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TEXT

In tro duc tion
To con ceive of Afro- diasporicity as the res ult of ant ag on istic pro‐ 
cesses that ques tion the re la tion ship of the sub ject to the di a sporic
in- between is a chal lenge when ap proach ing the field of the arts. In
the per spect ive of the present dossier, this art icle en gages in a dy‐ 
namic car to graphy between the Africa of ori gins – real or ima gined –
and that of a to po logy of the Here con ceived as an Else where, a place
and mo ment of para dox ical pro jec tion, in a trans- American artistic
con text. For when we speak of di a sporas, and those of Afro descend‐ 
ants at that, the only geo graphy is that of pas sage. And of time, we
can say - es pe cially of the present - that it is a past that is ig nored, as
we say of the di a sporic link, stretched or un der pinned by a cyc lical
tem por al ity, as the “di a spor isa tion” of iden tit ies in creases. Im possible
or dual in scrip tion, this now calls for the dis per sion of con scious ness
in a Tout- Monde of prac tices of eras ure or re act iv a tion of cul tur ally
or prag mat ic ally ori ented links.

1

What about this dis per sion that fer til ises the mi grant’s Else where
res ult ing from slavery and/or col on isa tion? Is it the res ult of a re par‐ 
at ive logic or of er ratic am ne sia? In view of the politi cisa tion of works
of art and their re cep tion, it is be com ing ur gent to re fine the con‐ 
cepts with which they are ana lysed. Such a pro gramme is all the more
crit ical as it brings us back to the eternal ques tion of unity in di ‐
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versity, and more pre cisely, of the place of African ity in glob al ity, ac‐ 
cord ing to the mod al it ies of its ex per i ence: bi opol it ical her it age, bliss,
fantasy of be long ing. So many op tions that con tem por ary Amer ican
and Euro- Caribbean artists can seize in order to ac cen tu ate ethno- 
cultural as pects of their praxis. It is a con ten tion of this paper to
show that the aes thetic and polit ical stakes at play in the strength en‐ 
ing of this ori ent a tion shape a so ciocul tural and context- based con‐ 
scious ness.

Afro- Diasporic Net works: Roots
and Routes of Con nec ted ness
“Weave an artistic web in your Di a spora”: an im per at ive of this kind
may well have made its way in the minds of the vis it ors who ques‐ 
tioned the pres ence, and sig ni fic ance, of Pas cale Marthine Tayou’s
latest ex hib i tion – “Black Forest” – at the Fond a tion Clément, in Mar‐ 
ti nique (FWI) in 2019. Like British- Nigerian Yinka Shon i bare and his
fam ous coun ter part, El  Anat sui, Thayou cre ates art works that con‐ 
nect all the des cend ants of the transat lantic trade scattered around
the globe. By win ning many in ter na tional prizes, he has suc ceeded in
trans lat ing the con tem por ary is sues of his nat ive Cameroon into the
lar ger con text of a mod ern, glob al ised artistic world, in col lab or a tion
with di a sporic net works. Like wise, other artists based in North Amer‐ 
ica or the Carib bean, like Si mone Leigh, Manuel Men dive and Maria
Mag dalena Campos- Pons, have bridged paths over the oceans in an
en deav our to cre ate a hub of artistic in ter ac tions.

3

But the event is not the first one in the his tory of Afro- descendant
art. Over the last 20 years, many ex hib i tions have show cased the dis‐ 
tinct ive tal ent of Afro- Caribbean artists, in clud ing “In fin ite Is lands” at
the Brook lyn Mu seum in New York (2007–08); “Carib bean: Cross roads
of the World” at the Museo del Bar rio in New York (2012); and “Re la‐ 
tional Un der cur rents: Con tem por ary Art from the Carib bean Ar‐ 
chipelago” at the Mu seum of Latin Amer ican Art in Long Beach, Cali‐ 
for nia (2018). The ac cu mu la tion of such in ter na tional events fo cus ing
on art from the di a spora of Black Amer ica sug gests the emer gence of
an Afro- diasporic con scious ness in the re gion, and calls for socio- 
critical ap praisal. These are pos it ive mani fest a tions, but chal len ging
modes of rep res ent a tion occur as well.
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In the wake of grow ing con cerns over the vis ib il ity and rep res ent at‐ 
ive ness of Afro- descendants in West ern visual pub lic spaces, it has
be come an ur ging ques tion to pin point the role played by eth ni city in
the rep res ent a tion of art deal ing with post co lo nial/transco lo nial is‐ 
sues. The top pling of monu ments ded ic ated to the me mori al iz a tion of
co lo nial power test i fies to this fact.

5

Over time, dis cus sions have pro gress ively fo cused on Carib bean
artists and their re la tion ship to their roots, es pe cially as the per sist‐ 
ence of co lo nial vi ol ence calls for the re cov ery and sup port of an ces‐ 
tral know ledge and spir itu al ity, and con sequently the con nec tion to
their Afro- diasporic en vir on ment.

6

Afro- Diasporic Aes thet ics:
an Artistic and Spir itual Ideal
Di a spora can be the or ized as “a syn cret ized con fig ur a tion of cul tural
iden tity: shift ing, flex ible, and in vari ably anti- essentialist” (Goyal,
2003, p. 5). In this per spect ive the di a sporic artist tends to re con fig‐ 
ure cul tural iden tity with a view to avoid ing bin ary op pos i tions, in ac‐ 
cord ance with Glis sant’s rhizomic con cep tion of cul ture and Gil roy’s
double con scious ness. But as Kand in sky would have it, art prac ti tion‐ 
ers also need ideals to mo bil ize their psychic en ergy and build an
inner cathed ral. African her it age can thus provide them with a reser‐ 
voir of be liefs, sym bols, myths and kin ships that con sti tute an an ces‐ 
tral found a tion.
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That such con nec tions point to shared an ces tral roots/routes lead ing
to the form a tion of transna tional and “co- ethnic net works” (Tsuda,
2018, p. 191) is evid enced in the hub of art works pro duced by Cuban
di a sporic plas ti cians who embed webs of African- originated sym bols
in their pieces. Manuel Men dive, Maria Mag dalena Campos- Pons, Ana
Men di eta and Daniel Lind- Ramos all refer to Yor uba cos mogony as
the found a tion of their aes thetic dis course. Not only does bor row ing
mo tifs and faith prin ciples add to the sym bolic power of the art work
but it in cludes their art works in a spir itual net work that is eas ily and
read ily re cog niz able by Afro- Caribbean ar chipela gos.

8

In the same way as Men di eta, Men dive sup ports the ideal of re si li ent
polit ics that can suf fuse Afro- diasporic aes thet ics:
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My art is groun ded in the be lief of one uni ver sal en ergy, which runs
through everything: from in sect to man, from man to spectre, from
spectre to plant from plant to galaxy. My works are the ir rig a tion
veins of this uni ver sal fluid. Through them as cend the an ces tral sap,
the ori ginal be liefs, the prim or dial ac cu mu la tions, the un con scious
thoughts that an im ate the world (Blocker, 1999, p. 34).

In ter est ingly, such a com mit ment to di a sporic cit izen ship and an ces‐ 
try is not lim ited to cel eb rat ing ori gins, fos ter ing en coun ters in na‐ 
tional in sti tu tions, or struc tur ing hy brid spaces, like “Afropea”, where
black di a sporic sub jects might share an ideal “union” (Miano, 2020).
These stim u lat ing pro spects are soon fol lowed by prag matic in ter‐
rog a tions: how can West- Indian spec tat ors re late to, and ap pre ci ate
the African- ness of di a sporic art work, know ing that most of them
have never seen the African con tin ent? Can a re mote mem ber of a
200- million-person group achieve a sense of be long ing when he or
she ig nores the exact loc a tion of his ori gins? Can art fa cil it ate this
kind of cul tural and gene a lo gical quest?
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An swer ing such con cerns points not only to the re cur ring issue of
post- colonial Carib bean iden tity, but also to the propensity of the
Afro- diasporic sub ject to find a co hes ive force in the maze of
scattered, frag men ted black selves that call for re uni fic a tion. Only
com mit ment to Afro- diasporic cit izen ship within transna tional
artistic net works can mo tiv ate prac ti tion ers to in dulge in so many ef‐ 
forts and sac ri fices.
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Con clu sion
Between artists and art works gradi ents of Afro- diasporicity op er ate a
slow but con stant trans form a tion of aes thetic and polit ical choices.
The ex ist ence of sus tained Afro- diasporic net works in the art scene
shows that a transna tional com munity bridging mil lions of people
through out the world can be em powered with the help of artistic ar‐ 
chipela gos. Art is, in this per spect ive both a cure and a bless ing.
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tel lec tual cul ture, which he sees as spe cific ally transna tional (Gil roy, 1993).
As in clus ive as this the or et ical frame work may seem, it is chal lenged by the
in her ent transco lo ni al ity of the artistic dy nam ics an im at ing the re gion of
the Black Is land Amer icas. To this day, avatars of the co lo nial model per sist
in the Lesser and Greater An ti lles and in the ma jor ity of the coastal na tions
of the Carib bean basin. To a cer tain ex tent, these schemes con tinue to in‐ 
flu ence the aesthetic- political choices of the re gion’s visual artists and per‐ 
formers, while provid ing them with sym bolic codes that can be in ter preted
as signs of be long ing to the Afro- Trans Amer ican di a spora. It is there fore a
chal lenge to claim any form of di a sporic cit izen ship in such a shift ing and
un cer tain con fig ur a tion. What is thought to be rel ev ant from an in di vidual
or com munity per spect ive may prove to be in sti tu tion ally sub vers ive. In the
syn cretic tra di tion of Cuba and Brazil, the same code can be given dif fer ent
se mi otic mean ings de pend ing on the polit ical and prag matic con text. This
art icle there fore takes an ethno- critical look at the con tri bu tion of such
prac tices to the broader frame work of ar chipela gic net works and map
zones of Afro- diasporic con nectiv ity in a trans- American con text.

Français
A tra vers le prisme de l’ar chi pé li té, la pro duc tion ar tis tique de la Dia spo ra
afro- américaine ré vèle son po ten tiel dif frac tif : à la fois proche et loin taine
de ses ori gines pre mières, elle se dé ploie dans l’entre- deux d’une double
conscience. Dans son essai ma jeur, Paul Gil roy ap pelle au dé pas se ment des
op po si tions bi naires pour mieux ap pré hen der la com plexi té de la culture in‐ 
tel lec tuelle afro- diasporique qu’il consi dère comme spé ci fi que ment trans‐ 
na tio nale (Gil roy, 1993). Pour aussi in clu sif qu’il puisse pa raître, ce cadre
théo rique se heurte à la trans co lo nia li té fon cière des dy na miques ar tis‐ 
tiques ani mant la ré gion des Amé riques in su laires noires. À ce jour, les ava‐ 
tars du mo dèle co lo nial sub sistent aux Pe tites et Grandes An tilles ainsi que
dans la ma jo ri té des na tions cô tières du bas sin ca ri béen. Ces schèmes
conti nuent, dans une cer taine me sure, d’in fluen cer les choix esthético- 
politiques des plas ti ciens et per for meurs de la ré gion, tout en leur four nis‐ 
sant des codes sym bo liques in ter pré tables comme au tant de signes d’ap par‐ 
te nance à la dia spo ra afro- transaméricaine. C’est donc une ga geure que de
pré tendre à quelque forme de ci toyen ne té dia spo rique dans une confi gu ra‐ 
tion aussi mou vante et in cer taine. Ce que l’on croit être per ti nent du point
de vue in di vi duel ou com mu nau taire peut s’avé rer sub ver sif sur le plan ins‐ 
ti tu tion nel. Comme le veut la tra di tion syn cré tique pré va lant à Cuba et au
Bré sil, un même code peut se voir at tri buer di verses ac cep tions sé mio tiques
en fonc tion du contexte po li tique et prag ma tique. Le pré sent ar ticle s’at tèle
donc à poser un re gard ethno- critique sur l’ap port de telles pra tiques au
cadre plus glo bal des ré seaux ar chi pé liques en contexte trans amé ri cain, et
en tend es quis ser une car to gra phie des zones de connec ti vi té ar tis tique au‐ 
tour du concept d’afro- diasporicité.



Weaving Artistic Archipelagos in Afro Diasporic Networks

Español
A tra vés del pris ma de la ar chi pe li ci dad, la pro duc ción ar tís ti ca de la diás po‐ 
ra afro ame ri ca na re ve la su po ten cial di frac ti vo: a la vez cerca y lejos de sus
orí ge nes, se des plie ga en el in ter me dio de una doble con cien cia. En su en‐ 
sa yo se mi nal, Paul Gil roy re cla ma la su pera ción de las opo si cio nes bi na rias
para com pren der mejor la com ple ji dad de la cul tu ra in te lec tual afro dias pó‐ 
ri ca, que con si de ra es pe cí fi ca men te trans na cio nal (Gil roy, 1993). Por muy
in clu si vo que pa rez ca este marco teó ri co, se ve de sa fia do por la inhe ren te
trans co lo nia li dad de las di ná mi cas ar tís ti cas que ani man la re gión de las
Amé ri cas de las islas ne gras. Hasta la fecha, per sis ten ava ta res del mo de lo
co lo nial en las An ti llas Me no res y Ma yo res y en la ma yo ría de las na cio nes
cos te ras de la cuen ca del Ca ri be. Hasta cier to punto, estos es que mas si guen
in flu yen do en las op cio nes estético- políticas de los ar tis tas plás ti cos y los
in tér pre tes de la re gión, al tiem po que les pro por cio nan có di gos sim bó li cos
que pue den in ter pre tar se como sig nos de per te nen cia a la diás po ra afro‐ 
trans ame ri ca na. Por lo tanto, es un reto rei vin di car cual quier forma de ciu‐ 
da da nía dias pó ri ca en una con fi gu ra ción tan cam bian te e in cier ta. Lo que se
con si de ra re le van te desde una pers pec ti va in di vi dual o co mu ni ta ria puede
re sul tar ins ti tu cio nal men te sub ver si vo. En la tra di ción sin cré ti ca de Cuba y
Bra sil, un mismo có di go puede re ci bir di fe ren tes sig ni fi ca dos se mióti cos en
fun ción del con tex to po lí ti co y prag má ti co. Este ar tícu lo, por tanto, echa un
vis ta zo et no crí ti co a la con tri bu ción de tales prác ti cas al marco más am plio
de las redes ar chi pe lá gi cas y mapea las zonas de co nec ti vi dad afro dias pó ri‐ 
ca en un con tex to trans ame ri cano.
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