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I n 1997 Kehinde Wiley made his first trip to Africa 
to meet his father, a Nigerian man he had never 
known. This journey profoundly impacted the 

artist, who returned several times and established a 
studio practice there. Wiley documented each visit 
through portraiture, painting young men in poses 
and settings inspired by local history and traditions. 
Although a number of African sources directly 
inform his work, from the color and pattern of 
textiles to the format of sculptures, Wiley’s response 
to Africa extends beyond formal considerations. In 
the spirit of Négritude he mined a collective African 
identity to contest former colonial hegemonies, cri-
tiquing the representation of race, status, and power 
in the process. Akin to the Pan-African advocates of 
the twentieth century, the artist employed a realist 
style to locate a shared heritage among the African 
diaspora. Reclaiming the African subject in por-
traits that reference traditional, colonial, and con-
temporary histories, Wiley continues the legacy of 
Négritude both aesthetically and conceptually. This 
approach distinguishes his work in Africa from pre-
vious projects based on urban locales and Western 
art historical contexts, linking Wiley to postcolonial 
discourses surrounding race and representation, 
while demonstrating Africa’s continued influence 
on American art.

In the Spirit of Négritude

KEHINDE WILEY
IN AFRICA

Daniel Haxall
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Kehinde Wiley, Place Soweto (National Assembly), 2008. Oil on canvas, 96 x 72 in. Courtesy the artist. © Kehinde Wiley
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Equestrian Portrait of the Count–Duke Olivares, 2005. Oil on canvas, 108 x 108 in. Courtesy the artist. © Kehinde Wiley
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Négritude refers to a Francophone literary 
movement from the 1930s through the 1950s that 
redefined blackness within a collective African 
identity and cultural tradition.1 Inspired by the 
Harlem Renaissance, the advocates of Négritude 
were university-educated writers who met in Paris 
during their studies. These individuals—Aimé 
Césaire from Martinique, Léon Damas from 
Guiana, and Léopold Senghor of Senegal—pub-
lished The Black Student in 1935, an anthology of 
writings that located unity throughout the African 
world. For these authors, colonialism engendered 
commonality across the diaspora, with experi-
ences of alienation and subjugation coloring the 
perspectives of Africans everywhere. As a counter, 
Négritude espoused a self-conscious realization of 
this condition and sought to identify community 
among people of African descent. This ideal became 
promoted through culture, with Césaire, Senghor, 
and others celebrating African history and tradi-
tions in their poetry. Senghor, in particular, argued 
that a unique sensuality and rhythm characterized 
the black spirit. A vitalist mysticism and intuitive 
approach to knowledge further distinguished the 
African from the European, while the highly skilled 
craftsmanship of black artists validated cultural 
forms previously misunderstood by white, European 
standards. Although some criticized Négritude for 
essentializing Africa and promoting assimilation 
rather than militancy, it greatly influenced African 
independence efforts in the 1950s and 1960s.2 In 
fact, Léopold Senghor became the first president 
of the newly sovereign Senegalese nation in 1960, 
while Négritude provided some of the intellectual 
roots for black nationalism and the American civil 
rights movement.

In the case of Kehinde Wiley, Négritude provides 
a framework for contextualizing his “discovery” of 
Africa and subsequent efforts to identify with the 
continent. His relationship to the movement is not 
literal. Négritude predates his birth in Los Angeles, 
California, in 1977; however, a conceptual kinship 
links the artist to the ideals of Senghor and others. 
Wiley initially caught the attention of the art world 
with his academically staged portraits of inner-city 
males. He painted these men in baggy jeans, hood-
ies, and athletic shoes representative of hip-hop 
culture, yet the portraits were modeled after art 

historical precedents, with Wiley and his subjects 
selecting their poses from textbook reproductions 
of Old Master works. He depicted these figures on 
a large scale, placing his sitters before decoratively 
patterned backdrops and occasionally framing them 
within elaborately gilded woodwork. By rewriting 
the history of art to include the black subject, Wiley 
overturned what he called “the history of Western 
European white men in positions of dominance.”3

This critical approach to visualizing race, class, 
and sexuality stems from Wiley’s diverse back-
ground. His mother, an African American, studied 
African linguistics at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, while his father was an Ibibio man from 
Nigeria. His parents separated before Wiley and 
his twin brother were born, but his mother named 
Kehinde in the Yoruba tradition for “second of 
twins.” Despite his father’s absence the artist became 
familiar with African history through his mother 
and schooling. He read seminal texts about post-
colonialism by Chinua Achebe, Kwame Anthony 
Appiah, and Wole Soyinka and worked as a teaching 
assistant for Robert Farris Thompson’s class on the 
African diaspora while a graduate student at Yale 
University.4 It was during his undergraduate stud-
ies at the San Francisco Art Institute when Wiley 
first traveled to Nigeria to meet his father. There, 
he encountered an extended family of half-brothers 
and cousins and created several portraits in an 
attempt to understand his ancestral legacy.5 These 
experiences led Wiley to return to Africa ten years 
later for his World Stage series, establishing studios 
in Lagos, Nigeria, and Dakar, Senegal. He would 
later do the same in Morocco and the Republic of 
Congo while traveling to Cameroon, Gabon, Ghana, 
Côte d’Ivoire, and other African locales.

In Africa Wiley continued the working methods 
he developed in America, selecting his subjects at 
random, inviting them to pose for photographs in 
the studio, and then expanding the source images 
into large-scale paintings. The works produced in 
Africa bear several key differences from his previous 
portraits and remain unique in their approach and 
implications. Rather than positioning his male sitters 
in stances borrowed from Western art history, he 
turned his attention to African sources, appropriat-
ing poses from pre- and postcolonial sculpture. For 
example, his painting Dogon Couple (2008) mimics a 
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common subject among the Dogon people of Mali: 
the seated pair. Wiley updated the motif by depicting 
two anonymous young men dressed in contempo-
rary tank tops, shorts, and sandals. One wears the 
jersey of Senegal’s national soccer team and a neck-
lace bearing Léopold Senghor’s likeness, perhaps 
in reference to the unification of Mali and Senegal 
as French Sudan during colonial times and, briefly, 
as the independent Mali Federation. Historically, 
the seated pair represents the mythical couple that 
procreates and provides for the community.6 This 
type of sculptural group was often placed in shrines 
and venerated with offerings to ensure the guardians’ 
protection, a type of ancestor reverence prominent 
throughout the literature of Négritude. For example, 
David Diop’s poem “From My Mother” and Fily-
Dabo Sissoko’s story “Grandmother” extol the 
virtues and vices of their maternal forebears, while 
René Depestre wrote about Haitian voodoo gods and 
Birago Diop’s “Spirits” warned about the existence of 
ancestors after death.7 In these works, familial and 
spiritual bonds produce cultural continuity from one 
generation to the next, attributes apparent in Wiley’s 
references and Négritude’s subjects.

Beyond the traditional, Wiley drew on public 
monu ments heralding the end of colonial rule. His 
Place Soweto (National Assembly) (2008) reimagines 
a statue of a couple holding a banner to represent 
Senegal’s independence in 1960. Wiley saw the 
sculpture in a popular Dakar square that faces the 
National Assembly and IFAN Museum of African 
Arts, an important center for African culture. Unlike 
his previous work that appropriated European sub-
jects, Wiley’s African paintings honor the culture 
and accomplishments of the continent, suggesting 
that precolonial or independence-era statues are 
comparable to Ingres or Rubens as inspiration. 
This leveling of cultural achievement was a major 
component of Négritude, whereby intellectuals 
validated African accomplishments without quali-
fication. For example, in 1954 Senegalese academic 
Cheikh Anta Diop cited Ancient Egypt in challeng-
ing the perceived barbarism of Africa. He noted, “it 
was the ancestors of Negroes . . . who first invented 
mathematics, astronomy, the calendar, science in 
general, the arts, religion, social organization, medi-
cine, writing, engineering, architecture.”8 Writers 
further praised the achievements of their forebears, 

with Senghor dedicating a poem to Pablo Picasso 
in honor of the African origins of modern art and 
Guy Tirolien tracing the contributions of Africans 
throughout human history, those who “left on the 
walls of civilization imprints of love, grace and 
light.”9 By turning away from Europe to focus his 
gaze on Africa, Wiley similarly affirms the value of 
its culture, particularly with the academic research 
he conducts on each site and reference.

In addition to locally sourcing his sitters and 
imagery, Wiley created his backdrops by replicat-
ing textile patterns found in area markets. These 
backgrounds feature bold colors and organic ele-
ments, including a variety of birds and floral shapes. 
Designs typically overlap with the figure, creating a 
dynamic tension between the illusionistic rendering 
of the subject and the flat, graphic setting. The con-
trasting visual components add a striking decora-
tive element to each painting, a property Senghor 
considered uniquely African. Calling rhythm “the 
architecture of the being . . . the pure expression of 
vital force,” Senghor found the sensual use of line, 
surface, and color to be traits of African visual art.10 
He argued that “African Negroes . . . paint in flat 
colours, without shadow effects . . . rhythm is born 
of the repetition, often at regular intervals, of a line, 
a colour, a figure, a geometric form, but above all 
from colour contrast.”11 This statement could equally 
describe the visual dynamism of Wiley’s simulated 
textiles, a link to recent African artists who reference 
fabric in their work, including Yinka Shonibare, El 
Anatsui, and Samuel Fosso, among others.12 In fact, 
Fosso’s photography appears in Wiley’s personal 
collection, an indication of the admiration Wiley 
has for his African contemporaries.

Beyond these rhythmic properties, the textiles 
provided Wiley with a symbolic language outside 
conventional modes of figural representation. Dogon 
Couple includes the image of a bird turning its neck 
to its backside, a posture reminiscent of the Sankofa 
symbol, a popular adinkra image from the Akan 
people of Ghana. Adinkra symbols traditionally 
appear on textiles, ceramics, and architectural ele-
ments, conveying messages of wisdom to the com-
munity. This particular visual proverb stresses the 
importance of returning to one’s ancestral roots and 
wisdom, a striking metaphor for Wiley’s journeys 
to Africa. Senghor dubbed this type of symbolism 
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Dogon Couple, 2008. Oil on Canvas, 96 x 84 in. Courtesy the artist. © Kehinde Wiley
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the “analogy-image” and argued that African visual 
art signifies through suggestion rather than directly 
representing an idea. The allusive component does 
not mean African art avoids realism or descrip-
tion; in fact, Senghor notes that Négritude poetry 
features a concrete rather than abstract language. 
Instead, the imagery and narratives carry a “double 
vision” of realism and metaphor.13

The symbolism of Wiley’s paintings extends 
well beyond traditional iconographies, and much 
of his critical success stems from the ways he uti-
lizes representation to contest race, power, and 
exclusion. Robert Hobbs dubbed Wiley’s approach 

to portraiture “conceptual realism,” a rejection of 
straightforward depiction to “critique and under-
mine the molds in which representation tradi-
tionally casts its subjects.”14 Accordingly, Wiley’s 
portrayal of black males in the manner of European 
nobility challenges art’s ability to generate status 
and prestige. When applied to African sources, 
this “conceptual realism” initiates a dialogue about 
globalization and its ramifications for Africa. For 
example, in Three Wise Men Greeting Entry into 
Lagos (2008), Wiley utilizes as his starting point a 
famous monument by Bodun Sodiende, depict-
ing chiefs making traditional hand gestures of the 

Three Wise Men Greeting Entry into Lagos, 2008. Oil on canvas, 72 x 96 in. Courtesy the artist. © Kehinde Wiley
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“Owo Awo” greeting; these elders serve as emis-
saries to the king but also play roles as chieftains 
and healers. Sodiende’s work was commissioned by 
the local government in 1990 to welcome visitors 
to Nigeria’s largest city. In Wiley’s painting, three 
young men adopt their poses and, by extension, 
attain the authority and power of their ancestors. 
Dressed in patterned tunics and blue jeans rather 
than traditional attire, Wiley’s contemporary wise 
men suggest a continuity of African customs, albeit 
one fused with Western influence. 

In a similar way, On Top of the World (2008) 
blends the iconography of a Nigerian effigy with 
references to popular culture. Wiley was inspired 
by a statue of chief Obafemi Awolowo, a prominent 
figure in Nigerian history who organized the Action 
Group and sought multinational federalism for the 
new state. This memorial depicts the leader in full-
length robe and cap, his left hand resting on several 
books atop a column, while his right arm makes a 
political salutation that resembles a victory or peace 
slogan. Wiley again alters his source image, paint-
ing only the top half of his model, who pulls his left 
arm across his chest. The model’s right arm extends 
into a closed fist symbolic of Black Power or dance 
moves, while the title repeats a common hip-hop 
refrain about success.15 These monuments appealed 
to Wiley as examples of Africans “picturing them-
selves after independence,” and by inserting his 
youthful contemporaries into their poses he con-
tinues the Négritude project of self-determination.16 
Utilizing the rhetorical power of academic history 
painting grants further authority to such gestures, 
as Wiley renders them in a language historically 
reserved for nobility. The integration of African 
political and cultural references with Western artis-
tic techniques parallels those who wrote about their 
diasporic experiences in the French language. Many, 
including Maya Angelou, noted how the writers of 
Négritude “had the onerous task of writing in the 
colonial language poetry which opposed colonial-
ism. That is to say, they had to take the weapon of 
the foe to attack the foe.”17 Wiley also employs this 
critical device, working within a genre of painting 
that often objectified or excluded the black voice in 
order to challenge the history of art on its own terms. 
Artistic tropes that previously established European 
hegemony now establish African legitimacy.

In addition to sharing this reversal of convention, 
Wiley parallels Négritude by depicting the beauty of 
the African subject in meticulously crafted works. 
Created with oil on canvas, his World Stage images 
feature vibrant patterns and realist representations 
of young men, ranging from life-sized depictions to 
intimate portrait busts.18 Some, like Ibrahima Sacho 
II (2008), recall histories of racial imaging, with the 
curly locks of the sitter suggesting discourses on 
ethnic difference in which various hairstyles such 
as dreadlocks or Afros embody racial pride and 
African ancestry.19 Set before a backdrop featuring a 
peacock, an animal revered for its colorful and pat-
terned plumage, the subject assumes the dignity and 
beauty commonly associated with the bird. Wiley’s 
elegant likenesses challenge the caricatures and ste-
reotyping that marred representations of the black 
body, a strategy prevalent throughout Négritude. 
Léopold Senghor also employed avian metaphors 

On Top of the World, 2008. Oil on canvas, 72 x 60 in. Courtesy the artist. © 
Kehinde Wiley
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Ibrahima Sacho II, 2007. Oil and enamel on canvas, 26 x 22 in. Courtesy the artist. © Kehinde Wiley
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to extol the virtues of Africans, writing about gulls 
to celebrate Aimé Césaire and noting that such 
creatures, symbolic of the black diaspora at large, 
became “proud as peacocks” while lauding Césaire’s 
literary accomplishments.20 In other poems, Senghor 
praised the African body that had previously been 
exploited and degraded. He mourned the death of 
African soldiers during World War II, describing 
them as “the blossom / Of original beauty,” and in 
another poem, honored women: “Naked woman, 
black woman / I sing your passing beauty and fit 
it for all Eternity.”21 Wiley represents this beauty 
through portraiture, and in depicting youthful sub-
jects, fits that ideal for eternity. 

In many ways, Wiley portrays Africa in a posi-
tive light, focusing on local traditions, historical 
accomplishments, and idealized conditions.22 He 
admits that “Africa today has a very poor brand—
people think of starvation, war, and disease,” and 
his work attempts to refashion that brand.23 Toward 
this end he contests conventions of photography 
and its ethnographic gaze, utilizing photographic 
references through his source images and studio 
lighting to challenge the power of the camera.24 
Wiley disputes the media representations and 
anthropological scrutiny of Africa, and by crafting 
heroic portraits of anonymous subjects to elevate 
the common, working class individual, parallels the 
Marxist roots of Négritude. Writers such as Aimé 
Césaire cited Marx and Das Kapital while seeking 
to improve the material conditions of an alienated 
and disenfranchised African populace.25 A similar 
class consciousness runs throughout Wiley’s oeuvre 
because, with the exception of a small number of 
commissions to paint famous musicians or athletes, 
he typically directs his attention to average people. 
He continued this project beyond Africa in France 
and Brazil, painting immigrants from former 
French colonies such as Morocco and Tunisia or 
Afro-Brazilians from the favelas or slums of Rio de 
Janeiro. In so doing Wiley fashioned a community 
among the diverse peoples of the African diaspora, 
locating unique histories within each setting but 
finding commonality among their experiences. The 
construction of this kinship counters the disjunc-
ture wrought by European imperialism, because, as 
Césaire noted, “our duty as writers and artists . . .  
is to restore the double continuity that has been 

broken by colonialism: continuity with the world 
and with ourselves.”26

Wiley’s efforts to fabricate this continuum are  
perhaps most evident in a series of works he com-
pleted for sportswear manufacturer PUMA. The 
company commissioned Wiley to develop an 
African-themed marketing campaign in advance 
of the 2010 Fédération Internationale de Football 
Association (FIFA) men’s World Cup, the first time 
the soccer tournament was staged on African soil. 
Wiley responded with a number of commercial 
designs, including cleats, shoelaces, T-shirts, and 
jackets that utilized patterned textiles sourced from 
West African markets. In addition, the artist cre-
ated portraits of famous African footballers serv-
ing as PUMA’s pitchmen: Emmanuel Eboue from 
Côte d’Ivoire, Samuel Eto’o from Cameroon, and 
John Mensah from Ghana. Three paintings depict 
each player individually, while a fourth work, Unity 
(2010), portrays them standing together with inter-
locked arms in a monumental nine-by-twelve-foot 
canvas.

Despite their different nationalities and position 
as competitors, the athletes wear the same shirt: 
PUMA’s “unity kit,” an African-inspired soccer 
jersey that would serve as an alternate uniform for 
the twelve African national teams sponsored by 
PUMA. The orange-brown pigment of the shorts 
derives from African soil samples, while the transi-
tion from brown to blue within the jersey represents 
the African sky.27 A badge flanks the PUMA logo 
on the chest of the shirt and features an outline of 
the continent surmounted by interlocking hands 
in a gesture of greeting or friendship. Symbolically 
positioned over the heart, this badge replaces the 
national flags or club crests that normally serve to 
identify regional allegiances; instead, Pan-African 
ideals emerge through sport and consumerism. 
Wiley explained that he hoped to capture the “sense 
of joy” he found in Africa with his PUMA project:

I strongly believe that unity does exist in Africa. So 
many times what we see about Africa are the negative 
images, the images of war and discontent. The first 
time that the World Cup is coming to Africa, I really 
wanted to be able to show the world what I see every 
day. And there is a type of unity that goes beyond 
nation, that goes beyond tribe, and it’s important to 
be able to get those moments down.28

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/nka/article-pdf/2017/41/126/521009/2017126.pdf
by University of Michigan user
on 31 July 2018



Journal of Contemporary African Art • 41 • November 2017136 • Nka

In many ways the PUMA commission was no 
different than Wiley’s previous work, for it enabled 
him to graft notions of race and prestige onto the 
black male body. Throughout his career Wiley con-
fronted the role of capital and commodity in gener-
ating status, opulently rendering flesh and objects 
to signify privilege. The material richness of his 
paintings convey beauty and power by seducing the 
viewer’s optical and haptic senses, a form of desire 
at once imagined and corporeal. In considering 
this aspect, Krista Thompson connected Wiley to a 
legacy of Hans Holbein and Dutch surfacism, with 
his “bling” aesthetics a “refashioning [of] status and 

prestige through shiny jewels, tactile surfaces, and 
sumptuous goods.”29

The glossy finish and lavish visual effects of 
works like Unity also exemplify Senghor’s asser-
tion that sensuality, predicated on the primacy of 
touch, defines the African way of understanding the 
universe. The correspondence between the sensual 
and spiritual stems from a vitalist existentialism, 
where physical experiences become a manifestation 
of sanctity. As Senghor noted about the African, “It 
is in himself, in his own flesh, that he receives and 
feels the radiations from every existing object.”30 
Thus, sensuality is not born solely of eroticism but 

Unity, 2010. Oil on canvas, 108 x 144 in. Courtesy the artist. © Kehinde Wiley

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/nka/article-pdf/2017/41/126/521009/2017126.pdf
by University of Michigan user
on 31 July 2018



Haxall Nka •  137

reconnect Africa with its American and Caribbean 
diasporas. Nkrumah argued that “sports can provide 
that necessary basis of mutual understanding which 
can so greatly assist the realization of our ideal of 
unity in Africa.”33 Thus, Wiley connects the accom-
plishments of contemporary athletes with artisans 
of the past, promoting the achievements of Africans 
throughout history by Pan-African platforms such 
as soccer.

While PUMA’s soccer players appear immortal 
through their idealized bodies, historical references, 
and large scale, the reflective properties of their 
painted skin recall more pernicious forms of capi-
talism, namely the African slave trade. Traders often 
lathered oil onto slaves to hide scars and beautify 
their physiques, employing bodily shine as a means 
of objectifying the human body.34 Wiley’s adoption 
of bodily shine reverses this history, transforming 
the African figure from fetishized commodity into 
otherworldly fetish. Desire, then, stems not from an 
impulse to occupy the African body but from aspi-
rations to attain its beauty, power, and status. Wiley’s 
commission proves ironic, because his inversion of 

of a mode of existence linked to physical experi-
ence. In Négritude, bodily traits such as beauty 
carry a mystical property, a vital force linking 
humanity to the natural and, by extension, spiritual 
world. Ultimately, the physical beauty of the African 
men depicted by Wiley evokes the divine, an aspect 
furthered by what Wiley calls the “super-rapturous 
light” illuminating his sitters.31 Through the reflec-
tive glow of studio flashbulbs, he often casts an ethe-
real radiance on his subjects, rendering them deific 
through heavenly brilliance.

The privileged position of Wiley’s soccer icons 
became further pronounced through Unity’s source 
image: Benin sculptural groups representing the 
Oba, or divine ruler, and his attendants. This allu-
sion to the revered Oba of Benin elevates the status 
and power of the athletes, while their interlock-
ing arms conjure community and brotherhood. 
Although Wiley modified the original to suggest 
equality and partnership among the footballers, the 
reference carries a loaded history. This portrait type 
was forged in a variety of materials by the people of 
Benin, including ivory, and its production in brass 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
astonished European visitors to Africa so much that 
the British seized hundreds of the plaques during 
a violent raid of Benin City in 1897. A British 
Museum curator at the time marveled at the techni-
cal mastery of the African artists:

It need scarcely be said that at first sight of these 
remarkable works of art we were at once astounded at 
such an unexpected find, and puzzled to account for 
so highly developed an art among a race so entirely 
barbarous.32

Portuguese merchants introduced the brass used 
by the Oba’s artisans in the fifteenth century, and in 
this capacity, the Benin sculpture seems appropriate 
for depicting soccer players. Europeans established 
the sport in Africa during the nineteenth century, 
only to have African footballers like George Weah 
and Roger Milla earn international fame while play-
ing professionally in Europe. In addition, postcolo-
nial leaders, notably Ghana’s first president Kwame 
Nkrumah, utilized soccer as a way to foster national 
identity and promote African achievement interna-
tionally. In the 1960s he invested heavily in Ghana’s 
national team, nicknamed the “Black Stars” after 
Marcus Garvey’s steamship line that was intended to 

A plaque that decorated the palace of the Oba of Benin, Nigeria, early 
seventeenth century. Brass, 46.2 x 39 x 8.9 cm. Werner Forman Archive / 
British Museum, London. Photo: HIP / Art Resource, NY
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history potentially implicates his patron, PUMA, 
in acts of exploitation and commercial coloniza-
tion. Simultaneously exposing while profiting from 
market desire, Wiley reclaims black agency only to 
repackage it for consumption.35 

This type of reversal runs throughout Wiley’s 
work, a type of contradictory conceptualism that 
allows him to challenge the history of representa-
tion. He admitted as much in a recent interview:

I really enjoy the role of the trickster, the artist as 
trickster. It in many ways goes back to the Nigerian 
notion of the trickster, Eshu Elegba, the god of 
confusion, in which every feature of the known world 
must be thrown off kilter in order to appreciate and 
to understand chance as a central feature of human 
existence.36

By throwing viewers’ perceptions off kilter, 
Wiley invites us to reconsider racial networks, a 
type of social commitment central to Négritude and 
the ideals of Leopold Senghor:

The craftsman-poet takes up his position, and 
commits, with himself, his race, his history and his 
geography. He makes use of the material which lies to 
his hand, and the daily facts which compose the weft 
of his life. . . . Painter or sculptor, he will on occasion 
make use of instruments and materials imported 
from Europe . . . he will go so far as to dress some 
ancestral genie in European style. . . . This means that 
in Negro Africa ‘art for art’s sake’ does not exist; all 
art is social.37

These words proved prophetic; over fifty years 
later Kehinde Wiley synthesized African traditions 
and European languages to complicate identity and 
representation in what Senghor would consider 
a “social” art. Inspired by local traditions and the 
complex intersection of colonialism, independence, 
and globalization, the artist located unity and vital-
ity across the African diaspora. Ultimately, with a 
Pan-African vision born of his ancestral legacy 
and educational background, Wiley repositions 
the African subject within the history of art, chal-
lenging the normalizing power of figuration while 
continuing in the footsteps of Négritude.

Daniel Haxall is a professor of art history at 
Kutztown University of Pennsylvania. 
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