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Editorial

Public History is an interdisciplinary endeavour connecting history and soci-
ety, research and practice. e issues of dealing with one’s past, of conveying
and popularizing history are key to our time but so far there have not been
enough editorial platforms to discuss these issues and establish Public His-
tory in the context of memory cultures and heritage. is field thus not only
includes research on how to teach history, but alsomore generally the work of
museums and archives, any popular or performative forms of conveying his-
tory and memory in the media, in tourism etc. e edited series Public and
AppliedHistory aims to provide a forum for innovative research on the many
facets of this field to create a collaborative Public History project within and
beyond the realms of academia.

Natasha A. Kelly (PhD) is a bestselling author and editor of eight books. She
is also a curator, artist, filmmaker, theater director and professor. Her film
“Milli’s Awakening” debuted at the 10th Berlin Biennale in 2018.Natasha is the
founding director of Germany’sfirst Institute for Black German Arts and Cul-
ture.
Olive Vassell is a journalist and professor who founded and headed the pio-
neering Black European news site, Euromight.com. In 2022, Olive launched
the BBrit Project which focuses on People of African Descent in the UK. She
heads the Digital Media program at the University of the District of Columbia
inWashington, D.C.
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Black Europe 
Contesting, Conceptualizing, and Organizing

Natasha A. Kelly and Olive Vassell

Unless you were hiding in a cave or time-traveling back to the age of the 
Neanderthal, you would have witnessed the global impact of the Black Lives 

summer of 2020. Unlike most of the numerous deaths caused by the police, 
the case of African American George Floyd attracted attention and led to 
huge protests around the world. Stuck at home during the pandemic, we 
unwillingly became witnesses to the murder of this Black man, who was 

minutes . Continuously crying “I can’t breathe” and calling for his mother, 

phone and uploaded to the internet by African American teenager Darnella 
Frazier.

As becomes clear in the contributions to this anthology, the BLM out-

demonstrators gathered simultaneously in scores of cities to pay tribute to 
Floyd. His public execution had retraumatized Black Europeans, igniting 
their experiences with racism and recalling violent memories of the many 
other victims of racism and police brutality in their own countries, as well 
as in the USA. Highlighting the rage against atrocities caused by systemic 

  G
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racism literally hiding in plain sight, statues of slave traders, colonizers, 
and white supremacists were torn down, raising questions of their validity 

-
ments and statues throughout Europe, marking them as colonial and unjust, 
Black Lives Matter called out white supremacy, ongoing coloniality, and 
racial injustice.

-

-
cia Garza titled “A Love Letter to Black People,” (Cobb 2016) in which she 
expressed her rage at the verdict and at the same time her love for the Black 

-

people across the country. However, the movement only gained interna-
tional attention a year later with the police killings of two other Black men 

– Michael Brown and Eric Garner, whose last words, like George Floyd’s, 
were “I can’t breathe.” At virtual speed, this sentence became a protest cry, 
chanted in choirs and written on banners during numerous demonstra-
tions worldwide. 

-
ter (BLM) protest took place in Berlin in July 2016. Nearly nine years earlier 

Sierra Leone who was burned in a police cell in the East German city of Des-
sau, did not attract as much public attention, despite the cruelty of the case. 
Participation in these early demonstrations against police brutality and 
systemic racism was not large enough for the national press and media to 

demonstrations that take place in Berlin daily. It is important to mention 
that, to this day, justice has not been served in the case of Jalloh; this is why 
annual demonstrations continue to take place in Dessau on the anniversary 
of his murder, January 7. 



Chapter 2  
Black Brussels 

Sibo Rugwiza Kanobana

Belgian capital, Brussels. And while Floyd’s death was the initiating event 
that brought together a diverse crowd of 15,000–20,000 people on June 7, 
2020, under the banner of Black Lives Matter, the demonstration was also 
an opportunity to bring to the fore a decades-long antiracism struggle that 
had been ignored for too long by authorities and established media. A taboo 

a critical role in understanding how to shape a more inclusive and antiracist 

been the only legitimate ways to speak about racism, the acknowledgment of 
the colonial past, which includes addressing the traces of that colonial past 
in public space, achieved a central position in the struggle against racism.

the colonial past have become tools for the struggle against systemic racism, 
the advocacy of the African diaspora’s interests, and the legitimation of the 
African diaspora in the public sphere. Symbols of racial oppression, includ-

more than a decade of acts that were considered vandalism, such as defacing 

Belgium with red paint, in June 2020 the authorities decided to remove a 
bust of Leopold II in Brussels and one in Ghent, as well as a statue in the city 

toward these problematic symbols seemed to be changing.
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-
ent in the Low Countries (Belgium and the Netherlands) since the Renais-
sance (Earle and Lowe 2010; Hondius 2011; 2008), although their numbers 

colonies, Belgium did not; instead, it arranged with Mediterranean coun-

-
erable internal forced migration within Congo; and second, a concern that 
Congolese immigration would undermine the imagined racial homogeneity 

limited mostly to students and diplomats from Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi 

addition, other African immigrants joined the growing population. 
-

mated to be about 250,000 (Demart et al. 2017). However, they are not one 
-
-

ries, family histories, educational backgrounds, etc. Yet, they appear to share 
a common experience of racialization, what Pap Ndiaye, called “a community 

France, who was appointed Minister of Education and Youth by French Pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron in 2022, said that they share a common interest in 
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addressing racism and the colonial legacy. However, racism and its link with 
coloniality has been partially obscured because, in Belgium, discourses of 
diversity, multiculturalism, racism, etc. have been dominated by a focus on 

and racial discrimination are essentially understood in cultural, religious, 
and migratory terms, erasing the coloniality of power that informs the logics 

-
book example of “white amnesia” (cf. Hesse 2002) in which Black resistance 
against colonialism is forgotten. Moreover, Belgians like to think of them-

historical impact (Mincke 2016). Consequently, they are usually unaware of 
the atrocities Belgian governments, businesses, and industries were involved 
in to create the wealth the nation knows today. Still, although Belgium lost its 
colonial possessions 60 years ago, the spirit of colonization is still to be found 
in the streets of its cities, undoubtedly so in Brussels (Njall Soiresse 2017).

to people and places linked to Belgian colonization (Jacobs 2018), although 
Lucas Catherine, a Belgian historian, counts 101 places, just including street 
names that refer to men directly responsible for the colonial endeavor along 
with numerous buildings, squares, and avenues that do not refer directly to 
colonialism but were built as a direct consequence of colonialism (Cather-
ine 2006). Meanwhile, since the early 2000s, several activist associations 
and community organizations in Brussels, whose members are majority, 
but not exclusively, of African descent, have been at the forefront of making 

recent publications explore the history and achievements of these organiza-

2020). But there is still a lot of work that needs to be done, and addressing in 

would exceed the focus of this chapter. However, the celebration of the 50 
years of independence of Congo in 2010 can be considered a key moment in 
bringing that legacy into the mainstream (cf. Demart and Abrassart 2016). In 
the process, the role of public space, and of a Brussels urban landscape that 
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is scattered with traces of colonialism, has served as a medium for making 
coloniality and racism visible and a subject to be addressed in earnest. 

-

2005 following the decision to renovate the 
Congo (Monument to the Belgian Pioneers in Congo) in the Parc du Cinquan-

-

equestrian statue of Leopold II on Place de la Nation (formerly known as 

Black associations, took place at the Memorial for the African Campaign (see 

decolonial Brussels city tour was organized, explicitly denouncing the mur-
derous aspects of Belgian colonization (Imbach 2008). 

contre les Discriminations)
Pan-African activists from all parts of Belgium. Its members were initially 
exclusively PAD, and, as its name makes clear, the collective makes explicit 

-

the violent, racist, and exploitative aspects of the colonial past and are aimed 

(Imbach 2008). For example, CMCLD has pushed for the display of plaques 
with information that would contextualize certain street names and mon-
uments, for the renaming of existing infrastructure, and for the establish-
ment of new infrastructure with names of people – and, most importantly, 
of women – who fought against colonization and for the freedom of people. 

However, there seems to be considerable resistance among politicians as 
well as in the media. Advocacy to address the colonial patrimony and the 
traces of Belgium’s colonial past, in order to understand current forms of 
inequality and discrimination, has been going on for more than a decade, 

-

: 
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courses (Lismond-Mertes 2018). It appears simpler to honor the South Afri-
can President Nelson Mandela by naming the new Brussels rugby stadium 
the Nelson Mandela Stadium, or to condemn US and French imperialism, 
than to have an honest conversation about Belgium’s colonial aberrations. 
It also seems easier in Brussels today to glorify those who oppressed and 
exploited rather than to honor those who fought for freedom and equality 

As the advocacy for a recontextualization of several colonial monuments has 
progressed, so too has investment in the creation and consolidation of new 
traces of the Black presence in Brussels. 

Matonge: Where Black Belgians Meet

-
hood of Matonge, which itself is now home to two important symbolic mark-
ers of the Black presence in Brussels – Lumumba Square and a prominent 
artwork, both discussed below. Matonge takes its name from a lively and 

municipality at the Porte de Namur (Namur Gate), developed in the late 
-

can House was a residence for students from the Belgian Congo, established 
when the Belgian authorities started timidly to accept Congolese to study at 
Belgian institutions of higher learning. 

-
borhood became a place of reference, with boutiques, hairdressers, grocer-
ies specializing in African food products, restaurants, and bars; it became 
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area emerged from the fact that African students were assigned to live there, 
it never became a space of predominantly Black residence (Demart 2013a). 
Indeed, residents of African descent are estimated to constitute only 8 per-

for Africans living in or visiting Belgium, a social and economic center, not a 
place to necessarily settle. Matonge “functions, both symbolically and mate-
rially, as a key signifying place in the construction of Congolese diaspora 

political mobilization (Demart 2013b) and also the location of the two 

in the infamous Africa Museum, in the Afropea exhibition room that focuses 
on the history of the African presence in Belgium. Entitled 

 (Matonge–Ixelles. Gate of Namur! Gate of 

an important crossing in the neighborhood. It was the result of a long strug-

-

Matonge in Brussels, showing in the rear a mixed crowd of Black, Brown and 
-

trigger an intercultural dialogue at the heart of the Matonge neighborhood, an 
urban space that is renowned for its African imprint and is a meeting place not 
only for Blacks but for many Asians and South Americans (CEC 2002; Demart 

which was led by the Ixelles municipality in collaboration with associations, 



Chapter 2. Black Brussels 55

-
-

paintings showing and commenting on everyday life in Congo, almost always 
including text in French and Lingala. Samba’s work highlights social problems 
such as poverty, corruption, racism, sexism, health, and crime. He explained 
that he seeks to appeal to people’s conscience and that artists must make peo-
ple think. Moreover, Samba has been invested in nourishing and refashioning 
a common identity across the African diaspora and he usually paints himself 

 

text in French and Lingala commenting on what Matonge is and represents. 
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their multiculturalism, but stating that Brussels is mythical and a para-

is the old city gate whose name refers to the town of Namur to the south 

rhyme with amour (love), but Samba doesn’t claim that the Porte de Namur 
is a gate of love. Rather, he questions it and wonders whether it can be such 

bright colors, the smile on Samba’s face, and the crowd give an impression of 
happiness and post-racial conviviality. However, this combines with a text 

 as well as comments such as “I don’t like to stay too long 
in this neighborhood”  – but also “You 
have to be in a society where everybody’s mixing.”

As a result, this impressive work of art that dominates the urban land-
scape of Matonge expresses the tensions and contradictions that are con-
nected to a multicultural context that is imbricated with a colonial legacy. 

honest engagement with the past, the present, and the future, in which Black 
and white Belgians are not only onlookers but participants who interact with 
each other, acknowledge racism, but also envision a common tomorrow. 
Meanwhile, the 12 by 15 meter reproduction that hangs on the front of a large 
building has become iconic, not only of the Matonge neighborhood and the 
African diaspora in Brussels but also of Brussels as a whole. It appears to be 
there to stay, unmoved for a decade now, and cherished by the majority of 
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Brussels’ citizens for the honesty, ambiguities, contradictions, and tensions 
it expresses. 

Black Voices of Resistance 

-

man’s sister and was educated at the School of Horticulture and Agriculture 

the Union Congolaise in Brussels and “became known in Belgium and abroad 

-
tion of the Union Congolaise to the Grand Place in Brussels asking for recog-

-
ument paying tribute to the Congolese soldiers who died during the war was 

to Congo, he died in mysterious circumstances, most probably by poisoning. 
Nobody knows who was responsible for his death, but what is known is that 
Farnana was disliked by the authorities and was considered to be a Congo-
lese who upset the colonial order.  

-
lese intellectual, and his activism for African rights that Belgian authorities 
enacted a policy of isolation, prohibiting Congolese from immigrating to Bel-

Panda Farnana, un Congolais qui dérange
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Black subject – note, not citizen – of the Belgian kingdom continued to play 

one. An estimated 22,000 soldiers and carriers of the Force Publique, as they 
were called, fought in Ethiopia alongside British troops and participated in 

members were denied the right to march as victors alongside Allied troops 

afraid that the honoring of Congolese troops might trigger political ideas 

independence, the Belgian authorities abandoned the soldiers. None of the 

thing that they “received” was a monument in Brussels – the Memorial for the 

was ignored until it was reappropriated by the African diaspora in Belgium 
(ibid.).

-

sport the tradi-
tional headgear for 
colonial troops of 

helmet and the 
Black soldier with 
a fez. However, the 

only to be found in 
their hats but also in 
their facial features. 

is presented with 
thick lips and a chubby nose, while the white one has thin lips and a pointy, 

first, because it was erected in tribute to all the operations carried out in 
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-
ment on which the white and Black protagonists face each other, at the 
same height, without the white man dominating the Black “other.” 

Brussels PAD  associations to organize an alternative and activist ceremony 
every November 11 since 2008, to commemorate the Unknown Congolese Sol-

for the Unknown Soldier at the Congress Column in central Brussels (Cather-

laid claim to this monument, using it as a place of remembrance of the African 

However, the memorial is still problematic for several reasons. First and 
foremost, the aesthetics perpetuate racial stereotypes and obscure the racist 
oppression and violence that were part of everyday life in the Force Publique. 
Second, while it presents an image of racial equality, it is in fact an excuse to 

-

the Force Publique was made complicit in the terror that the colonial author-

Yet, even if we take this pertinent critique into consideration, the yearly com-

the humanity of African traces in Belgian history and the common history 
we, of all races, share. It is an example of how monuments can be reappropri-
ated to bring people together even if they have been erected to divide. Conse-
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in which the reappropriation of colonial monuments is situated is not just 
about a restitution of the past, but just as much a way to communicate the 
emancipatory struggles and active transformation of a still racist present. 

-

not due to a lack of interest on the part of Black organizations to include this 
-

-
mony, where only white Belgians were commemorated next to other nation-
alities, but not the formerly colonized Congolese subjects of Belgian Congo.

Since 2007, several Black activist associations have demanded that the 
authorities and the royal family include the African contribution to the war 

government laid a wreath in front of the Memorial for the African Campaign. 

beginning of the end of the German Empire (Roulette 2018), but the ceremony 
was not a moment of inclusion; rather, it was one of racial segregation. And 

again at the African memorial during Armistice celebrations. Even if the 

seen as a white individual achievement. Indeed, a memorial in the city’s 
Forest municipality honors one person for this battle, who is presented as a 

Patrice Lumumba Square: Claiming Black Spaces 

An important symbol of Black presence in Brussels and recent addition to 
-

rated on June 30, 2018, on the Democratic Republic of Congo’s (DRC’s) day of 
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independence. Standing at the entrance to a central location for African peo-
ples – the Matonge neighborhood (described above) – the square is the result 
of more than a decade of advocacy for public space that pays respect to the 

-
rantes et Actives (GFAIA), played a central role to achieve this (CMCLD 2018), 

citizens (Duval and Delobel 2018; Lismond-Mertes 2018). Most advocates had 
initially proposed another location, a square in the municipality of Ixelles 
behind Saint Boniface church, in the heart of Matonge. An informal street 
plaque with the name had already been put there by activists, and, thanks to 

that location (Ben Yacoub and Abrassart 2016) and rejected the idea of a square 

Delobel 2018). Eventually, an interpellation by Zoubida Jellab, a councilor for 

Porte de Namur, the gate of entry to the Matonge neighborhood in Ixelles (Lis-
mond-Mertes 2018).

-
ered a change in the way in which public authorities in Belgium are address-
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-
tion, one cannot deny that negationist forces in relation to colonial crimes 

2018). Moreover, the square cannot be called a “proper” square, which is what 

Place Lumumba, however, is just a little piece of the sidewalk  (Braeckman 
2018), limited to a narrow strip 15 meters 
by 50 meters, between the taxi stand at the 
metro station’s exit and Avenue Marnix, 

part of the Brussels ring road, nicknamed 
la petite ceinture, that circumvents the city 
center. Consequently, no buildings will 
ever have Lumumba Square as an address 
(Lismond-Mertes 2018).

In essence, Lumumba Square is limited 
to a plaque, which is nearly invisible com-
pared with the large advertisements sur-
rounding the square. As historian Elikia 
M’Bokolo said during his speech at the 
inauguration, this plaque may be a revolu-
tion, but it is not enough. A square without 
a statue, monument, or other symbol may 
become a subtle way to perpetuate a failure 
to acknowledge the value of the person who 
embodies the Congolese will for indepen-

de Bruxelles municipality appeared to be 
aware of this in 2018, as he explained in an interview with , a Fran-
cophone Belgian daily newspaper. He claimed that the municipality wanted 

a monument would be displayed in the months following the inauguration. 
-
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happened and the mayor’s spokesperson refuted the statement from 2018 by 

Maybe a statue of another individual is not what is needed (cf. Mbembe 
2006), but, while there may now be a street sign referring to a Lumumba 
Square and a plaque with some contextualization, the municipality still 
honors Belgian colonists who committed crimes against humanity in its 
public space in a much more prestigious way. Elikia M’Bokolo addressed 
this at the inauguration, when he pointed out that the establishment of 
a Lumumba Square should logically lead to a questioning and revisiting 
of other public spaces that are directly linked to colonialism. He asked 

Lumumba, without any further spatial planning, while not too far away 

when it was colonized by the Belgians.
others, legitimize the colonial conquest by obscuring its destructive char-

that the authorities viewed the inauguration of the square as an event for 
African communities, not as a Belgian event. However, it is essential that it 
is not seen as a memorial for associations of PAD , but as a tool of inclusive 
citizenship that aims to decolonize Belgian society as a whole (Njall Soir-

democratic chooses disunity and dissension by holding on to its colonial 
symbols, or whether it wants to move forward and create an inclusive soci-
ety in which the African diaspora does not need to legitimize itself, and in 
which the public space is respectful of all its citizens, Black and white, past 

-

tool not for decolonizing society as a whole, but rather to mute any further 
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not even a beginning. In a best case scenario, it is a letter of intent. Indeed, 
more and deeper work is needed, mentalities have to change, and the whole 

-
ently and stimulating the artistic, historical, and political work necessary to 

All these critiques highlight that the decolonial nature of a Lumumba 
Square has not achieved much if it is not matched with other important 
tasks that are meant for all Belgians, whatever their racial or ethnic back-
ground. However, this is long-term work, and, in the meantime, the revisit-
ing and reappropriation of colonial monuments and the wider public space 

-
cial involvement of the authorities. Conclusively, and as also shown in the 
examples of Lumumba Square and the Armistice celebrations, public space 
seems to unceasingly play a critical role in the decolonial processes with 
which Brussels needs to engage, in order to create a common destiny that 

obstacles.
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Chapter 3   
Black London

Olive Vassell

monuments. In recent times, however, many of the city’s markers have been 
criticized for being symbols of enslavement and racism. In 2020, such repre-
sentations became the focus of protests following the police killing of George 

site of activism for Black residents which will be discussed in more detail 
in the next section), while others went into the center of the city, targeting 
memorials to those who had brutalized and marginalized racial and ethnic 

Robert Milligan outside the Museum of London Docklands, which was 

Edward Colston, had been torn down and thrown into the river in south-

the monument was part of the ongoing problematic regime of whitewashing 

man.
burglary and had died of a heart attack while in custody. But witnesses told a 
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Black newspaper, the 

down on the ground by at least four others (mudlark121 2016).  

USA, as happened in Berlin.
country’s ruling body, the Houses of Parliament. In August the city was one 
of four - others were Birmingham, Manchester and Nottingham - that took 
part in a “national shutdown” to protest deaths in police custody, racist bor-
der policing, and everyday racism. Activists simultaneously blocked roads 
in these cities, including one to Heathrow airport, chosen partly because it 

North London in August 2011. His murder ignited riots across the capital and 
in other English cities. 

However, these early BLM protests did not spark as much interest as 
those in 2020. As a result of the reactions to Floyd’s killing, London mayor 

-
ures with legacies of enslavement would be reviewed, explaining that they 

-

origin, had previously supported the call for a British slavery museum and a 

by a gang of white youths in a racially motivated attack. 

Diversity in the Public Realm to review and improve diversity in London’s 


