackness, the politics of rep-
resentation, and memorialization provide blueprints through which I probe Parks 
and Allen’s actions. It is tempting to ask what is achieved by striking through ‘slave’ 
and replacing it with ‘human’ and ‘people,’ but following Copeland’s insistence on 
“putting pressure” on representational frames to recalibrate rather than probe the 
politics of representation, I want to interrogate who is represented by the ‘slave,’ 
and who is represented by the ‘human.’ What assumed teleology undergirds Parks’ 
attempted erasure of the ‘slave,’ and its supplement the ‘human’? Who/what is ren-
dered unrepresentable by this reinvention? Why did these two white men deem it 
necessary to confer what they believed to be a more “proper” category of ‘human’ 
onto the slave? Why did Allen and Park choose to enact their corrective at the site 
of the slave auction memorial and not on the plethora of Confederate monuments 
found throughout the landscape in Charlottesville? By simultaneously disavowing 
the inadequate memorial representation of the slave auction block, and perhaps by 
extension slavery in Charlottesville, and demanding new frames of representation 
that strike through the rupture of enslavement, Allen and Parks’ actions nonethe-
less fall short of any radical potential. 

In what follows, I examine how Allen’s removal of the plaque, Parks striking 
through or underlining the word ‘slave’ on the plaque, and his homemade plaques, 
form an assemblage of practices that recapitulate the politics of inclusion to cover 
and erase the continuing violence of slavery. By interrogating what and who is out-
side of the category of the ‘human’ in this act of re-invention, I posit that these 
attempts at reinventing the slave as human bound the slavery within a past-ness, 
which erases the ongoing violent afterlives of slavery in a place like Charlottesville. 
Thus, Charlottesville functions as a kind of microcosm of the seizure of the institu-
tional memory of slavery by those who continue to benefit from slavery’s ordering 
of the world. 
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Monumental Landscapes and the Preferred Teleology of Memory 

Monuments are a fundamental part of Charlottesville’s landscape, shaping its mem-
ories and directing attention to its constructed past. These monuments materialize 
and interpret events, people, and memories through material representations that 
reflect the self-styling of the community. Sociologist Wanda Rushing observes that 
monuments “embody, impose, and transmit messages about political power.”5 They 
act as the material historical objects that construct a trajectory for understanding 
and interpreting the past as it relates to the present and the future. Throughout 
Charlottesville, these monuments signify the historical and aspirational past of this 
mid-size Virginian city, culminating in representations of its most famous resident, 
Thomas Jefferson, and prominent figures of the Confederacy, such as Andrew Jack-
son and Robert Lee. These monuments to the Confederacy, according to Rushing, 
were erected four to five decades after the end of the Civil War, with many being 
erected between 1890 and 1920, when the political gains of Reconstruction were 
siphoned away, and White supremacists controlled the American south.6 These 
monuments remain embedded in the visible landscape, inspiring awe, celebration, 
and disavowal. They assert that the breadth of slavery and its violence is a thing of 
the past, existing only as part of the memorial landscape. 

It is through the events of August 11th and 12th, 2017, that these monuments 
burst into the national consciousness of the broader U.S public. Long before the 
gathering of white supremacists’ organizations that led to the brutal assault of 
DeAndre Harris, the ongoing trauma endured by black people in Charlottesville, 
and the death of Heather Hayer, the monuments in Charlottesville emblematized 
the larger racial violence at the foundation of the American nation-state and its 
imperial logic. In other words, the foundations of the American nation, as 

Fig.1: The Bronze Slave Auction Block 
that Allen removed with a crowbar  
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represented in its monumental landscape, visualize the “history of racist ideas at 
the foundations, not just of the Civil War, but our nation’s history writ large.”7 

These monuments form a network of Charlottesville’s history of slavery and 
its continuing subjection of black people to the everyday violence of antiblackness. 
Louise Nelson writes in “Object Lessons: Monuments and Memory in Char-
lottesville” about the four Confederate monuments that transformed the city after 
Reconstruction. The monuments of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark (1919), 
Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson (1921); George Rogers Clark (1921), and Rob-
ert Edward Lee (1924) were erected to demonstrate the “unflinching testaments to 
the collapse of Reconstruction and the re-establishment of white supremacy” (18). 
Nelson continues by contending that “as public art, they inscribed that victory into 
the fabric of the city” (18). If we accept Nelson’s premise, then we must ask what 
this says about the slave auction memorial. Unlike these confederate monuments, 
the slave auction block does not occupy much space in Charlottesville’s visual land-
scape. It is embedded in the sidewalk in front of a brick building in the historic 
downtown neighborhood, across from the courthouse where Thomas Jefferson, 
James Madison, and James Monroe were said to hold meetings. If one is not looking 
down, the auction block is easily missed. Like the enslaved people it memorializes, 
the auction block literally occupies the ground on which the denizens of the city 
tread. It is a haunting metaphor of the degraded station that the enslaved occupied 
in the modern world-system. Implanted in the pavement of a neighborhood where 
the institutions that sustain white supremacists’ systems of capture and imprison-
ment of the black body—the judiciary, the sheriff’s department, and the police sta-
tion—the slave auction block affirms the kind of invisibility that Robert Musil ob-
served in his assertion that “there is nothing in this world as invisible as a monu-
ment.”8 Though Musil had envisioned this invisibility as precipitated by mass media 
and the receding of the historical significance of monuments, this phrasing aptly 
captures the peculiar erasure that the slave auction block embodies. In light of the 
events in Charlottesville in August 2017, the confederate monuments are impossible 
to ignore. Situated in geographical high points across the city, elevated on plinths, 
surrounded by parks and clearings, the Confederate monuments are positioned to 
be highly visible imposing objects to allow for their long-lasting representational 
force. However, the small rectangular bronze and concrete marker on the pave-
ment, which marked the site of the slave auction block, was almost invisible. Now 
the only sign of it having existed in this specific location is the homemade plaque 
and flowers that have replaced it. 

Just five miles from downtown Charlottesville, Thomas Jefferson’s estate, 
Monticello, serves as a monument to his legacy. It is through the memorialization 
of Jefferson that slavery emerges, tucked away from Charlottesville proper in Mon-
ticello. Jefferson, who in his infamous book, Notes on the State of Virginia, outlined 
the myth of racial difference (as skin color, biological differences, and mental abil-
ity) is everywhere present in Charlottesville’s memorial landscape.9 Indeed, it is in 
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the events surrounding the August 11th and 12th that the largest employer in Char-
lottesville and another of Jefferson’s “achievements,” the University of Virginia 
(UVa), would begin to confront its history of slavery and racism, and also build its 
own monument to slavery. Monticello has been slow in acknowledging Sally Hem-
ings as a significant part of Jefferson’s heritage.10 For instance, it was only in 2018 
that an exhibition was curated dedicated to memorializing the Hemmings and 
other enslaved families in Monticello. Throughout Albemarle county, of which 
Charlottesville is a part, monuments to slavery and black residence are entangled 
with those that celebrate the Confederacy or Jim Crow or its leading white resi-
dents. Put differently, those black bodies that animate these monuments, the black 
bodies whose labor undergird the city’s wealth, are reminded each day of their un-
representable past. 

Within Charlottesville, there has been an attempt to provide contextualiza-
tion into this violent past through guided tours. Led by UVa faculty member, Prof. 
Jalane Schmidt, and the principal of Jefferson School, Dr. Andrea Douglas, these 
tours seek to historicize the Confederate monuments by revealing Charlottesville’s 
entrenchment in slavery, its ties to the Ku Klux Klan, and its continuing disposses-
sion of black residents through incarceration and displacement.11 However, they are 
regularly interrupted by white supremacists who honk their cars and yell things 
like, “keep them up!” and “never forget!”12 The high cost of housing, persistent seg-
regation, and housing shortages has meant that many of those who work at UVa 
cannot afford to live in the city. 13 These monuments form a kind of visual network 
that depicts Charlottesville’s history of slavery and its continuing subjection of 
blacks to the daily violence of enslavement. 
  
Supplementing the Slave 

This slave auction monument, which itself reads, “SLAVE AUCTION BLOCK: On 
this site, slaves were bought and sold,” is situated adjacent to the historic court-
house building where the founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and 
James Monroe all had their offices. After an earlier plaque, which was affixed to an 
exterior wall at eye level, mysteriously disappeared, a bronze plaque was embedded 
in the pavement to replace it. After Allen removed this plaque, Parks created a 
handmade sign for the empty space. Parks’ plaque read: “Human auction site: In 
1619 the first African kidnap victims arrived in V.A. Buying and selling of humans 
ended in 1865. For 246 years this barbaric trade took place on sites like this.” There 
is a strange irony in replacing one form of representation for another. Whereas the 
first monument keeps vague the temporal markers of slavery, Parks’ plaque, by pro-
claiming an end to slavery in 1865, creates a teleological narrative arc which identi-
fies a beginning and end to slavery. It affirms the myth that emancipation ended 
slavery, allowing the inheritors of slavery’s capital to be absolved of any obligations 
or complicity. It leaves out the many ways that the systemic and structural economy 
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of slavery continues under other guises in Charlottesville, the United States, and 
the world at large. 

It is as a response to this temporally bounded understanding of slavery that 
Calvin Warren avers that slavery is an “event-horizon that expresses itself in endless 
disguise, through a time outside of duration—black time.”14 Warren’s understand-
ing that slavery cannot be bounded within a linear temporal logic because it pos-
sesses an “unsettling lifespan” that is “continually regenerated, reborn, and reincar-
nated” elucidates why Parks’ attempts at memorialization fails to grapple with slav-
ery’s ongoing presence at the site of the auction block, in Charlottesville and be-
yond.15 Attempts to memorialize slavery too often remain caught in a time-trap that 
insists on beginnings and ends. These pitfalls into “continuity and progression” can-
not comprehend as Saidiya Hartman does in “The Time of Slavery” when she writes, 
“then and now coexist; we are coeval with the dead.”16 

On the right side of the Du Bois’ color line, Parks acts out his powers of 
invention to trap the slave in a temporal prison by seeking to replace the word 
‘slave’ with something else. By striking through ‘slave’ and writing ‘human,’ Parks 
intends to acknowledge the biological symmetry between the enslaved Africans 
who arrived and continued to arrive by boat or through birth, after the shipload 
that docked in Jamestown, Virginia in 1619, with their white masters. It also sen-
tences the ‘slave’ to history, to a past event that has an identifiable endpoint in 1865. 
Needless to say, slavery continued in various forms well after 1865 throughout the 
Atlantic world and beyond, creating a system of hierarchy where “the black person 
mirrored for the society what human being was not.”17 Park’s periodization of slav-
ery from 1619 to 1865 acts as a kind of temporal hold that limits the mutations of 
slavery and its afterlives and skips over the structurally enforced oppression that 
slavery created and the state sustains. 

 

 
 
 Fig. 2: Parks’ homemade plaque 
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By replacing or writing above the word ‘slave’ with ‘human,’ Parks reani-
mates what he intended to erase, or more precisely strikethrough. This act reso-
nates with Derrida’s early concept of “sous rature” which is, according to Spivak, 
“the mark of the absence of a presence, an always already absent present, of the lack 
at the origin that is the condition of thought and experience” (xvii). The ‘slave,’ 
despite Parks’ attempts at writing above and/or writing over it, is still present, and 
part of the matrix of meaning that is entailed in ‘human.’ Indeed, to use another 
Derridean term, the word ‘human’ acts as a supplement to ‘slave,’ it interrupts, in-
tervenes, and replaces, yet its meaning cannot be disentangled from ‘slave’. The 
supplement, as a concept, emerges in Derrida’s interpretation of Rousseau's under-
standing of writing as a supplement for speech and is described by Derrida as an 
addition, a “surplus, a plenitude enriching another plenitude, the fullest measure of 
presence.”18 The supplement, according to Gerasimos Kakoliris, also “shelters an-
other meaning whose cohabitation with the first is both strange and necessary.”19 
Kakoliris further elaborates that in order for the supplement to function as a sub-
stitute, it must “resemble in some essential way that which it replaces.” 20 ‘Slave’ and 
‘human’ are conceptually entangled as a supplement. While the ‘slave’ designates a 
lack that is present in ‘human,’ or that which exists at the boundary of the ‘human,’ 
it is essentially through the act of distilling the black slave from the white human 
that the borders between them conceptually are laid out. If ‘slave’ denotes and con-
notes a category that is not quite “human,” a commodity, a means of socio-eco-
nomic stratification, it nonetheless still bears a resemblance that makes the supple-
ment possible. 

The alterity that is asserted by Frantz Fanon’s repetition of the moment of 
identification when the white child exclaims, “Look! A negro!” is an affirmation of 
the slave’s difference. In Fanon, the acts of “looking” and “seeing” constitute a cre-
ationary passage where the black body is formed within the epistemological and 
structural apparatuses that must be harnessed and reinforced to keep the status 
quo.21 Something similar happens when Parks, looking at the word ‘slave,’ sees 
therein the brutalized beings whose labor undergirds a place like Charlottesville. 
But Parks cannot reconcile his perception of the slave with the ‘human.’ He ration-
alizes that by replacing the ‘slave’ with the ‘human,’ he has somehow reclaimed, 
reinvented the slave as a human, and has done a public service. Instead of applaud-
ing Parks, we should instead put pressure on this reinvention. 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the verb form of the word “invent” 
as to “come upon, find, discover.” “Invent” can also mean to “devise something false 
or fictitious; to fabricate, feign, ‘make up’” or to “originate, introduce, or bring into 
use formally or by authority.” Invention is an agential right of the sovereign that is 
often assumed by those belonging to a dominant race within a global racial hierar-
chy that permits them to enact such inventions on subjugated race. With Parks’ 
authorial imposition on the slave auction block through his revisioning practices, 
he reinvents by renaming the ‘slave’ as ‘human.’ He acts out the necessity to invent; 
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an impulse which at an earlier time was entwined with “discovery” as in when Co-
lumbus discovers the new world and proceeds to categorize indigenous people as 
“idolators,” and the sixteenth-century invention of Man that was enabled by the 
parallel invention of what Sylvia Wynter refers to as “the untrue Other of the Chris-
tian self” or “Man’s human Others.”22 These acts of invention continue to exist in 
various permutations—in the science that permitted and legalized slavery and co-
lonialism, and most spectacularly in the murder of black people by the police in the 
United States.23 Fundamental to these acts of invention is race, which is its own 
kind of invention. In interrogating the relationship between race and psychology, 
Hortense Spillers argues that ““race” is not simply a metaphor and nothing more; it 
is the outcome of politics.”24 Further, Spillers describes race as a “complicated fig-
ure” that “demonstrates the power and danger of difference, that sign and assigns 
difference as a way to situate social subjects.”25 If a system of race and its mutations 
did not exist, Spillers argues, then “we would need to invent them.”26 Invention thus 
becomes its own kind of division, one that distinguished between those who by 
their imagined and structurally enforced racial dominance act to ‘discover’ and 
shape those others. This divide is perhaps what Spillers alludes to when she says 
earlier in the same essay, ““race” is destiny in the world we have made.” 27 In other 
words, race is an invention necessary to rationalize Western systems of domination 
and brutality. However, Parks’ reinvention by reinforcing a liberal, color-blind ges-
ture that, in asserting the equality of slaves with humans, fails to grapple with the 
true quality of racism and antiblackness. I focus on Allen and Parks action not to 
call them out or shame them. Rather their actions, I believe, are emblematic of the 
growing trend of Americans trying to grapple with becoming anti-racist without 
understanding the limitations and inadequacies of some of these practices and at-
tempts. 

The unintended, nonetheless provocative, result of his striking through 
slave was to authorize through inscription that the term ‘slave’ denotes something 
or someone other than ‘human’. On the one hand, Parks unintentionally re-empha-
sizes that the ‘slave’ is distinct from, perhaps even excised from the category of the 
human—socially dead, subject to gratuitous violence, and natal alienated.28 On the 
other hand, Parks assumes that being human is universal without considering the 
ways that black humanity, as Zakiyyah Iman Jackson puts it, “is burdened with the 
specter of abject animality” and thus “assimilation into the category of “universal 
humanity” should not be equated with black freedom.”29 The representational ap-
paratus that Parks mobilizes attempts to thrust upon the enslaved a humanity from 
which they are always already excised. By canceling out and later replacing ‘slave’ 
with ‘human,’ Parks constricts to the past the conditions of the ‘slave,’ leaving only 
its trace in the “human.” In other words, what Parks and Allen do not realize is that 
the human is not universally applicable.30 At the site of the slave auction block the 
limits of representation means that ‘human’ can only act as a supplement to ‘slave’ 
because that site remains marked by slavery and its many afterlives. 
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The auction block is a site that denotes the “marketing” of black flesh, as Katherine 
McKittrick points out, and it is not restricted to a singular location.31 It was not 
limited by any circumference, surface area, or monument. It is “a singular location 
that is shaped by, and shapes, multiple spatial differentiations.”32 Allen’s two-year-
long continuous return to the slave auction block culminated in the removal and 
replacement of the monument with one made by Parks. Recently, this sign has been 
replaced by another homemade plaque that strikes through with red ink the two 
mentions of ‘slave’ on a copy of the original plaque and replaces one with ‘Human’ 
and the other with “people.” Thus, there is a presumed fixity of the auction block 
that Allen displays in his obsession with the fixed plaque of the slave auction block, 
especially since slaves were sold in both public and private contexts on varying 
forms and kinds of auction blocks.33 As the visible marker of a form of exchange 
that could, in theory, have taken place anywhere, Allen concentrates on this marker 
of the past solely, instead of the many markers of the present that evidence the 
ongoing socio-economic exchange value that the state and its people place on black 
people’s daily lives. In Charlottesville, as in other U.S. towns and cities, such mark-
ers include housing inequality, unequal access to health care, and school zoning 
practices that separate the wealthier, predominantly white neighborhoods from the 
working-class black ones.34 
 
Conclusion 

Another plaque has been erected across the street from where the slave auction 
block was located. It stands at eye level, less prominent than the monument of the 
confederate soldier erected by the Daughters of the Confederacy behind it, but 
more visible than the stone celebrating the three presidents from Charlottesville: 
Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe. This new plaque, erected by 
the Equal Justice Initiative, an organization that memorializes victims of racial ter-
ror, marks the lynching of John Henry James, a black man who, in 1898, was falsely 
accused of assaulting a white woman. The plaque explains in great detail how John 
Henry James was taken away from Charlottesville and then escorted back to Char-
lottesville where he was lynched by a mob of white men who “riddled his body with 
bullets” and left him there for several hours while people cut off pieces of his body 
as souvenirs. I mention this to illustrate the limits in Parks and Allen’s reinventions 
and reclamations at the site of the slave auction block. The auction block is but one 
instantiation of the places and spaces across cities like Charlottesville, where the 
black body remains bound by the logic of captivity and slavery. The city, the road, 
the bus stop, the trail, the airplane, the state, the country, and the world are all 
spaces constructed on the backs of blacks, where black-bodied people are con-
stantly subject to the continuing violence of market-values and systems. 

There is something here that exceeds the binaries of the ‘slave’ and ‘hu-
man.’35 The new representational paradigm that Parks and Allen attempt to force 
into being is already flawed by the impossibility of fixing slavery in any one 
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temporal or geographical locale. The reinvention practices that sought to replace 
‘slave’ for ‘human’ is limited by its failure to interrogate the gap between represen-
tation and freedom. Perhaps it is this difficulty that Wynter diagnoses when she 
says that there is “no escape-hatch from the metaphysical burden of being black.”36 
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