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 My interest in mapmaking emerged out of 
collective editorial work at the Chimurenga 
Chronic – a Pan-African literary magazine 

based in Cape Town, South Africa. I joined the 
Chronic’s editorial team in 2014 as preparations 
for an issue called “New Cartographies” were ongoing. The issue 
interrogated the role of cartography as a tool of imperialism and 
asked what kinds of realities and imaginaries would be rendered 
visible in maps drawn from an African perspective. In the following 
years, our cartographic work took on increasingly experimental 
forms in a series of projects dedicated to exchange and circulation 
across continental Africa, the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean, 
and the Atlantic.1 In 2021, I decided to apply this artistic research 
method to the city of Berlin, sparked by a call for applications by 
Dekoloniale – Erinnerungskultur in der Stadt (The decolonial – memo-

ry culture in the city), a joint initiative by activist groups that have 
for decades led the struggle for the recognition of German 

colonialism, its violent legacies, and its imprint on the 
urban landscape of Berlin. What could my approach to 

mapmaking contribute to these struggles?
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sant, the relational imagination is marked by a 
sensibility and respect for all the differences as 
they exist in the world. He opposes this stance 
to the “enemies of the living”, who are commit-
ted to homogeneity and are driven by fears of 
the indomitable forces of creolisation.2 How the 
conflict between these two forces plays out in 
and around the specific locality of Berlin is what 
my decolonial maps seek to chart.

Relating Black Ecology to the
restitution of stolen artworks
Looking at the connections between two of these 
maps, “Black Ecology” and “Restitution”, serves 
to illustrate this approach. “Restitution” is largely 
based on Bénédicte Savoy’s account in “Afrikas 
Kampf um seine Kunst – Geschichte einer post-
kolonialen Niederlage” (Africa’s Fight for its Art 
– History of a Postcolonial Defeat3), which traces 
the transnational history of initiatives calling for 
the restitution of stolen art works from a German 
perspective. It responds to a widely discussed 
topic in Berlin in the lead-up to the opening of 
the newly built Humboldt Forum, a museum for 
“non-European” art in the neo-imperial tradition 
of the British Museum in London and the Quai 
Branly in Paris. “Black Ecology” draws on Mal-
com Ferdinand’s book “Une écologie décoloniale 
– Penser l'écologie depuis le monde caribéen” 
(Decolonial Ecology – Thinking from the Caribbe-
an World2), which sets out from a critique of the 
division between antiracist struggles and white 
environmentalism from a Caribbean perspective. 
At first sight, the two accounts are dedicated 
to two very distant struggles and geographies. 
A closer reading of the two texts and a shift in 
perspective accorded by a decolonial cartograph-
ic perspective nevertheless reveals important 
connections between them. 

“Restitution” shows that requests for the return 
of illicitly acquired art works is not at all a new 
phenomenon. It began more than 60 years ago. 
The map traces the conflict between cultural, 

Decolonial cartography
A critical focus on official colonialism risks 
confining the view to an isolated historical era, 
a legalistic understanding of colonial violence, 
and a nationalist framework – as shown by the 
2016-2017 exhibition on German colonialism in 
the Deutsches Historisches Museum. A decolo-
nial perspective identifies coloniality, understood 
as the underlying logic of all Western modern/
colonial imperialisms, as the root problem from 
which specific global and local crisis emerge 
as symptoms. Racism, capitalism, sexism, and 
environmental destruction are those most widely 
discussed by decolonial scholars. In that sense, 
it forces us to engage with the ontological and 
epistemological basis of the various kinds of 
authoritarian traditions we encounter. As a 
result, the narrow view of political domination, 
which conventionally opposes regimes from the 
authoritarian to the liberal democratic, has to be 
expanded to consider cultural and economic, as 
well as local-institutional and global-geopolitical 
forms of domination. In addition to this crucial 
work of analysis, the term decolonial evokes 
a commitment to outline concrete proposals 
towards more egalitarian, less exclusionary, or 
non-authoritarian ways of seeing and being in 
the world.

In my Berlin maps I try to replace a segregational 
and dehumanising worldview with a relational 
methodology inspired by non-Western animist 
ontologies that consider living entities to be 
constituted by the relations that bind them to 
other entities in a rhizomatic network. In practi-
cal terms, this means combining elements from 
the arts, sciences, and storytelling and exploring 
alternatives to dominant conceptions of linear 
time, flat space, and the autonomous individual 
subject as advocated by the Enlightenment. With 
regards to their contribution to anti-authoritarian 
counterstrategies, these decolonial maps are 
attentive to the concrete alliances and imaginary 
common-grounds that put different decolonial 
struggles in relation with one another. For the 
Caribbean philosopher and poet Édouard Glis-
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ronmental issues from the modernist division of 
the world into humans, non-humans, and the nat-
ural realm. For Ferdinand, an awareness of this 
fundamental rupture is necessary to identify the 
division between exploitable nature and an ex-
clusionary vision of the human at the foundation 
of a global economic system, which he calls the 
Plantationocene. According to Ferdinand, white 
environmentalism has traditionally focussed 
on saving the environment or specific animals, 
while ignoring issues of social justice emerging 
from genocide of indigenous people, slavery, and 
colonialism. The map shows the forces resisting 
these two traditions in red. It traces its history 
from creole gardens set up by slaves – charac-
terised by their biodiversity in contrast to the 
plantation’s promotion of monocultures – via the 
rejection of nuclear imperialism at the Afro-Asian 
Bandung Conference (1955), and more recent 
articulations of Black Study, towards what 
Ferdinand calls a “cosmopolitics of relation” that 
deliberately reconciles the preservation of inter- 
and non-human relations.

Relocating Berlin in the history
of Black transnationalism
From Ferdinand’s perspective, the restitution of 
stolen art is one of the key areas where bridges 
across the modern human/nature divide can be 
built. This requires a radical shift away from a 
modernist worldview, which considers the works 
of art in question as inanimate private property, 
towards a respect for animist epistemologies 
that consider them to be endowed with a “living 
force” that troubles the subject/object divide. 
Framed in this longer history, the struggle for res-
titution should not be narrowly perceived as hav-
ing been in vain, but forces us to acknowledge 
the utopian political potentials of this failure. 
The red arrow in the top right corner of the map 
indicates that the “Restitution” map can be seen 
as a moment in this much larger struggle, one 
that weaves Berlin and the activism around the 
Humboldt Forum into a more than 500-year-old 

political, and institutional actors from the Global 
South on the right side in red, and an alliance 
of European museum directors on the left in 
black. It conjures up an image of a never-ending 
dispute for human dignity in which the rejected 
requests by European institutions function like 
a missile defence system. Despite the continu-
ally shifting technical explanations used by the 
museums and their political partners, in the end 
the right of the stronger prevails. The Humboldt 
Forum opened its doors to the public in 2021. 
While mapping the structure of Savoy’s account, 
I was wondering whether this story is really just 
about stolen art works and museums? And was 
it really a case of “postcolonial failure” as the 
subtitle of the book suggests?
Looking at this struggle from a bit of distance, 
outside the field of museology and specific 
policy debates, an array of struggles appears to 
be related to this issue. In German (post)colonial 
contexts alone, for example, one has to take 
into account the struggles for the repatriation 
of ancestral remains, the call for reparations 
for the 1904 genocide of the Nama and Herero, 
and movements for the restitution of the land 
in Namibia. At the basis of all this issues lies 
the same power asymmetry and disavowal of 
African human dignity. Zooming further out, 
onto a global scale, a similar dynamic could be 
detected in the structural exploitation of African 
natural resources for the sake of economies in 
the Global North, as sanctioned by internation-
al financial organisations. As the bottom right 
corner of the map indicates, a series of maps on 
these struggles would take on a similar shape. 
By limiting our attention to any one of them, we 
might allow the “enemies of the living” to turn 
a singular issue into a sort of decoy for other 
forms of neocolonial oppressions to continue 
unperturbed. This suggests that an effective an-
ti-authoritarian strategy that challenges colonial-
ity at its root might have to develop by bringing 
these struggles together. 

The genealogy of ideas and movements mapped 
by “Black Ecology” begins more than 500 years 
ago, in 1492. It approaches contemporary envi-
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global history of Black transnationalism. 
In contrast to its self-perceived centrality, 
Berlin occupies a peripheral position in 
this history of the world, whose hubs have 
moved from Kingston to Paris, from Accra 
to Dar es Salaam, or from Delhi to Havana 
across the centuries.

Setting these two maps in relation with 
each other challenges a narrow, nation-
alist, historical perspective, as well as 
challenging the engrained opposition 
between liberal democratic and authori-
tarian regimes. It reveals how institutions 
in liberal democratic countries, such as 
Germany, employ authoritarian strategies 
that exclude, exploit, or oppress “oth-
ers” – i.e. those who find themselves on 
the wrong side of the modern/colonial 
divide – in order to maintain capitalist, 
racist, and patriarchic structures. Detect-
ing this larger authoritarian structure and 
the diverse alliance of forces resisting it 
requires some distance, as well as a trans-
disciplinary perspective for which maps 
are useful tools.
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