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chapter 4

The past is a present
On the rhetoric of monuments  
and United States universalism

Adam Hjorthén

In a currently closed park in Wilmington, Delaware, surrounded by 
industrial complexes, stands a monument to the seventeen-century 
colony New Sweden. In the harbour of New York City stands the 
Statue of Liberty. (See figures 0n p. 52.) Taken at face value, these 
two monuments could not be more different; their location, their 
appearance, and the attention they receive are in every sense miles 
apart. Yet they do have something in common. Both monuments 
were gifts, from one nation to another, erected with the intention 
to manifest international friendship. The paradox, however, is that 
the monument that to the greatest extent still retains this function 
as a signpost of friendship is the seemingly dead monument in 
Delaware. Unlike the Statue of Liberty today, the New Sweden 
monument mainly stands as a representation of past connections 
between two countries. Why is that the case? This essay will look 
for an answer to this question by probing the paradox, which, I will 
argue, is to probe the relation between historical representation and 
monumental rhetoric.

The rhetoric: universalism and particularism
Rhetoric can be defined as the act of persuasion. When it comes 
to monuments, persuasion works through aesthetics, substance, 
and context.1 I would like to acknowledge how rhetoric makes a 
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monument as an historical representation of the past.2 Rather then 
discussing the history of certain monuments per se, this essay will 
focus on the preconditions for these histories, created at the time 
of their construction. A monument is made at a particular point in 
time, and is conceived and constructed by a group of people with 
specific intentions and ideas. Once erected, the monument is inten-
ded to stand forever. The diachronic materiality of a monument is 
thus shaped by the intentions of its makers. These intentions affect, 
but do not control, its future functions and meanings.

The rhetoric of a monument can either be close to the particula-
rities of the represented past—it can be preoccupied with quite 
literally telling history—or it can lean toward universalism in its 
pronunciation of values, ideas, or ideals that are generalized from 
the historical context. Universalism and particularism should not be 
regarded as fixed entities or ideal types. Being rhetorical dimensions, 
they are constantly negotiable and they always coexist. I would sug-
gest that universalism and particularism are crucial dimensions in 
monuments standing on United States territory. The reason is the 
dimensions’ connection to nationalism.

US nationalism is characterised by its exceptionalism, claiming 
the nation to be not only unlike other nations, but qualitatively 
different. The US, it is claimed, is founded on ideological ideas 
and principles of liberty, democracy, and justice, and not on shared 
history, culture, territory and language.3 In the words of Donald 
Pease, American exceptionalism is bound up with ‘the lasting belief 
in America as the fulfilment of the national ideal to which other 
nations aspire’. The image of America as a model, a beacon to the 
world, has been intrinsic to American history writing, not least 
during the cold-war period.4

Notions of US exceptionalism, then, often come in the form 
of universalism. This does not imply that US nationalism is alone 
with these traits. As aptly demonstrated by the statue in New York, 
Enlightenment principles such as liberty were bound up with ex-
ceptionalism in France too.5 But the monuments analysed here 
were gifts to the US, they were placed on US territory, and it is 
within the framework of US nationalism that they have been, and 
still are, mediated.
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The monuments: New Sweden and the Statue of Liberty

Standing alone on what was once called Bedloe’s Island, the Statue 
of Liberty is one of the most widely used icons of America and a 
renowned tourist attraction. The statue has been described as ‘the 
symbolic heart of the United States’. ‘We Americans,’ writes Wilton 
Dillon, ‘have so internalized and appropriated the gift of Liberty as 
our own self-image … that we have almost forgotten where the gift 
of Miss Liberty came from’.6

The idea of a Statue of Liberty came from France, or more exactly 
from Édouard de Laboulaye. France in the mid nineteenth century 
was ruled by Napoleon III in the Second Empire, and lacked both 
democracy and institutionalized liberalism despite several revo-
lutions. In the eyes of Laboulaye, a French authority on the US, 
France ought to look to the American Revolution and its political 
system as inspiration for successful liberalism. After the Civil War 
in 1865 and the end of Southern slavery, Laboulaye began promo-
ting the idea of manifesting shared French–American liberal ideals 
through the erection of a monument. The monument was meant to 
demonstrate a friendship established through France’s participation 
in the American War of Independence, personified by the Marquis 
de Lafayette.7

The sculptor and main promoter of the project was Auguste Bart-
holdi. It would take Bartholdi several trips to the US and multiple 
fundraising efforts before the statue could eventually be unveiled 
on 28 October 1886. Bartholdi’s fundraising was creative. He raised 
money by displaying the statue’s hand and torch at the 1876 Centen-
nial Exposition in Philadelphia and by selling small-scale replicas of 
his work. While the statue was constructed in France, the pedestal 
was built in the US and largely funded through a prolonged cam-
paign by the newspaper magnate Joseph Pulitzer.8

Drawing on images of a female figure of liberty as seen, for ex-
ample, in Eugène Delacroix’s 1830 painting Liberty Leading the 
People, Bartholdi came up with a design intended to attract atten-
tion due to its colossal size and its literal function as a beacon of 
Enlightenment—the torch was to serve as a lighthouse. Internally, 
the statue is a masterpiece of engineering. The 88 tons of copper 
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plates, hammered to a thickness of a mere 2.4 millimetres, hang 
on an iron skeleton designed by Gustave Eiffel.9 In contrast to the 
unconventionality of its core, the statue’s exterior is classicist and 
allegorical. The anthropomorphic ‘Lady Liberty’ is not an actual 
individual from the past but an idealistic representation.

Bartholdi’s design shows very few features that anchor the represen-
tation of Franco-American connections in a specific historical context. 
The most pronounced particularistic element is the tablet held in the 
statue’s left arm, bearing the date of American independence, 4 July 
1776. Apart from this, every other element demands complex inter-
pretation: the symbolic flame of the torch, the seven-rayed crown, and 
the barely visible broken chain under her feet. These symbols have 
been taken to represent independence and freedom from the British 
and from slavery, as well as the spread of liberty. The actual name of 
the statue is, indeed, Liberty Enlightening the World.10

The Statue of Liberty is one of the most widely used symbols in 
American history. Its image has been employed, manipulated, and 
copied for purposes of commercialism, politics and tourism. Its role 

Figure 1. New Sweden Monument, 
designed by Carl Milles and erected 
1938 in Wilmington, Delaware. Pho-
to: Adam Hjorthén.

Figure 2. Statue of Liberty, designed 
by Auguste Bartholdi and erected 1886 
in New York City, New York. Photo: 
Featherboa/Wikimedia Commons.
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in the public imagination changed during the world wars when the 
statue was used on advertisements for war bonds and thus became 
connected to American patriotism. Bartholdi’s statue had by the late 
1940s been so frequently used to represent the American nation that 
its French origin, according to Edward Berenson, had been ‘largely 
forgotten on this side of the Atlantic’.11

Meanwhile, further down the American East Coast, in an eco-
nomically struggling community in Wilmington, we find the Fort 
Christina State Park. Today, very few people enter the park. It is 
currently kept closed in order to prevent loitering and vandalism, 
awaiting viable solutions to keep it open. The park is located at the 
supposed landfall of a group of Swedish colonists in the spring of 
1638—a site popularly called The Rocks. Before remodelling the 
site for the 1938 New Sweden Tercentenary, it was described by a 
visitor as a ‘rubbish heap’.12 Delaware, considering The Rocks to 
be the state’s ‘birthplace of civilization’, set aside funds to purchase 
the former shipyard and turn it into a park. The centrepiece of the 
landscape design, standing but a few metres away from The Rocks, 
was a monument.13

The monument was built as a tercentenary project by the Swedish 
Commission for the New Sweden Tercentenary (Bestyrelsen för firan-
det av Nya Sverige-minnet).14 The tercentenary served as a platform 
for Sweden to manifest its good democratic relations with the US 
at a time of the rise of autocratic regimes; to promote the image of a 
socially and economically prosperous ‘Modern Sweden’, in harmony 
with the New Deal; and to reconnect with the substantial Swedish 
American diaspora.15 These interests were added to the claimed 
significance of the site itself. After long negotiations, the Swedish 
Commission decided on a design by the well-known sculptor Carl 
Milles, an artist who since the early 1930s had been living and wor-
king in the US.16 Milles assured them that his final design would 
be ‘historically correct’, and that it would ‘constantly be visited’. 
Sweden hoped to secure the monument’s popularity by deciding on 
the design in discussion with the corresponding tercentenary com-
missions of Delaware, Pennsylvania, and the Swedish Americans.17

The monument was funded by a national subscription in Sweden, 
thus making it a symbol of the Swedish people’s friendship with the 

Making cultural v10.indd   53 2013-08-26   15:54



making cultural history

54

US.18 This function was stressed during the inauguration ceremony 
on 27 June 1938, which was covered extensively by the press and 
broadcast on radio. Accepting the gift from Prince Bertil, who was 
the acting head of the Swedish delegation, President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt declared from the speaker’s stand that for ‘generations yet 
unborn in Sweden and the US it will typify close association and 
continued good will between our two nations’.19

Throughout the planning, building, and inauguration of the 
monument, its place at The Rocks was deemed significant.20 The 
importance of place is announced in the monument’s design. On 
top of the concave, black-granite column rests a ship voyaging across 
the ocean. The journey and its aftermath are detailed in large panel 
reliefs inserted on the column. The reliefs’ representations pay at-
tention to the particularities of history. There is the ship crossing the 
sea from Sweden to the shores of present-day Delaware; the Swedes 
making a land treaty with Indians; the Swedes establishing friendly 
relations with the natives, highlighted by a relief with the inscription 
‘Runaway horse returned by Indians to Swedes’; the settling and 
cultivating of the land; and the settlers welcoming William Penn to 
America. A solitary inscription appears to end the narrative: ‘And 
thus the Swedish colonialists established civilization in the Delaware 
Valley.’ The relief motives were chosen in cooperation between Carl 
Milles, the Swedish-American historian Amandus Johnson, and the 
Swedish Ambassador to Washington, D.C. Just as the historical 
representation as such, it is not possible to interpret the produc-
tion of the monument merely within a national framework. It is 
striking, for example, how generic the representations are, bearing 
great resemblance to other stories of American settlement, foremost 
the ones at Plymouth Rock.21

Instead, I would argue that the monument as a representation 
is entangled. The act of making it was mutually constituted across 
imagined borders, so that it is impossible to describe within fixed 
categories of nation, ethnicity, or region.22 The monument is not 
a representation that can be meaningfully defined as Swedish, as 
American, or as Delawarean. It is all of those things, and more.

The New Sweden monument has retained its historical repre-
sentation of connections between Sweden and the US. It has, as 
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a consequence, been revisited by officials from both countries for 
commemorations in 1963 and 1988, and by Swedish Americans to 
continue to celebrate their claimed heritage. Partly due to its pla-
cement and its size, the Statue of Liberty has served purposes other 
then as a site of commemoration. Visitors are not least attracted 
to Liberty Island for the scenic boat ride and tremendous views of 
the New York skyline. The desolate, post-industrial location of the 
Wilmington monument is indeed a different context. But then this 
draws us back to the paradox. Because surely, it would be more re-
asonable to continue to manifest international relations in a setting 
that is thriving than in one that is not.

One reason why that is not the case is the way in which the two 
monuments’ rhetoric relates differently to notions of time. The 
older Statue of Liberty is technically cutting-edge, with a construc-
tion that to this day is astonishing. In comparison, the five-decade 
younger monument by Milles is both materially and narratively 
historicizing. The Statue of Liberty seems to be freeze-framed in a 
passage forward, lifting her right foot as in motion. In stark contrast, 
the New Sweden monument does not leap out of time. It is rather 
preoccupied with marking its historical place, looking backward 
through its material construction and its claim of representing his-
tory wie es eigentlich gewesen.

Even though the intentions behind both Milles’s and Bartholdi’s 
monuments were similar, their realization created very different 
prospects for preserving their intended function. The purpose of the 
monuments was not the past; both were contemporary manifesta-
tions of future-oriented friendships. It is this history that in New 
York is lost in rhetoric—the history of a monument as a token of 
friendship, the very reason for its being.

When the past remains a present
Although at first glance a little odd, a comparison between the New 
Sweden monument and the Statue of Liberty in fact highlights some 
consequences of monumental rhetoric. The New Sweden monu-
ment sports a rhetoric that limits its importance in relation to US 
exceptionalism. This particularistic monument is, in a US context, 
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irrelevant outside the scope of the past it represents. If it does not 
resonate with the canon of American nationalism or universalism, 
it is deemed to be peripheral.

The universalism of the Statue of Liberty, on the other hand, 
seems to concern the whole world. But this is something of an illu-
sion, because nothing is, in fact, as particular as the universal. While 
the particular feeds on history for its interpretation, the universal 
is dependent on contemporary contexts to be understandable. For 
Bartholdi’s statue, this context has been characterized by the evol-
ving conceptions of US exceptionalism. The entanglements of the 
past are more clearly displayed in the particular monument. This is 
not to say that a particularistic monument lacks universal traits. In 
the case of the New Sweden monument, this is visible in its repre-
sentations of settling and civilization.

Particularism in monuments intended as international gifts al-
ways and intrinsically represents connections. This feature makes 
it possible for both the giving and receiving nation to make use of 
the monument in subsequent manifestations of friendship. Parti-
cularism highlights the fact that representations of the past are not 
only relevant to think of in national terms, for had they been only 
national, the manifestations could not have taken place. Historical 
representations must, then, be entangled across national, regional, 
and other borders. But the universalistic rhetoric of a monument 
hides this under a veneer of US exceptionalism, with the effect that 
the past ceases to be present as a present.

Notes
 1 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. ‘rhetoric’; Gallagher 2004, 155.
 2 For a discussion about historical representation, see Ankersmit 2001.
 3 Lipset 1996, 17–23.
 4 Pease 2009, 7.
 5 Klaits & Haltzel 1991.
 6 Berenson 2012, 1; Dillon 1994, 139.
 7 Berenson 2012, 8–11; Khan 2010, 4, 8–46.
 8 Berenson 2012, 30–56, 69–72, 84–89.
 9 Berenson 2012, 11–23, 57–66.
 10 Khan 2010, 103–116.
 11 Berenson 2012, 140–165; Dard 1994.
 12 AJP, Box 32, Amandus Johnson to Axel Wallenberg, undated (ascribed to 1926).
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 13 DPA, STC, SG 1330:0, Box 4, Delaware Tercentenary Bulletin No. 1; ASHM, 
Delaware Tercentenary Bulletin No. 2.

 14 See, for example, RA, UBNS, Vol. 1, Protokoll, 16 September 1936.
 15 Engman 1994, 106–110.
 16 For an overview on this discussion, see Engman 1994. 
 17 RA, UBNS, Vol. 15, Carl Milles to J. Sigfrid Edström, 10 November 1936; RA, 

UBNS, Vol. 1, V.P.M. 16 September 1936, and Protokoll arbetsutskottet, 21 
 October 1936.

 18 See, for example, RA, UD 1920, Vol. 844, Inbjudan till nationalinsamling för 
Delaware-monumentet, December 1936; Henriksson 1938, 35–36.

 19 SA, HRR Vol. 148, Prince Bertil Speech, 27 June 1938; RA, UD 1920, Vol. 846, 
Address by the President, Press Release, Department of State, 2 July 1938.

 20 See, for example, RA, UD 1920, Vol. 843, Boström to Bestyrelsen, telegram 10 
November 1936.

 21 Seeley 1998.
 22 My understanding of entanglement is highly influenced by Werner & Zimmerman 

2006.
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