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“Mascots, Myths, Monuments and Memory” Symposium Examines Racist 

Mascots, Fate of Confederate Statutes and Politics of Memory 

A Smithsonian Partnership Program With the National Museum of African American 
History and Culture and the National Museum of the American Indian 

Watch the Events Live on Facebook and Join the Conversation With #ANationsStory 

Why were racist mascots selected to represent American sports teams? What is the fate of 
Confederate statues? Why are stereotypical symbols so powerful in America today? These questions 
and more will be answered at Mascots, Myths, Monuments and Memory, a symposium held 
Saturday, March 3, from 10 a.m. to 5:15 p.m. to examine the history and contested memory of 
racialized mascots, Civil War monuments and other public memorials. To be held in the Oprah 
Winfrey Theater of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture 
(NMAAHC) and cosponsored by the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American Indian (NMAI), 
the six-hour symposium will address the politics of memory and the tension between history and 
memory.  

Lonnie G. Bunch III, director of NMAAHC, and Kevin Gover (Pawnee), director of NMAI, 
have assembled more than a dozen scholars, activists, elected officials, artists and athletes to grapple 
with conflicting interpretations of American history in light of events like the demonstrations at 
Charlottesville, Va., the controversy over the name of the Washington, D.C., football team and the 
debate over whether Confederate monuments should be removed from public spaces. 

Contested Symbols in Sports and American Culture commences the symposium at 10 a.m. 
with a panel discussion on racist mascots representing American sports teams. Gover will be joined by 
Ray Halbritter (Oneida), CEO and nation representative for the Oneida Nation Enterprises; Jennifer 
Guiliano from Indiana University; and Mike Wise, sportswriter for ESPN’s The Undefeated to discuss 
how communities are historically recognized or misrecognized.  
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“As a nation we still live with symbols of white supremacy in our public spaces and popular 
culture,” Gover said. “But we are also at a stage where we can have an honest discussion about their 
origins and meaning and address the harm they do.” 

Ibram X. Kendi, the National Book Award-winning author of Stamped from the Beginning: 
The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America, will give the keynote for the symposium at 1 p.m. 
Drawing from Stamped from the Beginning, Kendi will dissect entrenched inequality, structural racism 
and racial violence throughout American history as he calls for the removal of Confederate symbols.  

From 2 to 3:30 p.m., artists and activists will discuss the impact of 19th- and 20th-century 
racialized symbolism today in The Politics of Memory. This panel includes moderator Lonnae 
O’Neal, senior writer for ESPN’s The Undefeated; American filmmaker, musician and activist Bree 
Newsome; writer and policy analyst Julian Brave Noisecat (Canim Lake Band Tsq'escen); and 
assistant professor of history at American University Andrew Demshuk. 

Bunch will lead the third panel, Monuments and Power: Memory vs. History from 3:45 to 
5:15 p.m. This panel will explore the relationship between memory, power and identity and discuss 
the next steps after the removal of historically and culturally insensitive monuments. Moderated by 
museum curator Paul Gardullo (NMAAHC), speakers include Tom Finkelpearl, commissioner of the 
New York City Department of Cultural Affairs; Aaron Bryant, museum curator (NMAAHC) and chair 
of the Special Commission to Review Baltimore’s Confederate Monuments; and Gus Casely-Hayford, 
director of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African Art. 

“At a moment when mascots and monuments are raising new and important questions, this 
symposium reveals the intersections between memory and history, and the role that both play in 
defining our national identity,” Bunch said. “We hope that visitors will come away from the 
symposium not only aware of the complexity of these topics, but also with a willingness to embrace 
ambiguity and challenge easy answers. The time has come to deconstruct the mascots, monuments and 
other symbols that define our nation, adding nuance and context to a history long forgotten.” 
About the National Museum of African American History and Culture                     

The National Museum of African American History and Culture opened Sept. 24, 2016, on the 
National Mall in Washington, D.C. Occupying a prominent location next to the Washington 
Monument, the nearly 400,000-square-foot museum is the nation’s largest and most comprehensive 
cultural destination devoted exclusively to exploring, documenting and showcasing the African 
American story and its impact on American and world history. For more information about the 
museum, visit nmaahc.si.edu, follow @NMAAHC on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat—or 
call Smithsonian information at (202) 633-1000. 
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