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MONUMENTS FORUM

Monuments on trial: #BlackLivesMatter, ‘travelling
memory’ and the transcultural afterlives of empire

Penelope Edmonds

Flinders University, Australia

ABSTRACT
The #BlackLivesMatter protests in Australia in 2020 at the monu-
ment of Captain Cook erupted amid the toppling of monuments
all over the United States and the United Kingdom, as part of a
highly mobile wave of transnational activism. Such protests, I
argue, compel us to look beyond national frameworks to the
transnational or ‘transcultural’ politics of memorialisation and
mediatised protest, and to examine the ways in which public
monuments can be placed on trial and re-storied in theatrical and
performative spaces of creative protest that draw on modern dis-
courses of justice and the idiom of human rights. This article
examines two protests at monuments as case studies – the figure
of slaver Edward Colston in Bristol that was pulled down by #BLM
protestors, and, 25 years earlier, the figure of John Batman in
Melbourne who was put on trial by Aboriginal activists. Through
these cases I consider concepts of ‘travelling’, ‘transcultural’, and
‘multidirectional’ memory, and argue for recognising the genera-
tive nature of ‘mnemonic movements’ in order to understand the
forms of political translation which occur within these dense, dis-
cursively packed protests that are too often deemed separate
(e.g. ‘colonialism’ and ‘slavery’). Such approaches offer ways to
understand the #BLM protests, as well as others where the fluid
interplay between the local and the global, and bloody histories
of slavery, settler colonialism, the Holocaust and other forms of
mass violence occurs.

KEYWORDS
Indigenous; memorials;
protest; memory

In June 2020, Australia’s annual Reconciliation Week came to a dramatic close with
large and swiftly organised #BlackLivesMatter protest rallies held in the nation’s major
cities. These were sparked by protests and attacks on monuments associated with racial
injustice, in the United States against the brutal police murder of African American
man George Floyd. On the evening of 12 June in Sydney, protestors marched from the
Town Hall to Hyde Park to rally in solidarity with the #BlackLivesMatter campaign
and against the continued high numbers of Aboriginal deaths in police custody. In
anticipation of this protest action, police mounted on horses and wearing hi-vis coats
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and helmets mobilised to form a cordon around the towering bronze statue of Captain
James Cook in Hyde Park (Figure 1). Protestors targeted the oversize statue of Cook,
with his telescope in hand and his arm gesturing to the future, to draw attention to the
colonial roots of Indigenous oppression in Australia and ongoing police brutality.
Holding the Aboriginal flag aloft, they chanted, ‘Black lives matter!’, ‘Too many cop-
pers not enough justice!’, ‘Hands up! Don’t shoot!’, and ‘I can’t breathe!’, repeating
Floyd’s last words as a white police officer knelt fatally on his neck for nine minutes in
the streets of Minneapolis.1 The large police presence in Sydney’s Hyde Park that night
included the riot squad, mounted police and police on bicycles sent to control the
thousands of seemingly unruly protesters.2

The harrowing footage of the murder of Floyd by police also saw #BlackLivesMatter
protests erupt in the United Kingdom and in many other places around the world, in
what would become a potent and febrile transnational movement. In waves of antira-
cist and anti-imperial protest, demonstrators pulled down public statues and defaced
monuments. In Bristol, several days before the Sydney protest, a #BlackLivesMatter
demonstration was attended by around 10,000 people. Here, protesters pulled down
the bronze statue of the seventeenth-century slave trader Edward Colston with ropes
and later threw it into the harbour as the crowd cheered. The protestors vented their
anger at Britain’s imperial and violent slaving history and the currents of racism that

Figure 1. New South Wales police stand guard around a statue of Captain Cook in Hyde Park,
Sydney. Photo by Don Arnold, 2020. Reproduced by permission from Getty Images News.

1Briony Neilson, ‘This is Seriously Huge. “Too Many Coppers Not Enough Justice!” “Hands Up! Don’t Shoot!” “I Can’t
Breathe!” #blacklivesmatteraustralia #StopBlackDeathsInCustody #BlackLivesMatter Solidarity Rally in Sydney’, Twitter,
6 June 2020, https://twitter.com/Briony_Neilson/status/1269155681476591617?s=20.
2Sarah Swain, ‘Black Lives Matter: Police Surround Captain Cook Statue as They Move on Banned Protesters in
Sydney’s Hyde Park’, 9news, 12 June 2020, https://www.9news.com.au/national/black-lives-matter-rally-town-hall-
sydney-police-presence/c81259da-8016-45de-ae49-42deabf23909.
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continue to impact black lives. In a stunning moment of performative translation, the
media recorded the #BlackLivesMatter protesters kneeling on the Colston statue’s neck,
referencing the death of Floyd in the United States.3

The #BlackLivesMatter protests in Australia in June 2020, therefore, erupted amid
the toppling of monuments all over the United States and the United Kingdom, as part
of a highly mobile wave of transnational activism. These protests sought to make
apparent the entwined legacies of violence against Indigenous peoples and people of
colour and to compel Australians to face the deep and lasting structural violence of
empire in present-day forms of racism and policing. When the Sydney protestors at the
Cook monument in Hyde Park chanted, ‘Too many coppers not enough justice!’, they
pointed to the disjunction between the heavy symbolic and physical presence of the
law (the police) and the perpetration of crimes against Aboriginal people by police and
state actors, including Aboriginal deaths in custody, that have long gone unrecognised
and unaccounted for. The potent turn to #BlackLivesMatter in this country led by
Indigenous people and their allies insisted that Australians face the endemic and struc-
tural violence wrought by colonialism and crucially prioritised rights- and justice-based
discourses over sentimental appeals to unity or reconciliation. The transnational
#BlackLivesMatter protests in the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom
collectively put state accountability for the deaths of black citizens and rights and just-
ice at the centre of public debate.

Yet despite the swift global flows of anti-imperial and antiracist protest that rippled
across varied allied movements, the Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison
denounced the Sydney #BlackLivesMatter protests as irrelevant and refused to see the
connected historical conditions of oppression. On the day before the Hyde Park pro-
tests, Morrison urged that protestors quell their activism and keep it in perspective.
Australia, he said, was ‘a pretty brutal place, but there was no slavery [here]’.4 In seek-
ing to disavow that #BlackLivesMatter had any relevance to Australia, Morrison and
other government officials were determined to ensure that Cook would remain as a
totem of Australia’s national settlement, which could not be permitted to fall on
any account.5

These linked flashpoints in the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom
converged in their demand for legal redress for the violent imperial legacies of black
slavery and Indigenous dispossession that persist in the carceral systems of British and
former settler-colonial nations. Such protests compel us to look beyond national frame-
works to the connected transnational politics of memorialisation and mediatised pro-
test, and to examine the ways in which imperial monuments can be placed on trial,
challenged, and re-storied in theatrical and performative spaces of creative protest.

3‘UK Black Lives Matter Protesters Tip Statue of Slave Trader Edward Colston into Bristol Harbour’, ABC News, 8 June
2020, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-08/uk-black-lives-matter-protest-bristol-colston-statue-pulled-
down/12331554.
4Katharine Murphy, ‘Scott Morrison: Black Lives Matter Protesters Should Be Charged if They Defy Advice and March’,
Guardian, 11 June 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jun/11/scott-morrison-if-black-lives-
matter-protesters-defy-advice-and-march-they-should-be-charged; Katharine Murphy, ‘Scott Morrison Sorry for “No
Slavery in Australia” Claim and Acknowledges “Hideous Practices”’, Guardian, 12 June 2020, https://www.
theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jun/12/scott-morrison-sorry-for-no-slavery-in-australia-claim-and-acknowledges-
hideous-practices.
5Murphy, ‘Scott Morrison Sorry’.
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Along with other authors in this forum, I consider the multiple ways that public monu-
ments can be variously re-storied and look beyond entrenched ‘statue wars’ debates,
which often turn on the question of whether individual monuments should be pulled
down or not, and too often tend to be nationally focused. The #BlackLivesMatter pro-
tests have shown how the grand historical narratives signalled by monuments are chal-
lenged, subverted and re-storied not only by national events but by mobile, recursive
and transnational narratives of protest and memory that are locally inflected. I suggest
that we need ways to account analytically for these dense, discursively packed and often
complex protests that encompass a myriad of symbols and mnemonic references in
order to understand the forms of political translation between histories that are too
often deemed be separate (e.g. ‘colonialism’ and ‘slavery’) and between the registers of
local and global. Such protests do much more than speak back to or contest imperial
figures; rather they call forth what Astrid Erll has productively termed ‘travelling’ or
‘transcultural’ forms of memory, and Michael Rothberg has explained through his
influential notion of ‘multidirectional memory’.6 Indeed, as I will argue, these mobile,
‘mnemonic movements’ form part of a creative and political repertoire that hails mul-
tiple registers of history, memory, justice and the idiom of human rights. In particular,
I consider the ways in which such protest performances use transnational human rights
repertoires to critique the hidden histories of the violence of slavery and colonialism
behind objects of national or local memory such as monuments. These intersecting
protest actions may be understood as a form of globalised postcolonial reckoning, as
part of a potent ‘transcultural’ politics of decolonisation and memorialisation that
spring directly from the long and contested afterlives of empire.7

The article begins with a brief overview of Australian scholarship in memory studies
and monuments and the push to move from national to transnational analyses as a
productive explanatory model. Insights afforded by Erll on ‘transcultural memory’ and
Rothberg on ‘multidirectional memory’ and their limits of application are considered
in more depth. These approaches offer ways to think through the linked moments in
the United States, Sydney and Bristol at the #BlackLivesMatter protests, as well as
others protests including the #RhodesMustFall movement, where the fluid interplay
between the bloody histories of slavery, settler colonialism, the Holocaust and other
forms of mass violence occurs.8 In order to do this, the article examines two protests at
imperial monuments – the figures of slaver Edward Colston in Bristol and of John
Batman in Melbourne – at different times and locations that are linked by their antira-
cist and counter-imperial transnational agendas and use mnemonic references to the
idiom of human rights. I first consider the crowd of #BlackLivesMatter protestors in
Bristol, who in 2020 pulled down the bronze statue of slave trader Edward Colston and
referenced the death of George Floyd, and several public responses to this. I then look
to a Colston memorial protest action in 2018 that approached the problem of memory

6Astrid Erll, ‘Travelling Memory’, Parallax 17, no. 4 (2011): 4–18.
7Ibid.
8The #RhodesMustFall (#RMF) movement erupted at the University of Cape Town in March 2015, and sparked
student activist movements across South Africa. It also led to the creation of #RMF at the University of Oxford and
affiliate movements at United States universities. See A. Kayum Ahmed, ‘#RhodesMustFall: How a Decolonial Student
Movement in the Global South Inspired Epistemic Disobedience at the University of Oxford’, African Studies Review
63, no. 2 (2020): 281–303.
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quite differently, in a form of protest that I liken to ‘guerrilla memorialisation’.9 Unlike
the #BlackLivesMatter protesters, these artist-activists did not seek to remove the
offending statue, but to bring it into creative dialogue with the longer repertoire of
human rights. They targeted the Colston monument using visual activist strategies
used by eighteenth-century antislavery humanitarians, which directly highlighted the
violence of slavery upon black bodies. Turning back to Australia, I conclude by exam-
ining an earlier moment of Indigenous protest and performative action that took place
a quarter of a century ago, well before the #BlackLivesMatter and #RhodesMustFall
movements. In this protest, Aboriginal activists Gary Foley and Robbie Thorpe did not
seek to pull down the statue of Melbourne’s dubious ‘founder’ John Batman. Rather
they staged a public protest that placed the statue of Batman on trial in order to make
him accountable for his participation in the genocide of Aboriginal peoples. Using
strategies that transported the postwar United Nations Declaration of Human Rights to
the Indigenous and Black Power movements, Foley and Thorpe publicly re-storied the
Batman monument in an extraordinary protest that has been largely lost to local and
popular memory. Long before the #BlackLivesMatter protests, these activists had
adopted radical travelling, ‘transcultural’ tactics and strategies of counter-memorialisa-
tion that crossed continents and time periods in their demand for justice and
human rights.

As I show, rather than being unruly or lawless performances, as the
#BlackLivesMatter protests in Sydney were characterised, these enactments around
monuments re-story them with higher and alternative orders of justice to counter his-
tories of violence and trauma, colonialism and slavery. Through the strategic use of
activism and ‘travelling memory’, these protests speak powerfully to the transcultural
repertoires of imperial history and resistance and offer pathways into new decolonised,
sociolegal and postcolonial futures.

Protests at monuments: travelling, transcultural and
multidirectional memory

In 1990, the paucity of reflective analysis on public statues and monuments in
Australia, let alone the protests that occurred around them, led Annette Hamilton to
remark that ‘very little comparative theoretical work has as yet been directed towards
the social, historical and cultural analysis of “the monument”.10 In the three decades
since, a burgeoning body of scholarship on monuments, memory, and the politics of
public memorialisation has developed in Australia. Foundational work by Kate Darian-
Smith and Paula Hamilton, Tony Birch, Chris Healy, Ken Inglis, Marilyn Lake, Paul
Ashton and Paula Hamilton, Maria Nugent, Bruce Scates and many others has drawn
critical attention to the symbolic and mnemonic power of public monuments to shape
our historical and national consciousness. This scholarship has shown how the hege-
monic nature of heroic monuments has reified entrenched and official narratives of

9Geoff Quilley in ‘Roundtable: Alan Rice’s Creating Memorials, Building Identities: The Politics of Memory in the Black
Atlantic’, Journal of American Studies 46, no. 1 (2012): 220.
10Annette Hamilton, ‘Monuments and Memory’, Continuum 3, no. 1 (1990): 101–114, http://wwwmcc.murdoch.edu.
au/ReadingRoom/3.1/Hamilton.html.
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history and simultaneously forgets others, especially those of colonialism and empire
and of Australia’s violent frontier history.11

Australian public monument figures have populated the landscape as symbols of
nation and empire. Overwhelmingly martial and masculinist, they are European and
celebrate stories of imperial exploration, ‘discovery’ and colonial ‘settlement’. Marking
persons and events of importance in British settler jurisprudence and government,
these monuments have enjoyed the protections of colonial hegemony as unquestion-
able, sacred and inviolable historical symbols. Yet the frontier wars and the loss of
Aboriginal lives has rarely been addressed by official monuments. Over three decades
ago, historian Chilla Bulbeck pointed out that very few colonial memorials in Australia
address Aboriginal presence or histories, and the paltry few that did recorded only a
fleeting precontact moment, or folded ‘diverse and often conflicting stories into a single
narrative trajectory of the nation’.12 Few acknowledge the contact moment or ‘histories
of bloodshed’, for ‘to accept their [Indigenous] contemporary voices would mean to
accept conflict and disputed accounts of our history. Such discomforting voices are
now gradually finding their way into memorials’.13 Historian Bruce Scates has similarly
observed that Australia’s ‘sanitised symbols of violence and dispossession have long
stood unchallenged in the heart of our towns and cities’. In this way, they ‘serve to
legitimise narratives of conquest and dispossession, arguably colonising minds in the
same ways white “settlers” seized vast tracts of territory’. At one time, he noted,
the ‘meanings of monuments were thought to be set in stone; now they crumble in the
relentless critique of history’.14

Inspired by labour, feminist and Indigenous histories, memory studies scholarship
has begun to interrogate in more sophisticated ways the gendered, raced and classed
public symbols of nation-building. With the intensification of the ‘history wars’ in the
late 1990s and the persistence of the national reconciliation movement, debates about
public history in Australia have undergone a marked shift in exposing hidden histories
of violence, urging truth-telling and demanding redress. The long interplay and con-
testation of Aboriginal story and memory with non-Indigenous and settler story and
memory has been an intense subject of investigation and disputation, with key inter-
ventions from Indigenous artists and scholars. Tony Birch wrote of the great monu-
mentalising impulse in settler Australia, and of public markers that revealed white
Australians’ intense compulsion to foreground ghost towns and forgotten settlements
while forgetting and denying the injustices they committed against Aboriginal

11Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton, ed., Memory and History in Twentieth Century Australia (Melbourne: Oxford
University Press, 1994); Tony Birch, ‘Come See the Giant Koala’, Meanjin 58, no. 3 (1999): 60–72; Chris Healy, From
the Ruins of Colonialism: History as Social Memory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Ken Inglis, Sacred
Places: War Memorials in the Australian Landscape (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2001); Marilyn Lake, ed.,
Memory, Monuments and Museums: The Past in the Present (Carlton: Melbourne University Press in association with
the Australian Academy of the Humanities, 2006); Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, ‘Places of the Heart: Memorials,
Public History and the State in Australia since 1960’, Public History Review 15 (2008): 1–29; Maria Nugent, Captain
Cook Was Here (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Bruce Scates, ‘Set in Stone? Dialogical
Memorialisation and the Beginning of Australia’s Statue Wars’, Public History Review 28 (2021): 72–89.
12Chilla Bulbeck, ‘Aborigines, Memorials and the History of the Frontier’, Australian Historical Studies 24, no. 96
(1991): 171.
13Ibid.
14Bruce Scates, ‘Monumental Errors: How Australia Can Fix Its Racist Colonial Statues’, The Conversation, 28 August
2017, https://theconversation.com/monumental-errors-how-australia-can-fix-its-racist-colonial-statues-82980.
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communities.15 Healy examined the plural ways that historical sensibilities were shaped
in settler Australia within a landscape of social memory where the ‘dreams of colonial-
ism and modernity lie in ruins’.16 The work of monuments, memorialisation, and
social and cultural memory is now a topic of sustained public, emotional and scholarly
enquiry. Yet the majority of scholarship on monuments has typically restricted itself to
the national scene, and perhaps rightly so, as there has been much work to do. By the
early 2000s, Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton identified that the limitations of
the ‘national’ in the ‘analysis of individual or group remembrance were becoming
clearly apparent’. This, they argued, was the case particularly ‘in studies that explored
… the complex processes through which memories are negotiated at a localized level
in response to international events’.17 Darian-Smith and Hamilton predicted that the
work of scholars in the future would likely use approaches that are increasingly inter-
nationalised and transnational.18

Despite the advances of the transnational turn, however, conventional understand-
ings of public remembrance have continued to be restricted within the ‘boundaries of
the nation, the state, or the local community’, Jenny W€ustenburg notes.19 Memory
studies scholar Erll elaborated on this problem in 2011 in her key essay, ‘Travelling
Memory’. She expressed concern about the limited nature of memory studies and the
entrenched methodologies that equated ‘memory studies’ with ‘national memory stud-
ies’. While Erll acknowledged the influential methodology offered by historian Pierre
Nora’s ‘Les lieux de m�emoire’ (‘sites of memory’), she urged that it was time to move
beyond its national framing.20 As she remarked, ‘we have charted the sites of memory
not only of France, but also of Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, the United
States and … of Okinawa, Cape Town and Latin America’, yet she feared this
approach had become a ‘stencil’ that had ceased to be analytically productive. Querying
the future of memory studies, and arguing for the place of transcultural memory, Erll
cautioned that cultural memory had become synonymous with ‘national memory stud-
ies’ where nation is a restrictive ‘container culture’.21 As she argued,

The nation-state may have proved a useful grid when addressing nineteenth- and
twentieth-century constellations of memory. In view of both earlier historical periods
and the current age of global media cultures and diasporic public spheres, the nation,
however, appears less and less as the key arbiter of cultural memory.22

Certainly, the current age of global media cultures has complicated nation-centric
analyses of memory and memorialisation. We are now witnessing a new wave of his-
tory wars, dubbed the ‘statue wars’, with the advent of the globalised and highly

15See for example Birch, ‘Come See the Giant Koala’; Healy, From the Ruins of Colonialism.
16Healy, From the Ruins of Colonialism, 1–5.
17Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamilton, ‘Memory and History in Twentieth Century Australia: A Survey of the Field’,
Memory Studies 6, no. 3 (2013): 371.
18Ibid., 379.
19Jenny W€ustenberg, ‘Locating Transnational Memory’, International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 32
(2019): 1.
20Pierre Nora, ed., Les lieux de m�emoire I–III (Paris: Gallimard, 1984–1992).
21Erll, ‘Travelling Memory’, 1–6.
22Ibid., 8.
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mediatised #Rhodesmustfall campaign in South Africa, which dovetailed with the con-
flict over Confederate statues in the United States.23 By 2020, the #BlackLivesMatter
protests, and the pulling down of monuments that accompanied this, heightened public
debate in Australia. Journalists and scholars in the United States, United Kingdom,
South Africa, Australia and beyond have reflected on this shared phenomenon of anti-
imperial and antiracist protest. As Tyler Stiem noted, ‘From New York to Bristol to
Sydney to Bulawayo, no monument is apparently safe’.24 With the rise of the internet,
and especially social media, scholars have become increasingly interested in the polit-
ical anatomy and tactics of transnational advocacy movements. Yet, as Sean Scalmer
has noted, there has been a tendency for this field of enquiry to be characterised by
presentism, with authors citing the rise of the internet as a catalyst for the rise of trans-
national social movements, when in fact this is far from the case.25 It is clear, however,
that matters of empire and colonial conquest cannot be contained by notions of the
nation state, and that in these instances the nation is less likely to, and may never have
been, the key arbiter of cultural memory.

Erll regards memory cultures as radically open, fluid, unbounded and temporally
and spatially heterogeneous, rather than singular, unified or framed by national meth-
odologies of remembering.26 Susannah Radstone has likewise reflected on the ‘un-
locatedness of memory’, with the understanding that it is not always linked to place,
does not need to be ‘in contestation’ with other memory work but is always fluid, con-
tingent, multilinear and operates beyond nation.27 While Erll does not directly address
the violence or vicissitudes of empire and memory work, Rothberg’s more recent and
influential concept of ‘multidirectional memory’ is helpful for thinking through trans-
national political activism and memory work where ‘different cultures of violence con-
front each other in the public sphere’.28 Particularly instructive for this article is
Rothberg’s work on the incomplete encounter between memory studies and postcolo-
nialism. In his view, the benefit of reading these fields together ‘lies in new understand-
ings of how violence fundamentally shapes the temporality of modern memory and
how regimes of memory help … to potentially resist violence through the creation of
unexpected solidarities’.29 For Rothberg, memory work is not ‘in contest’ in the mode
of a ‘zero sum game’, but is instead plural and generative, reflecting the multiple public
stakeholders who participate, however unevenly, in such political moments and the

23See Keira Lindsey and Mariko Smith, ed., ‘Statue Wars: Protest, Public Histories and Problematic Plinths’, Special
Issue, Public History Review 28 (2021): 1–11.
24Tyler Stiem, ‘Statue Wars: What Should We Do with Troublesome Monuments?’, Guardian, 26 September 2018,
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/sep/26/statue-wars-what-should-we-do-with-troublesome-monuments.
25Sean Scalmer, ‘Mediated Nonviolence as a Global Force: An Historical Perspective’, in Mediation and Social
Movements, ed. Bart Cammaerts, Alice Mattoni and Patrick McCurdy (Bristol and Wilmington: Intellect,
2012), 115–131.
26Erll, ‘Travelling Memory’, 7–8.
27Susannah Radstone, ‘What Place Is This? Transcultural Memory and the Locations of Memory Studies’, Parallax 17,
no. 4 (2011): 109–123.
28Michael Rothberg, ‘Multidirectional Memory’, T�emoigner. Entre histoire et m�emoire [Online], no. 119 (2014): 494,
http://journals.openedition.org/temoigner/1494; Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the
Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009).
29Michael Rothberg, ‘Remembering Back: Cultural Memory, Colonial Legacies, and Postcolonial Studies’, in The Oxford
Handbook of Postcolonial Studies, ed. Graham Huggan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 361.
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contingent versions of history called forth in the public arena at local, national and glo-
bal levels.30 The ‘borders of memory are jagged’, Rothberg insists, and ‘groups do not
simply articulate established positions but come into being with dialogical acts of
remembrance that take place in a shared, but uneven terrain’.31 The protests at imper-
ial monuments provoked by #BlackLives Matter, and the two case studies that follow,
demonstrate these ideas in several ways.

Yet, as we shall see, ‘multidirectional memory’ also has its limits. Moreover, counter-
colonial protests at significant sites of national memory have a long genealogy that pre-
cedes the scholarly ‘transnational turn’, or indeed the somewhat belated ‘transcultural
memory’ turn. Indeed, long before the #BlackLivesMatter protest, Indigenous and
African American activists well understood the international cross-currents of protest
and counter-memorialisation, borrowing from each other’s activist repertoires drawn
from anti-imperial, decolonial, Civil Rights and Black Power movements to resists
ongoing forms of violence. As veteran Aboriginal activist Gary Foley has noted,
recounting activist work in 1970s Australia, they were ‘considerably more sophisticated’
than their ‘white political counterparts’ in adopting international tactics and strategies
from multiple affiliate groups, including those of Black Power, many of which fore-
ground alternative orders of justice, resistance and human rights.32 Significantly, the
scholarly project of historicising transnational activism is an important one, but it is
also apparent that the field of memory studies is in part indebted to activists and schol-
ars of decolonising, antiracist and anti-imperial movements. As I show in the following
sections, these activists have long understood the transcultural repertoires of memory,
memorialisation and protest as strategies that may be turned to local ends.

‘Someone say something!’: Edward Colston and accounting for black lives

In 2020, not long after George Floyd’s death sparked the #BlackLivesMatter protests in
the United States, protestors in Bristol, England, toppled the statue of slave trader
Edward Colston into the harbour to the applause of a large crowd carrying
#BlackLivesMatter placards. The #BlackLivesMatter demonstration in Bristol was
attended by nearly 10,000 people. When protesters knelt on the statue of the slave trad-
er’s neck, they not only publicly referenced the violence perpetrated against George
Floyd, but they also reversed the power relations of that moment, which they brought
into dialogue with the memory of slavery represented by Colston. The statue of
Colston was placed on public trial for slavery, becoming a globalised performative
flashpoint in the re-enactment of the death of an African American man in
Minneapolis (whose ancestors may have been enslaved). The moment at the Bristol
waterfront was, to use Rothberg’s terms, one that was ‘plural and generative’, and
where the protest came ‘into being with dialogical acts of remembrance’ that occurred
between affiliated groups in a ‘shared, but uneven terrain’. This connective, transcul-
tural mediatised moment, likewise evoked by the Sydney protestors at the Cook

30Rothberg, ‘Multidirectional Memory’, 176.
31Ibid.
32Gary Foley, ‘Black Power, Land Rights and Academic History’, Griffith Law Review 20, no. 3 (2011): 609.

HISTORY AUSTRALIA 809



monument, who shouted ‘I can’t breathe!’, revealed the rapid flow of an antiracist
activist repertoire across continents.

Edward Colston was a central figure in Britain’s sole ‘official slaving company at the
time, the Royal African Company, which transported tens of thousands of Africans
across the Atlantic Ocean, mainly to the Caribbean’.33 Colston joined the Royal
African Company in 1680 and at that time it ‘held a monopoly over the British slave
trade and was responsible for the enslavement of over 84,000 African people’ trans-
ported to the Americas, writes Jessica Moody.34 She notes that after leaving the Royal
African Company in 1692, Colston continued to trade in slaves in a private capacity,
before retiring in 1708. Colston was a Tory Member of Parliament for Bristol and a
prominent member of the Society of Merchant Venturers. This society was an
‘unelected group of Bristol elites’ deeply connected to imperial trade and slavery, and
as Moody notes, they ‘continue to exert power in Bristol today’.35

In the 2020 #BlackLivesMatter protests, media footage shows protestors rolling
Colston’s metal effigy along the cobblestone waterfront of one of the biggest maritime
ports in Britain, which was also critical to the British slave trade. Clanking on the
stones as it rolled, the statue tottered to the edge of the canal wall. Mobile phones were
bristling on outstretched arms as many protesters recorded and archived the event in
real time (Figure 2). ‘Someone say something!’ shouted one protester; he wanted words
to mark the occasion and to communicate the political action to the media, with pro-
testors archiving the event in real time. The imperative sentence – ‘Someone say some-
thing!’ – was also a call to justice as a prompt for one of them to explain and
memorialise why they were throwing Colston’s effigy into the canal. Bound with ropes
and with blood painted on its hands, the bronze statue of the British slaver then fell
into the water, and the crowd cheered.

The protests at imperial monuments provoked by #BlackLivesMatter can usefully be
considered as political, embodied forms of public performance. Collapsing time, such
protests frequently perform, re-enact or revision pivotal or violent moments of the past
in order to bring entrenched or hidden histories to account as public forms of counter-
colonial truth telling. These challenges to the politics of memory are described by Alan
Rice as ‘guerrilla memorialisation’, political acts which deliberately seek to ‘challenge
and subvert the grand narratives of “official” national and imperial histories with their
gaping lacunae’.36 But this was not the only time that the effigy of Colston had been
targeted. As Moody has observed, there has been a long history of challenge to this
statue, with many actively critical of the Colston sculpture for 30 years.37 As she notes,
‘protests have been particularly pronounced since the 1980s following riots and resist-
ance across a number of British cities against racism, police brutality and institutionally
racist practices’.38 This also coincided with debates on the politics of memorialisation

33‘UK Black Lives Matter Protesters Tip Statue of Slave Trader Edward Colston into Bristol Harbour’, ABC News, 8 June
2020, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-08/uk-black-lives-matter-protest-bristol-colston-statue-pulled-
down/12331554.
34Jessica Moody, ‘Off the Pedestal: The Fall of Edward Colston’, Public History Review 28 (2021): 1–5.
35Ibid.
36Quilley in ‘Roundtable: Alan Rice’s Creating Memorials’, 220.
37Moody, ‘Off the Pedestal’, 1–5.
38Ibid.
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across both Britain and the United States, where public historians, activists and
museum curators became increasingly concerned, as Geoff Quilley notes, with the
‘powerfully raw and conflictual issues surrounding the place of slavery and the place of
cultural memory’, peaking in Britain with the 2007 bicentenary of the British Act of
Abolition of the Slave Trade (1807).39

The statue of Colston was erected in 1895, over 170 years after his death and in this
sense the Colston memorial is in reality a ‘late Victorian statue’, as Madge Dresser has
written. It was designed to celebrate the ‘wise and virtuous son of the city’ in order to
promote and boost Bristol and ‘assert a common civic identity that would unite
Bristolians at a time when growing working class militancy threatened to undermine
the existing social order’.40 The investment of the Bristol elites in presenting a figure of
civic and mercantilist virtue, and yet in obscuring the violence of the slave trade which
underpinned this economic success of Bristol, goes to the heart of an ideological forget-
ting which upholds racist and imperial hegemonies.

In the wake of the 2020 #BlackLivesMatter Colston protest, Banksy, the elusive street
artist, political activist, film director and resident of Bristol (whose real identity remains
unconfirmed), soon penned a cartoon that directly addressed the heated debates about
whether monuments to men of empire should be toppled or not. Banksy’s cartoon
offered another form of memorialisation – a counter- or dialogical memorialisation –

Figure 2. Protesters tore down a statue of Edward Colston and threw it into Bristol harbour during
a Black Lives Matter rally (Credit: PA Wire).

39Quilley in ‘Roundtable: Alan Rice’s Creating Memorials’, 220.
40Madge Dresser, ‘Colston Revisited’, History Workshop (blog), 27 June 2020, https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/
colston-revisited/.
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which incorporates the protest action itself into the memorial. The cartoon depicts a
statue of the protestors pulling on the ropes with the figure of Colston just about to
fall. Colston’s presence is not erased from historical memory but becomes part of a
new multilayered remembrance capturing a moment of contestation, revealing history
to be contingent and contested. In response to commentators from some quarters, who
feared that the #BlackLivesMatter protests sought a total effacement or removal of his-
tory, David Olusoga has argued, this is ‘not an attack on history… it is history’.41

Banksy’s cartoon communicated that the act of removal of the monument by the pro-
testors should itself be monumentalised.

Of particular interest to this article is that two years earlier, in October 2018,
unknown guerrilla artists placed around 100 plaster figures to represent the bodies of
captive and enslaved Africans around the base of the Colston monument. In this way
they approached the problem of memory differently. They did not act to erase or take
down the offending Colston statue, but sought to draw it into dialogue with discourses
of human rights. Colston’s bronze figure was juxtaposed with a visual and physical rep-
resentation of the bodies of enslaved Africans, arranged in a way that recalled the inhu-
mane containment of people in the cramped hold of a slave ship.42 This intertextual
artwork referenced a printed lithograph from the 1780s, which depicted suffering
bodies crammed into the ship’s hold, and was used by British humanitarians to petition
for the abolition of the slave trade in Britain, achieved in 1807. The image of the
packed bodies in layers in the hold of the ship, as depicted in Figure 3, is so well known
and documented that it has become emblematic of the visual lexicon of abolitionist dis-
course and the repertoire of humanitarianism.

First designed by the Plymouth chapter of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of
Slavery, the drawing plan of the hold of the slave ship Brookes (Figure 4) was used in
support of the moral argument against slavery as a violation of human dignity and to
raise awareness of the horrors of the Middle Passage.43 The Brookes sailed the passage
from Liverpool via the west coast of Africa to the Caribbean, making 11 voyages in
total. The drawing shows 454 people, the maximum allowed by British law from 1788.
In fact, ‘the Brookes carried as many as 609 at one time’.44 The image became one of
the most well-known images of the Middle Passage and was reproduced countless
times to advance the abolitionist cause. Two hundred years later, during the bicenten-
nial commemoration of the end of the British slave trade, the Brookes image was widely
used in museums and circulated in poster form. The ‘1807 Commemorated’ project
has remarked that the image was used in a multitude of forms during the 2007 bicen-
tennial and registered its continued public power and resonance: ‘For many the horror

41David Olusoga, ‘The Toppling of Edward Coulston’s Statue Is Not an Attack on History. It Is History’, Guardian, 8
June 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jun/08/edward-colston-statue-history-slave-trader-
bristol-protest.
42Tristan Cork, ‘100 Human Figures Placed in Front of Colston Statue in City Centre’, Bristol Post, 18 October 2018,
https://www.bristolpost.co.uk/news/bristol-news/100-human-figures-placed-front-2122990.
43‘The Brookes: Visualising the Transatlantic Slave Trade’, 1807 Commemorated (blog), accessed 26 August 2021,
https://archives.history.ac.uk/1807commemorated/exhibitions/museums/brookes.html; Jane Webster, ‘Looking for the
Material Culture of the Middle Passage’, Journal for Maritime Research 7, no. 1 (2005): 245–258.
44‘Drawing of the Slave Ship Brookes’, British Library (website), accessed 26 March 2021, https://www.bl.uk/collection-
items/drawing-of-the-slave-ship-brookes#.
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and inhumanity of the slave trade is distilled with this image’, notes the 1807
Commemorated project.45

Using the same visual strategy, the 2018 Colston-statue protest artwork brought
attention to the moral cost of inhumane labour laws by compelling the spectator as
witness to confront the exploitation of the body performing that labour. Indeed, in this
instance of ‘guerrilla memorialisation’, the protest artwork cleverly called forth

Figure 3. Antislavery artwork at the base of the Colston sculpture in Bristol, artist(s) unknown,
2018. Photo reproduced by permission from James Beck.

45‘The Brookes: Visualising the Transatlantic Slave Trade’, 1807 Commemorated (blog), accessed 26 August 2021,
https://archives.history.ac.uk/1807commemorated/exhibitions/museums/brookes.html.
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Figure 4. Drawing of the slave ship Brookes. Reproduced from Thomas Clarkson, The History of the
Rise, Progress, and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the African Slave-Trade by the British
Parliament (London: Longman & Co., 1808).
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transatlantic circuits and a travelling repertoire of memory work and protest by draw-
ing on a late eighteenth-century anti-abolitionist image that is now popularly received
as part of a visual vernacular of ‘human rights’. As Joseph Roach has observed, installa-
tions and performances such as this one can reveal ‘the disparity between history as it
is discursively transmitted and memory as it is publicly enacted by the bodies that bear
its consequences’.46 The supine and chained bodies of the enslaved figures juxtaposed
against the tall bronze monument of Colston made for a striking contrast, foreground-
ing the distance between triumphal imperial maritime histories with history as seen
from below. Using this well-established visual lexicon, the artists sought to make the
slaver Colston publicly accountable to the bodies of the enslaved, those humans
deemed chattel, making apparent the truth of the trade he, and all of Bristol, had so
profited from.

Protest actions such as #BlackLivesMatter, and the 2018 art protests using the
Brookes images, therefore illustrate how activists use the mobile principles of inter-
national human rights law to challenge national narratives that seek to contain and
control figures of public memory (such as Captain James Cook) who reinforce the con-
cept of imperial right. It is through such actions that we see the critical importance of
Erll’s concept of mobile or ‘travelling memory’, which she describes as a ‘mnemonic
movement’ that is able to critique intractable, rooted, nation-based forms of memory
and memorialisation.47 The concept of ‘travelling memory’ helps us to consider the
work that counter-colonial activist movements do in dislodging those familiar histories
and symbols in the streets (such as Cook and Colston) that, as Erll puts it, ‘social
groups may claim as their roots: the alleged origins of a cultural memory’.48

The Brookes images have become part of a mobile human rights idiom. Yet the pol-
itics of remembrance are never seamless or unilinear, and when ‘different cultures of
violence confront each other in the public sphere’, as Rothberg has noted, fraught and
plural readings emerge in dialogical fashion, as with the repeated use of the Brookes
image. While the 1807 Commemorated project has remarked on the increased circula-
tion of a variety of forms during the bicentennial, they also observed that not all view
the image in the same way, especially those of African heritage. The image has been
critiqued for the limited and partial ways it represents the slave trade. Indeed, some
argue that the image is drawn from the perspective of ‘looking down at the ship as
moral observer not the participant’, and therefore the replication of the image only
serves to celebrate once again the British abolitionists and their ‘superior’ moral per-
spective.49 The politics of compassion here are fraught, prompting the question, who
does the image serve and in which moments? While the image of the Brookes has been
criticised for centralising white humanitarianism, the Colston protest artwork was
nevertheless provocative in the way that it used modes of multidirectional memory to
bring together this history of slavery and the labour injustices of the present, especially
those in the Global South that benefit the wealthy white consumer nations of the

46Joseph Roach, cited in Helen Gilbert, ‘Indigeneity and Performance’, Interventions: International Journal of
Postcolonial Studies 15, no. 2 (2013): 175–176.
47Erll, ‘Travelling Memory’, 11.
48Ibid.
49‘The Brookes: Visualising the Transatlantic Slave Trade’, 1807 Commemorated (blog), accessed 26 August 2021,
https://archives.history.ac.uk/1807commemorated/exhibitions/museums/brookes.html.
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Global North. The installation that referenced the iconic Brookes sketch called Britain’s
history of slavery to account while denouncing its legacy in unjust labour markets in
the ‘here and now’. The names ‘fruit picker’, ‘sex worker’ and ‘domestic servant’
appeared on the blocks placed around the installation.50 By reminding us that inhu-
mane labour laws are still with us, ‘here and now’, the artwork both collapsed time and
drew attention to the continued moral failure of labour laws to protect people from
exploitation.

Genocide and war crimes: Batman on trial

In Australia, in 2017, only weeks after the widespread toppling of Confederate sculp-
tures in the United States, the well-known Australian artist Ben Quilty commented:

John Batman’s sculpture stands proudly in a Melbourne carpark. My dad offered to help
me pull it down this coming Australia Day … Changing the inscription to ‘mass
murderer’ might slightly appease my sense of justice … This is Australia’s confederate
sculpture.51

For well over three decades the figure of John Batman standing in the city of
Melbourne (Figure 5) has been contested, with calls for more attention to his colonisa-
tion of Kulin Aboriginal lands and nefarious deeds in Tasmania. Yet, when Quilty pro-
nounced Batman to be ‘Australia’s confederate sculpture’ in 2017, he drew on a
powerful and mediatised transatlantic and travelling trope of memory and protest
emerging out of antiracist and black activism in the United States. This activism
brought down Confederate sculptures all over the United States and sought to
denounce monuments to men who had been purveyors of the African American slave
trade or those who had fought in the American Civil War to keep slavery in place as
an economic institution. Quilty’s pronouncement reminds us of the ways in which
‘transcultural memory’ is generative and can be readily turned to local ends.

In the state of Victoria in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, sculptures
and monuments, roads, parks and an electorate were dedicated to Batman, the widely
lauded ‘founder’ of Melbourne. At one time, it had been proposed that what is now
Melbourne be named ‘Batmania’ in his honour. Batman was an overstraiter from
Tasmania (Van Diemen’s Land), who, in 1835, crossed the Bass Strait to take up Kulin
lands on the southern shores of the mainland, Port Phillip. He led the entrepreneurial
Port Phillip Association and is known for attempting to make a treaty with the ngurun-
gaeta, chiefs or headmen of the Kulin nation, for over 600,000 acres of land.52 The
Batman treaty with Kulin leaders was quickly declared null and void by Governor
Richard Bourke to ensure the British Crown’s complete claim over all land. At that
time, the lands of the Kulin nation were invaded largely by European overstraiters
from Van Diemen’s Land, whose techniques of frontier warfare against Aboriginal peo-
ples were well rehearsed and imported with them. Batman had participated in and

50Cork, ‘100 Human Figures’.
51Ben Quilty, ‘For the Last Few Days I Have Listened to People I Admire and People I Don’t Talk about the
Challenge of Facing Up to Our Colonial Past’, Facebook, 25 August 2017, https://www.facebook.com/290611141314/
posts/for-the-last-few-days-i-have-listened-to-people-i-admire-and-people-i-dont-talk-/10154553460831315/.
52‘Ngurungaeta’ is a Woiwurrung word meaning ‘head man’ or ‘tribal leader’. Gary Presland, First People: The Eastern
Kulin of Melbourne, Port Phillip and Central Victoria (Melbourne: Museum Victoria Publishing, 2010).
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organised ‘roving parties’ from his property at Kingston in Tasmania prior to and dur-
ing the genocidal Black War against Palawa Aboriginal peoples. It is also documented,
in his own words, that he led and participated in the Ben Lomond massacre, where at
least 17 Aboriginal people died in a dawn attack.53

The bronze statue of Batman was made in 1979 and installed in front of the former
National Mutual building on the corner of Collins and William streets in Melbourne.
Yet only recently did this full-standing sculpture of Batman vanish from the city
streets. In 2017, the same year as Quilty’s comment and with increased unrest,
Melbourne City Council gave official notice that due to the Collins Arch development

Figure 5. John Batman statue, Melbourne city, bronze. Photography by David Keith Jones, Alamy
Stock Photo.

53Penelope Edmonds and Michelle Berry, ‘Eliza Batman’s House: Unhomely Frontiers and Intimate Overstraiters in
Van Diemen’s Land and Port Phillip’, in Intimacies of Violence in the Settler Colony: Economies of Dispossession around
the Pacific Rim, ed. Penelope Edmonds and Amanda Nettelbeck (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 115–137.
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in the city centre, it had to be removed, and that ‘it is not known whether the statue
will be returned to the site once construction is complete’.54

Although historians of Tasmania and Victoria have known about Batman’s involve-
ment in the massacre of the Palawa people in Tasmania for many decades, there had
been little, if any, public acknowledgement of this until the 1990s. In her survey of
Australian monuments in 1991, historian Chilla Bulbeck identified what she perceived
as an absence of political will to involve Aboriginal people in storying the national
memory through monuments: ‘Aboriginal people have not yet been given a significant
voice in either rewriting white monuments, or in determining the meanings of their
own’, she observed55. Just as she wrote this, however, the political activism in the city
on the streets, inspired by many decades of Indigenous rights protest and the Black
Power movement, was moving in another trajectory altogether. That same year,
Aboriginal activists Gary Foley and Robbie Thorpe staged a protest in which they tried
the statue of John Batman for war crimes. This was a performance that also engaged
multitemporal and transcultural modes of memory, or ‘multidirectional memory’,56

and a range of protest strategies that went with it as part of a sweeping pan-Indigenous
rights movement.

As political activist and historian Gary Foley has reflected on the transnational
dimensions of the activism of the Aboriginal rights movement in the late 1960s and
early 1970s,

I want to make the point that the leaders of the Aboriginal political resistance in
Australia, ever since the beginning of the twentieth century, have been considerably
more sophisticated in their adoption and adaptation of tactics and strategies from a
whole range of situations from around the world than have been many of their
counterpart white political leaders.57

This was a time in history of immense political change, he observed:

Many things were changing – the decolonisation of Africa and the Pacific and other
colonised nations around the world; the upsurge of activity amongst other Indigenous
peoples in other parts of the world, especially the American Indians, and especially the
Maori people from Aotearoa.58

Foley was a leading figure in the Black Power movement in Australia during the
1970s and beyond. At that time, Australian Indigenous activists began ‘incorporating
ideas from abroad, drawing on encounters with the Black Panther Party, African and
Caribbean liberation movements, and indigenous struggles in North America’.59 In the
United States, the Black Panther Party used comparison with the Holocaust and
invoked the UN Genocide Convention, an instrument of international law that codified
for the first time the crime of genocide and was adopted by the General Assembly of

54Joe Hinchliffe, ‘Call to Remove Statue of John Batman, “Founder of Melbourne”, over Role in Indigenous Killings’,
Age, 26 August 2017, www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/call-to-remove-statue-of-john-batman-founder-of-
melbourne-over-role-in-indigenous-killings-20170826-gy4snc.html.
55Bulbeck, ‘Aborigines, Memorials and the History of the Frontier’, 172.
56Rothberg, ‘Multidirectional Memory’.
57Foley, ‘Black Power, Land Rights and Academic History’, 609.
58Ibid. See also Gary Foley, Andrew Schaap and Edwina Howell, ed., The Aboriginal Tent Embassy: Sovereignty, Black
Power, Land Rights and the State (London: Routledge, 2014).
59Sian Vate, ‘Black Power in White Australia: An Interview with Gary Foley’, Jacobin, 24 January 2020, https://
jacobinmag.com/2020/01/black-power-white-australia-aboriginal-movement-gary-foley.
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the United Nations on 9 December 1948, to strategically achieve their aims and espe-
cially to foreground human rights as their goal for a democratic and antiracist soci-
ety.60 Meredith Rosman has described the ways in which the Black Panther Party
‘conceived of the African American liberation struggle as a struggle for human
rights’.61 She observes that while in the popular press the Black Panther Party was
depicted in an overwhelmingly negative light, with representations of the Black
Panthers as violent anti-white ‘thugs’ and as ‘the civil rights movement’s “evil” twin’, in
fact the Panthers ‘fought for human rights and sought to establish an antiracist demo-
cratic society’.62 Black Panther leaders Huey Newton and Bobby Seale expressly sought
to promote the ‘achievement of all our human rights’, including ‘the right to defend
ourselves’ and to affiliate with numerous groups at national and international levels via
the platform of human rights.63

When Foley and Thorpe performed a public trial of the John Batman statue in
Melbourne’s city centre, they hung the names of his crimes around his neck: ‘theft,
trespass, rape, and genocide’.64 This dialogical performance was an Indigenous-led,
public demonstration of state accountability, a verbatim theatre piece, that invoked the
UN Genocide Convention. It was not a direct import of Black Power, but a process of
political incorporation and translation with a twentieth-century human rights agenda
at its heart. Further, it occurred pre-internet, and has left few public archives or mem-
ory traces and has been neglected by scholars, though it continues to reside in
Aboriginal protest memory.

March organiser Brendan Condon wrote that on 6 October 1991, approximately 80
Koori and non-Aboriginal allies marched from Flinders Park (now Melbourne Park)
on Batman Avenue to the Supreme Court of Victoria in a protest that marked 161 years
since Governor Arthur’s declaration of war against the Tasmanian Aborigines on 7
October 1830 and the subsequent mobilisation of the ‘Black Line’.65 The Black Line
was a military force made up of colonists who were deployed in a line across the settled
colonies in Tasmania with the aim of pushing the local Aborigines onto the Tasman
Peninsula, where they would then be surrounded, captured or killed.66 The protest con-
nected the two colonies – Tasmania and Victoria – by exposing Batman’s role in
the Black War in Tasmania, where he had sizeable pastoral holdings at ‘Kingston’, a
600-acre property.67 Batman, the ‘founder of Melbourne’, wrote Condon, had

60Meredith Roman, ‘The Black Panther Party and the Struggle for Human Rights’, Spectrum: A Journal on Black Men
5, no. 1 (2016): 7–32. The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (Genocide
Convention) was the world’s first human rights treaty. Adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 9
December 1948, the convention signified the international community’s vow ‘never again’ to allow states to commit
genocide against their peoples after the atrocities committed during the Second World War. Its adoption marked a
crucial step towards the development of international human rights and international criminal law as we know it
today: www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/genocide-convention.shtml.
61Roman, ‘The Black Panther Party’, 7.
62Ibid., 8.
63Newton and Seale, cited in ibid.
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Museum Australia (website), accessed 26 March 2021, www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/the-black-line.
67P.L. Brown, ‘Batman, John (1801–1839)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, published first in hardcopy 1966,
accessed online 26 March 2021, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/batman-john-1752.
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participated in ‘the attempted genocide of Tasmanian Aborigines before arriving in the
Port Phillip region and continuing to dispossess and destroy Koori peoples’ there.68

The protestors gathered outside the Supreme Court building, where a barrister
explained the relevance of the Genocide Convention of 1948 to Australian law and its
violations of Indigenous human rights, and Aboriginal activist Gary Foley spoke about
the ways in which the law ‘continues to work actively against the interests of
Aborigines in their struggles for recognition and social justice’.69 After Foley spoke,
‘activists climbed the fence at the Supreme Court en masse to serve eviction notices on
the building’.70 Through this action, the activists performed the eviction of the seat of
European law from their own lands, making visible the contest of law and sovereignty.
Ironically, this seemingly ‘unruly’ event was not without law; rather, the protest
appealed to a higher, international order of justice – the UN Genocide Convention –
to reinforce the right of Indigenous sovereign law.

At the statue of John Batman – at that time located 500 metres down the road from
the Supreme Court, on Collins Street – Koori activist Robbie Thorpe tore up a copy of
Batman’s treaty of 1835 before placing the statue on trial for war crimes. In a reciprocal
affront, the protestors performed the return of Batman’s original treaty payment to
Kulin peoples of tools, blankets and food, and they charged him with ‘theft, trespass,
rape and genocide’.71 The activists hung a sign for each of the crimes around the neck
of Batman’s statue and his hands were covered with red tape to signify the ‘blood on
his hands’ and the suffering he had caused. Condon records that ‘as each charge was
read, the crowd responded with a guilty verdict’, themselves becoming both partici-
pants and witnesses, or an impromptu jury, in the trial. This counter-colonial perform-
ance was also an event that called for public action. After the mock trial, Foley and
Thorpe invited non-Indigenous attendees to form their own treaty with Aboriginal
people by signing up to ‘pay the rent’ for their use of Aboriginal land.72

Using strategies that transported the postwar UN Declaration of Human Rights to
the Indigenous and Black Power movements, Foley and Thorpe publicly re-storied the
Batman monument in an extraordinary protest that has been largely lost to local and
popular memory. The protestors projected backward in time an instrument of inter-
national law, the UN Genocide Convention, in order to try Batman posthumously.
They did not seek to pull down the sculpture, but instead sought to make Batman
accountable to history and to Kulin Aboriginal peoples.

‘Guerrilla memorialisation’, for Rice, actively challenges and subverts the grand nar-
ratives of national and imperial histories and often does so by ‘offering a radical coun-
terhistory rooted in the locally contingent, the unwritten record (such as oral, musical
and visual traditions) and the “conventionally marginalized”’.73 Yet Foley’s memoriali-
sation was guerrilla in the way it called forth international orders of justice and mem-
ory, and radically turned them to local ends. Condon described the Batman protest
performance as ‘both educational and confrontational’ in its attempt to ‘reclaim the

68Condon, ‘John Batman’s Statue Tried for War Crimes’.
69Ibid.
70Ibid.
71Ibid.
72Ibid.
73Quilley in ‘Roundtable: Alan Rice’s Creating Memorials’, 220.
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real history of Melbourne, and to challenge the wall of apathy, indifference and racism
that still runs through the Gubbah [non-Indigenous] community in relation to Koori
issues and struggle’.74 This Indigenous-led practice of innovative legal performance
around the figure of a past colonial hero offered visionary and alternative ways of
storytelling and forms of travelling and multidirectional memorialisation that pro-
foundly re-storied the Batman monument for a new public future.

There are nevertheless limits to the ‘multidirectional memory’ that Rothberg has
proposed. As he concedes, ‘The shared terrain of multidirectional memory creates pos-
sibilities for unexpected forms of solidarity, but it offers no guarantees’.75 Writing on
the violence and dispossession of Indigenous peoples in Australia, Rosanne Kennedy
and Sulamith Graefenstein have expressed concern that efforts to use ‘multidirectional
memory’ to connect the Holocaust to atrocities elsewhere in the world may only serve
to ‘flatten out’ the specificities and urgency of settler colonial violence.76 It may also
have this effect on the historical specificities and harmful legacies of slavery. Historian
Marcus Rediker’s use of the concept of an ‘African holocaust’ to describe the slave
trade both implicitly draws on Holocaust motifs and travelling or multidirectional
forms of remembrance, and yet affords it specificity. These translations or borrowings
across boundaries and memory cultures may only be of use insofar as they effect suc-
cessful solidarity and shared tactics to raise public consciousness and effect real change
in a particular moment. It is not imperative that the approaches of multidirectional
memory be tied to the Holocaust as the primary signifier of mass violence. Above all,
we see that it is also possible to repurpose Rothberg’s concept of multidirectional mem-
ory in ways that push Europe to the periphery to centralise the transnational connec-
tions between decolonising movements around the globe.

In 2020, as monuments were toppled all over the United States and the United
Kingdom, and #BlackLivesMatter protests erupted in Australia, Prime Minister
Morrison refused to see the underlying historical conditions that connect oppression
and resistance across the globe, and rejected outright the shared legacies of imperial
violence against both Indigenous peoples and people of colour, of colonialism and slav-
ery. He refused to see the transcultural afterlives of empire and the antiracist, human-
rights-centred message that connected protestors in solidarity across continents. When
Morrison asserted ‘there was no slavery here’, this was not simply a matter of historical
illiteracy; rather, in denying any shared connection with the international protestors
shown on phone, computer and television screens across Australia, he sought to dis-
avow the complex, travelling and mobile legacies of empire and its enduring racism
and structural violence. In rejecting the ‘jagged edges’ of imperial memory, Morrison
sought to shore up Cook as a symbol of the settler nation, but simultaneously to dis-
connect Cook from the travelling repertoires of imperial violence that continue to
mobilise colonised people, people of colour and their allies. In so doing, he rejected the
mutual interests of protesters from British settler and former slave states who have a
shared mission to decolonise these societies and to ameliorate the legacies of violence.

74Condon, ‘John Batman’s Statue Tried for War Crimes’.
75Rothberg, ‘Multidirectional Memory’.
76Rosanne Kennedy and Sulamith Graefenstein, ‘From the Transnational to the Intimate: Multidirectional Memory,
the Holocaust and Colonial Violence in Australia and Beyond’, International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 32
(2019): 403–422.
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Rather than being unruly or lawless performances, as the #BlackLivesMatter protests in
Sydney were characterised, these enactments around monuments call forth and re-story
them with higher and alternative orders of justice to counter imperial histories of vio-
lence and trauma, colonialism and slavery. They speak powerfully to the mobile mne-
monics and transcultural repertoires of imperial history and resistance and offer new
sociolegal and postcolonial futures.
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