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I. Introduction
“I believe there is an aesthetic that informs
the art works of black peoples [...] since
aesthetic formulations derive from cultural responses, not from inherent racial
endowments.”
(Bearden 1974, 189)
Post-black—a term popularized by African Americans—was an attempt to
explore and, some might argue, define a collective Blackness in aesthetic,
cultural, and historical terms for the 21st century. The provocative prefix was
easily read as akin to the term post-race and subsequently as a claim to the
end of Blackness. For some, post-black1 epitomized a hopefulness and anti
cipative futurity at the beginning of the century. Within a linear logic– that
is—the belief that the passing of time is an indicator of progress / change /
evolution, post-black reprised a centuries old desire to realize a multiplicit,
nuanced, and untethered Blackness freed from both the gratuitous violence
and structural oppression that brought it into being whilst easing obligations
to resist such violence and oppression.
I read post-black as a symptom of a discourse that was already in the making in Black Studies (in the US) and Cultural Studies (in the UK) since the
beginning of the 90’s and was launched by the arrival of post-structuralism
in the English speaking world. Whether one engages with Hortense Spillers
close reading of Louis Althusser in the Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: The Post
Date 1994, listens to Stuart Hall’s speech Race as a Floating Signifyer 1997 or
thinks with Eduard Glissant’s Poetics of Relation, which was first translated
into English in 1993, the time prior to the turn of the century was marked by a
decisive shift in Black intellectual thought towards a fusion and further integration of post-structuralist, post-marxist and post-colonial theory. These

1 I will use two different spellings throughout this text: when I use “post-black” it refers to
Thelma Golden’s conceptualization and when I use “postblack” I refer to Robert Farris
Thompson’s concept. When I use Black with a capital B, I am highlighting the political dimension rather than pointing to skin color. I am also emphasizing that hyphened identities
like African American or Afro German, may be useful in their specific context, but it is the
term “Black” that works as an umbrella for an African Diasporic experience.
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frameworks made it clear that it is not possible to hold on to essentialisms nor
to think about Blackness as exclusively African American.
This shift in the ways in which Blackness became a subject of study was
not always welcomed with excitement, much as the introduction of Gender as
a performative concept became a deeply contested ground for some Feminists
who felt that the subject of their battle “the body” was being taken away from
them.2 An example for this kind of backlash in regards to Blackness was Debrah Dickerson’s The End of Blackness- Returning the Souls to their rightful Owners from 2004. Dickerson’s book made the claim that Blackness is a rather
limiting and a harmful concept, which speaks stronger to an undermining of
the potential of Black people, sovereignity and patriotism than to long term
change and liberation. Her claims were made in an essentialist tradition
exclusively for African American’s3 to take responsibility for themselves4 and
their communities, echoing Neoliberal ideology that systemic violence and
exclusions can be overcome through willpower and hard work, and arguing
that it is African American’s themselves who hold responsibility for deeply
rooted socio-political and socio-historical inequalities. (Dickerson 2004, 128)
What many theories like Dickerson’s have in common is the notion of grappling with a “post-movement” condition, specifically the Civil Rights Movement. Meanwhile, mass incarceration of African Americans was addressed in
the 1980s, in part through Elizabeth Alexanders’ popular publication The New
Jim Crow. The conversation did not disappear into the 1990s and, as we know,
remained on an all-time high whilst the beating of Rodney King and the Los
Angeles Uprising were also present in public memory.5 Within this mesh-up
of controversial ideas it is not a surprise that the use of post-black as a curatorial frame for exhibitions of visual art was perceived as profound provocation.
With further investigation, one would come to understand the Post in
Post-blackness as analogous to the more established terms Post-modern
and Post-feminism. Post-modernism as first introduced by Jean-Francoise
2 B
 arbara Duden is most known for this position in the German context. (Duden 1990; Duden
and Noeres 2001).
3 D
 ickerson refers to African Americans here with the frequently invoked and negligent understanding that America means the United States only—thus excluding South America
and Canada—and that Slavery hasn’t existed outside of these constructed National confines when she writes: ”For our purposes, blacks are those Americans descended from Africans who were brought here involuntarily as slaves. This definition would include free
blacks, even those who owned slaves. Immigrants of African descent, even if descended
from South American or Caribbean slaves, are not included in this definition. The End of
Blackness is specific to the American experience of slavery and its aftermath.” (Dickerson
2004a, 259 Introduction: Note 1.).
4 D
 ickerson writes: “The last plantation is the mind, and through those magnolias blacks can‘t
see that they have the ultimate power in post-movement America the power to disregard
nonsense and refuse to be sidetracked from accomplishing what‘s important[…].” (Dickerson 2004a, 128).
5 B
 oth aspects are also mentioned in the Freestyle Catalogue Essay by Hamza Walker (2001,
16).
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Lyotard in 1979 (1984) and post-feminism which first appeared in 1985 through
the author Toril Moi signify a shift from one epoch into the next and that different concepts, political frameworks, and ideologies exist in synchronicity;
not yet over, consistently about to become past if not countered or contradicted by the very same paradigms.6
I see post-black as an iteration of Blackness and as a category of knowledge.
It is every time everywhere; it has created access and exclusion into specific
spheres and conversations; it is a historical category and part of my everyday
experience; it is part of vocabulary and shaped differently depending on the
context and individual (encounter). In sum, the meanings of Blackness exist
in synchronicity and often contradict each other. Post-black is an iteration
deeply rooted in ontological and historically gratuitous violence7 that people
of African decsent have endured since the mid 17th century, when humans
from the African Continent became categorized into the current hierarchy.8
There is no essence to blackness, no intrinsic truth and post-black is simply
one of many iterations. Even though being Black is not the only aspect that
shapes one’s reality, none of the texts that attempt to bring the framework of
post-black to art engaged with the politics of gender and sexuality apart from
the art historian Conrad Murray, dedicated his book “Queering post-black art”
to this important shift by arguing, by way of the exhibition Freestyle curated
by Thelma Golden in 2001, that Queerness was able to emerge through postblack art exhibitions due to the move away from the “hypermasculinist” representations of the Black Arts Movement (Murray 2016). Murray poignantly
emphasizes that the prevalent homophobia and mysogny that existed in the
Black Arts Movement, Black Power Movement, and Civil Rights Movement
weakens the potential of Black politics to grapple with the complexities and
politics of liberation.(Murray 2016, 29) Not only does Murray define a specific practice of “post-black artists9, he also expands the possibilities to think
about post-blackness as an opportunity to rethink the fact that “queerness
seems to always fall outside the auspices of normative blackness” (Murray
2016, 14). Instead of thinking “queerness outside of the auspices of normative Blackness” this project holds the position that Blackness is intriniscally
queer, because according to enlightenment epistemology to be “black” was to

6 S ee e.g. Angela McRobbie’s discussion on how 1970s and 80s Feminisms are undermined by
“post-feminist” ideas of Women’s desires and rights paired with an unrelenting neoliberalism in her 2009 publication The Aftermath of Feminism.
7 I am borrowing here from Frank Wilderson’s analysis that posits Black people a priori
claimed by gratuitous violence. (Wilderson 2010, 126).
8 F or further reading on this subject see: (Crenshaw 1995; Back and Solomos 2000; Piesche
2005).
 urray writes: “I characterize the aesthetic strategies of post-black artists as creating a se9 M
miotic vulnerability, or in other words, a liquidity or porousness in the semiotic function of
blackness that transcends its historical and ideological opacity . . . blackness—as Thelma
Golden suggests—is something to be embraced, but not necessarily autobiographical, or
specific to their individual experience. (Murray 2016, 23).
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not be considered human. Thus, a person identified as black, could also not
be inscribed into the normative dualism of gender, rendering Black Life as
fundamentally queer.10 I agree, however, with Murray that the artists’s work
presented in Golden’s exhibitions at the Studio Museum and the way this generation aesthetically deals with race, gender, and sexuality is different from
the “politics of representation” in the 1990s. Significantly, the artists’s media,
strategies, and aesthetic modes range from abstraction and pop to minimalist references and beyond. What makes post-black so interesting in this
framework is that it emerged out of a curatorial practice and artistic practices
to become part of a larger public discourse.
Readily understood as a hostile or rejective proclamation, I seek to argue
that Post-black had the potential to perform what Hortense Spillers phrased
as, “[…] the capacity to perceive community as a layering of negotiable differences,” and further, “[d]oing so would allow us to understand how change,
or altered positioning, is itself an elaboration of community, rather than its
foundering.” (1994, 106). What was introduced as a curatorial device and art
historical proposition, tasked with bringing attention to the practices of a
select group of Black artists, ignited furious discussion in the United States
and later internationally amongst Black people. The inherent conf lation with
the term post-race and the rousing assertion of potentially hierachical newness in Black art practices, post-black was appropriated and redefined, often
by non Black people to undermine the values and struggles of the Civil Rights,
and Black Liberation Movements, and the present social political realities of
racism.
The introduction of the term post-black art by Golden, the then newly
appointed Deputy Director (later Chief Curator) of the Studio Musuem in
Harlem in New York City, with the exbitition Freestyle on display from April
28th —June 24th 2001, was a maneuver met with modest enthusiasm.11 Golden
was not a novice to the field when she conceptualized the exhibition, which
was the first in a series of shows, followed by Frequency November 9th-March
12th 2006 and Flow April 2nd- June 29 2008 (Fig. 1-3) .

10 Also see: (Tinsley 2008; Sharpe 2016, 30–32).
11 When Golden introduced the term post-black, she did not know that the art historian Robert Farris Thompson had already noted in 1991: “A retelling of Modernism to show how it
predicts the triumphs of the current sequences would reveal that ‘the Other’ is your neighbor—that black and Modernist cultures were inseparable long ago. Why use the word,
‘post-Modern’ when it may also mean ‘postblack.’” (R. F. Thompson 1991, 91) In doing so,
Thompson highlights the intertwined nature of the development of modernism in the
West and the inspiration it borrowed from African and Afrcian diasporic art.
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Fig. 1: Installation View Freestyle, 2001 Studio Museum in Harlem

Born 1965 in Queens New York, she developed an early interest in curation
which led to a curatorial apprenticeship at the Metropolitan Museum whilst
she was still attending New Lincoln School—an experimental private secondary school.12 Golden was well aquainted with the Studio Museum when
she started her position, having held an internship there in 1985 whilst completing her BA at Smith College. Her internship grew into a curatorial position after she had completed her degree in Art History and African American
Studies. She quickly moved on to become a curator at the Whitney Museum of
American Art, where she curated two highly discussed and controversially yet
greatly successful projects: the Whitney Biennial 1993 with John G. Hanhardt,
Lisa Phillips, and Elisabeth Sussman and in 1994-95 Black Male: Representations of Masculinity in Contemporary Art. Golden left the Whitney Museum
after David Ross resigned and Maxwell Anderson arrived as its new Director,
introducing a “curatorial re structuring” resulting in her removal from the
Whitney Biennial 2000 curatorial team. (Enwezor 2001, 26) Golden henceforth
worked as a special-project curator for contemporary art collectors Peter and
Eileen Norton from 1998 till 2000 before re-joining the Studio Museum later
that year.
Freestyle traveled nationally after its debut at the Studio Museum to the
Santa Monica Museum of Art in Los Angeles September 29th- November 18th,
2001, and the term post - black travelled with it. Golden was a skilled and
well-established curator upon the opening of the exhibition with an intimate
understanding of how Black artists were historically, institutionally, and economically positioned. Alongside her intuition, knowledge of African American Art History, and understanding of cultural discourses culminated in the
game changing Freestyle. The exhibition was a survey show that introduced
audiences to a young generation of artists of African descent whose work
12 T his internship took place whilst Lowery Stoke Sims was the first African American curator
at the Metropolitan Museum.
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ranged in themes and styles. It gathered 28 artists: Laylah Ali, John Bankston,
Sanford Biggers (in collaboration with Jennifer Zackin), Mark Bradford, Louis
Cameron, Adler Guerrier, Kori Newkirk, Rico Gatson, Kojo Griffin, Deborah
Grant, Trenton Doyle Hancock, Tana Hargest, Kira Lynn Harris, David Huffman, Jeral Ieans, Rashid Johnson, Vincent Johnson, Jennie C. Jones, Arnold
Kemp, Dave McKenzie, Julie Mehretu, Adia Millett, Camille Norment, Senam
Okudzeto, Clifford Owens, Nadine Robinson, Susan Smith-Pinelo and Eric
Wesley.

Fig. 2: Installation View Freestyle, 2001 Studio Museum in Harlem
Freestyle proved to be a transformative exhibition for Golden, the Studio
Museum in Harlem, the artists and Black art discourse (Stokes Sims 2001). 13
Golden’s proposal was straightforward yet effective. Freestyle was not a critique of the art worlds exclusion of Black artists, or a political manifesto, or
even a claim to a post racial reality. Golden basically, and characteristic to
curatorial work; spoke to artists, made studio visits, and exhibited their work
in a group exhibition. The exhibition took place in a fairly small 8,050 square
feet gallery on 125th steet in Harlem with the assistance of Christine Y. Kim—
Goldman’s assistant curator at the time. 14

13 G
 olden explains during an interview on the Charlie Rose show: “[…] that major expansion
for museums in the city means sort of big blow-out situations. But we are in the midst of
just unveiling a new facade. So, there‘s a physical reality of transformation at the museum.
But also, ideologically. You know, we‘re at a place now where we‘re thinking about what
The Studio Museum can be. And this show and these artists really represent a generational
shift that allows us to both look back in a very different way and to embrace the past, but
also to look forward.” (Freestyle” - Charlie Rose 2001).
14 G
 olden explains during an interview on the Charlie Rose show: “Well, I came to The Studio
Museum about 17 months ago when the museum underwent an amazing transition where
the board hired Lowry Stokes Sims, who is a pre-eminent curator of modern art, who came
to be the director. And Lowry hired me to come on. And the first thing I really wanted to do
was to really do what I do best, which is to make an exhibition of emerging artists and art
historical proposition.
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Fig. 3: Installation View Freestyle, 2001 Studio Museum in Harlem
The exhibition catalogue features a frontcover which showcases a bluetainted still from Dave McKenzie’s video work Edward and Me 2000, a back
cover with Eric Wesley’s sculpture Kicking Ass 2000, and 90 pages of images
and text. Each short essay of 1-2 pages paired an artist in the exhibition with
an early to mid-career curator, art-historian, or artist.15 For her contribution
titled Post…, Golden proposed that there had been a shift in artistic practices
of Black artists around the turn of the century. This shift was supposed to
distinguish Black artists born after 1960 from previous generations.
Deriving from conversations with the artist Glenn Ligon, Golden described
the term in her essay titled post… as “[… ]‘post-black,’ at first, as a description
of artists who were adamant about not being labeled as ‘black’ artists, though
their work was steeped, in fact deeply interested, in redefining complex
notions of blackness.” (Golden 2001, 14) Golden proposed the term fully aware
of the contradictory politics it implies—the fixation of a term like black and
its simultaneous dissolution—and highlighted its chronological dimension
as well as its ideological repercussions (2001, 14).
The second contextualizing and equally short essay called Renigged was
contributed to the catalogue by curator and writer Hamza Walker, who
gives a critical account of his experiences of diversity politics and hyphenated identities. His observations capture succinctly the disparity between
the potential of post-black and the existing social reality. He emphasizes that
hyphenated identities, which were introduced during the wave of Multiculturalism in the 1980’s and 1990’s, were artificial markers for the end of the
Civil Rights Movement and Black Power Era. Walker deliberately and proudly
chose not to embrace the hyphenation in order to stress the Black American
experience as an open ended narration rather than a (aristotelian) story with
15 I t is worth highlighting that many of the writers are now in leading positions in the field
of African Diasporic Art and its related institutions, often in directorial roles. The pairings
in the catalog also created a dialogue that has since been carried by the “post-black generation”.
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beginning, middle (catharstis) and end. (2001, 16) Walker further elaborates
on the example of a 1989 Newspaper article that announced the end of the
integration era, which inclines him to ask: “So we had gone from post-segregation to post-integration. What happened to proper integration?” (2001, 16).
Whilst asking rightfully for the real manifestation of what the article claims
has already taken place, Walker highlights that his own observations of Black
experience don’t resonate with this proclamation of a post-integration era.
He experiences deeply rooted, systemic structures of racism that manifest
in institutional settings whether at school or in the professional world, which
shows the many ways that multiculturalism, Affirmative Action and diversity politics didn’t keep the promise of integration, equality, or equity. Whilst
pointing towards theoretical developments in Cultural studies, Walker
stresses the discrepancy between theory and practice. Hence, his insistence
to claim Black as a self-marker comes with an inconclusiveness as to what
Black means: “I found discussions about race incredibly difficult to maintain
because I had no idea for whom I was speaking, if anyone. The only voice I
had was negational, one.” (2001, 17) He introduces the term “renigged” in his
closing remarks f lagging it as used exclusively for himself and as a catalyst to
”think about change and historical agency - questions that every generation
will have to come to terms with, at some point.” (2001, 17) Walker emphasizes
that his generation is confronted with a new set of questions that didn’t exist
prior.
Golden and Ligon used the term post-black in a sociological and art-historical mode, as well as to describe a specific form of art, by a specific group of
artists. The questions that Golden highlights in her short essay on post-black
art underline this observation: “‘[… ]after all of this [the Black arts Movement],
what’s next?’ How would this notion play out in the beginning of the twenty-first Century? How would black artists make work after vital activism of
the 1960s, the focused, often essentialist, Black Arts Movement of the 1970s,
the theory driven multiculturalism of the 1980s and the late globalist expansion of the late 90s?” This quote can be effectively paraphrased into one short
question: What does it mean to be Black in the contemporary and what kind
of aesthetics does it produce? Freestyle was Golden’s answer to that query.
The most discussed and critically analysed quote regarding the term was
given by Golden in a short interview: “There’s no single way to think about it.
I’m interested in its diversity and in bringing multiculturalism to the mainstream. I’ve become interested in younger black artists who are steeped in
the postmodernist discourse about blackness but don’t necessarily put it first.
(Painter) Glenn Ligon and I started calling it post-black. Post-black is the new
black” (Seattle Post, March 2003). This example shows how eloquently Golden
highlights two strategies and uses provocation as a PR strategy. First, her
emphasis on the potential of the term to transport notions of multiculturalism—thus making room for Black presence in mainstream art—and secondly, Golden signals a change in the politics of representation by shifting
away from post-modernist discourse. The provocation is the last sentence, as
it somehow overwrites the sociohistoric dimension of the term Black in the
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US American context. I attended Golden’s talk Post-Black Art Now on March
11, 2009 at the Tate Britain, in which she elaborated on the Freestyle exhibition,
the framing post-black, and gave an insight into the exhibition Black Romantic: The Figurative Impulse in Contemporary African-American Art (24–June 24,
2002). Afterwards, the Black British artist Raimi Gbadamosi who was in the
audience asked Golden whether there is a desire to exhaust the word “Black”
in post-black as part of a new empowerment process? Her answer was a stringent “no” it’s the opposite she wants to explore new boundaries to be defined
of Blackness. (Golden 2009) By insisting on the category “Black,” Golden clarified that within the concept of post-black art, the political dimension still
exists and identity politics are pitched against racism with the desire to overcome a sociostructural fixity for Black individuals.
Gbadamosi’s question would not have been possible if the concept didn’t
have so much room for interpretation. This expansiveness and refusal to
define can also be considered a provocation. Golden elaborated on this aspect
and related it to its art historical situatedness when she addressed the issue
in an interview with Charlie Rose who asked her to define post-blackness on
his Television talk-show “Charlie Rose”.
“Well, that was a provocation of a sort. You know? I really with this exhibition
wanted to sort-of open up a dialogue that would allow us to think about the
kind of work that African-American artists make a little bit differently. And
there’s a whole discourse of black art that emerged in the black arts movement in the ‘60s but, of course, has gone on as long as African-American people have made work in this country. And I wanted to at least create what would
even seem to be an artificial rupture because it comes from nothing but the
fact that I did the show at this moment—but to create a rupture that would
think about this body of work, this group of artists, this generation they represent, as being post-that. So, in the way that we speak about ‘post-modern’,
‘post-feminism’, ‘post-anything’, that this would set up a way to begin to talk
about this a little bit differently.” (Golden in “Freestyle” - Charlie Rose 2001)
My analysis of this citation is twofold: Golden’s artificial rupture was necessary to bring much overdue awareness to the multiplicity of practices that
Black artists were engaged in during the early 2000’s;16 and second this rupture also potentially acknowledged, however indirectly, socio-cultural and
socio-political shifts of the time. The “sort of” in Golden’s response reveals
the spaces left open for misinterpretation or better yet free interpretation
of what these ruptures would bring into being. Rupture from the latin word
ruptura means, to part by violence and to create or induce a breakthrough.
Whether in interviews or in her essay, Golden consistently leaves the reader
with generalizations and yet insists on the process of redefining Black Art and
16 F or another argument with a strong focus on why multiplicity in Black art wasn’t recognized see (Bey 2014).Bey argues that the discourse of representation in the 1990’s marginalized the variety of styles practiced by Black artists.
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Blackness from the beginning of this century onwards: “Most importantly,
their work in all of its various forms, speaks to an individual freedom that is a
result of this transnational moment in the quest to define ongoing changes in
the evolution of Black art and ultimately to an ongoing redefinition of blackness
in contemporary culture” (2001, 15) [emphasis by author].
The art historian and curator Courtney J Martin has written that the exhibition was oddly positioned in the art market calendar of 2001 having closed
on June 24th, just two months prior to the monumental break that was the
events on 11th of September 2001 (Martin 2016, 155), which would forcefully
metamorphize the world as we knew it forever. At once, the “war on drugs”
dating back to Republican US president Richard Nixon transformed into the
“war on terror”, a term that dates back to former Republican US president
George. W. Bush. “Although no longer explicitly racial, the ‘color line’ still
runs through all these forms of domination. Paul Gilroy speaks of a ‘hemispheric order of racial domination’, while Mills speaks of ‘the metaphysical
infrastructure of global white supremacy’” (Stam and Shohat 2012, 63). In
other words the proclaimed “war on terror” rearticulated and transformed its
worst expression and institutional practice17 of racism against Black human
beings into a form of racism against (assumed) Muslims18 (Dietze 2009). That
doesn’t mean that racism against Black individuals ceased, but rather that
the targeted groups of racism expanded and the language of racism became
even more entrenched in global systems of capital and oppression. Systemic
forms of racialization were magnified and the idea of multiculturalisms
which peaked in the 1990’s slowly came to an end; neoliberal ideology with its
promises of endless growth, infitite wealth through entrepreneurship, and
market sovereignity continued to grow exponentially.
The idea of neoliberalism and its diversity politics may have had strength
during the era of politicians such as Clinton, Schröder, and Blair, but their
diversity politic and economic promises were crashed in 2008 and this shattering exposed the widening gap between financial wealth and poverty. After
it’s introduction by Golden and discussion in Touré’s publication Who’s afraid
Post-Blackness - What It Means to Be Black Now (2011) in which he interviewed
105 individuals working in various fields and with a public profile including
17 H
 ere I refer to e.g. the German Rasterfahndung procedure, which is a practice by which state
officials go through the National Database operating on the suspicion that everybody is
guilty until proven innocent, targeting individuals due to a Muslim name or heritage from
a country with Muslim beliefs (whether it is a secular or non-secular country). I also refer
to border police practices at national airports, which filter individuals with Muslim names
and consider them high-risk passengers. In addition, the political as well as cultural debates on the failure of multiculturalism and the national implementations of “integration”
programs for families with heritage from countries of Muslim beliefs should be seen in the
light of these events, actions, and oppressive strategies.
18 I am deliberately using racism against Muslims instead of Islamophobia as the latter term
suggests and implements that it is a physical/mental/thus biological disease from which
one can be cured. Racism has many branches, which don’t necessarily depend on phenotype and has various articulations.
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Michael Eric Dyson, Harold Ford Jr., Henry Louis Gates Jr., Malcolm Gladwell,
Kamala Harris, Melissa Harris-Perry, Reverend Jesse Jackson, Glenn Ligon,
Paul Mooney, Soledad O’Brien, New York Governor David Paterson, Greg Tate,
Kara Walker, Cornel West, Kehinde Wiley, and many others, the term was
seen as part of a neoliberal class discourse, where the individuals that lead
the discussion represent the Black American middle class and those who are
in power are able to talk about it19. But what about those who still operate on
the margins of society? Neoliberalism operates by emphasizing an interest
in personal growth, as opposed to forms of solidarity, and instrumentalizes
ideas of Blackness. This is why it is important to highlight the questions the
artists in Freestyle raised as they interrogated the Global network cultures
and hybridity that Neoliberalism stresses, as well as the conservative retreats
it creates. If nothing is stabile—including Blackness—we have to open our
thoughts to a way of thinking that intrinsically includes this instability.
In sum, the early 2000s dealt with a set of variables and glitches that
opened up the possibility for a reconfiguration of what it means to be Black
in the contemporary. Since art is an intrinisic form of knowledge production,
the term, as well as the exhibition, Freestyle did what art can do best: articulate socio-political as well as socio-historical discourses in a way that foreshadowed the conceptual and political changes that were already a present
reality, but that hegemonic cultures were not yet ready to embrace. The “messianic” position that Barack Obama would hold when he was elected in 2008
as the first person of African descent as President of the United States, would
connect Freestyle forever with the changes it heralded.
It is no surprise that the public discussion about post-black was repeatedly
intertwined with the discourse surrounding the now former US president’s
identity whilst it’s origin in the arts was quickly marginalized. For example,
in Michael Eric Dyson’s foreword to Touré’s book Who is afraid of Post-Blackness, he writes: “When it comes to defending Barack against the charge that
he’s not Black enough. I tell folk, ‘Well, I’ve known him for over fifteen years,
and what I’ve noticed is that he’s proud of his race, but that doesn’t capture
the range of his identity. He’s rooted in, but not restricted by, his Blackness.’”
(Dyson in Touré 2011, xi) What is striking in this example is that there is still a
questioning of ones Blackness, which derives from an idea of essence as well
as correct performance20. Obama on the other hand responds to this framing
with these words following Dyson’s narrative, “That brother knows how to
run a phrase.” (Touré 2011, Dyson in xii) His use of “brother” re-establishes
Obama’s Blackness into the realm of Black politics, solidarity, and community, but his identities remain nevertheless puzzling for many individuals.

19 M
 any of these individuals are not from a middle-class background, however moved into
the middle class through their education or profession.
20 T he already mentioned author Debra Dickerson belonged to a cohort of Black intellectuals
who would claim that Barack Obama was not Black because of the way in which she defined being black as I outlined in Footnote 3.
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The notional closeness between Dyson’s citation and Golden’s short essay post…
is striking and captures the political shift towards ambiguity in the early 00’s.
Among many things, Freesyle pointed to the complex tensions and question of creative freedom when art is paired with an ethnic/identity and political signifier. The deliberate usage of “Black” in Golden’s work indicates that
the aim was not to engage in a debate exclusive to African Americans, but to
open a conversation that included the wider African Diaspora. Post-black art
retained the notion of Blackness in art, which I see connected to what Romare
Bearden vividly expressed in his Letter to the editor, in reaction to Allan Shields’
article “Is there a black aesthetic?” (1973). Bearden wrote: “I believe there is an
aesthetic that informs the art works of black peoples [...] since aesthetic formulations derive from cultural responses, not from inherent racial endowments.” (Bearden 1974, 189) His argument, that aesthetic formulations derive
from experiences, is intrinsic to the condition of being Black during his time,
as well for the conditions of Black people in the contemporary. So, to think
with and through representation has to remain part of a critical engagement.
Thus, the epistemological problem of simultaneously acknowledging “difference” in artworks produced through the specificities of being in the world
as a Black subject—and at the same time, the notion of the universal nature
of art—informs this project’s tension. This aporia can also be read as the allegorical meaning of Blackness, since it is part of the great classificatory system
of dif ference21. Despite the fact that Bearden’s position derives from a particular set of experiences in time—racial segregation, brute violence, and static
inequalities—the quest that lies within these pages has not yet come to an
end.22 I argue that we cannot fall into eternal essentialism when it comes to
Black aesthetics and Black politics, rather we must look at Blackness as an
object of knowledge and knowledge production.23
When I refer to Black politics in this project, I am following the theorist
Tommie Shelby’s definition, because what I am aiming at is not simply an,
“interest group seeking advantages through traditional political processes.
Black politics is instead about identifying, correcting, and ultimately eliminating race-based injustices. In this way, black political solidarity should be
understood as black collective action in the interest of racial justice, not on
behalf of an ideal of blackness.” (Shelby 2005, 151) Shelby’s last point—that

21 Also see: (Hall and Jhally 1997, 6).
22 I n the last days of the first version of this project civil unrest occurred again in the US, because of a decision by a Grand Jury to free the white police officer who shot a Black unarmed boy named Michael Brown. The officer Darren Wilson called Brown a “hulk” and
“demon” in an interview and insisted on having a clear conscience about having shot the
boy. The violence against Black bodies is a historical and ongoing reality. (“Michael Brown
Shooting | US News | The Guardian” 29.11.2014). For further an analysis of the prevailing
consequences of racism and inequalities, see: (Shelby 2005) and (Marable 1983).
23 H
 ortense Spillers essay The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual- The Post Date emphasizes this and
gave me the tools to situate myself as part of a generation of scholars whose “canon” was
already formed by the impact of post-structuralism.
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Black politics is not about an ideal of Blackness—corresponds with the artworks that I will examine and underlines my view that these artworks have
a political function, by opening up a dialogue that is necessary in order to
develop new epistomologies.
Throughout my research, which included many informal and formal conversations with artists, scholars, and cultural practitioners from predominantly the US, UK, and Germany about “post-black”, I encountered neutrality or great hostility towards the term. Whilst in the UK the term Black has
grown to include all persons of color, in Germany the term Black is exclusively used by small groups of people of African descent and thus has not been
established as a political force in mainstream culture. The term post-black
thus frequently fell on contested ground and was often considered “another
US” invention, which is perceived as dominating the discourse on Blackness
in Europe and beyond.24 It gradually became more evident, that post-black—
particularly the “post”—was not widely experienced as a term or strategy that
could open a new discourse but instead a devicive provocation. Paul C. Taylor
addressed the danger of the term by focusing on the temporal dimension and
progress narration of “post”. Taylor connected it to a tradition of “rhetorical
gestures,” which he calls “post-erize,” meaning the impulse to mark the end
of a certain historical era and proclaim the beginning of a new one. By contrast, a ref lection on post-modernism, “[post-black] squanders a fascinating
opportunity to put the posterizing impulse in the service of a comprehensive
understanding of contemporary racial conditions.” (P. C. Taylor 2007, 626)
His critique thus echoed many critical voices that highlight the consistencies
of racial inequality and stress the misleading temporal dimension of the term
post-black, which may, for some readers, suggests the end of racism. Taylor’s
critique can be contrasted with Cathy Byrd’s interpretation of post-black,
which she compares to a genealogical development—like from modernism
to postmodernism—as a form of fundamental background, when she writes:
“Years of protests and hard-won legal battles in the social, political and economic arenas, along with decades of black-centered art, have freed the latest
generation of black artmakers to say whatever they want with their work. Just
as Post-Modernism builds on Modernism, ‘post-black’ relies on a rich history
of intensely ‘black’ art” (Byrd, 39).
Whilst acknowledging the “post-erizing” impulse, this project leans
towards Byrd’s argument of historical embeddedness and regards post-black
in the same way that Stuart Hall has framed the notion of “post.” Hall discusses the term in a context of the role of the Museum in his text “Museums
of Modern Art and the End of History”:
I do not use the term [post] to mean “after” in a sequential or chronological
sense, as though one phase or epoch or set of practices has ended and an
absolutely new one is beginning. Post, for me, always refers to the aftermath
24 F or curatorial context see the critique by Will Furtado on US-centrism of Black representation in Europe. (2018).
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or the after-flow of a particular configuration. The impetus which constituted
one particular historical or aesthetic moment disintegrates in the form in
which we know it. Many of those impulses are resumed or reconvened in a
new terrain or context, eroding some of the boundaries which made our occupation of an earlier moment seem relatively clear, well bounded and easy to
inhabit, and opening in their place new gaps, new interstices. (Hall 2001, 9–11)
Looking at post-black from this angle shows that we are dealing with a set
of synchronicities; by which I mean not only temporal, spatial, geographic,
and cultural synchronicities, but also the ideological synchronicities of being
Black. The part of the interstices that Hall talks about and that have changed
in the discussion about contemporary Black art are categories such as race,
gender, class, and here in particular sexuality.

*
After Golden’s exhibition Freestyle, the term post-black became embedded
in curatorial discourse through the work of curators like Valerie Cassel Oliver, Peter Gorschlüter, Tanya Barson, and Hamza Walker who continued to
utilize it in their own projects and further developing and interpreting the
term. Cassel Oliver’s article—which is part of the catalogue to the exhibition
Black Consciousness: Black Conceptual Art since 1970 at the Contemporary Arts
Museum in Houston, TX—gave, in 2003, a genealogy of the intersectional
cultural and political discourse of Blackness in the US from the 1960s.25 She
describes the following timeline: coming out of the 1960s’ struggles, from
“negro” to “Negro,” followed by a self-identification and political empowerment strategy, to the use of the term “Black” or “people of color” by the end
of the 1970s, then arriving at the 1980s and 1990s with hyphened identities,
namely Afro-American and later African-American. All of this history, she
says, has to be considered as the background for the term post-black. With
the term post-black, Cassel Oliver also saw a resurrection of Blackness in the
arts rather than a move away from it. (Oliver 2005, 26)
Each of the self-identifications—whether negro, Black, African American or post-black—are a part of the process of naming political, cultural,
and structural strategies, they represent markers for Black American histories and struggles. These strategies in Cassel Oliver’s analysis are framed
by an investment in and contemplation of W.E.B DuBois ideas of “double
consciousness,” which he developed in his 1903 book The Souls of Black Folk.
DuBois describes the state of mind of Black human beings who have a double perspective on racial discourse. In other words, they are simultaneously
included and excluded from the concept of modernity. (Du Bois 1997, 5)

25 I am using Cassel Oliver’s approach as it demonstrates how this genealogy is understood
and engaged in the arts. For an in-depth philosophical discussion and analysis of Black nationalist movements in literature, see: (M. M. Wright 2004; Smethurst 2005).
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While Blackness in these examples is attached to Black intellectual
thought deriving from the US, diasporic knowledge f lows from the 1940s to
1960s led to a formation of Black nationalist discourse (Edwards 2003; M. M.
Wright 2004; Smethurst 2005), which includes thinkers from the African continent like Leopold Senghor and Kwame Nkrumah as well as the Carribean
like Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon. These important connections remain
unmentioned in Cassel Oliver’s analysis and genealogy. Equally important
and left unmentioned are the gendered and hetero-normative dimensions of
Blackness, which is persistently framed as a predominantly masculine and
heterosexual project. Michelle Wright describes this dynamic in her analysis
of leading Black intellectuals—e.g., W. E. B. Du Bois, Leopold Sedar Senghor,
Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, Amiri Baraka, Eldridge Cleaver, Alain Locke—
when she writes: “… their (re) construction of a gendered agency in nationalist
discourse disabled the possibility of a Black female subject at the same time
that it enabled the Black male subject who, like his white male counterpart,
comes into being through the denial of another’s subjectivity—in this case,
Black women.” (Wright 2004, 132).
Whilst Golden provided a list of inf luences like new media, suburban
angst, urban f light, globalism, and the Internet for her show (and the artists it featured), Cassel Oliver only highlights the inf luences of popular culture. For her, to arrive at the point of Post-Blackness one can simply follow a
chronology of events and cultural productions that are connected to hip-hop
culture and its protagonists such as Public Enemy and their album Fear of a
Black Planet 1990, or KRS-1’s Criminally Minded 1987, in which African American youth expressed their concern with the sociostructural situation of Black
individuals in the United States in a poetic way that resembled the Black
Power Movement from the 1960s and 1970s. Cassel Oliver argues that young,
Black fine art students were affected by the ideas presented in rap music and
related forms of cultural production. Thus, this connection to hip-hop music
is important for Cassel Oliver, because it it is an inf luential phenomenon that
mirrors the social and cultural discourses within Black communities. Three
years ealier the artists in Freestyle were even called “The Hip Hop” Generation in an article that was published prior to the exhibition by Vibe Magazine
(2001, 139) accompanied by group portraits that reminisce of band promotion
images (Fig. 4, Fig. 5) and examples of their works (Fig. 6).
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Fig. 4: Vibe Magazine Article on Artists of the Exhibition based on the East Coast.

Fig. 5: Vibe Magazine Article on the Artists of the Freestyle Exhibition based on the
West Coast.
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The example of hip hop allows us to draw an analogy between the arts, Black
politics in the early 00’ and neoliberalism; Greg Tate summarizes this eloquently when he writes:
The omnipresence and omnipotence of hip-hop, artistically, economically,
and socially, have forced all within Black America and beyond to find a rapprochement with at least some aspects of its essence. Within hip-hop however, as in American entrepreneurship generally, competing ideologies exist
to be exploited rather than expunged and expelled—if only because hiphop culture and the hip-hop marketplace, like a quantum paradox, provide
space to all Black ideologies, from the most antiwhite to the most procapitalist, without ever having to account for the contradiction. The aura appeal
of hip-hop lie in both its perceived Blackness (hip, stylish, youthful, alienated,
rebellious, sensual) and its perceived fast access to global markets through
digital technology. The way hip-hop collapsed art, commerce, and interactive
technology into one mutant animal from its inception seems to have almost
predicted the forms culture would have to take to prosper in the digital age.
(Tate 2003a, 7)
Not only does this passage capture the paradoxes of hip-hop as a music form,
it also shows the different layers (art, commerce, and fast access to global
markets) that signify the hip-hop culture that significantly inf luenced a generation of artists. Tate profoundly points to the paradox of an accumulation
of Black ideologies from various spectrums, which are nonetheless under
pressure to account for a single, Black subject position in the eyes of white,
political and capitalist society. Tate underscores my own emphasis, which
is not only that these differences are an intrinsic part of Black Sociality, but
that the very potential for change exists in the negotiation of these myriad
positions.26 Golden saw popular culture—particularly music—dominated by
a young generation of Black artists and suggested, through her writing and
curatorial work, that post-black art would add visual artists more heartily to

26 W
 hat they have in common in their considerable divergence of time, location, and calling.
I think that the inspirational genealogy between the performative realm of music and fine
arts is connected to Hortense Spillers’ argument that the realm of the performative is not
driven by a single ego but through synthesis and is rooted in survival. She explains: “Across
nearly a century of African American musical performance, implied in the foregoing figures, a variety of syntheses is at work, so that, for instance, Billie Holiday and Leontyne
Price are not judged by the same musical standards, do not perform the same instrumentality just as Theolonious Monk and Keith Jaret teach demonstrates a respective brilliance
is performative excellence, and it seems to me that this is the page of music from which the
black creative intellectual must learn to read.” (Spillers 1994, 94).
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this already culturally-inclusive discussion.27, 28 Golden’s proposition is both
in friction against and complicit with the neoliberal economy’s demand for
hyper-individualization, abled normative bodies, and depoliticization, following Paul Gilroy.
The attempt to add visual arts and discourse to the more performative
realm of Black culture is a necessary and strong endeavor but it comes with
the same pitfalls as the commercialization and eventual commodification of
hip-hop, as Tate describes. The idea of post-black as a brand is also addressed
by artist James Musson (a.k.a Henessy Youngman), who recommends the
term “post-black” in his YouTube video tutorial performance, as one of the
key strategies for becoming successful as a Black artist, despite the fact that
he doesn’t know what the term is supposed to mean (ART THOUGHTZ: How
To Be A Successful Black Artist 2010). These observations—curatorial branding, artistic self-proclamation and hyper-individualization—emphasize that
post-black has to be understood within the logic of the art market and not
solely on the basis of identity politics or curatorial gesture.

27 In an interview with Charlie Rose Golden she stated what she desired the audiences to take
from the exhibition: ”I want them to see the range and depth of the creative production being made by young black artists working today. I mean, we‘re in a moment where popular
culture is full of the voices of young black people, but I felt that the voices of young artists
were not necessarily always heard. So I really wanted to put them into the bigger cultural
conversation that‘s happening.” (“Freestyle” - Charlie Rose 2001).
28 M
 usic is an integral part of Black artistic production. An example of this inclusion of music,
and especially popular culture can be seen in Glenn Ligon’s show To Disembark (1993), in
which he included next to his paintings nine untitled wooden crates, some of which covered a tape recorder playing music by KRS-1 but also by Billie Holiday and Bob Marley. Paul
D. Miller (a member of Public Enemy) used sampling, cutting, and montage techniques
deriving from DJ and hip-hop culture to remap visual representation of Black bodies in
his piece Re-birth of the Nation 2006 or the many examples of artists working with Michael
Jackson’s music and iconic image that appeared before and after his passing e.g., Hank
Willis Thomas, Time can be a Villain or a Friend 2009, Marc Brandenburg, Untitled 1 2009,
Susan Smith Pimelo Sometimes 2000. The former Studio Museum Harlem’s resident artist Kamau Amu Patton’s work transforms sound into painting—as seen in the exhibition,
Evidence of Accumulation at the Studio Museum Harlem 2011—in an aesthetic journey that
is strongly invested in philosophical questions by Wittgenstein or Rudolph Arnheim for example. Patton thus pushes the ideas of Blackness and music that are constantly perceived
as either jazz, hip-hop, or reggae to a less recognized sonic sphere. His work exemplifies
the shift that post-black tries to describe. Like generations prior to him Patton might be
a Black artist, but his practice and thinking is not limited by philosophy from exclusively
Black intellectuals or music by Black artists.
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Fig. 6: Vibe Magazine Article on the Artists of the Freestyle Exhibition with work
samples.
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Another exhibition that contended with the notion of post-black in art was
AfroModern: Journeys through the Black Atlantic curated by Tanya Barson and
Peter Gorschlüter at the Tate Liverpool, 2010.29 It was organized in seven
sections that explored the inf luence of Afro Diasporic Art and Culture and
European Modernism spanning the Harlem Renaissance and ending on the
debates around post-black. Working at an institution in the UK, Barson and
Gorschlüter based their project on the Black British Scholar Paul Gilroy’s book
The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (1993). In the book, Gilroy discusses the connections between Enlightenment philosophy and the
economic and intellectual shifts that resulted from the enslavement of Africans in conjunction with the beginning of modernism in European philosophy. Gilroy also suggests a theoretical framework to understand Blackness
and Diaspora as a heterogenic culture produced by Western discourse, since
Enlightenment on the basis of humanistic thought, which can be described
as “rhizomorphic, fractal structure,” shaped as an “intercultural, transnational formation.” (Gilroy 1993c, xii)30 The Black Atlantic thus becomes a counterculture of modernity and points towards aesthetic relations, exchanges,
and hybridity. These connections were traced in the Tate Liverpool exhibtion
through pieces by modern artists including but not limited to multimedia
artist Sonia Boyce, sculptor Constantin Brancusi, photographer Renee Cox,
the filmmaker Maya Deren, painter Aaron Douglas, the video artist Stan
Douglas, the painter and mixed media artist Ellen Gallagher, and video artist
Isaac Julien, sculptor Ronald Moody, visual artist Helio Oiticica, painter Pablo
Picasso, conceptual artist Adrian Piper, visual artist Keith Piper and painter
Rubem Valentim. Despite its promising attempt, the show was not successfully perceived by critics (J. Jones 2010) and its curator Tanya Barson admitted to having wanted too much from the exhibition, as she explained to me
in an interview in 2009. Notwithstanding this self-criticism, I would argue
that exhibitions such as Barson and Gorschlüter’s, which foregrounded and
prioritized rethinking (art) history, set yet another beginning to raise awareness of intercultural connectivities and hybridity. The exhibition ended with
post-black, which in the British context meant works by e.g., the painter Chris
Ofili (who is a former student of Gilroy) and David Hammons, and the overall
statement was as ambivalent as in Freestyle. While the statement regarding
post-black as a term may have been ambivalent, the exhibition AfroModern:
Journeys through the Black Atlantic, opened up an important interconnected29 T he exhibition was a citywide initiative by Tate Liverpool with the following partners: Bluecoat, FACT (Foundation for Art Creative Technology), Metal, Walker Art Gallery and Liverpool University. The University of Liverpool later also developed an interactive research
website and timeline that features key events of the Black Atlantic along with, British and
US American artists and art-based events. These are listed in tandem so as to highlight
their entanglement.
30 F or a critique on Gilroy’s approach and the expansion of his concept into an idea of practice rather than a drawing past events see: Brent Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora:
Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press, 2003).
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ness between the different parts of the Black Diaspora, expanding the term
(with all of its porosity and potential conf lict) beyond the US.
Whether in the US or in the UK, Golden’s observation that Black artists
desire, “to be Black artists, but not to be constantly perceived as such,” can
be applied to Black artists in the entire Black Diaspora. This position is neither new nor generationally specific, if we look at the long history of artistic
practices and intellectual investments where makers have expressed a similar
desire.31 What was new, however, were the socioeconomic and spatio-historic
circumstances, as well as particular shifts within the politics of representation that mark what Hall described as, “the movement in black politics, from
what Gramsci called the ‘war of manoeuvre’ to the ‘war of position’—the
struggle around positionalities.” (1995, 444) This reference leads me to highlight the optimism ref lected in post-black art in the US and in the Black British context, which both underwent key shifts in the meaning of Blackness in
the 1990’s.
In 1989, Hall described this significant shift within black cultural politics and coined the term “new ethnicities.” Well aware of the difficulty of the
term “ethnicity,” Hall used it conceptually to indicate the subjectivities as
well as identities, which are embedded in specific histories, languages, and
cultures that shape us (1995, 446). These subjectivities are inf luenced by such
situatedness and various context-specific cultural discourses. Hall called our
societies “diasporized,” a notion that is echoed in Edouard Glissant’s work on
creolization (1997); such societies are marked by a wide range of cultures and
perspectives and are informed by their hybridity, and therefore produce different, particular subjectivities. Now one has to recognize that Hall’s observations are based on cultural and artistic movements that are specific to his
context—the UK of the late 1990s. The Black British Arts movement was at
its full blossoming with prominent names such as David Baile, Sonja Boyce,
Sheila Burman, Isaac Julien, Rotimi Fani Kayode, Pratibha Parmar, Keith
Piper, Marlene Smith, and John Akomfra—a member of the Black Audio Film
Collective (now Smoking Dogs Film). A group of artists, filmmakers, poets,
and theorists claimed the term “Black,” less as a signifier for dif ference than
as a radical and unbridgeable separation; the term was applied as a political
unifier for all non-white artists. But Hall also saw this idea as closely related
to difference nonetheless, and as part of a difficult political endeavor when
he wrote:

31 A
 record that shows the diversity of positions that existed during the 1960s can be found in
Samella Lewis’ Black Artists on Art (S. S. Lewis and Waddy 1969; 1971) As the title promises,
the publication features black artists of various generations and disciplines. Each artist is
represented in the book by a portrait, an image that serves as an example of their work,
and a short statement on their practice or art in general. These statements stress that
Black artists have desired to be considered “just artists” for much longer than the temporal
marker post-black claimed to indicate.
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… [it] is positional, conditional and conjunctural, closer to Derrida’s notion
of dif ferance, though if we are concerned to maintain a politics it cannot be
defined exclusively in terms of an infinite sliding of the signifier. We still have
a great deal of work to do to decouple ethnicity, as it functions in the dominant
discourse, from its equivalence with nationalism, imperialism, racism and the
state, which are the points of attachment around which a distinctive British
or, more accurately, English ethnicity have been constructed. Nevertheless, I
think such a project is not only possible but necessary. (Hall 1995, 446–47)
Not only does Hall describe the difficulty of the “sliding signifier” Black, he
also highlights here that any new vocabulary needs a systematic strategy to
become part of a larger political project to change the dominant discourse.
Hall’s observation and call to name the changes in the politics of representation and the emergence of subjectivities that don’t fall into the classical definition of national belonging or racial markers also heralded a decisive shift in
the politics that followed from this observation.
Whilst post-black started to be discussed in the British context through
AfroModern: Journeys through the Black Atlantic, Hamza Walker, who wrote
the essay Renigged for the Freestyle catalogue, pushed the term already to the
side and highlighted instead its underlying theme of race and its undoing
through art. His exhibition Black Is, Black Ain’t in 2009, which he curated at
The Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, was inspired by Ralph
Ellison’s novel Invisible Man and explored “a shift in the rhetoric of race from
an earlier emphasis on inclusion to a present moment where racial identity
is being simultaneously rejected and retained.” (2008)32 The exhibition was
undoubtly inf luenced by the post-racial discourse, which dominated public
debates around the time of Obama’s election. The simultaneous embrace and
yet rejection of the term Black as embedded in post-black can be considered a
blue print for this development.
The term post-black and its development through exhibitionary platforms
was a provocative example of just how powerful curation can be. Curators
coin new terms, envision corrective or innovative approaches to the contemporary and the past, frame styles into art-historical and social discourses
and introduce artists into a wider market.33 To “curate” means to take care of
something/someone or to administer, and derives from the Latin verb curare.
“Curator,” on the other hand, can also be interpreted or translated as overseer,
manager, or guardian. Each of these descriptors is very differently charged
in relationship to Black Artists. In particular, the notion of the “overseer” is
32 W
 alker’s show featured the following artists out which only seven are women: Terry Adkins, Edgar Arceneaux, Elizabeth Axtman, Jonathan Calm, Paul D‘Amato, Deborah Grant,
Todd Gray, Shannon Jackson, Thomas Johnson, Jason Lazarus, David Levinthal, Glenn Ligon, David McKenzie, Rodney McMillian, Jerome Mosley,Virginia Nimarkoh, Demitrius Oliver, Sze Lin Pang, Carl Pope, William Pope. L, Robert A. Pruitt, Randy Regier, Daniel Roth,
Joanna Rytel, Andres Serrano, Hank Willis Thomas, Mickalene Thomas.
33 For my use of art market see: (Graw 2009, 62ff).
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a reminder of the history of the exploitation of people of African descent on
plantations, the “manager” still holds the capitalist corporate power, whereas
the “guardian” takes a protective position albeit perpetually entangeled with
the contested powers of the state. In a field, that is dominated by white curators the irony is that the way Black artists are taken care of (or not) often
reproduces stereotypical frameworks and tokenization. These artists are
exposed to what a student coined in my seminar as “curatorial racism,”34 a
term that refers to contemporary acts as much as to the centuries-long, historic exclusion of Black artists from the canon and the market, as well as the
devaluation of their contributions to culture at large. 35
The Studio Museum in Harlem is an institution that is rooted in a mission
“to be the nexus for artists of African descent, locally, nationally and internationally, and for work that has been inspired and inf luenced by black culture.
[…] a site for the dynamic exchange of ideas about art and society.” (Studio
Museum in Harlem 2020) The Museum hence has to be seen as a place that
challenges ingrained patterns of curatorial racism and allows space to think
futher about Black art, which is often not possible in mainstream institutions.
This doesn’t mean that the Museum exists in a vacuum, I would argue quite
the opposite that it often sets new standards for the ways in which Black artists are shown.
The introduction of post-black art as a genre or category to think through
has impacted global interests and discussions about contemporary African
art, changing how, when, and where these artworks are shown. Important
discussions have emerged through group shows—e.g, Afrika Remix curated
by Simon Njiami, which premiered at the Museum Kunstpalast Düsseldorf
and traveled through Paris (Centre Pompidou) and London (Hayward Gallery),
all in 2004, or the exhibitions by Okwui Enwezor The Short Century: Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa 1945–1994, which was exhibited at the
Villa Stuck in Munich and at the Martin Gropius Bau in Berlin in 2001, then
travelled the same year to the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, and
in 2002 to MoMA P.S.1 in New York.36 Okwui Enwezor persistently refused to
present African Contemporary Art in the primitivist tradition, either without
much context or as a formalist exercise, which exhibitions like Seven Stories
of Modern art in Africa by Catherine Delisse in 1995 at the Whitechapel Gallery
London and Africa Explores by Susan Vogel at the New Museum of Contemporary Art in 1991 weren’t able to prevent. After Enwezor’s groundbreaking
exhibitions like Documenta 11 in Kassel Germany 2002 and the Paris Triennial’s Intense Proximity 2012, a new way of focusing on historical connections
34 A
 special thank you to A.L. Rickard, who used the term during a class presentation at the
Center for Curatorial Studies at Bard College in May 2020.
35 Also see: (Cooks 2011).
36 I am aware that the list of exhibitions is not complete as it is not my intention to write a
short history of exhibitions that try to frame contemporary African or diasporic artists, but
to point out that these shows constantly reproduce a split between Western and Other
(now often referred to as global) art.
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between anthropology and colonial history within a frame of object/ subject
relations came into being: African and Diasporic artists are included in order
to contribute to the set of curatorial questions posed.
Enwezor’s massive contributions and the fact that the notion of Blackness
was being further diversified in the US with Obama’s presidency together
inspired Flow, Golden’s third exhibition in the post-black trilogy, which ran
from Apr 2—Jun 29, 2008. Instead of focusing on the idea of post-black, the
exhibition engaged yet another term.“Afropolitan” was popularized in an
article by the author Taye Selasi, which I will discuss in-depth later. In the
arts, Afropolitanism gained prominence when it was first introduced in a
catalogue essay for the exhibition Africa Remix: Contemporary Art of a Continent by the political theorist Achille Mbembe. Flow was based on the term
and furthered the discourse about Afropolitanism in the arts. The term was
used for many reasons, not least of all because the Studio Museum included,
for the first time, Black artists from the African continent, and therefore
acknowledged the historic as well as contemporary interconnectivity of cultural production within a global frameset. Contemporary African and diasporic artists like Grace Indiritu, Julie Merethu, and Chris Ofili were included
in the exhibition. This list of names already hints at the difficulty of the term,
because although Julie Mehretu was born in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia and Chris
Ofili is usually considered a Black British Artist despite his Nigerian origins,
their African heritage remains their predominant marker, despite equally
referring to cultural hybridity and movement through the mainstream perception of cosmopolitanism.
The term Afropolitan is as contested as post-black.37 As mentioned earlier, it derives from Selasie’s writing (formerly Taiye Tuakli-Wosurnu), who
was celebrated in the international media as a promising debut author for
her book Ghana Must Go.38 As a woman of mixed African heritage—Ghana
and Nigeria—who was born in the UK and grew up in the US (Massachusetts), Selasi coined the term in a short essay for Lip magazine in 2005: “Like
so many African young people working and living in cities around the globe,
they belong to no single geography, but feel at home in many. They (read: we)
are Afropolitans—the newest generation of African emigrants, coming soon
or collected already at a law firm/chem lab/jazz lounge near you.” (Tuakli-Wosurnu 2005). Being Afropolitan in this short quote is marked as a hybrid group
of culturally and intellectually educated individuals, who are dislocated from
their place of origin.
As a literary genre—with authors like Teju Cole, Chimananda Ngozi
Adichie and Tayie Selasi—Afropolitanism marks an important shift in the
representation of African-ness in global discourse. It is, it could be argued, a
reaction towards the ongoing, narrow narratives about diaspora subjects (as
37 W
 hile Selasi has used Afropolitan as a kind of trademark it is worth reiterating that the
term Afropolitanims already appeared in Achille Mbembe’s text for Afrika Remix in 2004.
For a discussion of Afropolitan vs. Panafrican, see:(Wainaina 2013)
38 For media on Selasi see: (Freudenberger 2013, Evans 2013, Spiegel 2013, Müller 2013).
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forever, only displaced through the Middle Passage) and the Afropessimist
perspectives of the 1980s and 1990s (Gikandi 2011). “Afropessimism” in this
speaks to a specific form of representation of the African continent that is
dominated by a Western perspective that foregrounds economic and political
crises and its resulting catastrophes, hunger, and epidemics. “Fitting neatly
into traditional Western notions of Africa as the ‘other’ of modern reason and
progress, Afro-pessimism has proven hard to dislodge because it seems to
be the only logical response to political failure and economic stagnation in
Africa.” (Gikandi 2011, 9)
Mbembe, the most quoted political philosopher in this context, also
integrates Afropolitanism into a narrative that stresses its distinction from
Afropessimism. Mbembe describes Afropolitanism as, “an aesthetic and
a particular poetic of the world. It is a way of being in the world, refusing
on principle any form of victim identity—which does not mean that it is not
aware of the injustice and violence inf licted on the continent and its people
by the law of the world. It is also a political and cultural stance in relation
to nation, to race and to the issue of difference in general.” (Mbembe 2007)
Mbembe’s use of Heidegger’s “being in the world” (2006)—which is Heidegger’s proposition to overcome the split between subject/object relations and
thus proposes a distinction form Hegel’s dialectics—allows an understanding
of Afropolitanism as a relational phenomenon, which is in itself hybrid. He
also emphasizes the international diversity of the continent itself and therefore includes the African continent in a conceptualization of the global as an
active agent, rather than a constantly overdetermined monocultural entity.
Enwezor conceptualizes the term as a space in-between, which recalls
Homi Bhabha’s “third space.” Enwezor writes, “[B]etween the categories of
identity (ethnicity, religion, nation) lies the space of cosmopolitan African
identity. This identity is global in its stance and transnational in its traversal of
cultural borders.” (Okeke-Agulu and Enwezor 2009, 25) This framing, which
is based on the classical Greek idea of kosmopolitês (citizen of the world) can be
understood as a form of antithesis to the polis—the state to which citizenship
is intrinsically bound in Aristotelian Philosophy. With it, Enwezor challenges
existing monolithic ideas like cultural, national or religious identity and
emphasizes hybridity. Simon Gikandi’s definition derives from the literary
field: “To be Afropolitan is to be connected to knowable African communities,
nations, and traditions; but it is also to live a life divided across cultures, languages, and states. It is to embrace and celebrate a state of cultural hybridity—to be of Africa and of other worlds at the same time.” (Gikandi 2011, 9) In
her coming of age novel, Selasi describes a search for self, identity, and scattered family history and arrives at the following point which correlates with
Gikandi’s observation: “This wasn’t my parents’ Africa, the past, that static
site of hurt and home. It was mine: dynamic now. This wasn’t some ‘real’ west
Africa either. It was my west Africa, my version of home, not just a place, but
a way to be in—a way to know—the world.” (Selasi 2013) Among the many
things that are interesting about these descriptions is that, like post-black,
they each implement a generationalist discourse and are based upon a notion
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of cosmopolitanism, which is predominantly an idea of movement—whether
one of economic upward mobility or actually geographical mobility. This idea
of movement is still marked by the particularity of Africanness as a locatable
nevertheless f luid paradigm.
This paradox is also highlighted by Enwezor, because for African artists
it is exactly this particularity—their being reduced to African Identity—
which is constantly reified. In other words, African identity is predominantly
bound to notions of origin. In terms of the logic of the art market, the spectacle of Africanness is not always a disadvantage for the curators of specific
shows who often instrumentalize and produce this constructed otherness.
(Enwezor 2009, 25)
Salah Hassan’s discussion of the term in the catalogue for the Flow exhibition creates an important link to post-colonial theorists like Hall by drawing
connections between the phenomenon of Afropolitanism and Hall’s idea of
new ethnicities, which addressed changes in the politics of representation
regarding the Black body. Introducing intersectional representations, which
included categories like gender and sexuality, Hall emphasizes:
Another element inscribed in the new politics of representation has to do with
the question of ethnicity.… If the black subject and the black experience are
not stabilized by Nature or by some other essential guarantee, then it must
be the case that they are constructed historically, culturally, politically—and
the concept which refers to this is ethnicity.… It seems to me, that in the various practices and discourses of black cultural production, we are beginning
to see constructions of just such a new conception of ethnicity: a new cultural
politics which engages rather than suppresses dif ference and which depends,
in part, on the cultural construction of new ethnic identities. (Hall 1995, 446)
I am in agreement with Hassan that Afropolitanism can be placed within
Hall’s framework, because the idea of an Afropolitan artist group can be seen
as a logical result of the very same processes that Hall describes. Nevertheless, I see a danger in the stringent alignment that Hassan suggests, because
he does not take into consideration the range of changing representations
(including sexuality, gender, and class) that Hall talks about as part of the
new ethnicities and none of these categories are critically ref lected upon or
addressed in the many of the aforementioned discussions on Afropolitanism.
At times, these various representations are addressed by some of the artworks
that are produced by Afropolitan artists, but if so, the theorization of those
artworks rarely mentions the specific and wide-ranging representations put
up for discussion. Hall highlights the politics of representation, always with a
focus on counterdiscourses.
Reading these authors closely and looking at the visual examples one can
draw an analogy to post-black and certainly there are similarities between
the two concepts including the fact that both are used as brands in order to
promote and mark specific consumer groups. So, why are there still distinctions produced between Afropolitanism and post-black? I propose that these
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distinctions are more likely due to art market logics and politics of representations than the actual experience of being Black or African in the Western
hemisphere. It is no doubt interesting and important to learn from hybrid
perspectives and to raise awareness that to be African or of African decent is
not the static or consistent experience portrayed by Western representations
for much too long. It is equally important not to create a particular and exclusive connection between African life and any one concept, like cosmopolitanism for example, as that too narrowly defines what is otherwise a rich and
complex field of thought.
Going back to the list of artists that were part of Flow, it is difficult to
name them all as Afropolitans because they fit into more than just one category—some of them are called post-black, others are described as Diasporic
Artists, American, Black British, or simply African. Herein lies the potential
of the term post-black more than any other; it includes all of these categories
and therefore implements the multiplicity of specific situated knowledges
and aesthetics.
The terms post-black and Afropolitanism were generated during a shift in
the field of curating, one that is marked by a change in the role of the curator
from being a caretaker or administator, into someone whose ideas were at the
forefront of exhibition-making practice. This shift, “from curator to creater,”
peaked in the 1990’s and highlights an important market logic in the arts as
well as in academia (O’Neill 2012, 14). In this light, Golden’s work stands in a
tradition of curators like Nicolas Bourriaud, who will always be connected
with books and exhibitions like Relational Aesthetics (1998) and Altermodern
(2009) or Benjamin Buchloh with Institutional Critique (1990). A phenomenon
that hadn’t happened in the history of the Studio Museum before and certainly not by a Black curator who dedicated her career to exhibit and support Black artists. New terms that take hold within the cultural sphere are
like currencies that in turn create market value on various levels: for the person who “invented” it, the phenomenon it was applied to, and the creation
of value through its successful application. Although not well placed in New
York City’s art calendar the success of post-black as a timely exhibition framework meant that it became entangled with the art market. Most of the artists from the first show that introduced post-black (Freestyle), as well as the
second show (Frequency) are now represented through established galleries,
which is partly due to the fact that the post-black label brought attention to
these young Black contemporary artists. (Martin 2016, 155) But the question
remains whether post-black labeling alongside economic success changes the
discursive framing of the artist’s work as well as its analysis.

*
I have argued in this introduction that post-black is intrinsically rooted in the
Black experience, which is not only restricted to political claims. Socio-historically produced Black experiences and aesthetic practices have been
ignored and could find no foothold in the traditionally narrow perspective of
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art made by Black artists.39 Despite the fact that many exhibitions and institutions still reproduce a gap between African/Diasporic/Global and Western
art, the parameters of representation have changed since the formulation of
post-black, as have the representations and meanings of art pieces by Black
artists, which one might argue are always located within a racial discourse,
but not exclusively. Post-black therefore describes another kind of Blackness,
a differently performed difference within a “multiplicity of multiplicities.”
(Henry Louis Gates Jr. in Touré 2011, 5) The discussion about Blackness has
shifted from being focused on the external—by which I mean the visual representation of the Black subject within a hegemonic frameset that fixed it as
a stereotype and tried to deconstruct this dominant gaze—towards an internal discussion. Nevertheless, the visual vocabulary that once fixed the Black
body in time and space, still has a deep impact and informs all of the works
discussed in my project. The shift from the focus on external perspectives to
an internal one not only determines contemporary discussions about Blackness, but in doing so, it denies a dialectical intrusion and describes a process
of powerful becoming and decoding that contradicts the politics of representation from the 1990s. The photographer Dawoud Bey has a convincing argument about this new display of manifold styles and practices, when he writes
about the 1990s academic and artistic approaches:
The field of semiotics became a critical point of departure in art discourse. For
artists of color the prevailing discourse came to center almost solely around
issues of race and representation. And while these new texts did indeed do
much to foreground new and previously excluded voices, I also believe they
were terribly disruptive and had a deleterious effect, since they completely
eliminated or ignored whole categories of art production that were still taking place among black art practitioners. It seemed that in order to create an
unbroken linear progression towards the moment of multicultural postmodernity, any artists whose works that did not fit this unbroken revisionist
trajectory were conveniently eliminated.… The move towards pluralism, contrary to what it implies, ironically only allowed for a certain kind of black art
practitioner. (Bey 2014)
I would also argue that creating a “different difference” has always been
part of the discussion about Blackness since the beginning of Black intellectual thought and creative practice in the diasporas and on the continent,
but within these discourses the diversity of Black identities hasn’t been paid
enough attention. The “multiplicity of multiplicity”, an expression used by
Henry Louis Gates Jr. in relation to post-black, means a multitude of identity
formations and could also be replaced by hybridity. On the other hand, I use
“different difference” to describe a conceptualization of Black individuals that
is not embedded in the binary structure of “us” and “others,” as described by
Said and Hall. Rather “different difference” points towards a self-determi39 For a critical examination of this view, see: (Piper 2001; K. Thompson 2011; Rothkopf 2011).
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nant difference, which has to be modified in order to describe the present.
Particularly, the construction of a Black identity in connection to gender
and sexuality has been constructed in a monological way, which was based on
a heteronormative masculinity that marginalized any aberrations.41
In her consideration of the term, “Institutional Critique,” the art historian
Isabel Graw finds it to be a limited frame for art and criticality. She proposes:
“[P]erhaps we first of all need to take the lessons of institutional critique seriously, in order to then leave them behind if possible. [Transl. NAP]” (Graw
2005, 8). I see this as an essential approach in my own analysis of post-black.
Graw’s observation is also applicable to the artists who have been called postblack or Afropolitans. While the terms might have created some currency
for these artists, curators, and writers what is much more interesting—and
pressing—is to examine the ways in which these terms open up new avenues
for debate and complexity. For this, we must take the time to look at these
artist’s practices, the references they use, the questions they raise, and the
spaces thought that their works open up. 42
Contemporary scholars from the Black diaspora who work in art history
and visual culture such as Huey Copeland, Darby English, Kobena Mercer,
and Krista Thompson highlight art historical readings that steps away from
identity-policy driven standpoints in order to open up the debate. They are
working to rewrite art and cultural histories, refuting the traditional divide
between Western cultures, history, and development and the rest of the world.
They are pursuing this while still emphasizing the distinct insights that Black
artists produce. Instead of boxing Black artists into a single unified trajectory,
it is important to ask: from what do Black artists draw their inspiration? What
are the cultural discourses that engage their work? Just as English once asked
regarding Ligon and his work, “The central question here is not, What can
painting be and do? but what can painting be and do for this artist?” (English
2007, 205).
While aspects of this may apply to any artist, Black artists are consistently
perceived to be different and posited outside the norm within the art historical canon and market both. Famous artists such as Wasily Kandinsky, Roy
Lichtenstein, and Jackson Pollock, were seldom questioned about their identity as a source of inspiration, although it is of course informed by their invisible whiteness, gender, and sexual orientation. This “unmentioned invisibility”
reproduces a notion of racial and gendered normativity, and represents the
real paradox that we have been facing.
40

40 O
 ne can also think about a “different difference” in relation to Jacques Derrida’s conceptualization of Dif ferenance, I argue that in relation to Blackness that the term holds a heterogenous space for the production of meaning outside of the binary. Also see: (Derrida 2012).
41 Also see: (Diagne 2011).
42 S ince it is one of my key arguments that post-black means the recognition of the multiplicity of Blackness, my observations will only allow small insights into the full spectra of
aesthetics articulations in this dissertation.
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Post-black thus functions in this text like a prism through which I
have shed light onto select art practices, some specific artworks and their
inter-connected meanings. In each case, my analysis imagines what kind of
role post-black may have played in opening up various forms of artistic development in a younger generation of artists. It also delivers a notion of art as
a “set of practices,” (Edwards 2003) or as I would argue on the basis of Ella
Shohat’s and Robert Stam’s analysis of postcolonial knowledge f lows, as an
aesthetic multidirectional polylogue. Hence, I will aim to focus more on aesthetic developments, political framworks, and temporal-material considerations rather than on the subject position which is “behind” a piece. (English
2007, Mercer 2008.)43
Through this indepth reading and contextualization of work the following
chapters will assert the ways in which the artists redefine Blackness. Chapter II “Destabilizing Meaning,” starts with a discussion of Glenn Ligon’s work
Untitled (I AM A MAN) from 1989 with a focus on its historical embeddedness then moves to consider the distinct position of Hank Willis Thomas and
the way in which he attends to the same visual resources as his predecessor,
Ligon. The second part of the chapter is devoted to Thomas’s series Unbranded:
Ref lections on Black Corporate America 1968–2008, which interlocks the economy of blackness with popular consumer culture—a phenomenon that can be
seen as both one of the driving forces of reinvention and evidence of the deep
entanglement between Blackness and capitalism.
Chapter III “Historical Entanglements of Black Revolutionary Women”
opens with a discussion on the epistemic possibility of post-black using the
example of the work Le Dejeuner sur l’herbe: Trois Femme Noir by Mickalene
Thomas as well as the theories of Frantz Fanon and Louis Althusser. Not only
does this chapter engage with the queerness of post-black aesthetics, it also
challenges the colonial gaze through a decolonial approach on the gaze and
the process of subjectification.
Chapter IV “Heterotemporality as a Way of Understanding the Contemporary,” draws attention to the temporal politics inherent in the work of contemporary Black artists. As well as offering a critique on the linearity that
the term post-black produces, this chapter also stresses the complex temporal
dimension and chronopolitical challenge of post-black. It does so through a
close study of the artist Leslie Hewitt and her series Rif fs on Realtime. In order
to grasp this specific temporal politics, I develop the term hetero-temporality
in dialogue with Hewitt’s work. My aim is to highlight the importance of a
contemporary political strategy that includes a three-dimensional discussion
about Blackness with time as a variable.
Chapter V, “Paradox Synchronicities” moves from a focus on African
American artists to the Afro-German Artist Philip Metz, and thus expands
43 M
 arc Bradford’s piece Enter and Exit the New Negro, which I discuss in an article of the same
title, is a good example for the way in which post-black aesthetics use material in order
to challenge identity conceptions and provoke discussion. For further reading. see: (Adusei-Poku 2012a).
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this study to include the wider African Diaspora. Metz’s two pieces—iwhishiwas and Leightkultur—show that post-black inquiries about Blackness are
dependent on context, but they are not specific to the US thus reconfirming
what Mercer calls the dialogics of diaspora 44. Metz’s work opens up questions
and subjects that create a polyphonic discourse about the conditions of existence as a black subject within the diaspora.
Chapter VI, “Abstract Facts,” engages in a spiral reading of the artwork
Enter and Exit the New Negro by Mark Bradford, with which I highlight the
quare potential of the piece as well as the quareness of post-black itself. Since
post-black was first described within a generational frame, I will engage with
the abstract expressionist painter Norman Lewis in relation to Bradford in
order to highlight, by means of a specific example, generational differences
that are embedded in the “new politics of representation” as coined by Hall.
The book closes with Chapter VII “post-post-black” which examines why
it would not be possible to introduce the term in 2020 and looks at what has
shifted in the discourse.

44 For further reading o the subject see: (Mercer 2012).

