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The University of Alabama is, like many institutions throughout the modern American 
south, one that has deep ties to segregation and slavery. The fact that the disenfranchisement and 
exploitation of African Americans directly contributed to the prosperity of the academic 
institution may be an uncomfortable one, but it nonetheless is a necessity to discuss and honor to 
this day. 
Evidently, the University’s Faculty Senate agrees, as one can find a commemorative
plaque that directly addresses slavery on the west-side entrance of the biology building. The 
bronze-colored epitaph hangs from a stone plinth, devoid of the usual contrasting color of other 
signs on campus. The text is harder to read at first because of this, and even still the words ring 
hollow. It states that two slaves, Jack Rudolph and William “Boysey” Brown, are buried near the 
memorial alongside William J. Crawford, a university student at the time. It has little to no 
presence, and it struggles to make an “immediate impact on the viewer’s perception” (Hallsby, 
2022).
This plaque serves a dual purpose as both eulogy and apology but falls through in 
attempting to do both. A primary reason for this is due to the narrative coherence, in which the 
message or story is deemed to be of lower worth due to conflicting circumstances. In reference to 
the importance of narrative coherence, Hallsby (2022) writes that “We become extremely wary 
when details are left out.” The breakdown of narrative coherence occurs not within this plaque, 
but due to the environment it finds itself in.
Across campus at the Gorgas Library, there were three memorial plaques donated by the 
Daughters of the Confederacy, detailing the deeds of “brilliant valor” that Confederate officers 
and enlisted accomplished in the name of “state sovereignty.” Had the aforementioned memorial 
plaque been erected in the late 20th century and had some unfortunate overlap with these since-
removed Confederate plaques, one could argue its efficacy would hardly be compromised. 
However, the plinth was dedicated in 2004, and its Confederate counterparts in 1914. They 
would not be removed until 2020, a sixteen-year span of a plaque barely recognizing the 
existence of slaves being overshadowed by memorials that denied slavery’s immediate cruelty 
and barbarity right down the street. It is worth noting that the younger of the two slaves, Boysey 
Brown, was only six years old when he died in 1844, a decade shy of the overlap period. The 
bitter irony serves to completely undercut the message the plaque attempts, even after the 
removal of contrary messages that were allowed to stand for over a century on this campus.
Additionally, the plaque fails due to its butchering of monumental rhetoric. Monuments 
are used to create avenues for people to think deeply about the past and to invite dialogue 
surrounding humanity’s greatest traumas and triumphs. Not every monument against slavery 
needs the kind of monolithic intensity like that of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C., for 
example, but simple sincerity is not difficult to convey in writing. The plaque states that the 
burials of Rudolph and Brown were “honored and recognized”, and that the plaque “honors those 
whose labor and legacy of perseverance helped to build the University of Alabama community.” 
The monument here is self-referential, as its erecting was part of the apology itself. The apology 
is given from the Faculty Senate for their “predecessors role in the institution of slavery”, but it 
falls short due to its lackluster condemnation. As Hallsby (2022) states, “monumental rhetoric 
guides people in their thinking about facts from the past, how to act in the present, and what 
possible futures to seek.” Child slavery is universally understood in the modern context to be an 
inexcusably evil act. Had this monument more harshly condemned slavery’s evils in place of a 
milquetoast apology, the monumental rhetoric would be much more profound.
While the audience for this written message is technically anyone who happens to read it, the persona, or “the implied speaker/audience” (Hallsby, 2022), is nonexistent. The objective 
nature of the plaque’s writing does not identify the reader with the humans at the center of this 
monument and fails to make an emotional connection to either the apology or the eulogy. This is 
because to create a persona, the speaker must “identify with an ideology”, as Hallsby (2022) 
states. The lack of commitment to a purely anti-racist, anti-slavery position is the final nail in the 
coffin for this plaque failing its rhetorical goals.
By failing to fully commit to its persona, monumental rhetoric, narrative coherence, or 
presence, the Slave Cemetery Plaque at the University of Alabama also fails its rhetorical goals. 
The monument is a weak response to the centuries-long struggle of African Americans in this 
nation. It is easier to understand it as a scapegoat for when the University of Alabama is 
criticized for its lack of initiative on diversity, equity, and inclusion programs rather than a 
genuine memorial for the horrific enslavement of human beings, even if that was not the 
intended purpose.
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