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Abstract, open and inclusive memorial forms appear most often in instances 
where nations attempt to memorialize their own crimes. They seem to be capable 
of allowing both the perpetrating nation and its victims to express their histories 
in a single, integrated monument, and thus to encapsulate a new unified post-
conflict identity. A close examination of the central symbolic space of the 
Australian capital, however, reveals more complex political interactions. The 
state’s use of open memorial forms to publicly remember the experiences of 
Indigenous peoples under colonialism allows these events to be included and 
‘overcome’ without substantially confronting Indigenous identities. The 
interactive, passive monument reflects back the preexisting understandings of 
viewers, struggles to challenge the surrounding traditional memorials, and 
delegitimises ‘unofficial’ but more disruptive expressions of victims’ stories. This 
suggests that, where the processes of restitution are controlled by perpetrating 
nations, close attention needs to be paid to the ways that institutionally marginal 
victims may be silenced through the very act of inclusion.  

 
Traditionally, nation-states have built unified political identities around their institutions 
by mobilizing social memory of a glorious past that erases crimes committed in the 
process of nation-building. Such stories have been physically embodied in monolithic, 
didactic monuments that take complex moments of historical conflict and transform them 
into clear stories of national triumph or martyrdom. In denying the presence of alternative 
historical narratives, nation-states have perpetuated and submerged political divisions 
within their borders1. Following the major political shifts of the 20th Century, however, 
the legitimacy of traditional nation-states has been challenged, and their simplistic 
narratives have become untenable. Victims of state crimes have been able to bypass 
repressive national institutions and access international forums that increasingly accept 
the norms of human rights and recognize transnational political identities2. In this new 
environment, national sovereignty is not taken for granted, and seen as a reason for the 
global community to ignore state crimes against non-state actors. Instead, sovereignty is 
constituted collaboratively by the international community, and bestowed according to 
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certain moral conditions3. In the contemporary world, nation-states continue to give 
accounts of their legitimacy and to build identities around their institutions, but must do 
so in ways that take into account and overcome their previous victimizations and 
exclusions.  
 
State monuments, rather than becoming obsolete in this changed political environment, 
remain important sites for nation-building and national self-reflection4. Instead of 
constructing simple celebratory national histories, they increasingly refer to events in 
which the state is implicated as perpetrator of crimes. Attempting to acknowledge 
national guilt, integrate the submerged histories of victims and simultaneously constitute 
new narratives of national legitimacy is complex and contradictory memorial work, and 
this has led to the emergence of new memorial forms. In contrast to traditional 
pedagogical memorials, these contemporary monuments use abstract rather than literal 
forms to accommodate ambivalence, multiplicity and change. Scholars such as Young 
have celebrated the new generation of monuments as capable of acknowledging the 
absences and uncertainties of historical events, and as able to build more inclusive, post-
national political identities5.  Most importantly, these abstract memorials are positioned 
as capable of allowing the stories of victims and perpetrators to coexist in a single space, 
reflecting a genuine movement towards political restitution.  
 
This essay explores the political dynamics of these new memorial forms, using the case 
study of Australian national memorials to the suffering of Indigenous peoples. The 
historical narratives of this victimised group continue to disrupt the most foundational 
narratives of Australian nationhood, by linking past state crimes to claims of ongoing 
Indigenous dispossession and sovereignty. In recent times, the Australian state has 
attempted to incorporate Aboriginal histories within its own national narrative, in ways 
that dissolve its problematic status as perpetrator. A major new memorial complex in the 
national capital uses highly abstract memorial forms to reflect this incorporation of 
Indigenous perspectives and to present a newly ‘reconciled’ political identity. However 
closer examination suggests that here these forms reflect national prerogatives, rather 
than a genuine accommodation between nation-states and their victims.  
 
I suggest that it is through the very openness of ‘new memorials’ that victims’ ability to 
tell their stories with authority and to challenge their ongoing marginalization may be 
compromised. The political shifts of recent decades create important opportunities for 
renegotiation of social memories by perpetrating states and their victims, in ways that 
work towards more peaceful and just political orders. These opportunities are lost when 
nations attempt to move on from a problematic past without confronting the substance of 
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victims’ identities and claims6. If nation-states are to genuinely share their most central 
symbolic spaces with those they have harmed, they may need to tolerate more disruptive 
and less integrated monuments to their crimes.   
 
Traditional Memorials and their Exclusions 
 
Traditional monuments tell a clear story, using text and symbol to guide the viewer 
towards the ‘correct’ understanding of significant historical events. Often, they use 
figurative imagery to give the site an immediate, visceral character that connects us as 
individuals to the universal national subject. They are imposing and permanent, using 
stone and monolithic shapes to represent the stories being told as unchallengeable and 
unchanging7. In such settings, the visitor is the receptive element, while the memorial 
itself is the active presence. Such traditional memorials have been widely criticized as 
nationalistic, exclusionary, masculinist and militaristic. They exclude alternative 
historical narratives that challenge national stories, and are unresponsive to our own 
varied perspectives as viewers. Their permanence establishes one particular narrative as 
definitive throughout time, relieving contemporary citizens of responsibility for the past 
and failing to reflect our changing understandings8.  
  
The central monuments of the Australian national capital Canberra exhibit many of these 
traditional features. Canberra was constructed in the early 20th century on the ‘empty 
space’ of a sheep paddock, and thus in itself represents the national story of ‘building 
something out of nothing’- creating a democratic nation on empty land. The central 
symbolic space is a long axis that connects two imposing monuments to Australian 
nationhood: Parliament House and the Australian War Memorial. This establishes the 
primary narrative of Australian nationhood as a relationship between democratic 
legitimacy and military sacrifice. These two central monuments of Canberra exclude 
Indigenous peoples, the group most damaged by Australian nation building. In the 
Australian war memorial, Aborigines appear only on a decorative carved frieze of native 
flora and fauna- reflecting their dismissal as part of a natural landscape void of political 
or social life. Parliament House, as ‘universal’ and democratic symbol, does not include 
representations of particular groups, positioning the relationship with Indigenous peoples 
as politically irrelevant.  Until recently, the only Aboriginal markers on the central axis 
have been unofficial sites erected by Indigenous peoples themselves. These include a 
bush memorial to Aboriginal soldiers behind the war memorial, and the highly visible 
and controversial ‘tent embassy’ outside parliament house9. The marginalised group itself 
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is demanding entry to this central national space, and ‘trespassing’ on it in ways that 
disrupt the national story.  
 
In the 1990s, the Commonwealth Government decided to build a new memorial in 
response to increasing international and domestic pressure. This memorial would sit 
halfway between the War Memorial and Parliament House, and would be ‘a prominent 
symbol of the nation’s commitment to healing the wounds of the past’10. The nation 
therefore joined the ranks of many others working to reconstitute their legitimacy in ways 
that incorporate the voices of their victims. Around the world, new memorial forms have 
emerged that reflect the difficulties of nations attempting to acknowledge their own 
crimes.  
 
Contemporary Memorials and the Terms of Inclusion 
 
This new breed of monuments inverts traditional forms- aiming to be interactive rather 
than pedagogical, changing rather than eternal and fragmented rather than unified. In 
pursuit of this they avoid telling a specific narrative through literal figuration or text. 
Their abstraction positions the viewer as the active element, bringing their own 
understandings and interpretations to a receptive memorial site. This receptiveness allows 
such sites to accommodate changing understandings, and space is often provided for the 
addition of new elements to reflect evolving national histories. These are, many scholars 
claim, monuments for our new post-national age, where recognition of different histories 
and voices challenge and undermine the unitary memory-nation11.  
 
Reconciliation Place, the complex of memorials eventually built on the Australian 
parliamentary axis in 2001/02, problematises these claims. The winning design 
consciously employed many ‘countermonumental’ representational strategies. The 
physical site is ‘simple, appropriately scaled and strong. A central circular mound rises 
effortlessly… it is outward looking, each position providing an individual perspective’12. 
The grassed mound is surrounded by untitled individual artworks on a cross axis, through 
which visitors take multiple pathways that give multiple readings of reconciliation. New 
slivers will be added over time- in this way, the memorial does not attempt to archive the 
process of reconciliation and relieve viewers of responsibility13. 
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Figure one: the central space of Reconciliation Place, Canberra, with the Australian War 
Memorial in the background, and the identifying sign below knee height 
  
As figure one shows, however, the ‘benign receptive surface’ of Reconciliation Place 
becomes invisible when located between the strong traditional monuments of the 
Australian War Memorial and Parliament House14. It does not visually disrupt the key 
narrative relationship between the two sites. In keeping with anti-pedagogical aim, the 
site as a whole is not clearly signed and many of those present in the space were unaware 
that it constituted a memorial at all- instead seeing a lawn surrounded by a series of 
apolitical public artworks.  
 
This raises the key question of the relationship between new and traditional memorial 
forms, both of which continue to be built. It suggests that abstract forms in themselves do 
not always effectively challenge the legitimising national narratives encoded by 
traditional memorials. In response to Indigenous criticisms, the Australian Government 
argued that ‘people will be able to read into the designs what they feel is appropriate. The 
Government believes that to incorporate the specific views of a particular group would 
only serve to exclude others’15. Yet it is a politically significant fact that abstract 
memorial forms appear most often in relation to events in which the memorializing 
nation is implicated as perpetrator, to ‘events in their history with which they have a 
greatly ambivalent relationship’16. They acknowledge events, without incorporating 
emotionally challenging representations of victims. In these sites that directly address 
their own identities, victims’ stories are presented as ‘one among many’ legitimate 
positions and potentially regarded as equivalent to perspectives that deny the significance 
of crimes. We might suggest, then, that the new memorial forms that have come to 
prominence as part of the contemporary regime of recognition are closely linked to the 
needs of the perpetrating nation-state. Yet they are often authoritatively positioned as 
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allowing the meaningful coexistence of both victims and perpetrators (‘Reconciliation 
Place provides and opportunity to represent a shared history from the perspective of the 
original inhabitants and those who came later’17).  
 
‘New Memorials’, in their very unfinishedness suggest their ability to absorb future 
events and changed understandings, and thus assert a kind of permanence that cannot be 
challenged as easily as that of traditional memorials. In their openness and abstraction, 
they assert their capacity to accommodate the histories and memorial needs of the 
different groups involved in traumatic events: specifically, to allow both victims and 
perpetrators to share one space without silencing or domination. This authority can then 
be consciously or unconsciously mobilized as a way of delegitimising the external self-
expressions and claims of victims. This is seen clearly in the way that the Australian 
government attempted to use Reconciliation Place as a reason to dismantle the nearby 
Aboriginal Tent Embassy18.  
 
Accepting the Conflicts of Coexistence. 
 
Many Indigenous people were unhappy with Reconciliation Place, feeling that it did not 
express their suffering or educate an ignorant and sometimes hostile public19. A 
particularly controversial aspect of the site was the artwork which commemorates the 
systematic state removal of Indigenous children from their families during the 20th 
Century (known as the ‘Stolen Generations’). This memorial consists of images of happy 
or neutral indigenous children and a caption tells visitors only that they ‘have just read 
the words for child or baby in several of the indigenous languages of Australia’. The 
viewer must have empathy and knowledge of Indigenous-settler relations to fill the 
spaces of this memorial site, and in Australia this cannot be taken for granted. Such 
contemporary memorial forms reflect back the dominant narratives of a national public 
through their very abstraction and the way they privilege the perspective of the viewer.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure two: Original memorial to removed children      Figure three: New memorial alongside original  
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Indigenous groups, including surviving members of the Stolen Generations, demanded a 
memorial that reflected their own trauma and directly outlined state responsibility for the 
crimes. Amid escalating protest, they were finally allowed to build a second memorial 
alongside the state marker (Figure Two)20. This Indigenous memorial uses over 2000 
words to tell the story of the Stolen Generations, and there are holes for messages to be 
left by those affected, showing this site to have the twin functions of a space for private 
grief and public education. In the same way that abstract memorials tend to be built by 
perpetrating nation states in relation to their crimes, victims of these crimes seem to seek 
out more pedagogical, emotive, figurative and traditional memorials to their 
experiences21. This reflects their need to retain ownership of their stories and tell them 
with authority, to educate a potentially hostile public and to use memorials to mourn their 
own losses as well as to reflect politically on the position of perpetrators.  Perhaps, on a 
small scale, this juxtaposition of Stolen Generations markers better represents a genuine 
sharing of memorial space than the simple imposition of an ‘open’ and inclusive form.  
 
Overall, this examination suggests that perpetrating nation states and victimised social 
groups are different types of political actors with different memorial needs, and that these 
needs do not easily coexist in a single memorial site. Nation-states often use open forms 
to reflect their own ambivalence, but position these as comprehensively representing the 
stories and claims of those they persecuted. Their memorials may confine issues of 
injustice to the moral and historical realm, while victims see them as ongoing and 
concerning issues of political status. Compromised nations look to ‘end’ problematic 
relations and to dissolve the categories of perpetrator and victim, while those impacted by 
national crimes may seek recognition, but be unwilling to relinquish their emotional, 
social and political identities through a single ‘transformative’ act. This is especially the 
case when victimised groups continue to feel the impact of loss or perceive ongoing 
injustice. These problems become more acute when the spaces of recognition, such as 
memorials, are located within and controlled by the perpetrating nation-state itself. 
Institutional guilt and social victimhood make difficult partners in the negotiation of 
recognition, yet the two actors are inextricably linked, and must attempt to share spaces 
in meaningful ways in order to work towards peaceful coexistence. These complexities 
are evident in the Australian national memorial to the ongoing political trauma suffered 
by Indigenous peoples through colonisation. 
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