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How I Wrote My Prospectus 
My prospectus began in my first semester of coursework with a question: what meaning do 
American Civil War era songs have when people perform them in later contexts? I picked up that 
question a few times during seminar papers across various departments and in conference talks, 
each time approaching it from a different angle. In particular, an anthropology course on “Politics of 
Memory” enabled me to explore the question in the specific context of Confederate memory and 
monument protest scenes. During my qualifying exams, I chose topics that allowed me to dive into 
the scholarly discourses surrounding American blackface minstrelsy, vaudeville, and early folk 
music collecting, knowing those areas would be important to my work. I developed a sense of the 
major questions, disagreements, and important historical background on the general topic of 
“American folk and popular music from 1865-1939.”  During the fall semester of year three, I read 
most of the music history prospectuses from my own department, making an outline of each and 
brainstorming what I would need to cover in my own version of that section. At the start of the 
spring semester, I gave a very detailed outline of my own to my advisor, followed by several drafts. I 
had a complete draft around spring break, and spent about 6 weeks revising and reworking it 
(largely clarifying and situating my intervention and cutting down my lit review!) before I sent the 
final draft to my committee before the defense. 

Advice for Prospectus Writers 
First, read several prospectuses by students in your own department. It’s a strange genre, and 
studying successful examples can be super helpful! Second, as early as you can, fill up a document 
with things that prompt your scholarly curiosity and excitement. These may be questions you find 
compelling that other scholars have asked, questions of your own, the citations for well-written 
articles or books that you couldn’t put down, topics that you know you want to explore further, or 
primary sources you find fascinating. I slowly created this document during coursework and 
referred to it as I brainstormed my own prospectus’s parts. Third, think about your intervention and 
lit review in terms of your scholarly community. Initially, I found the lit review in particular 
overwhelming. I was unsure of who and how much to include from the several disciplines with 
which I planned to engage. Ultimately, I clarified the lit review by asking: who (beyond my 
committee) am I speaking to and alongside? Whose theoretical frameworks will I build upon to 
make my own argument? Who will have a stake in my findings? These questions eased my anxiety 
about producing a comprehensive overview of each field and instead prompted me to consider my 
work in terms of its scholarly community across various disciplines. 
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Introduction

“Why do you carry that flag?” On August 10, 2017, protestors for and against the

removal of a Confederate War Memorial gathered in Pioneer Park in Dallas, Texas. The question,

posed to a white man carrying a large Confederate battle flag, elicited rage. “Because this is my

heritage!” the man shouted. “My family fought to save their farm under this flag!” As the man

screams his defense of the Confederacy, its flag, and his family, several Black anti-monument

protesters begin singing the Civil Rights protest anthem “We Shall Overcome” softly.

Immediately, in an effort to drown out their voices, a pro-monument protestor screams/sings:

“Oh I wish I was in the land of cotton. Old times there are not forgotten.”1

With the first lines of the 1859 minstrel song “I Wish I Was in Dixie,” the protestors

sound out their investment in an antebellum Southern past, claim the relevance of the

Confederacy in the current moment, and imagine a white supremacist future. The multivalent

work that “Dixie” performs is illustrative of a broader point: music is a powerful and pervasive

means by which people construct and transmit memory. In my dissertation, I ask: what is the role

of sound and musical performance in processes of historical memory? I examine this question

through the case of American Civil War memory, focusing on those who consider themselves

inheritors of the Confederacy. With the mainstreaming of Neo-Confederate rhetoric and violence

since 2015, it has become increasingly urgent to ask: how and why have white supremacists

constructed and transmitted historical memory about the U.S. South and the Civil War? Given

the powerful role of music in that process, as illustrated above, what is the relationship of

American folk and popular music to Civil War Memory?

1 The Dallas Morning News, “Protestors Clash at downtown Dallas demonstration,” Youtube Video, 2:36, August
10, 2017.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rkycw33wvNs&t=14s
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Scholarly literature on American Civil War memory largely focuses on its visual and

rhetorical elements. Many historians write about the construction and maintenance of physical

monuments or the use of iconographic symbols like the Confederate battle flag.2 Others analyze

rhetorical strategies and discourses of Civil War memory in popular culture, literature, and film,

including reunification narratives and the Lost Cause myth.3 My dissertation, by contrast,

considers American folk and popular melodies as a sonic dimension of Civil War Memory.

Scholarly attention to Civil War era songs and memory has centered on their lyrical themes and

textual revisions.4 Though lyrical analysis is vital to document and trace the use of these songs, I

am interested in analyzing them beyond the level of lyric, emphasizing musical melodies as

building blocks of a sonic historical memory.

My dissertation contributes to a growing body of work in music and memory studies,

positing sound and musical performance as an under-examined facet in the construction,

transmission, and generational passing-down of historical memory.5 I theorize American folk and

5 Marianne Hirsch (2012) in particular has considered photographs as a vessel of “postmemory” around which
second generation Holocaust survivors articulate traumatic cultural and family memory. I will position musical
melodies as a different kind of “memory vessel” that passes memory down across time—considering the ways in
which they both inform and reflect larger historical memory discourses. Michael Rothberg (2009) posited
multidirectional memory as a means through which two or more historical moments resonate with each other. I will
examine the palimpsestic discourse of Civil War memory over time as a kind of “multidirectional” force, where
memories from distinct historical moments are drawn up simultaneously in the present. Finally, Yukiko Koga (2016)
examines the implications of historical memory for perpetrators of violence in post-imperial Japan through
“topographies of guilt.” Through Koga (and other lit), I hope to untangle the narratives of victimhood and
perpetration in Confederate inheritance.

4 Literary scholar Cole Hutchinson (2007) and historian Joseph M. Thompson (2020) have published work on
Confederate tunes and memory, but these studies are coming from outside music studies and focus on lyrics.
Ethnomusicologist Elizabeth Ozment’s 2014 PhD Dissertation at the University of Georgia, The Politics of Musical
Reenactment: Civil War Commemoration in American Culture comes closest to the kind of work I’d like to do, with
its sonically-oriented focus, but her work is quite site-specific with an ethnographic methodology.

3 David Blight (2002) examines memory of the Civil War in the fifty year period after its end through three main
“visions”: the reconciliationist vision, the white supremacist vision, and the emancipationist vision. Ultimately, he
finds that the emancipationist vision was subsumed under the reconciliationist one in national American culture. Jim
Cullin (1995) theorizes the Civil War as a “reusable past” in popular culture, and Gary Gallagher (2008) and eds.
Sachsman and Rushing (2007) examine the way in which fiction and Hollywood films shaped Civil War memory.

2 Historians Catherine W. Bishir (1993, 2003) and Karen L. Cox (2003) write about women’s organizations and
Confederate monuments. An edited volume (Mills and Simpson, 2003) explores monuments and public rituals
around them as testimonials of the Lost Cause and other Southern myths. Kathleen Riley (2002) has written about
Confederate symbols in the post-Brown v. Board era.
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popular melodies as accessible, malleable, and mobile vessels of memory through which white

supremacists connect their own agendas to the past, mainstream their ideologies in the present,

and dream up possibilities for the future. A melody is accessible: it can be spontaneously

recreated. Singing or listening to a song creates an embodied, active, and intimate connection to

its sonic and textual material. A melody is malleable: it can be refitted with alternate words in

new contexts, preserving a sonic link to the past. In this way, the melody acts as a temporal

bridge, citing earlier performances of the song while simultaneously holding space for

contemporary socio-political aims. This ties the ideological resonances of two (or more)

performances together, constructing a palimpsestic discourse.6 Finally, a melody is mobile, it can

be rapidly transmitted in physical spaces among groups of people, in commercial spheres, and on

the internet.

Through these characteristics, American popular and folk melodies aid in the

construction and circulation of historical memory about the Old South and the Civil War. By

popular music, I mean music that is produced and circulated by a commercial industry for mass

audiences—on stages, in sheet music publishing, and eventually in the sound recording industry,

television, radio, and film. By folk music, I mean music generally of unknown authorship in the

traditional styles of the communities from which they originate. Largely, these songs circulate

through oral transmission. This definition of “folk” was tenuous even in the nineteenth century

and became increasingly so as the twentieth century progressed.7 As historian Karl Hagstrom

Miller has shown, the categories of popular and folk music are mutually constitutive and, in fact,

7 Literature that complicates the notion of “folk” music includes Philip Bohlman, The Study of Folk Music in the
Modern World (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1988) and, more recently, Ross Cole, The Folk: Music,
Modernity, and the Political Imagination (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2021), among others.

6 Palimpsest as a framework will allow me to examine the ways in which sonic Civil War memory is
multidirectional, as memory scholar Michael Rothberg (2009) might say. The traces of multiple past versions of a
song resonate in the present, and an approach that attends to all those layers at once is needed. An edited volume by
Lori Burns and Serge Lacasse (2018) addresses musical palimpsest in particular. I will contend with other scholars
on palimpsest, time, and memory as I follow this thread.
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arbitrarily constructed by scholars and record industry professionals.8 Minstrel tunes like “Dixie”

are particularly slippery musical objects, and I aim to show that their multiple layers of

circulation and categorization make them even more accessible, malleable, and mobile than other

kinds of music.

Nostalgia as critical frame

In my dissertation, I ask not just how white supremacists construct memory through

sound and musical performance but towards what aims. My preliminary frame for understanding

the use of Civil War memory among inheritors of the Confederacy is that of nostalgia. In 2000,

cultural geographer Edward Sebesta defined Neo-Confederacy as a “reactionary movement with

an ideology against modernity conceiving its ideas and politics within a historical framework of

the U.S. Civil War and the history of the American South.”9 Although a broad and oft-debated

term, “modernity” holds a particular meaning in the case of the American South that is perhaps

best encapsulated by the term “New South.” First coined by journalist Henry Grady in 1886, the

“New South” is a (hotly debated) description of the South after the end of Reconstruction.

Grady’s vision for the South featured economic, political, and social changes that ultimately

depended on the shift from oligarchy and an agricultural, plantation-based economy (made

untenable by the abolition of slavery) towards democracy and an economic model predicated on

urban development and industrial growth.10 Since the Civil War, white supremacists have been

10 “The old South rested everything on slavery and agriculture, unconscious that these could neither give nor
maintain healthy growth. The new South presents a perfect democracy, the oligarchs leading in the popular
movement; a social system compact and closely knitted, less splendid on the surface, but stronger at the core; a
hundred farms for every plantation, fifty homes for every palace; and a diversified industry that meets the complex
needs of this complex age.” from Henry Grady, Life and Labors of Henry W. Grady, His Speeches, Writings, Etc.
(Atlanta: J. C. Hudgins & Co., 1890), 113.

9 Edward Sebasta, Euan Hague, Heidi Beirich, eds. Neo-Confederacy: A Critical Introduction (Austin, TX:
University of Austin Press), 8, emphasis added.

8 Karl Hagstrom Miller, Segregating Sound: Inventing Folk and Pop Music in the Age of Jim Crow (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2010).
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harnessing nostalgia for the Old South both against that “modern” New South and a sense of

cultural, social, and racial progress more broadly.

A few historians have taken up nostalgia as a critical framework in the context of Civil

War memory. William Brundage warned about nostalgia’s power to create an idealized (white)

Southern past made from a “single collective memory,” and David Anderson has argued that

nostalgia was a primary means through which elite white Southerners created “a sense of

continuity with the splintered past” after the Civil War.11 For these scholars, nostalgia is the

affective experience of looking backwards from the present—a means of connecting to the past,

of articulating what it means to be Southern in relation to that past. Tara McPherson posits

nostalgia (alongside guilt and white racial melancholia) as an aspect of “Southern feeling” that

constructs a narrow sense of Southern identity and enables certain racial logics.12 McPherson

writes that nostalgic sentimentality has typically enabled an “(often mournful) reaction and

stasis,” but she aims to recuperate nostalgia as a site of “mobility and revision” for a new, more

expansive southern identity in the present and future.13

My own understanding of white Southern nostalgia embraces this additional temporal

dimension but examines the potential power of nostalgic “mobility and revision” in the hands of

white supremacists. I understand nostalgia as a sentimental longing for the past that contains a

corrective desire towards the future. This definition more clearly aligns with recent work by

cultural theorist Janelle Wilson, who argues that nostalgia is a “potentially dynamic vehicle for

(re)envisioning and (re)creating various pasts and futures.”14 I hope to untangle the temporal

14 Janelle Lynn Wilson, “Here and Now, There and Then: Nostalgia as a Time and Space Phenomenon,” Symbolic
Interaction 38, no. 4 (2015): 490.

13 McPherson, Reconstructing Dixie, 10.

12 Tara McPherson, Reconstructing Dixie: Race, Gender, and Nostalgia in the Imagined South (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2003), 6.

11 William Brundage, Where These Memories Grow: History, Memory, and Southern Identity (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 20; David Anderson, “Down Memory Lane: Nostalgia for the Old South
in Post-Civil War Plantation Reminiscences,” The Journal of Southern History 71, no. 1 (2005): 135.
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dimensions of nostalgia specifically within the context of Confederate Civil War memory and

musical performance.

In my dissertation, I will interrogate how music articulates the anxious position of white

Southern nostalgia—the “I wish I was in Dixie”—in different historical moments. In the late

nineteenth century, white Southerners most clearly waged nostalgia against racial progress.

Through the twentieth century and into the present, white supremacist anxiety about a changing

world has been weaponized against an amorphous entity of people that encompasses immigrants,

Black people, queer people (especially transgender people), feminists, liberal politicians and

government, Northern intellectual “elites,” atheists, and other existential threats to white,

conservative, evangelical futurity.15 Nostalgia for the antebellum past is a calculated tactic that

white supremacists deploy to assuage their anxieties about social, political, economic, and racial

progress and to call out for the reinstatement of an Old Southern order. My dissertation will

explore four historical moments in which white supremacists have embraced Confederate

anthems and minstrel tunes. In performing these songs, they not only sentimentally call back to

the Civil War era but, as I will argue, participate in a palimpsestic discourse of historical memory

through which “the South” has been articulated—and defended—across time.

Chapter Outlines

Before laying out the methodological and scholarly framing of the dissertation, I offer an

overview of the proposed chapters in order to orient the reader towards the key musical genres

and historical moments of the dissertation. I organize these chapters chronologically, each

15 The concept of “white racial anxiety” has mostly been discussed in journalism. Charles Blow wrote for the New
York Times that conservative reactions to immigration policies exhibited three kinds of anxiety: a white extinction
anxiety, white displacement anxiety, and a white minority anxiety. Another example of this can be found in Michael
Hill and Thomas Fleming’s “The New Dixie Manifesto: States’ Rights Shall Rise Again” (1992), which equates the
“attacks on the South and its symbols” by Northern “intellectuals” to a cultural genocide.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/24/opinion/america-white-extinction.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/24/opinion/america-white-extinction.html
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highlighting a period in which white supremacists weaponized historical memory because they

felt acutely that the social hierarchies of the Old South were slipping further and further out of

reach. These include the immediate aftermath of the Civil War during and after Reconstruction

(1865-1890s), the Great Depression (1930s), the Civil Rights era (late 1940s-1960s), and finally

the rise of Neo-Confederacy and the mainstreaming of the alt-right into broader conservative

politics (late 1980s to the present). I analyze nostalgic memory not just as an ambient aesthetic in

a Southern music repertoire but as a tool deployed via musical performance in the service of

certain socio-political aims in historically specific moments.

My first chapter deals with minstrel songs and coon shouting in the decades after the

Civil War. I will examine the place of the Old South in the American popular music industry,

both in printed music and on variety and vaudeville stages. Engaging with scholarship on

minstrelsy, I will interrogate the ways in which blackface and its sonic signifiers articulated

meaning about the rapidly changing U.S. social landscape in the late nineteenth century for

performers and audiences alike.16 My preliminary argument here is that the stock characters and

melodies of minstrel songs enabled a rapidly circulating public discourse through which

audiences and performers debated the place of emancipated Black people and the meaning of the

Old South. I will make this argument through the framework I laid out in the introduction,

emphasizing the accessibility, malleability, and mobility of these tunes as vessels of Civil War

memory. I will focus in particular on performance traditions of songs by minstrel composers like

16 I position this argument alongside scholarship on minstrelsy and vaudeville that make similar claims about the use
of blackface to articulate gender, race, and class discourses. These include De Simone (2019), Lavitt (1999), and
Casey (2015) on the case of blackface performer Sophie Tucker: Kibler (1999), Hamberlin (2006), and Erdman
(2004) on gender and sexuality; Lott (1993), Levine (1990), Roedinger (1991) on class; and Bogdan (1988) on
disability.
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Daniel Decatur Emmett and Stephen Foster and later songs that used minstrelsy’s tropes and

signifiers on variety and vaudeville stages.17

I will situate this chapter alongside scholarship on minstrelsy and its sonic signifiers,

particularly attending to the meanings that the practice held for contemporary performers and

audiences. Eric Lott’s (1993) provocative juxtaposition of “love” and “theft” points to the

nineteenth century minstrel stage as a site where working-class immigrants both created “white”

identities through close and careful interactions with Black expressive forms and enacted racial

domination and ridicule.18 Saidiya Hartman (1997) argues that even in its most charitable,

anti-slavery forms, blackface melodrama was always a site where white performers and

audiences imposed their own subjectivity onto black characters. Therefore, even the love in

Lott’s dyad is a kind of racial subjection, “ultimately predicated,” Hartman writes, “upon the

indiscriminate use and possession of the black body.”19 Recently, Matthew D. Morrison (2024)

argued that the performative and legal co-optation of Blacksound (a sonic compliment to

blackface) fundamentally shaped the popular music industry.20 I will examine minstrel tunes in

the decades after the war, showing that these popular melodies were accessible, malleable, and

mobile vessels of Civil War memory that pervaded popular culture and ultimately relied, as

Hartman reminds us, on the continued subjection of Black people post-emancipation.

20 Matthew D. Morrison, Blacksound: Making Race and Popular Music in the United States (Oakland, CA:
University of California Press, 2024), 8-9.

19 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-making in Nineteenth-century America (United
Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 1997) 18-19, 32; Matthew D. Morrison further discusses the historiographical
debate between Lott and Hartman in his article, “Race, Blacksound, and the (Re)Making of Musicological
Discourse,” Journal of the American Musicological Society Vol. 72, No. 3 (2019), 781-823.

18 Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (Oxford, UK: Oxford University
Press, 1993), 6.

17 I am particularly interested in Foster’s minstrel tunes and his “pathetic” plantation songs. William W. Austin first
explored these songs in relation to their social meanings in 1975, and I think applying more contemporary methods
to this kind of project would yield fruitful results. “Susanne,” “Jeanie,” and the “The Old Folks at Home”: The
Songs of Stephen C. Foster from His Time to Ours (New York, NY: Macmillan Pub. Co, 1975).
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The second chapter examines the role of white Southern nostalgia in the formation of the

American folk music canon in the 1930s. I will focus on sound recordings by John and Alan

Lomax in the carceral South and on the race record industry.21 My preliminary argument in this

chapter is that nostalgia for the Old South is baked into the collecting practices of the Lomaxes,

their criteria for an American folk canon, and the early race record industry. Before the shift

towards a more functionalist approach in Alan Lomax’s later career, preservation and

conservationism were driving motivations in a historiography of folksong collecting tracing back

to nineteenth-century European practices.22 The drive to preserve the ever-disappearing “Old

South” caused collectors like the Lomaxes to initially gatekeep the canon from commercial and

Western classical influences—but a few minstrel tunes like “Dixie” slipped through the cracks

into their early collections.23 This chapter asks how the circulation of minstrel songs changes

when song collectors and recording industry professionals re-categorize them as folk objects,

again through the tri-part framework of accessibility, malleability, and mobility. Potential case

studies include the career and music of Huddie Ledbetter (Leadbelly) and the Lomax prison

recordings found on Jailhouse Bound: John Lomax’s First Southern Prison Recordings from

1933.

I will argue that in the 1920s and 30s, through his nostalgic romanticization of

marginalized Black musicians, John Lomax in particular constructed an authentic folk “other”

23 Alan Lomax, “Sinful Songs of the Southern Negro” in Alan Lomax, Ronald D. Cohen, ed., Alan Lomax: Selected
Writings 1934-1997 (New York: Routledge, 2003); John Lomax, “‘Sinful Songs’ of the Southern Negro,” The
Musical Quarterly 20, no. 2 (1934): 177–87, http://www.jstor.org/stable/738757; John A. Lomax, Alan Lomax, and
George Herzog, Negro Folk Songs as Sung by Lead Belly: "King of the Twelve-string Guitar Players of the World,"
Long-time Convict in the Penitentiaries of Texas and Louisiana (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1936).

22 Jerrold Hirsch outlines the functionalist shift between John and Alan Lomax in his article “Modernity, Nostalgia,
and Southern Folklore Studies: The Case of John Lomax,” The Journal of American Folklore Vol. 105 (Spring
1992), 189. For a discussion of the preservationist agenda in early ethnomusicology, see Kim and Veal (2016); for
more on the relationship of the early sound recording industry to this impulse, see Shelemay (1991).

21 Important secondary lit on folk song collecting and race records: Bohlman (1988), Brooks (2021), Cohen (2016),
Cole (2021), Filene (2000), Hirsch (1992), Kim and Veal (2016), Lenz (2022), Stone (2021), and Wolfe and Lornell
(1992).

http://www.jstor.org/stable/738757
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that relied on the continuation of the Old South in new forms—through disproportionate policing

and incarceration of Black people and through continued systems of unjust labor in the

sharecropping system. Historian Benjamin Filene argued that the Lomaxes were “cultural

middlemen” who not only documented an American folk canon but constructed criteria for

authenticity that American folk artists have been negotiating ever since.24 I hope to explore the

ways in which cultural “middlemen” like the Lomaxes believed music in particular could

preserve memories of the Old South, its plantations, and its American “folk” spirit among

incarcerated and rural, poor Black musicians. I ask what meaning those sounds held for broader

scholarly and popular audiences alike. I will position this nostalgic, preservationist agenda

alongside the influx of Civil War monuments, Ku Klux Klan activity, anti-communist hysteria,

and staunch Southern opposition to federal programs in the Great Depression.

A third chapter will examine the role of Confederate Civil War memory in the Civil

Rights era, especially in retaliation to the Brown vs. Board decision that integrated public

schools.25 I plan to look at the proliferation of minstrel tunes like “Dixie” in this moment,

exploring the ways in which white resistance to Civil Rights embraced sonic Civil War memory.

I am particularly interested in performances of “Dixie” by Dinah Shore, a white female singer

from Tennessee who rose to prominence during the 1940s and was a familiar face on variety

television by the 1970s. She first recorded “I Wish I Was in Dixie” for Columbia Records in

1947, on a 78 RPM called A Date with Dinah.26 My tentative plan in this chapter is to make an

argument about the role of sonic Civil War memory in the maintenance of white Southern

26 I have found evidence that she performed “Dixie” on several occasions in the ensuing decade on television: once
in 1953 (still finding source), on Doug Edward’s CBS variety show in June of 1955, and with the Michigan State
Glee Club in 1957.

25 For lit on Civil War memory in this moment, see: Thomas Brown, Remixing the Civil War: Meditations on the
Sesquicentennial (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011); David W. Blight, American Oracle: The
Civil War in the Civil Rights Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).

24 Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory & American Roots Music (Chapel Hill, NC: University of
North Carolina Press, 2000), 5, 49.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gnnO0sy9Yog
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gnnO0sy9Yog
https://lantern.mediahist.org/catalog/tvguide-iowa-1955-06-18_0028
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZYKFaoG6_DQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZYKFaoG6_DQ
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femininity. Minstrel tunes like “Dixie” are accessible, malleable, and mobile vessels through

which women like Shore articulated a conservative, white femininity in the 1950s that resonated

with ideals from a century before.

Historian and ethnographer Elizabeth Bronywn Boyd recently argued that gendered

performances of white Southern femininity in sororities, beauty pageants, and Old South tourist

productions constitute an integral, yet overlooked, feature of the Civil War memory landscape

that “fulfilled an imaginative need for some southerners” and served as a “site of nostalgia, a

focal point for imagining community across time and space.”27 I will explore the ways in which

Shore used “Dixie” and other songs and symbols of the South to uphold an image of white

femininity that called back to the Old South.28 Shore’s 1955 performance on the Doug Edward

show featured “Dixie” alongside “Dixie Melody” and “Sleepy Time Down South.” Two months

later, white supremacists in Mississippi tortured and murdered 14-year-old Emmitt Till for

allegedly whistling at a white woman. As white protestors wielded symbols of the Confederacy

to defend their all-white schools and public spaces, they often did so, I will argue, in an attempt

to defend the very white femininity that Dinah Shore offered on variety television and radio

shows—a femininity that promises a white futurity that looks a great deal like the antebellum

past.

My final chapter focuses on contemporary uses of minstrel tunes and Confederate

anthems, especially as vessels for Neo-Confederate ideologies.29 In 2020, rhetoric scholar Nicole

Maurantino posited “Confederate Exceptionalism” as a rhetorical framework through which

29 As historian Joseph M. Thompson has shown, the 1876 anti-Reconstruction anthem “I’m a Good Old Rebel” has
had a new life in Tea Party Republican and Neo-Confederate alt-right spheres as an anti-Obama anthem: “I’m a
Good Old American.” Joseph M. Thompson, “The Good Old Rebel at the Heart of the Radical Right,” Southern
Cultures Volume 26, No. 4 (Winter 2020): 124-139.

28 Extensive literature on the role of women and white femininity in Civil War memory exists. See Bishir (2003),
Campbell (1996), Cox (2003), Janney (2008), McPherson (2003), Mills and Simpson (2003), and Whites (1997).

27 Elizabeth Bronwyn, Southern Beauty: Race, Ritual, and Memory in the Modern South (Macon, GA: University of
Georgia Press, 2022), 6.
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inheritors of the Confederacy hope to make its causes and its ideology “banal” within American

culture and “accessible to all.”30 I am interested in two ways in which this happens with

Confederate folk tunes and minstrel songs: through online circulation and in physical spaces at

monument protests. In regards to online circulation, communication and rhetoric scholars Woods

and Hahner have argued that memes are a primary mechanism through which members of the

alt-right “link…outsiders to [their] radical views.”31 I hope to examine minstrel tunes and

Confederate melodies as a kind of meme—easily reposted, edited, and remixed to comment on

contemporary issues while simultaneously holding onto previous meanings and discourse,

creating connections between the Civil War, white supremacist resistance to progress, and

present day politics.32 Historian David Blight has written that the “Lost Cause” myth has an

“eternal life in American culture, reviving again and again in relation to changes in race

relations.”33 I hope to explore the “eternal life” of minstrel tunes and Confederate songs, revived

again and again in response to social change. In regards to songs at protests, I will engage with

scholarship in sound studies and music studies that theorizes singing and sound within

assemblies of people as a means of domination and violence.34

As Maurantino has argued, Neo-Confederacy seeks to make itself not distinctly Southern,

but “mainstream and accessible to all.”35 This chapter’s preliminary argument is that minstrel

tunes and Confederate songs have done this work in online spaces and at protests, appealing to

35 Maurantonio, Confederate Exceptionalism, 7.
34 See literature review for more on this.

33 David Blight, “Southerners Don’t Lie, They Just Remember Big,” in Where These Memories Grow: History,
Memory, and Southern Identity, William Brundage, ed. (Chapel Hill, NC: UNC Press, 2000), 349.

32 I hope to position my own work alongside and through Paula Harper’s “viral musicking” in which she theorizes
about the ways sound in particular travels on the internet in “a dynamic, relational assemblage of both ‘new’ and
‘old’ media and practices.” Paula Clare Harper, “Viral Musicking: Aesthetics and Iterations in Online Contagion,”
AoIR Selected Papers of Internet Research (October 2020), https://doi.org/10.5210/spir.v2020i0.11228.

31 Heather Suzanne Woods and Leslie A. Hahner, Make America Meme Again: The Rhetoric of the Alt-Right
(Austria: Peter Lang, 2020), 5.

30 Nicole Maurantonio, Confederate Exceptionalism: Civil War Myth and Memory in the Twenty-First Century
(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2020), 7.
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all kinds of white supremacists and conservatives, even those who are not Southern.36 The

accessibility, malleability, and mobility of melodies have made these discourses particularly

prolific, dense, and rapid. In the aftermath of a Trump presidency and the looming possibility of

another one, analyzing the ways in which conservatives more broadly embrace nostalgia for an

old racial order (coded as Confederate) is imperative to understand the increasingly polarized

political landscape of the United States today.

Method

My methodology draws upon literary scholar Elizabeth Maddock Dillon’s theorization of

an “embodied public sphere.”37 She argues that performers’ bodies co-create public discourse by

unsettling, unwinding, and challenging the meanings of theatrical texts. In the performances I

look at, as ordinary people sing minstrel songs and Confederate anthems in new contexts, they

“unwind” these texts not to challenge them, as Dillon explores, but to harness them for

contemporary political aims.

An emphasis on musical performance and embodiment challenges conceptions of what a

“public sphere” can look like. When German social theorist Jürgan Habermas coined the phrase

in 1961, a “public sphere” was predicated on the existence of a bourgeois, republican individual

37 Elizabeth Maddock Dillon, “Coloniality, Performance, Translation: The Embodied Public Sphere in Early
America,” In Robin Peel and Daniel Maudlin, eds., Transatlantic Traffic and (Mis)Translations (Hanover, New
Hampshire: University Press of New England, 2013), 180.

36 Specific tenets of Neo-Confederacy (drawn from the 1992 “New Dixie Manifesto”) include but are not limited to
the following claims. 1) The “War of Northern Aggression” (along with the Lost Cause) claims “state’s rights” as
the cause of the Civil War. Federal power more generally is a major source of conflict between the South and the
North; and a major Neo-Confederate aim is home rule for Southern states. 2) The attack on “Southern Identity and
its Traditional Symbols” is a kind of Southern genocide, perpetuated by Northern liberals and intellectuals. This
attack on “Southern symbols” is predicated on an implicit definition of “Southern” that is incredibly slippery—the
blurred boundaries between terms like “Confederate,” “white,” “Christian,” “conservative,” and “Southern” are
harnessed towards the normalization of Neo-Confederacy among wider pools of political conservatives. 3) “Heritage
not hate” posits that the South is not uniquely racist and that anti-Blackness plays no part in the maintenance of
Confederate history.
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who participates in the exchange of print and written texts.38 In 2002, literary scholar Michael

Warner argued that a public is a kind of fiction that has “taken on life” and that the very notion of

a public “enables a reflexivity in the circulation of texts among strangers who become, by virtue

of their reflexively circulating discourse, a social entity.”39 Dillon writes about the theatrical

scene as a site where actors who are “erased from the print public sphere” can be made

visible—where bodies themselves make meaning within public discourses.40 Through the

circulation of minstrel tunes and Confederate anthems, I hope to interrogate how a particular

fictitious public has constructed itself: those who, across generations, have considered

themselves inheritors of the Confederacy. I analyze songs and their performances as an

embodied public sphere, where musical texts circulate among those who see themselves as a

social entity. Theorizing alongside Dillon, I contend that these texts are continuously unwound

by bodies in performance and re-used in later historical contexts, connecting this public through

the circulation of musical “texts” not just in one moment—but across time.

To inherit the Confederacy is to invest in and participate in the circulation of these

musical texts, alongside iconography, rhetoric, and other elements of Civil War memory.41

Defining “inheritors of the Confederacy” in these terms allows for careful attention to the

slippery, porous nature of “the South” as a signifier in these discourses. White supremacists

harness the slippages among terms like “Confederate,” “white,” “Christian,” “conservative,” and

“Southern” towards the normalization of Neo-Confederacy among wider pools of conservatives,

categorically excluding many Southerners from “the South.” Importantly, this musical, embodied

41 W. Fitzhugh Brundage has written that “the study of collective memory… clarifies the links between personal and
group identity… The narrative conventions of a group’s historical memory provide individuals with a framework
within which to articulate their experience, to explain their place, in the remembered past.” Where these Memories
Grow: History, Memory, and Southern Identity (Chapel Hill, NC: UNC Press, 2000), 13.

40 Dillon, “Coloniality, Performance, Translation: The Embodied Public Sphere in Early America,” 180.
39 Michael Warner, Publics and Counterpublics (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books), 8, 10-11.

38 Jurgen Habermas, “The Public Sphere” in C. Mukerji, M. Schudson, ed., Rethinking Popular Culture:
Contemporary Perspectives in Cultural Studies (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1991), 398-404.
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public sphere allows for attention to multiple modes of circulation—from commercial enterprises

in recorded music and the live entertainment industry to more traditionally “folk” circulation

among communities.

A question remains: if inheriting the Confederacy is an investment and participation in

the circulation of musical texts (alongside other symbols and myths), to what extent are

spectators or listeners architects of that process? Following French philosopher Jacques

Ranciere’s formulation of “emancipated spectators,” I understand that audiences are not passive

receptors. Instead, each individual brings their own experience to the content, making meaning

for themselves. Ranciere writes: “The spectator… observes, selects, compares, interprets. She

links what she sees to a host of other things that she has seen on other stages, in other kinds of

places. She composes her own poem with the elements of the poem before her. She participates

in the performance by refashioning it in her own way.”42 Through this frame, I hope to clarify

that musical performers, industry professionals, and listeners alike all contribute to the

construction and transmission of Civil War Memory through American folk and popular music.

Sources: Archives and Online Research

The historical portions of my dissertation will rely on archival research in American

popular and folk music collections. For chapters one and three, I hope to explore popular music

archival collections such as those at UNC Chapel Hill, University of Michigan, Middle

Tennessee State University, Brown University, University of Pittsburgh, and the Library of

Congress. The first chapter will focus on performance materials and sheet music collections

having to do with minstrelsy, coon shouting, variety shows, and vaudeville. The third will

explore proliferations of minstrel tunes and Confederate anthems in the Civil Rights era, looking

42 Jacques Ranciere, The Emancipated Spectator (United Kingdom: Verso Books, 2009), 13, emphasis added.
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at printed sheet music and (hopefully) collections of television and radio broadcasts. The second

chapter on the American folk canon will rely on a few archives, as well as the published work of

folk song collectors and recordings from the early recording industry. The archives I hope to visit

include those at Middlebury College, UNC Chapel Hill’s Southern Folklife Collection, the

Lomax Collection and the American Folklife Center in the Library of Congress, along with the

LOC’s digital collections.

The more contemporary portion will rely on my own digital archive that includes

right-wing engagement with popular Confederate songs at protests and in alt-right spheres of the

internet. Scholarship on digital ethnography provides a preliminary toolkit for this kind of

work.43 I hope to connect the particular online material I find to larger discourses on memory and

Neo-Confederacy. My collected sources largely appear on Facebook and Youtube, but I also

expect to do research on 4chan, Reddit, and TikTok as I prepare for this chapter. To find these

posts, I generally search for Confederate songs like “I wish I was in Dixie,” “To Arms in Dixie”

(a version of Dixie), “I’m a Good Old Rebel,” “God Save the South,” and the “Bonnie Blue

Flag.” From there, I follow suggested posts and videos or look at the accounts of users who

posted the content to find more videos. I plan to conduct the same process with minstrel songs

beyond “Dixie,” especially the work of Stephen Foster.

Literature Review

My project will draw upon music and sound studies to argue that sound itself, with or

without lyrics, is a fundamental building block of historical memory. To make this argument, I

43 See: Sheila Bock, “Ku Klux Kasserole and Strange Fruit Pies: A Shouting Match at the Border in Cyberspace,”
The Journal of American Folklore 130, no. 516 (2017): 142–65; Gabriella E. Coleman, “Ethnographic Approaches
to Digital Media,” Annual Review of Anthropology 39 (2010): 487–505; Keith N. Hampton, “Studying the Digital:
Directions and Challenges for Digital Methods,” Annual Review of Sociology 43 (2017): 167–88; Nicolle
Lamerichs, “Fan Membership: Traditional and Digital Fieldwork,” in Productive Fandom: Intermediality and
Affective Reception in Fan Cultures, 47–58, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018).
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place my work alongside scholars in and outside of music studies who have done work on the

relationship between music and memory. Scholarship on music and memory falls largely into

two camps, distinguished by musical genre. Recently, a few scholars have written about

European art music and collective memory of traumatic historical events, especially the World

Wars.44 While some of the interventions here may prove useful, overall, I feel that a focus on

western art music and its composers privileges a top-down construction of public

memory—where audiences are passive receivers. The work that I hope to do, in contrast, takes

ordinary people seriously as architects of public memory in their interactions with popular and

folk tunes.

Other scholarship on music and cultural memory comes from popular music studies and

ethnomusicology.45 The following section outlines a few of these texts from the last twenty-five

years, elucidating the ways in which their ideas shape my own and where my project differs in its

aims and argument. In each of these texts, the authors show that memory is an active and

recurring process through which people renegotiate artifacts from the past in the present. George

Lipsitz contextualizes this idea by analyzing rock music genealogies as a dialogic process;

Benjamin Filene shows this move at play in the formation (and propagation) of an American folk

tradition; and Lisa Waxer conducts an investigation of this process in salsa record collecting

habits in Colombia. After laying out these works on memory and popular music, I broaden my

45 For further reading: Andy Bennett and Ian Rogers, Popular Music Scenes and Cultural Memory (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); Njelle W. Hamilton, Phonographic Memories: Popular Music and the Contemporary
Caribbean Novel (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2019); Drago Momcilovic, Drago, Resounding
Pasts: Essays in Literature, Popular Music, and Cultural Memory (United Kingdom: Cambridge Scholars
Publishing, 2020); Clare Parfitt, ed., Cultural Memory and Popular Dance: Dancing to Remember, Dancing to
Forget (Switzerland: Springer International Publishing, 2021); Catherine Strong, et al. eds., The Routledge
Companion to Popular Music History and Heritage (London: Taylor & Francis, 2018); José Van Dijck and Karin
Bijsterveld, eds., Sound Souvenirs: Audio Technologies, Memory and Cultural Practices (Netherlands: Amsterdam
University Press, 2009.)

44 Michael Baumgartner and Ewelina Boczkowska, eds, Music, Collective Memory, Trauma, and Nostalgia in
European Cinema after the Second World War (New York: Routledge, 2020); Abigail Shupe, War and Death in the
Music of George Crumb: A Crisis of Collective Memory (New York: Routledge, 2023).
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literature review by presenting three tensions I hope to address in my dissertation and discussing

how scholars from various fields have begun to address them.

In 1990, American studies scholar George Lipstiz argued in one chapter of his larger

work on memory and commercial industry that the making of popular music is a dialogic

process, an “ongoing historical conversation” where “traces of the past” are always making

themselves known in the popular music of the present.46 He also described pop music as a

dialogic space, an “arena where memories of the past serve to critique and change the present.”47

Utilizing a cumulative culture model inspired by Mikhail Bakhtin, Lipsitz argued that musical

production is unequivocally social and historical in nature. He finds that the presence of the past

in rock music in particular has “meaning beyond the lure of nostalgia and the persistence of

artistic clichés.”48 I find Lipsitz’s cumulative understanding of musical memory particularly

useful as I consider sonic Civil War memory as a kind of palimpsest. However, in the cases I

explore, nostalgia itself is not a palliative, harmless affective mood, like Lipsitz suggests.

Nostalgia is precisely that which critiques, challenges, or changes the present: by wishing for a

future that reiterates the past.

Benjamin Filene’s 2000 Romancing the Folk most specifically addresses questions of

memory in relation to the American folk music tradition.49 He analyzes how the notion of an

49 Music scholarship on Civil War memory in particular has been quite limited. One exception comes from 2016,
where authors in a special edition of Nineteenth Century Music argued that music is “one of the chief vehicles for
constructing and transmitting Civil War memory.” Richard Leppert argues that the rise of photography and its
documentation of death “established the cultural foundation for songs of grief, lamentation, and remembrance” as
dominant themes in wartime music. Elizabeth Morgan argues that women composing and playing Civil War piano
battle pieces in their parlors “imagined and embodied the conflicts of the battlefield” on the homefront, “challenging
society’s expectations of women both as pianists and contributing to the war effort in public capacities.” Robynn
Stilwell argues that the scores for early sound films about the South and the Civil War drew upon Black spirituals to
create their soundscapes and assuage the tears of white women characters. The authors in this issue provide a brief,
yet important starting point for a rich field of study within music scholarship to which I hope to contribute with my
dissertation.

48 Ibid.
47 Lipsitz, Time Passages, 100.

46 George Lipsitz, Time Passages: Collective Memory and American Popular Culture (Minneapolis, MN: University
of Minnesota Press, 1997), 99.
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American folk or roots music came to be within public memory, arguing ultimately about

memory that it is a “recursive process” in which “cultural middlemen” are “constantly

rediscovering, reinterpreting, and repositioning performers in light of the present.”50 Filene

largely is concerned with the role of memory in the creation of a folk music canon over the

course of the twentieth century. I hope to interrogate the ways in which memory about historical

events and music traditions are mutually constituted—public memory constructs a musical canon

that in turn informs public memory about historical events.

In 2010, ethnomusicologist Lisa Waxer argued that Cali, Colombia was a city of “musical

memory” in ways that defied traditional notions of museums and memory—in its recording

industry, discotech scene, and record collecting culture. For Waxer, drawing upon performance

theorist Joseph Roach, memory is a “deliberate and performed act that selectively draws upon

past experiences in order to negotiate present circumstances.”51 The recordings themselves, their

“constant use and reinsertion… into new performative practices,” create a “range of cultural

practices that have shaped and given meaning to Cali’s vinyl museums,” particularly as the city

grappled with urbanization and economic hardship.52 Waxer’s thick description of this process

provides a model for thinking about music and memory through the interactions that people have

with material objects like records. Waxer inspires me to think about how sound recordings

themselves, their “constant use and reinsertion” into new moments, are an integral part of how

memory is made in popular culture.

There are several fields from which I pull my methodological and theoretical frameworks

including but not limited to theater and performance studies, literary studies, temporality studies,

52 Ibid.

51 Lisa Waxer, The City of Musical Memory: Salsa, Record Grooves and Popular Culture in Cali, Colombia
(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2010), 151.

50 Filene, Romancing the Folk, 8.
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anthropology, sound studies, and critical studies of whiteness and the political alt-right. An

exhaustive review of each of those fields is not possible here, so instead I focus on three tensions

that scholars have begun to address. These tensions, to me, are remarkably vivid in the opening

vignette, as pro-Confederacy protestors sing “Dixie” in the faces of those who disagree with

them.

The first tension: How do minstrel ballads complicate the distinctions between “folk” and

“popular” music? How are racial ideologies embedded within those musical traditions in the

U.S.? In his 2010 book Segregating Sound, historian Karl Halstrom Miller argued convincingly

that the recording industry professionals, consumers, and scholars alike artificially circumscribed

the boundaries between Southern folk and popular music along racial lines by. Miller posits a

paradigm shift of Black racial authenticity in music from a minstrel paradigm to a folkloric

paradigm that, though reflected in commercial marketing and the recording industry, had little

bearing on actual musical practice.53 Miller elucidates the ways that Black musicians navigated

these paradigms, arguing ultimately that the intertwined commercial and non-commercial

influences in their music made the categories of pop and folk not just arbitrary but complicit in

upholding racial segregation in the era of Jim Crow policy in the South.

I hope to complicate my own use of the terms “folk and popular” throughout the

dissertation, showing that minstrel ballads in particular elude any easy demarcation between the

two categorizations. Commercially produced and transmitted through ticketed performances and

sheet music, minstrel ballads might seem on the surface to be purely “popular,” commercial

sonic objects. However, as ordinary people rapidly re-writing, revise, and re-perform these

melodies, they become, I argue, a kind of folk object. The malleability of the

53 Miller, Segregating Sound, 6.
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minstrel-turned-folk tune makes it an especially fruitful ground for calling up memories of the

Old South—whether explicitly through text or implicitly through the tune’s genealogy itself.

The second tension that scholars address: “What are the affordances of performance in

passing down a memory archive? What meanings do musical performances of the same tune in

different historical moments hold?” To answer these questions, I situate performance of

Confederate era tunes within discourses in performance studies, particularly Diana Taylor’s

conception of performance as archive and Rebecca Schneider’s theorizations on re-enactment.

Alongside Taylor’s Archive and the Repertoire, I consider musical performance of Civil War

anthems and minstrel tunes as a kind of embodied archive, called upon by inheritors of the

Confederacy. She writes that “performance…functions as an epistemology. Embodied practice,

along with and bound up with other cultural practices, offers a way of knowing.”54 Taylor’s work

has prompted scholars to re-evaluate both the conception of an archive as a collection of material

objects and to challenge the ephemerality of performance itself. Her work on Latin American

performance traditions shows a challenge to Western epistemologies and understandings of

archives. I apply her framework to inheritors of the Confederacy not to argue that they perform

the same kind of challenges to hegemonic power. Rather, I will show that eschewing musical

performance, community-transmitted knowledge, and oral traditions has caused scholars to

under-estimate the pervasive and sometimes subtle ways in which white supremacists construct

historical memory.

In Performing Remains, Rebecca Schneider theorizes Civil War reenactment as a “knotty

and porous relationship to time.”55 Here, the uncanny imperfection of reenactment, made obvious

55 Rebecca Schneider, Performing Remains: Art and War in Times of Theatrical Reenactment (New York, NY:
Routledge, 2011), 10.

54 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Chapel Hill, NC:
Duke University Press, 2003), 3.
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by bodies out-of-sync with historical time, is the remains of performance. Schneider positions

her “performance remains” as a challenge to the ephemerality so entrenched within performance

studies and as a challenge to the archival logics of Western society.56 Memory is not contained in

documents or bones in the archive, but in flesh, in affect, in the relationships of bodies in

movement and gesture across time.57 I take Schneider’s theorizations as a method through which

to encounter a different kind of Civil War reenactment—the re-performance of songs from that

era, not as perfect copies of an original, but as reiterated, citational moments intimately affected

by bodies, gestures, and movements of performance. I posit sound and musical melodies as a

performed archive that ordinary people can summon up with their own bodies and voices. The

friction in imperfect repetition, the tension in the temporal gap between the 1850s minstrel stage

and the 2017 pro-Confederate monument protest, is precisely the space in which the text is

“unwound” and “unwritten,” to recall Elizabeth Maddock Dillon’s words. The Confederacy is

not just mimetically referenced or perfectly reproduced. Instead, the baggage of a century and a

half of white supremacist politics and anxiety—generations of palimpsestic

accumulation—harness the heft of Confederate memory towards contemporary political aims.

The third tension has been addressed by scholars in ethnomusicology and sound studies:

“How can sound enact violence towards marginalized communities? How do assemblies of

people, sounding together, articulate identity, meaning, and memory?” I aim to theorize the

performance of minstrel tunes and Confederate anthems at protests as a form of “sonic white

supremacy” that uses sound to block out dissent and posit ideological narratives about the Civil

War—and what it means to be Southern at all. In doing so, I adapt the framework of “sonic

patriarchy” from Rebecca Lentjes, who argues that the sounds right-wing protestors make

57 Ibid., 100.
56 Schneider, Performing Remains, 97-102.
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outside of abortion clinics are a kind of sonic violence against marginalized groups, shaming and

harassing those with whom they disagree and forcing them to listen.58 Neo-Confederates utilize

similar tactics with song at protests, using sound to block out dissent and create the illusion of

monolithic agreement across the crowd.59

Similarly, Eduardo Herrera has argued that in Argentinian soccer chants, fans articulate a

kind of masculinity (aguante) that promotes “physical violence, homophobia, and racism.”60

Importantly, this masculinity is constructed not just through the lyrics of the chants but through

“participatory moving-and-sounding-in-synchrony.”61 I find Herrera’s attention to bodies in

performance, sounding together, captures not only the content of sonic patriarchy, violence, and

power, but articulates the processes by which sound in particular both spreads these ideologies,

making them rapidly accessible, and creates an embodied sense of participation and consensus

across an assembly of people.

As this literature review has shown, my dissertation will be in conversation with scholars

across multiple disciplines to explore the question: what is the role of sound and musical

performance in processes of historical memory? I aim to put the fields of memory studies and

music studies into critical conversation with my attention to the sonic dimensions of Civil War

memory among inheritors of the Confederacy. To do so, I will draw upon a rich constellation of

scholars in multiple humanistic fields to develop my questions, theories, and arguments.

61 Ibid.

60 Eduardo Herrera, “Masculinity, Violence, and Deindividuation in Argentine Soccer Chants: The
Sonic Potentials of Participatory Sounding-in-Synchrony,” Ethnomusicology vol 62 no. 3. (October 2018), 470.

59 Another video, this one from Alabama, more clearly displays this latter point. There are counter-protestors at the
scene, but they are inaudible and invisible in the swelling chorus of “Dixie.” See: “Confederate flag supporters sing
I Wish I Was in Dixie,” Youtube, June 27, 2015; The Montgomery Advertiser, “Confederate flag rally at Alabama
Capitol,” June 27, 2015.

58 Rebecca Lentjes, Amy E. Alterman, and Whitney Arey, “The Ripping Apart of Silence: Sonic Patriarchy and
Anti-Abortion Harassment,” Resonance: The Journal of Sound and Culture Vol. 1 Number 4 (2021), 422-442.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2RUfDt-veI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2RUfDt-veI
https://www.montgomeryadvertiser.com/picture-gallery/news/local/2015/06/27/confederate-flag-rally-at-alabama-capitol/29389179/
https://www.montgomeryadvertiser.com/picture-gallery/news/local/2015/06/27/confederate-flag-rally-at-alabama-capitol/29389179/
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Conclusion

Just one day after that monument protest in Dallas, white supremacist alt-right groups

gathered in a “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. Many of them carried symbols

of the South and its Confederate history.62 On January 6th, 2021, supporters of former President

Trump ambushed the Capitol and flew a Confederate battle flag inside the building for the first

time in American history. The Neo-Confederate alt-right mobilizes Civil War memory towards

racism, violence, and insurrection. With the rise of alt-right violence and the mainstreaming of

their ideologies within the broader American right-wing since 2015, it has become increasingly

imperative to listen.

On a YouTube video of the Confederate anthem “God Save the South,” one commenter

praises the ability of music to carry on Confederate Civil War memory, even as other monuments

are being torn down:

This commenter highlights an argument about sound and music that I will explore myself in this

dissertation—that these vessels of memory are particularly accessible (people can call them up

with their bodies even when stone monuments are torn down and flags are tossed away),

malleable (able to live “forever,” reiterated and recontextualized to suit contemporary political

needs), and mobile (circulated broadly, and only possible to block out in some cases by sticking

your fingers in your ears). From minstrel stages to contemporary protests, these songs have aided

62 Staff writers, “Deconstructing the symbols and slogans spotted in Charlottesville,” The Washington Post, August
18, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2017/local/charlottesville-videos/.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2017/local/charlottesville-videos/
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in the construction and transmission of a white supremacist, Confederate vision of the South’s

past, present, and future.

While this dissertation engages with Confederate Civil War memory in particular, I hope

that my research will contribute to scholarly conversations on musical performance and historical

memory more broadly. I have presented quite a monolithic narrative thus far, but “Dixie” itself

has a genealogy that complicates its easy condemnation as a Confederate anthem. As early as

1861, Blind Tom Wiggins used the melody to symbolize the Union Army in “Battle of

Manassas,” and Fanny Crosby fit new words to the tune and called it “Dixie for the Union.” As

recently as 2020, teens on TikTok used a “Union Dixie” trap remix to celebrate the removal of

Confederate monuments and Donald Trump’s loss of the presidential election. Even “Dixie,”

such a clear example of sonic Confederate Civil War memory, has been used in a multiplicity of

ways to articulate historical memory among more than just Southern white supremacists.

In the video I began with, as Black protestors sang in the faces of white supremacists,

they used “We Shall Overcome” to summon up not just the spirit of the Civil Rights era, but

arguably, an even deeper history embedded in the melody itself. “We Shall Overcome” is an

accessible, malleable, and mobile vessel of memory—this time not in service of nostalgia for the

Old South or white supremacy, but of Black resistance to those forces. The tune is accessible,

summoned up by protestors in Dallas in 2017—or by a crowd at the March on Washington in

1963. It is malleable, demonstrated by its genealogy from spiritual (“Auction Block No More”)

to a hymn in the African Methodist Episcopal church (“I’ll be Alright”) to labor solidarity

anthem in the 1930s to Civil Rights protest anthem by the 1960s.63 “We Shall Overcome” is

mobile, circulated in recordings and across groups of people in physical spaces at different

63 Ethan J. Kytle and Blain Roberts, “Birth of a Freedom Anthem,” New York Times (March 14, 2015),
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/15/opinion/sunday/birth-of-a-freedom-anthem.html.

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/15/opinion/sunday/birth-of-a-freedom-anthem.html
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moments in time. Historical memory, constructed and transmitted through sound, may be used in

service of all kinds of socio-political aims. With my dissertation, I aim to offer an argument

about historical memory that starts from the particular affordances of sound and music. While I

primarily make an argument about the way music and memory have operated among a specific

group of people, ultimately I aim to show that music and sound studies have something to offer

to broader humanistic questions about historical memory, temporality, cultural archives, and

power.
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