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(also referred to as "The Joe") where the Red Wings hockey team plays.
Of these three, The Fist remains the most publicly visible and provoca­
tive commemorative form. However, each form of memorializing repre­
sents different interests and needs, different communities tied to Detroit,
and different moments in contemporary history fraught with tensions and
with desires for transformation, renewal, and restoration of community and
prosperity. Taken together, these commemorative projects evoke memories
of Joe Louis as a man, a legend, and a symbol, memories that continue to
have an impact both locally and nationally. The Fist has, therefore, brought
about (in the case of the Hamilton statue) and become part of (in the case
of the arena) a more extensive field of memory and commemoration, re­
flecting and engaging the complexities of Detroit's history and of racial
histories throughout the country. As Blair, Jeppeson, and Pucci read the
three parts of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial together as symbolizing con­
flict and the lack of resolution over the conduct of the Vietnam War,":; we
can read the three Joe Louis commemorative projects together to see them
symbolizing the complexity and partisan nature of public memory and the
inevitability of conflict and contestation over how events and individuals
are represented materially within the public realm.

As this analysis has shown, the rhetorical impact of the artifact's specific
physical location, the aesthetics and the history of the surrounding built
environment, and the multiple modes by which people both experience
and engage it are significant factors in developing an understanding of the
monument's rhetorical and commemorative power. Examining these fac­
tors as we have done here provides a clearer sense of how and to what ex­
tent The Fist functions rhetorically to provide a space of attention to which
individuals respond, both emotionally and rationally, by articulating a po­
sition and by further identifying themselves as members of the public be­
ing addressed by the monument.

Conclusion

The Monument to Joe Louis has evoked strong emotional reactions and in­
vited a variety of responses and judgments from different publics because
of the historical, social, and psychological experiences it references through
its material presence in the heart of Detroit and through its resulting rhe­
torical force. Its aesthetic qualities and surrounding context (both physical
and historical) provide the resources from which controversy, debate, and
other forms of material rhetoric have emerged. The common reference
to the sculpture as The Fist suggests the rhetorical meaningfulness of the
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sculpture: its combination of realist and abstract elements; the power, threat,
and anger it evokes; and the sense of brokenness and loss it displays through
its metonymic qualities, referencing bodies and communities torn asun­
der. The memories evoked are much broader and more scattered than one
might suppose from a sculpture titled for a specific person. Indeed, without
it being designated as Monument to Joe Louis, its connection to the boxing
champion-who helped to positively transform white perceptions of Af­
rican Americans and helped African Americans imagine the possibilities of
achieving parity with whites-is tenuous.

To the extent that most people experience the materiality of The Fist

as a disembodied arm with multiple references, our analysis suggests this
is because of its physical location, its connection to other works of public
art and urban redevelopment commissioned around the same time, the dis­
persal of communities along the lines of race and class, and the shifting
over of political power to the African American majority who remained
within the city limits. Indeed, the hegemonic process by which the sculp­
ture came into being, the conciliatory nature of the countermemorial in
Cobo Hall, and the polarized cultural projections the sculpture evokes may
be more apt, when taken together, to result in a counter-hegemonic dis­
course regarding the redistribution of power than any number of repre­
sentational sculptures celebrating civil rights and!or the African American
experience. '>6

The sculpture, as material rhetoric, opened opportunities for discussion
and reflection on the history of Detroit as well as the appropriate forms of
commemoration for a significant figure whose prominence in the world of
boxing became symbolic of the potential for greater feats and more suc­
cessful struggles for power by African American communities around the
United States. The memorial delineated the tensions and the jockeying for
control of Detroit's publ ic spaces by corporate, cultural, and political elites,
bringing these groups head to head with each other and with the publics
located both within and outside of the city limits. The countermemorial
reflected a desire to take the memorializing process om of the hands of
the cultural elites and corporate control, making the memory of Joe Louis
into someth ing more reflective of the community's perception of appro­
priate memorial sculpture. While more traditional in nature because of its
representational form, this countermemorial served as both a corrective and
a supplement, expanding the field of memory and ensuring the enduring
presence of Joe Louis in the history of Detroit for audiences in the pres­
ent and in the future.

In revealing the rhetorical, contingent nature of the monument, this
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analysis provides a clearer understanding of how and to what extent The
Fist serves as a resource for public memory by examining what "makes it
stick," as well as how and with what effect. As we demonstrate, citizens
of Detroit continue to be emotionally engaged by this monument, taking
on the role first of critic, then of agent, and, ultimately, experiencing the
Monument to Joe Louis as a resource for cultural projection and continued

engagement, most recently in response to the economic recession. Indeed,
in spring 2009, NPR did a series of stories about Detroit and Michigan as
the "national leader in recession," because the city and state experienced
the economic downturn earlier and more deeply than other states. One

of the pieces of the series featured a journalist recorded while standing on
Jefferson Avenue by the Monument to Joe Louis, talking about why she loved
Detroit and why she loved the sculpture. Regarding the symbolism of the
sculpture, she remarked, "I don't see violence in this sculpture; I see a bull­
headed determination. Joe Louis, like many Detroiters, took his blows. But,
Louis endured, and he did it with style."57
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