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Introduction
A Poetics of Relation But we need to ±gure out 

whether or not there are other 
succulencies of Relation in other 
parts of the world . . . 
—Édouard Glissant,  
Poetics of Relation

A young man stands in an entranceway. His look is wary, serious; indeter-
minate. Dressed for a night out in a dark jacket, he wears a neck chain that 
glitters between the wide white collars of his shirt. The silhouette of an ear-
ring encircles his left earlobe; sweat gleams on his forehead and highlights 
the bridge of his nose. His collar creates a sharp line leading to his double-
exposed self, a barely registered simulacrum, faint imprint over a basket of 
àowers hanging behind him on a bare wall. The barred shutters indicate a 
Bamako doorway. His head is framed tightly within the hallway as his shoul-
ders push outward, confusing the eye and imbuing his ±gure with power 
and presence. His left side is ghosted out, yet half of his face is obscured in 
darkness.

Sutigi, Bamako, by Malian photographer Fatoumata Diabaté, from her se-
ries The Night Belongs to Us (Sutigi in Bamanankan), shows West African youth 
enjoying the licit and illicit pleasures of nighttime escapades—“the beautiful 
age of youth characterized by insouciance and freedom,” as the artist de-
scribes it.1 The man pictured appears cosmopolitan, of the globalized world, 
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yet the double exposure serves to emphasize not only shadowy presence, dark-
ness, obscurity (dìbi in Bamanankan), and opacity, but also the tradition of 
doubling in West African portrait photography, a tradition borrowed from 
the inàux of Yoruba studio photographers emigrating across West Africa in 
search of new business clientele in the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s.2 The contrast of 
darks and lights creates a sense of polyrhythmic Mande aesthetics, highlight-
ing an asymmetry seen consistently in hundreds of studio portraits by famous 
Malian photographers Seydou Keïta and Malick Sidibé.3

This kind of poetic or philosophical photography—photography that asks 
the viewer to consider other meanings, other implications than what is im-
mediately visible; what is called “art photography”—is a relatively recent 
phenomenon in Bamako, the capital of Mali. Embodying Relation describes 
how this art photography movement developed in Mali out of a lapsed, 
black-and-white studio portrait tradition after a twenty-year lacuna. This 
book argues that Malian art photographs embody the concept of Relation 
propounded by Martinican philosopher, poet, and novelist Édouard Glis-
sant (1928–2011). Unlike much contemporary photography now being pro-
duced in Africa, Malian art photographers tend to celebrate their culture, 
rather than focusing on social ills or the current exploitation of former co-
lonial powers. Nor do most draw attention to the way that colonial rule vio-
lently and permanently changed the fabric of Malian society, or focus on 
the country’s poverty; this art is not, in a word, overtly forming a postco-
lonial critique. Instead, Malian art photographs sidestep postcolonial con-
siderations to potentially embody Glissant’s exuberant notion of Relation, 
which embraces diÈerence and diversity within wholeness or totality, en-
compassing both the recognition of others and their opacity, or unknowabil-
ity. Photographs created by Malian artists, such as Diabaté’s Sutigi, Bamako, 
speak to both local and foreign audiences, crossing cultural divides and al-
lowing for interpretations on multiple levels, relative to one’s knowledge and 
background. This is a manifestation of the Mande belief that knowledge is 
secret, precious, and never fully available; not everyone should or will have 
access to the same information.4 In proÈering newly con±gured images of 
contemporary Malian culture to non-Malian audiences, these photographs 
carry an optimistic potential to bring viewers into Relation, their imaginar-
ies participating in an appreciation of Malian poetics that nevertheless does 
not straightforwardly oÈer Malian culture to the neocolonial consumerist 
gaze of the global art market.

Embodying Relation maps the genesis and dynamics of the Malian art pho-
tography movement. It shows how two Malian photographers’ fame in New 
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York and Paris contributed to the founding of a photography biennial in 
their hometown of Bamako, which had dramatic eÈects both on local pho-
tographers and across Africa. Mali’s new democracy, emerging three de-
cades after independence from France in 1960, was the backdrop for the 
blossoming of this art photography movement. Democracy created the op-
portunity for international collaborative photography institutions and en-
couraged women’s rights, and this study pays particular attention to the 
unprecedented debut of professional women photographers in this patriar-
chal nation. Through an understanding of these photographs as embodying 
Glissant’s notion of Relation, I argue that Malian photographers contest glo-
balization in the international interchange fostered by the biennale through 
a careful visual, cultural, and theoretical analysis of their works and the 
social and historical context of their production. Art photography in Mali 
is an example of a local aesthetics speaking both locally and globally, across 
diÈerent levels of cultural knowledge. This movement counters a homog-
enized contemporary art world through its diÈerence and emphasis on Ma-
lian aesthetics.

The emergence of art photography began in the mid-1990s, when Ba-
mako became famous as the home of renowned studio photographers 
Seydou Keïta (1921/3–2001) and Malick Sidibé (1936–2016). Exhibited anony-
mously in New York in 1991, Keïta was quickly “discovered” in Bamako by 
a French curator, leading to the subsequent “discovery” of his younger col-
league, Malick Sidibé; their commercial portraits were soon shown abroad to 
great acclaim. Since that time, Keïta and Sidibé have become indispensable 
to an emergent canon of African artists.5 The presence of Keïta and Sidibé in 
Bamako inspired the founding, in 1994, of the French-funded pan- African 
Rencontres Africaines de la Photographie (African Photography Encoun-
ters), or Bamako Photography Biennale, which has been celebrated ever 
since.6 The biennale was instituted shortly after Mali’s 1991–1992 transition 
from a socialist dictatorship to a Western-supported, multiparty democracy. 
Mali’s relationship to France, its colonizer from the 1890s until 1960, im-
proved greatly after this political shift, and France, in a neocolonial exten-
sion of its former role as cultural benefactor, joined Mali in supporting and 
±nancing the eÈorts of French photographers Françoise Huguier and Ber-
nard Descamps and Malian photographers Alioune Bâ, Django Cissé, and 
Racine Keïta in creating and organizing the ±rst biennale.7

This French-funded event gave Bamako a reputation as the “center of Af-
rican photography.” Yet the neocolonial power imbalance of the biennale 
enterprise, as well as the nature of the biennale itself as a pan-African ven-
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ture, creates tensions between French inàuence and Malian endeavors. Still, 
the potentialities oÈered by the ±rst biennale exhibition, and its subsequent, 
ever-larger iterations, ignited the imaginations of a small cohort of Malian 
photographers. The presence of the biennale as an ongoing institution also 
inspired foreigners and locals to collaborate in creating numerous photogra-
phy institutions and exhibitions, thus contributing to the rise of a Relational 
art photography movement and sparking a revival of interest in black-and-
white ±lm photography, which had become commercially unviable by the 
1970s.8

This blossoming art movement has given rise to a host of images that, like 
Sutigi, Bamako, creatively imagine older photographic traditions in the space 
of freedom enabled by the new notion that photographs can be art, rather 
than commercial portraits or journalism. Yet in contrast to African coun-
tries where art photography has gained a signi±cant presence on the inter-
national market—South Africa, Nigeria, Egypt, Morocco, Senegal, Kenya, 
Ethiopia, Benin (the list is growing)—in Mali photographers have for the 
most part eschewed the reigning styles of global conceptual art or of criti-
cal documentary photojournalism.9 Instead of following trends introduced 
by the examples of international art on oÈer at the biennales, the Bamakois 
art photographers have remained close to the values of Malian studio por-
traiture, balancing Mande aesthetics with imaginative approaches to con-
temporary concerns.

Mande is a linguistic and cultural complex that includes a wide- ranging 
group of ethnicities and language-speakers in West Africa, including 
Bamana and Malinke, and is said to comprise about half of the population 
of Mali. However, about 80 percent of Malians speak Bamanankan, and 
Mande is culturally dominant in southern Mali, especially in Bamako, the 
seat of the government. There has been a strong nationalist drive since in-
dependence to promote Bamana culture in particular (as Bamako was orig-
inally a Bamana village) and Mande culture more generally. Historically, 
Mande-speakers descend from the thirteenth-century Mali Empire, and 
one major noticeable aspect of Mande culture is a strong sense of pride and 
awareness of Mande history, which has been passed down through oral cul-
tural traditions, such as the Sunjata epic. Another notable aspect of Mande 
society (which is also present in non-Mande Malian societies) is the social 
division among nobles, former slaves, and the caste groups of oral historians 
and singers, blacksmiths and potters, and other artistic professions. These 
divisions in some cases determine people’s marriage options and professions, 
especially in rural areas, but in urban Bamako caste and ethnicity are be-
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coming less important than class; ethnicity is itself an especially compli-
cated and somewhat àuid matter.

Aspects of Mande social practices and values are intimately connected to 
aesthetics and can be seen as enabling Relation in their respect for the diÈer-
ence and humanity of others, in accepting another’s opacity, or inability to 
be fully known, and in their communality. For example, badenya is a Mande 
social value of cooperation, derived from polygamous family structures in 
which children of the same mother and father are not in competition, in 
contrast to fadenya, which describes a sense of competition among half-
siblings for the father’s attention. Badenya is considered the primary force 
within Malian society, and can also be described as social capital, whereas 
extreme fadenya behavior is reserved only for unusual individuals (usually 
young men) who must strive to bring honor and success to their family’s 
name; they are called heroes. These aspects of competition and cooperation 
can be seen in studio portraiture, along with other aesthetic aspects more 
speci±cally related to the medium of photography such as polyrhythmic pat-
tern, asymmetry, decoration, embellishment, clarity versus opacity or ob-
scurity, and theme and variation, also understood as repetition with small 
and subtle diÈerences. As we shall see, the complex meanings of dìbi (dark-
ness, obscurity) in Mande society are similar in meaning to Glissant’s use of 
the term opacité (French: opacity), in that both terms can refer to a sense of 
obscured knowledge, or of knowledge that cannot be known.10

Commercial portraiture always engaged the imaginary of its patrons 
and its viewers. The fact that Keïta lent his clients props, from eyeglasses 
to àowers, motor scooters to suit coats, meant that subjects could imag-
ine themselves diÈerently when pictured with signs of material success 
or cosmopolitan identity.11 Moreover, portraiture always had communal 
 reverberations—the earliest studio photographs were taken outdoors in 
courtyards, in front of the crowd of waiting potential clients. Photographs 
often commemorate family relations or friendships, shown not only in pair-
ings and groupings, but also in the choice of wearing the same out±t to the 
photographers’ studio, and in the way friends pose to mimic each other’s 
movements. Studio portraits were aesthetic social documents, meant to be 
hung on the wall or kept in albums, or sent to family in rural areas to display 
the cosmopolitan sense of the urbanite away from home. Today’s artists still 
tend to emphasize photography’s social aspect by appreciating the beauty of 
the human body, which is understood as always already a communal body, 
while allowing individual creativity to àourish in ways previously unimagi-
nable. Malian photography has thus retained a relatively autonomous local 
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identity in creating art that stems from a history of portraiture that itself has 
been repositioned as art on the global stage.

Because of its cultural, political, and aesthetic circumstances, this art 
photography carries a powerful potential to embody Glissant’s notion of 
Relation. A prominent Caribbean philosopher and writer, Glissant has be-
come an essential ±gure in postcolonial studies, but his work moves beyond 
this school of thought. Glissant, who studied philosophy and history at the 
Sorbonne and ethnography at the Musée de l’Homme in Paris, was a con-
temporary of Frantz Fanon, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and feminist 
philosopher Luce Irigaray, as well as Malian photographers Keïta and Sidibé. 
Césaire’s Négritude was inàuential on Glissant’s thought, and he actively 
fought for Martinican independence. He shared intellectual circles and 
world experiences with these anticolonial philosophers and photographers.

The diÈerence between Glissant and other postcolonial thinkers can be 
traced through a brief history of the ±eld.12 For many Anglophone schol-
ars, postcolonial studies grew out of Edward Said’s groundbreaking publi-
cation of Orientalism in 1978, which used a Foucauldian analysis to uncover 
and examine the prejudices inherent in the Euro-American study of North 
Africa and the Middle East. In turn, Said’s work inàuenced other Anglo-
phone writers from former British colonies, like Gayatri Spivak and Homi 
Bhabha.13 Recently postcolonial studies has begun to acknowledge a longer 
Afro-Francophone lineage of thought, tracing itself back to Négritude, a 
philosophy and poetics that originated in Paris in the 1930s with Martini-
can writer Aimé Césaire, Senegalese poet and eventual president Léopold 
Sédar Senghor, French Guianese poet and politician Léon Damas, and oth-
ers.14 Césaire was a teacher and mentor to the doctor, psychoanalyst, and 
philosopher Frantz Fanon, whose revolutionary texts Black Skin, White Masks 
(1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961) oÈer analyses of the psychologi-
cal eÈects of racism and colonial rule.15 A more capacious understanding of 
postcolonial theory includes Algerian-born French philosopher Jacques Der-
rida’s emphasis on di�érance and his questioning of European hegemonies of 
thought in relation to his experience as an Algerian Jew under Vichy’s anti-
Semitic rule.

While Glissant is often described as a postcolonial theorist, his philo-
sophical notion of Relation exceeds the pessimism and the negative sense 
of “aftermath” eÈects often present in postcolonial theory, while posing a 
theoretical opposition to globalization in his concept of mondialité, often 
translated as “worldliness”: an appreciation of respect for all people in their 
cultural and individual diÈerences.16
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If art historians have been slow to take up postcolonial theory, Glissant’s 
work has proved an exception, at least among curators. In the past several 
decades his ideas have been actively discussed in contemporary art venues, 
including the platform “Creolité and Creolization,” held in St. Lucia as part 
of Okwui Enwezor’s Documenta 11.17 In this exhibition, Enwezor drew on 
Glissant’s notion of creolization for its Caribbean platform. The Swiss-born 
curator Hans Ulrich Obrist has been particularly important in bringing 
Glissant’s ideas into the art world. Obrist recounts that Glissant’s idea of 
Relation inspired his groundbreaking curatorial project “Utopia Station” in 
the 2003 Venice Biennale. Obrist later explained, in a small book he cowrote 
with Glissant for dOCUMENTA (13), which included several of Glissant’s 
writing with drawings, “In his novel Sartorius (1999), Glissant described 
the utopian Batouto people, which derives its identity not from its own ge-
nealogy, but solely from being in constant exchange with others.” 18 After 
Glissant’s death Obrist curated an exhibition in Brussels dedicated to him, 
called Mondialité. Glissant himself was active in the art world. As a prize-
winning novelist and poet, he was intimately aware of aesthetic concerns 
and the role of art in society; his friends included prominent modernist art-
ists Wifredo Lam and Robert Matta, designer agnès b., and many others. 
Signi±cantly, Glissant wrote an introduction to an exhibition catalog for 
agnès b.’s photography collection that includes prints by Seydou Keïta and 
Malick Sidibé, so it is certain that he knew their work.19

Glissant explains the concept of Relation in two key texts, Poetics of Re-
lation, published in French in 1990 and in English in 1997, and Philosophie 
de la Relation (The Philosophy of Relation), in 2009. Relation developed out of 
Glissant’s earlier theories of creolization and “Caribbeanness” (Antillanité), 
which was speci±c to Caribbean identity. As a Martinican, Glissant was at 
±rst inàuenced by, but later critical of, Césaire’s theory of Négritude, with 
its emphasis on blackness and Africa as its origin.20

In contrast to Négritude, Glissant’s conception of creolization emphasizes 
the distinctiveness of the Caribbean as an archipelago, a loose collection of 
islands connected to each other by history and geography, but separated by 
the sea; for each, the ocean’s horizon is a constant reminder of the trans-
atlantic slave trade as well as the colonizer’s journey from Europe. Creoliza-
tion acknowledges that each island is culturally distinct and speci±c, but 
shares some general characteristics with the others—each distinctiveness is 
created by a diÈerent mixture of speci±c African, European, and Asian cul-
tures that replaced the wiped-out civilizations of indigenous people. Cru-
cially, building on fellow Martinican philosopher Frantz Fanon, Glissant 
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understands creolization rhizomatically, borrowing from French and Swiss 
philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. The rhizome is a plant form 
with many roots that spreads horizontally, in contrast to the vertical hierar-
chy of a tree with a single root. Because of the variety of mixed cultures and 
ethnicities (métissage) which all came from elsewhere, the “rootlessness” or 
rhizomatic nature of Caribbean society contributes to the identity and pro-
cess of creolization. As Caribbean author Maryse Condé explains, Glissant 
was the ±rst philosopher to celebrate Caribbean identity as such, as a rootless 
or rhizomatic identity created and re-created in exchange with others, as in 
Glissant’s famous maxim: “ ‘I change, by exchanging with the other, without 
losing myself or distorting myself.’ ”  21

While African identity is important in Caribbeanness, it is not the only 
identity—the multiplicity of cultural identities in the Caribbean is point-
edly acknowledged.22 Creolization becomes Relation when Glissant’s theo-
ries open up from the Caribbean to address the world.23 Yet Africa is still of 
primary importance as a facet of Relation—the ±rst essay in Poetics of Rela-
tion, “The Open Boat,” begins with the African slave trade.24 For it is in the 
Middle Passage that Relation is born—in the communal experience of the 
existential and literal abyss: a past and present despair and a terrifying, un-
known future. The survival of the Middle Passage enables totality: “Not just 
a speci±c knowledge, appetite, suÈering, and delight of one particular peo-
ple, not only that, but knowledge of the Whole, greater from having been at 
the abyss and freeing knowledge of Relation within the Whole.” 25 For Glis-
sant, the experience of suÈering brings a humility that enables empathy, and 
thus Relation. Both creolization and Relation oÈer alternative ways of con-
fronting the violence and lingering eÈects of colonial oppression. Relation 
in particular oÈers an alternative method for opposing globalization and for 
understanding the world separate from the structures demanded and pro-
duced by capitalism. The concept of Relation, supported by corresponding 
neologisms and notions of creolization, opacity, errantry, chaos-world, echo-
world, and mondialité, emphasizes process and exchange, going beyond post-
colonial theories that reiterate static notions of mixed yet rooted cultural 
identities suÍesting violence, negativity, and loss. Glissant’s Relation posits 
identity as always in a communal (and thus unpredictable) process of be-
coming through exchange with other cultures and communities: a process 
in which everyone might potentially participate. But while a respect for fun-
damental diÈerence is central to Relation, a local community must also be 
aware of the wider world; and, indeed, it is through interactions with others 
that one changes, without loss of self.26 An inward-looking community, or 
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one that holds itself separate from or superior to its neighbors, cannot par-
ticipate in Relation. Nor can a culture heavily indebted to capitalist struc-
tures enable Relation to àourish.

In the epigraph to this introduction, Glissant suÍests that Relation may 
exist in pockets throughout the world. But it is in the Caribbean’s inheri-
tance of Africa, through the centuries-long transatlantic slave trade, that 
Relation àourishes: according to Glissant,  “Africa (for us a source and a mi-
rage, retained in a simpli±ed representation) has, therefore, its role to play.” 27

The importance of conceiving of not just the Caribbean but the world as 
an archipelago, as Glissant explains in his essay “Archipelagic Thinking,” 
is crucial to understanding Relation and to seeking its resonances in West 
African photography. For Glissant, the history of the Caribbean archipelago 
created societies of composite cultures with multiple origins in which tribal-
ism is impossible. Understanding West Africa as an archipelago means un-
derstanding the Sahara desert, historically an important conduit of trade 
and other forms of exchange, as a kind of oceanic space linking Mali to 
North Africa. It means understanding how West African nations bear many 
similarities to the Caribbean islands where Glissant developed these theo-
ries, including eÈects of the transatlantic slave trade and their complicated 
postcolonial relationships to colonial powers.28

Thus, while Glissant’s work drew on his Martinican heritage and the-
orized the Caribbean particularly, his work has also been inàuential on 
the African continent. Glissant’s friendship with the Malian ±lmmaker, 
scholar, and writer Manthia Diawara especially speaks to the pertinence 
of his philosophy with regard to Malian photography. Diawara’s 2009 doc-
umentary on Glissant, One World in Relation, explains key aspects of Glis-
sant’s theories and has been widely screened at conferences and museums.29

Noted Cameroonian philosopher Achille Mbembe dedicated an essay for 
the 2011 Bamako Biennale catalog to Glissant. In 2014, the Dak’Art Biennale 
of Contemporary African Art’s theme was “Producing the Common,” in-
spired by Glissant’s notion of the Tout-monde (“Whole world,” closely related 
to “worldliness”); and in 2015, the Pérez Art Museum in Miami hosted an 
exhibition curated by Tumelo Mosaka and Tobias Ostrander, titled Poetics of 
Relation, that directly engaged Glissant’s philosophy.30

The acknowledgment of diÈerences that cannot be grasped or reduced to 
particulars is crucial to Relation.31 Celia Britton ±nds that Glissant’s idea of 
Relation underlies all of his writing and can be found not only in his theoret-
ical essays but also in his literary works.32 She explains: “The starting point 
for this concept is the irreducible diÈerence of the other; ‘Relation’ is in the 
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±rst place a relation of equality with and respect for the Other as di�erent
from oneself. It applies to individuals but more especially to other cultures 
and other societies. It is nonhierarchical and nonreductive; that is, it does 
not try to impose a universal value system but respects the particular quali-
ties of the community in question.” 33

Although Relation can potentially exist anywhere in the world, Glissant 
insists that it can be found only within cultures that acknowledge the im-
portance of others as well as themselves. He notes, “Peoples who have been 
to the abyss do not brag of being chosen. They do not believe they are giv-
ing birth to any modern force. They live Relation and clear the way for it.” 34

Glissant’s use of “the abyss” here speci±cally references the horror of the 
transatlantic slave trade.35 Yet the West African colonial experience may be 
understood as a diÈerent kind of abyssal experience—vicious, violent, and 
dehumanizing. In both instances, Relation emerges through a sense of chaos 
and àuidity, evading the violent constraints of slavery and colonialism to 
create a system of relations, what Britton calls “a àuid and unsystematic sys-
tem whose elements are engaged in a radically nonhierarchical free play of 
interrelatedness.” 36

Glissant’s idea of the nonhierarchical free play of relations is used here 
to consider the images and imaginaries of Malian art photographs, rather 
than as a description of real human relationships. Yet in many ways rela-
tion does apply to personal relationships, not least through its accounting 
for language.37 Poetics of Relation is composed as a series of essays that were 
±rst presented as talks; a sense of orality is felt in the rhythms of speech 
used within the text, wherein Glissant addresses the reader as one might 
speak to a friend. Relation, however, not only exists among French-speakers 
but “is spoken multilingually. By going beyond the impositions of economic 
forces and cultural pressures, Relation rightfully opposes the totalitarian-
ism of any monolingual intent.” 38 The oppression of any single language is 
connected to the domination of a rooted culture for Glissant—consider the 
Roman imposition of Latin throughout Europe during the Roman Empire. 
By contrast, Relation evades this parochialism and evokes a multivocal dif-
ference. In this way, as in others, Relation diÈers from hybridity, in which 
elements of the colonized and the dominating cultures are identi±able and 
contribute to a synthesis of meaning.39

The tension between orality and writing that informs Creole as a vernac-
ular language is part of creolization. Similar tensions exist in Mali, where an 
important àuctuation between oral and written cultures is noticeable, for 
literacy rates are low and oral traditions are still strong. Such diÈerences in-
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form how societies think about and imagine the world.40 Art photographers 
tend to be highly literate and well-educated, sometimes speaking French 
at home, but they have also been surrounded by their country’s rich oral 
culture and heritage; this familiarity with diÈerent forms of knowledge in-
forms their photographs.

While Glissant was fascinated with language, Relation is also wholly 
physical and embodied in lived experience. Glissant criticizes the Sartrean 
existentialist idea of free will because of the historical experience of slavery 
and colonialism; instead, the mind is always rooted in the physicality of its 
body. J. Michael Dash, Glissant’s biographer, writes: “The dismantling of 
the individual consciousness as free spirit has led Glissant inexorably toward 
the reinsertion of mind in body. Mind is always incomplete without body, 
and it is through the body that mind encounters outer reality. The body is 
then a vital zone of interaction between private and public, individual and 
collective.” 41

Glissant’s emphasis on the relationship between mind and body comes 
from a distrust of the body’s ability to escape the physical constraints it is 
subjected to. It also derives arguably from the body’s inescapable visibility, 
and thus to racial identity, though this visibility is simultaneously the site of 
opacity and a racial imaginary. This connection of the body to visibility and 
racial identity links Glissant’s ideas to those of Fanon, with whom Glissant’s 
writings are in dialogue. Instead of conceiving of a bodiless mind knowing 
the world, the world and others are known through the inseparable experi-
ence of the body and mind, together.42 The individual body is also important 
in its communal relation with others—as Dash notes, the communal iden-
tity is key to creolization, and thus to Relation.43 Similarly, Malian art pho-
tographers emphasize the human body; their aesthetics and focus emerge 
from the history of studio portraiture to become a contemporary art that 
almost always takes the social body as a point of departure. The notion of 
the body as always already communal occurs in virtually all of the Malian 
photographers’ work and is often emphasized.

Although Relation could potentially exist anywhere in the world, speci±c 
aãnities with Bamako’s history, cultural diversity, and geography set the 
stage for art photographs to embody Relation.44 While of course Malian so-
ciety has literally been postcolonial since 1960, when the country gained its 
independence from France, “postcolonial” is not merely a temporal demar-
cation. It also acknowledges how the cultures and ways of life that existed in 
precolonial societies were permanently aÈected by violent oppressions per-
petrated by the culture of colonial domination. In Gyan Prakash’s words, 
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“The postcolonial exists as an aftermath, as an after—after being worked 
over by colonialism.” 45 Though Mali, unlike Martinique, is now an indepen-
dent nation, it remains politically and economically yoked to France. The 
persistence of French governmental structures, including national borders, 
the educational system, the status of French as a national language, Mali’s 
continuing economic dependence on France, and even to some extent cul-
ture and social attitudes: all attest to the continuing presence of colonialism 
in Mali. This dependency became particularly visible when France inter-
vened to quell the 2012 coup and prevent civil war; the division between 
the North’s desert nomadic lifestyle and the South’s agricultural and ur-
ban cultures was created by French colonial boundaries. Mali’s postcolonial 
situation created a culture of hybridity that places equality in doubt, dem-
onstrating the legacy of one culture’s domination over another’s, and ac-
cordingly a sense of wreckage, destruction, and continuing e�ects.

Yet postcolonial theory does not account for the aesthetic approach and 
optimism of Malian photographs, conveyed through contemporary ap-
proaches to Mali’s heritage and culture. As an impoverished West African 
nation with a remarkably rich culture and history, Mali is a logical place to 
begin seeking “other succulencies of Relation,” especially as Glissant favored 
“small” (lightly populated) countries. Scholars ascribe a relationship of de-
scent from Mali to Martinique, asserting that many enslaved people sold to 
Martinican plantations were of the Bamana ethnicity from the region that 
is now southern Mali.46 In the ±lm One World in Relation, Glissant remarks on 
this genealogy as a positive aãliation, although he also cautions that a focus 
on ethnicity leads to genocide and that the importance of the connection is 
not genetic but attitudinal: “Family is the same manners, the same way of 
responding to the world.” 47

This sentiment coheres with the Malian tendency to treat strangers like 
family, as seen in cousinage (sanankuya in Bamanankan), or joking cousin rela-
tionships. This practice is said to have been started by the Emperor Sundiata 
Keïta in the thirteenth century and is considered a remarkably successful 
way of encouraging peace and cooperation.48 DiÈerent last names, of which 
there are a relatively small number, have associated joking cousins, so that 
anyone named Sidibé will be treated as a joking cousin by anyone named 
Kanté, for instance.49 Joking cousins cannot be insulted by each other, must 
never harm each other, and must always do what a joking cousin asks. As 
Drisdelle and Pye-Smith note, “Cousinage exists not only between ethnic 
groups, but between diÈerent castes within each cultural grouping.” 50 Thus 
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in Mali strangers are already in relation to each other and can invoke such 
obligations as necessary, based on family names.

As a modern, urban capital, Bamako is a site of métissage—a mixing of 
castes, cultures, heritages, and diversity, which creates a cosmopolitan so-
ciety. With Bamako as the seat of government and the political-cultural 
center of southern Mali (Mali south of Timbuktu), there has been a focus, 
especially politically since the 1990s, on the acceptance of diÈerence, toler-
ance, and appreciation of other cultures, which helped it remain a peaceful 
democracy for two decades.51 The Bamako art world is a Relational commu-
nity that appreciates irreducible diÈerence and interchanges with the global 
world through images and various foreign collaborations without losing it-
self. The Bamakois art world is also like an archipelago in that it consists of 
diÈerent institutions and associations in the city that have all sprung up 
without being rooted in past notions of art and that virtually all consist of 
Malian and Euro/American collaborations.

Relation enables an imaginary that contradicts and confounds globaliza-
tion and its totalizing propensity through emphasis on the local in exchange 
with the global. The idea of art and literature as creating a potential imagi-
nary for future possibility and change is something that Relation borrows 
from Négritude as well as the Harlem Renaissance; notably, both were lit-
erary and philosophical movements. This imaginary illuminates the pecu-
liar circumstances of the Bamakois art photography movement, which was 
fanned into existence by the inàuence of the biennale. The arguably neo-
colonial entity of the biennale itself—a nexus of interchange between the 
global and the local—and the institutions it has encouraged have generated 
an imaginative space within which Bamako photographers are creating the 
new cultural form of art photography. And it is precisely this dialectic be-
tween local identity and global reception that gives photographs by contem-
porary Malian artists the potential to enact Relation through opacity as an 
aesthetic preoccupation. A “Glissantian strategy which highlights the rela-
tion to the global, while at the same time aãrming the particularity of the 
local” is the notion of opacity, as H. Adlai Murdoch explains.52 “Opacity” 
for Glissant is how a culture or an individual keeps its secrets to itself; it 
is in opposition to the required transparency and publicness of people’s in-
nermost selves (in this Glissant was prescient regarding social media). Most 
Malian art photographs incorporate opacity in some sense; their meanings 
and aesthetics are rarely, if ever, immediately clear to a non-Malian audi-
ence. Yet they are still appreciated for their seeming engagement with rec-
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ognized, indeed, codi±ed, tropes within global contemporary art; only on 
closer engagement with their aesthetics and meanings does their opacity be-
come noticeable. The circulation of these opaque images in the context of 
the African Photography Encounters allows for Malians to actively contest 
the neocolonial agenda of its French directorship.

While Mali is one of the poorest nations in the world economically, it 
is culturally one of the richest, internationally famous for its sculpture, 
masks, and performances, as well as music, textiles and cloth, ceramics, 
and architecture. The biennale intercedes dramatically across this axis of 
poverty and culture, which is most blatantly visible when Western curators 
stay in luxury hotels and participants from neighboring Niger sleep on local 
roofs. Caught between French funding and the logistical diãculties of their 
nation’s economic hardships, the Malian hosts, administrators, and pho-
tographers mediate between global wealth and local poverty. The art pho-
tographers in Bamako also mediate between older traditions and modernity, 
a tension that many countries and societies face in this rapidly accelerating 
age but that is especially key in Bamako, where traditional cultures are in-
separably intertwined with the arts, and cultural mores and rituals are rap-
idly eroding. Art photography participates in international exhibitions and 
yet retains local meanings for a Malian audience, who may not always appre-
ciate its aesthetic but who will certainly comprehend its content.

Photography in Mali has always embodied contradictions deriving from 
the colonial situation and its aftermath. With their conquest of the region 
in the 1880s, the French brought cameras, the devices of soldiers, colonial 
administrators, anthropologists, and Christian missionaries.53 African pho-
tographers with close connections to the colonials opened Bamako’s ±rst 
studios in the 1930s, and portraits of the aspiring bourgeoisie became highly 
popular by the late 1940s. Since Mali’s independence from France in 1960, 
studio portraits and press agency photographs have oÈered competing his-
tories of how the citizens of Bamako envisioned themselves in opposition to 
how the socialist dictators allowed themselves and their citizens to be por-
trayed. Under the multiparty democracy that has been shakily reinstated 
after the 2012 coup, hundreds of studios operate in the capital.

With the rise of digital technology, photography has become even more 
àuid. Images are sent around the world in milliseconds, leaving aside the 
need for expensive printing materials, framing, or paper. In Mali, where in-
ternet access is becoming more common, photographers are now learning 
digital technologies and beginning to exploit opportunities provided by the 
internet; as recently as the mid-2000s, by contrast, ±lm photography and 
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traditional black-and-white printing techniques were still primarily being 
taught and used. Indeed, ±lm photography may have had its last hurrah in 
Bamako, as old materials and technologies in France were sent or donated 
to Bamako’s photo institutions. This shift may contribute to the end of the 
movement or another beginning: the obsolescence of those techniques and 
the cheap, cast-oÈ materials found a ready home in Bamako, but as sup-
plies have petered out, so have opportunities. Two photography schools that 
opened in the 1990s in Bamako show such signs: a school for women called 
Promo-femme closed in 2009 for lack of funding, and the private school 
Cadre de Promotion pour la Formation en Photographie (CFP) has changed 
its focus from art to advertising photography. It remains to be seen whether 
the art photography movement, beset ±rst by the expense of digital technol-
ogies and second by the political uncertainties of the coup, will survive, al-
though the return of the Bamako Photography Encounters in 2015 and 2017, 
after a hiatus due to the coup, was an exciting start, especially as Bisi Silva, 
the 2015 curator, was the ±rst African woman living on the continent to di-
rect it.

Unlike the forms of long-practiced arts in Mali that have changed over 
time but continue richly into the present like music, puppet theater, or 
dancing, sometimes absorbing non-Malian inàuences in their richness, art 
photography is itself a new art form emerging out of studio portrait pho-
tography. Commercial portrait photography was an art form of modernity 
that thrived during and after the colonial era and was introduced through 
colonial contact, although it quickly adopted Malian meanings and aesthet-
ics. The art photography that has grown out of commercial studio photog-
raphy’s art world fame mixes global inàuences with local meanings, and for 
this reason, it moves beyond the ambivalence of postcoloniality to poten-
tially embody Relation, engaging the imaginaries of viewers and carrying a 
sense of optimism and equality.

Photography—as a network or force of social and technological  practices
—is the medium par excellence for embodying Relation; for telling a visual 
history of Mali and for showing and producing Malian identity. In fact, pho-
tography can be understood through Glissant’s notion of the écho-monde 
(echo-world) as showing the resonances and appearances of things in the 
world. Malian art photographs capture aspects of Malian culture in transi-
tion and transformation, with uniquely Mande or Malian aesthetic force. 
These photographs are irreducible to transparent aesthetics or conceptions, 
or to colonial or postcolonial thought; they are not “simpli±ed representa-
tions,” to refer back to Glissant’s comment on how Africa ±gures in cre-
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olizing thought. Neither are they conceived through ±delity to a culture’s 
rootedness or illustrations of an abstract rootlessness; their rhizomatic na-
ture transforms Malian cultural scenarios through aesthetic or conceptual 
inàuences from international sources.

While Relation could potentially àourish anywhere, it is enabled here 
through the combined aspects of photography as a medium, Mande aesthet-
ics, Malian cultural values, and the Bamakois art world that has emerged 
due to the biennale’s existence. Valérie Loichot notes, “Glissant’s aesthetic 
practice and philosophy consists in highlighting connections between artis-
tic production in geographically discrete parts of the world.” 54 The speci±c 
context of art photography’s emergence in Bamako and Mali’s history, cul-
tures, diversity, and geography all contribute to art photography’s potential 
to embody Relation. While Relation may be conveyed by art produced in 
other nations in Africa and elsewhere in the world, Malian art photogra-
phy’s embodiment of Relation emerges from the Relational attributes of Ma-
lian culture as conveyed through the aesthetics of art photography.

From the circumstances of this Bamakois art world, Malian photogra-
phers are forging new aesthetic approaches that can be perceived by the 
global art world, yet also remain resolutely attentive to a speci±c Malian 
particularity. The aesthetic qualities of Malian photographs, and the con-
text of their production and exhibition, are what enable an aãnity with 
Relation—indeed, that enable a poetics of Relation. Malian art photography 
is a new form, a poetics, that embodies an imaginary particular to Mali. As 
Betsy Wing explains, “For Glissant, the imaginary is all the ways a culture 
has of perceiving and conceiving of the world. Hence, every human culture 
will have its own particular imaginary.” 55 Although Malian culture could be 
seen as rooted (although historical analysis shows it to be less “rooted” than 
often thought, considering the great waves of migration across the region 
after the end of slavery and during several jihads), art photography draws on 
contemporary culture. It is open to and embraces diÈerence, yet speaks in 
its own cultural aesthetics. It conveys a sense of process and change, rather 
than stasis, and is optimistic and Relational.

For example, Alioune Bâ’s photograph Corps habitable (Livable Body) reso-
nates with diÈerent valences according to one’s culture and knowledge. It 
shows a woman’s body cropped from the waist down, her hand suÍestively 
reaching to presumably untie her wrap of mud cloth (bogolan), with the 
words CORPS HABITABLE written in white capital letters on her bare bent 
leg, mimicking the white designs on the brown bogolan cloth. The woman’s 
midriÈ is in shadow, impeding visibility and making her action opaque. A 
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further visual diãculty or obscurity is caused by the upside-down writing; it 
is perhaps written for the woman rather than the viewer, or for someone (an 
absent presence, either person or culture) standing on her other side. There 
is an obvious sexual intimation with the gesture and pose, and a reference 
to pregnancy (fertility is an extremely desirable aspect of womanhood in 
Mali) but also more abstractly the idea of a woman’s body as anyone’s origi-
nal home is also at play.

But the image also refers to bogolan’s meaning—traditionally, and still in 
some Bamana villages, the dyed mud cloth holds important personal power, 
or nyama, for a woman who wears it in relation to her ±rst menstrual blood 
or to a birth. This reading is tempered by the scandalous way the cloth is 
worn, revealing the woman’s legs (for which she would be chastised on the 
street), and the fact that the cloth is not traditionally dyed mud cloth; its 
deep color and sharp white lines suÍest it is quickly made for the tourist 
market. In the international world, where it became popular especially in 
high fashion through Malian designer Chris Seydou in the 1990s, bogolan 
has come to symbolize “Africanness,” especially in the United States. The 
written French words (rather than in the Fulani or Bamankan languages) 
are juxtaposed with the bogolan markings. In the traditional context, such 

Figure Intro.2. Alioune Bâ, Corps habitable (Livable Body), 
from the Body Writing (Corps écriture) series, 2008. Courtesy 
of Madame Bâ Alima Togola and Perlman Teaching Museum, 
Carleton College.
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designs compose a personal and private visual language of abstract symbols, 
Sarah Brett-Smith has argued. Yet just as the French language text might 
be incomprehensible for a rural woman in Mali, here the bogolan pattern 
meanings have been scrambled and made incomprehensible in a purely dec-
orative cloth designed for tourists. Others might see the photograph as a 
man’s view of a woman’s sexual objecti±cation, but I argue that its deliber-
ate symbolism complicates that reading. The image might suÍest a critique 
of the commodi±cation of both the female body and the tourist cloth, but 
its emphasis on the woman’s relationship to her own body, or on the idea of 
sexuality and love—for a livable body is presumably not just sexual, but in-
volves a sense of living with—paradoxically conveys other meanings as well.

Thus, the photograph oÈers a range of interpretations, from the quick 
glance of a simpli±ed celebration or objecti±cation of an African woman’s 
(hetero)sexuality, to a more complex and nuanced reading based on one’s 
knowledge in relation to bogolan’s meaning in Bamana culture, or to tour-
ist bogolan’s sale on the world market. Ultimately the work resists a cohe-
sive, singular understanding: its very ambiguity and mystery, as well as its 
incorporation of a poetic fragment, thus potentially create Relation for the 
viewer.

In this book, my methodology takes account of the conàicting sociopo-
litical and historical forces operating on photographers, as well as individual 
personalities, bodies of work, and institutions. It includes visiting studios 
and conducting interviews, attending exhibitions, and incorporating re-
search from a range of disciplines including art history, philosophy, soci-
ology, anthropology, political science, postcolonial studies, and theories of 
photography. I also participated in this art world tangentially through co-
curating an exhibition on Malian photography in 2012 at Carleton College 
in North±eld, Minnesota, that traveled back to Bamako in 2015.56 While this 
book attempts to describe a photography art world in Bamako, surveying 
institutions and artists and paying attention to power dynamics, I am also 
interested in the photograph itself—in what an image is and does. I exam-
ine individuals’ professions, their artworks and projects, and various conàu-
ences of events within the broader sociohistorical context of contemporary 
Mali. As a social history of art, this study includes a discussion of the broader 
institutional framework operative in Bamako, yet views that framework as 
constructed by individual personalities and ambitions acted on by historical 
and political forces. The text incorporates formal and contextual analyses 
of single photographs, yet its broader purview is informed by postcolonial 
theory and incorporates a feminist approach. Considerations of class, caste, 
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ethnicity, and gender are included where relevant and possible. As art pho-
tography is a new cultural form in Mali, I situate the art photography move-
ment within the broader context of photography in that country and trace 
its genealogy through traditional arts, modern art, and studio photography.

Because I wanted to examine how Malian photography has been inàu-
enced by international exchanges after the founding of the biennale, most 
of the photographs by Malians that I discuss were published or exhibited, 
almost always with French ±nancial support in some form, either from the 
French Cultural Center and/or the French Cultural Embassy, to that branch 
of the French government that organizes the biennale (currently called Cul-
turesFrance; formerly Association Française d’Action Artistique). I refer to 
photographs published in biennale catalogs and monographs coordinated 
by either Antonin Potoski, who was active in such publications from 1996 to 
2002, or by Amadou Chab Touré for Galerie Chab.57 This handful of books, 
and carnets published by the French press Éditions l’Oeil, were all supported 
by the French embassy, except in the case of Mohamed Camara, some of 
whose books were published in France with the support of his gallerist, 
Pierre Brullé. Two more recent books incorporated photographers and their 
works into larger cultural purview on Bamako or Mali.58 Available for sale 
in Mali’s National Museum bookstore and in several Parisian bookstores, in 
most cases these publications were made for a foreign audience, and they are 
written in French. Sometimes they are also translated into English, but none 
are in Bamanankan or any other Malian language, except for the title of the 
1998 biennale, Ja Taa! (Snap the Photo!).59

The absence of materials in local languages clearly shows that the publi-
cation or exhibition of these images was for a foreign audience, or a French-
educated audience within Mali. Although I viewed hundreds of photographs 
in studios, this book mostly focuses on published or exhibited images be-
cause they have been brought into circulation and sent forth into the world 
to create eÈects and enact Relation with the multiple viewers who encounter 
them. The act of publishing or exhibiting these photographs rendered them 
visible to a larger audience, and activated their Relational potential, endow-
ing them with meaning in a reciprocal aesthetic Relation between viewer 
and photograph and sharing their imaginaries with the world.

Thus the formal and/or conceptual qualities of these photographs appeal 
to an international audience, yet the images were made by Malian photog-
raphers in a context that was usually local. I examine their formal qualities 
from the perspective of someone trained in contemporary art history and 
photography history, as well as in African arts, in wanting to understand 
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why these particular images were chosen. At the same time, through my in-
terviews with photographers in Mali, I try to consider the cultural qualities of 
these forms—their localized meaning and interest—from what I understand 
of a Malian perspective.

While Embodying Relation focuses on photography in Mali, and speci±-
cally on developments in Bamako, the capital, whose urban culture diÈers 
quite strongly from other areas of the country, it is problematic to celebrate 
art within the context of nationalism or to make positive, uncritical claims 
for a “national” art. Wanda Corn notes, with regard to American art, that 
“exceptionalist studies today are considered forms of cultural aÍression, 
compelling conformity of behavior and belief and asserting political claims 
for American national superiority.” 60 Although I do not want to celebrate 
nationalist sentiments uncritically in the Malian context, national pride 
takes on a diÈerent meaning when operative in one of the poorest and least 
politically powerful countries in the world. Indeed, “Malian” identity is a 
concept that has only formally existed since independence in 1960, although 
notions of “nationalism” were operative in the struÍle for independence. 
The forced institution of borders to create the French Sudan means that 
various ethnic polities’ areas of habitation naturally spilled over the new, 
national boundaries. But after a century that encompassed colonialism, the 
liberation struÍle, independence, socialist dictatorships, democracy, and a 
recent coup that enhanced civil strife between the North and the South, 
nationalism has acquired an important resonance in contemporary Malian 
life, and culture in Mali has been a powerful means of reinforcing nation-
alist feelings.61 Malians also look back to their history of great empires—in 
particular the thirteenth-century Mali Empire, for which today’s nation is 
named—with great pride. In fact, Malians cite their cultural heritage, adher-
ence to tradition, and pride in their past as reasons for becoming, until re-
cently, one of the few peaceful democracies to survive the postindependence 
ethnic violence that suÈuses most of West Africa.62

As nations are composed of many factions—ethnic, class, profession,  gender 
—it is inconceivable that a single photograph or body of work can articulate 
a de±nition of “identity” that will apply to the whole population. However, 
the “imagined community” of the nation is a strong force in people’s views of 
their own self-constructions.63 It is clear that among photographers working 
in Bamako—those who call themselves artists, those who exhibit interna-
tionally (or hope to), and those who work in the photographic  institutions—
that issues of cultural, political, historical, and national identity inform 
and often drive their production. As it is through Malian portraitists Sey-
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dou Keïta and Malick Sidibé that “African” photography has become popu-
larly known, photographers working today may also be aware of the power of 
“Malian identity” as a promotional quality in the view of the international 
art world. However, most photographers whom I interviewed denied that a 
qualitative “Malian” photography exists, instead suÍesting that each pho-
tographer works according to his or her own style. Paradoxically, this will-
ingness to allow for diÈerence is a highly Malian characteristic. This book, 
which necessarily unfolds under national parameters, thus takes account of 
the complexities of nationalism and urbanism, and their contributions to 
photographers’ work.64

As a white, feminist North American researcher writing for an English-
speaking audience about an African, Muslim, patriarchal culture in an ec-
onomically disadvantaged country, I am deeply aware of and attentive to 
the necessity of self-reàexivity regarding my position in Western hegemony. 
This is an irresolvable contradiction, as any scholar who has managed to 
publish in the academic circles of the hegemonic West is obviously a bene±-
ciary of the very structures of institutional and class power that the theory 
seeks to expose.65 As part of my self-reàexive practice, I acknowledge the 
speci±c subject positions as well as what Glissant would call the opacity of 
the individuals discussed in this book. All of the artists and administrators 
whom I interviewed in Mali wield varying but de±nite amounts of cultural, 
social, economic, and, in some cases, political power, both in their local 
community, and in their ability to produce images that can “speak” to both 
local and international audiences while at the same time remaining opaque 
at diÈerent levels to these audiences. While this study focuses on photogra-
phers who work in and construct an imaginary of the liminal space between 
“the West” and “Mali,” I acknowledge that my subject position inevitably 
inàuences my work.66

A few points about terminology must be explained. While I use the term 
“traditional” to refer to “precolonial” African arts, I use it with the under-
standing that traditions are transmogri±ed by social and local practices 
over time and are not ±xed, static, and timeless entities. The use of the term 
“precolonial” can overemphasize the recent history of European conquest, 
as if thousands of years of struÍles for conquest among various cultures 
and peoples within Africa itself were of lesser importance. I do not mean to 
make this presumption. But there is no term that easily designates “the area 
in West Africa that was to become the nation of Mali in 1960,” since various 
empires had diÈerent boundaries. Therefore I sometimes use the word “pre-
colonial” as a shorthand way to refer to the time before the French entered 
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Mali in the 1880s. As this book focuses speci±cally on the colonial and in-
dependence eras and on the technology of photography, introduced by Eu-
ropeans who did not arrive in the French Sudan until the 1880s, infrequent 
usage of the term is acceptable in this context.

“Modern art” in this book refers to art made between roughly 1900 and 
1950. It can be Malian or American or Japanese, but I would diÈerentiate 
Bamana carvings for ritual use from modern art; the primary de±nition 
would be “art for art’s sake”—or, in Adornian terms, the autonomous art 
object (usually but not always abstract). Modern art photography would in-
clude photographers like Aaron Siskind as well as earlier photographers like 
László Moholy-Nagy. While scholars like Okwui Enwezor argue that Keïta’s 
photographs constitute modern art, I argue that they were vernacular por-
traits in the 1950s and became contemporary art (not modern art, although 
they shared some aspects of modernist photography aesthetics) in the 1990s. 
Similarly, I sometimes describe certain Malian photographers as utilizing 
a modern aesthetic—these are formal photographic aesthetic practices that 
contribute to abstraction, such as the close-up, stark contrasts, slantwise 
framing, or a bird’s-eye perspective.

The term “contemporary” here refers to the chronological present and re-
cent past. While I try to avoid making the distinctions of Western (usually 
French or American) versus Malian, sometimes such broad categorizations 
provide a useful shorthand. When I use them, I mean to refer to broad cul-
tural attitudes or to people who may lack familiarity with art. Suãce it to 
say that Afro-pessimism as a visual economy is alive and well in the United 
States.

The ±rst chapter, “Unknown Photographer (Bamako, Mali),” introduces 
the history of photography in the French Sudan (now Mali) and discusses 
its relationship to power as wielded ±rst by the colonials and then by Afri-
cans. I follow this history through Mali’s independence from France in 1960 
until the transition to democracy in 1991–1992, showing how the history of 
photography is imbricated in the nation’s political history, and making a 
case for understanding this history through postcolonial theory and Mande 
aesthetics.

The second chapter, “Malian Portraiture Glamorized and Globalized,” 
examines the reception of Keïta’s and Sidibé’s works in the West (primarily 
focusing on the New York art world but brieày glossing Paris and London), 
arguing that the changed context of circulation and display of these reprints 
constitutes contemporary art in the New York art world, but can equally be 
understood as an emanation of Mande aesthetics. I also examine the eÈect 
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of the globalization of Keïta and Sidibé’s works on their own practices, in 
fashion shoots and Sidibé’s art project Vues de dos.

Chapter 3, “Biennale EÈects: The African Photography Encounters,” fo-
cuses on the institution that gave birth to the Bamakois art photography 
movement. I discuss the Rencontres Africaines de la Photographie from its 
founding to the present. Malian eÈort and eÈects are visible in various proj-
ects, images, and practices; I connect the Malian democratic state’s empha-
sis on discussion, stemming from Bamana ton associations, to the biennale’s 
emphasis on discourse and Relation.67 I consider the importance of the bien-
nale to photography throughout Africa, and the biennale’s reception in the 
Malian, French, and American press.

In the fourth chapter, “Bamako Becoming Photographic: An Archipe-
lagic Art World,” the eÈects of the biennale are examined on the Bamako art 
world in terms of institutions, individuals, and photography education. Us-
ing a Foucauldian analysis as well as Bourdieu’s description of an art world 
as a social ±eld, this chapter examines the discursive practices and institu-
tional histories that have surrounded the rise of art photography in Bamako 
in terms of Glissant’s notion of an archipelago.

Chapter 5, “Creolizing the Archive: Photographers at the National Mu-
seum,” explores bodies of work that stem from archival inàuences made by 
photographers who work or worked at Mali’s National Museum, another im-
portant institution in the Bamako art world. The projects of Alioune Bâ, 
Youssouf Sogodogo, and Joseye Tienro tangentially apply the museum’s mis-
sion to important aspects of contemporary culture. These projects creolize
the archive, in Glissant’s phrasing; their cultural relevance and aesthetics 
create imaginaries that enable Relation.

The sixth chapter, “Promoting Women Photographers,” examines the is-
sue of being a woman photographer in the Bamakois art photography world, 
considering feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray’s theory of sexual diÈerence 
as a way to account for Malian gender diÈerence in connection with Glis-
sant’s notion of the irreducible diÈerence of Relation. I discuss the work of 
±ve female photographers whose careers have been made possible by the bi-
ennale and its oÈshoots; in the career of rising star Fatoumata Diabaté, in 
particular, one can see the most bene±ts stemming from democracy, femi-
nism, and the biennale.

The seventh and last chapter, “Errantry, the Social Body, and Photogra-
phy as the Écho-monde,” examines the diversity of ways in which Relation 
has been embodied in the practices of contemporary Malian art photog-
raphers. I show how the photographic practices of Mohamed Camara, Fa-
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toumata Diabaté, Seydou Camara, Alioune Bâ, Bakary Emmanual Daou, 
Mamadou Konaté, Harandane Dicko, Amadou Keïta, and Django Cissé 
convey concepts of errantry, opacity, and the social body through reference 
to Malian culture and imaginative aesthetics. Finally, I suÍest that pho-
tography in Mali can be seen as an écho-monde, a Relational medium par 
excellence.

Embodying Relation tells several stories. It documents how two African 
photographers’ fame in the art centers of the US and Europe had unprec-
edented and widespread eÈects, in Bamako and across Africa. It shows how 
Mali’s shift to democracy in 1991–1992 (threatened but not ended by the 
March 2012 coup) enabled an art photography scene to blossom in Bamako 
that continues today, despite political instability. This book also analyzes 
the unprecedented emergence of professional women photographers in a pa-
triarchal nation. Most importantly, the book argues that Malian art photo-
graphs contest globalization. Art photography in Mali provides a fascinating 
instance of a local aesthetics speaking both locally and globally, across dif-
ferent levels of cultural knowledge, without losing its emphasis on Mande 
aesthetics and meaning: instead of emphasizing a process of globalization 
and the homogenization of cultural forms, Mande aesthetics and Malian 
cultural values incorporate modernist or postmodernist aesthetics, forging 
new cultural forms yet retaining their Malianness.

Glissant believed that, to change a mentality, it is ±rst necessary to change 
an imaginary. The Bamako art movement’s importance lies in the fact that 
it is a locality in dialogue with the world—it entices viewers to experience 
Mande aesthetics. In the vein of scholars arguing for a more complex under-
standing of contemporaneity and local aesthetic values, Embodying Relation 
oÈers an example of a diÈerent form of contemporary art practice that func-
tions on the global scene, yet relies on indigenous social and cultural values.68

This is, in a sense, shifting the terms of not just what is valued as contem-
porary art, but what is meant by contemporary art.69 If scholars are to give 
credence to notions of contemporaneity, then they must also be willing to 
reexamine views of what contemporary art is. An art photography informed 
more by Mande aesthetic and social values—which are  intertwined—will 
look diÈerent than avant-garde American art; but as is known now from 
decades-long experiments with abstraction and conceptualism, what an art-
work means is as important as what it looks like. The point is to recognize 
and legitimize other forms of visual discourse that might be more relevant to 
local populations than the global discourse of contemporary art: these works 
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hold local meaning and also carry signi±cant meanings within the global 
art discourse, thereby embodying Relation.70

Glissant says that it is ±rst in the eæorescence of art (poetry, literature, 
music, dance, photography) that irreducible diÈerence can be acknowledged; 
in this poetic imaginary the way to equality can be discovered. I argue not 
for the direct political eãcacy of this art, but rather for its possibilities in of-
fering a vision that might not otherwise exist—and within this vision, circu-
lating around and through it, touching its viewers and its makers, circulates 
Relation. This vision is not utopian; or if it is, it is not utopian in the conven-
tional sense. For Glissant, utopia is change through exchange with others 
without losing one’s self—it is not static but is “quivering” or “trembling,” an 
ongoing process that is a “continuous dialogue.” 71 Its imaginary plays on the 
surface of the photograph, which itself is contingently connected to reality, 
and is therefore irreducible. In bypassing the paradigm of the conceptual 
photography generally celebrated on the global circuit, Malian photography 
does not earn broad acclaim. Yet it is precisely in these modest overtures, 
quiet gestures, and speci±c Mande aesthetics that Relation beckons.
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Notes

Introduction

Epigraph: Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 1990), 20.

 1 “La série Sutigi Renvoie au bel âge de la jeunesse caractérisée par l’insouciance et 
le désir de liberté.” Fatoumata Diabaté, “Sutigi: À nous la nuit,” Afrique en visu, June 
21, 2014, http://www.afriqueinvisu.org/sutiki-a-nous-la-nuit,942.html. 

 2 See Érika Nimis, “Yoruba Studio Photographers in Francophone West Africa,” 
in Portraiture and Photography in Africa, ed. John PeÈer and Elisabeth L. Cameron 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 107.

 3 Mande cultures make up over half of Mali’s population and are especially con-
centrated in Bamako and the southern region of Mali. “Mande” is a term used to 
designate a number of diÈerent ethnic groups, including the many Bamana peo-
ple. I do not use “Mande” interchangeably with “Mali,” but the Mande groups 
do dominate the culture and languages of the southern region of Mali and es-
pecially of Bamako, although the nation is a mosaic of ethnicities and the city 
draws people from across the country.

 4 See Barbara G. HoÈman, “Secrets and Lies: Context, Meaning, and Agency in 
Mande,” Cahiers d’Études Africaines 38, no. 149 (1998).
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5 In fact, Keïta and Sidibé were just two of many studio photographers working 
across West Africa.

6 Originally titled “Rencontres de la Photographie Africaine,” the biennale has oc-
curred every two years, with two exceptions—a three-year gap between 1998 and 
2001, and a four-year gap between 2011 and 2015 because of the 2012 coup.

7 Mali’s ±rst democratically elected president, Alpha Oumar Konaré, had a doc-
torate in history and especially supported the biennale.

8 That trend is now disintegrating as a shift to digital makes high-quality color as 
accessible as black-and-white, and as black-and-white ±lm becomes increasingly 
unavailable.

9 I use the term “global conceptualism” to encompass “idea-based art” that, while 
having a material and formal meaning, draws on a history of concerns that stem 
from Duchamp’s readymades to Warhol’s Brillo boxes to contemporary instal-
lation, video, and mixed-media art. See Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, 
eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Antholo¥ (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999) and 
Jane Farver et al., Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950–1980s (New York: 
Queens Museum of Art, 1999).

 10 See Candace M. Keller, “Visual Griots: Identity, Aesthetics, and the Social Roles 
of Portrait Photographers in Mali,” in PeÈer and Cameron, Portraiture and Pho-
tography in Africa.  Mande incorporates the Bamana as well as numerous other 
ethnic groups, including Dyula, Malinke, Somono, Bozo, and Wasuluka.

 11 Manthia Diawara, “Talk of the Town: Seydou Keïta,” in Reading the Contempo-
rary: African Art from Theory to the Marketplace, ed. Olu Oguibe and Okwui En-
wezor, 236–242 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999).

 12 Celia M. Britton, Édouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory: Strategies of Language 
and Resistance (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1999), 14.

 13 See Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Dis-
course,” October 28 (Spring 1984), and The Location of Culture (London: Rout-
ledge, 1994). See also Gayatri Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a 
History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 

 14 This interdisciplinary aspect of being a literary writer and a philosopher con-
nects to Négritude, which as a philosophy grew out of poetry; to African heri-
tage, in that oral traditions of poetry include philosophy; and to French culture, 
in such examples as Simone de Beauvoir, Simone Weil, Jean-Paul Sartre, and 
Albert Camus.

 15 Fanon traveled to Mali and met President Modibo Keïta. He was impressed by 
histories of the great empires, including the Mali Empire. Frantz Fanon, Black 
Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lamm Markman (New York: Grove, 1967); 
Frantz Fanon, Studies in a Dying Colonialism, trans. Haakon Chevalier (London: 
Earthscan, 1959).

 16 Younger Afro-Francophone philosophers include Achille Mbembe, Felwine Sarr, 
Jean Godofroy Bidima, and Seloua Luste Boulbina.

 17 See, for example, Ulrich Loock, “Opacity,” Frieze, November 7, 2012, https://
frieze.com/article/opacity; Teju Cole, “A True Picture of Black Skin,” New York 
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Times, February 18, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/22/magazine/a-true 
-picture-of-black-skin.html.

 18 Édouard Glissant and Hans Ulrich Obrist, 100 Notes—100 Thoughts / 100  
Notizen—100 Gedanken, dOCUMENTA (13) (Ost±ldern, Germany: Hatje Canz, 
2012), 5.

 19 See agnès b., Collection agnès b., text by Édouard Glissant and Felix HoÈmann 
(Zurich: JRP/Ringier, 2016).

 20 Césaire was ±rst a student and then a teacher at the same high school in Mar-
tinique that Glissant and Fanon attended in the 1930s, although he was not 
Glissant’s teacher. Both Césaire and Glissant incorporate new ways of thinking 
about and celebrating identity in relation to African heritage. Glissant diÈers 
from Césaire in the diminished importance of Africa, and in embracing a post-
modern sense of constant exchange as constitutive of identity. See John E. Drab-
inski, “Aesthetics and the Abyss: Between Césaire and Lamming,” in Theorizing 
Glissant: Sites and Citations, ed. John E. Drabinski and Marisa Parham (London: 
Rowman, 2015).

 21 Édouard Glissant, Philosophie de la Relation (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 2009), 66; 
translated and quoted by Michael Wiedorn in his article “Glissant’s Philosophie 
de la Relation: ‘I have spoken the chaos of writing in the ardor of the poem,” Cal-
laloo 36, no. 4 (Fall 2013): 903.

 22 J. Michael Dash, Édouard Glissant (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 
145, 158.

 23 “[Relation] takes notions of errance, métissage and creolisation to a new global 
level” (Dash, Édouard Glissant, 179). H. Adlai Murdoch writes, “Indeed, the Ca-
ribbean arguably provides the engendering locus of Glissant’s key principles of 
Relation, creolization, and opacity.” H. Adlai Murdoch, “Édouard Glissant’s Cre-
olized World Vision: From Resistance and Relation to Opacité,” Callaloo 36, no. 4 
(Fall 2013): 877.

 24 Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 5.
 25 Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 8.
 26 Celia M. Britton, “Globalization and Political Action in the Work of Édouard 

Glissant,” Small Axe, no. 30 (vol. 13, no. 3) (2009): 9. 
 27 Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 58. Relation is not speci±c to race, in contrast to 

Négritude.
 28 The great empires that spread throughout the region in the middle ages created 

cultural continuity, which was ruptured by the transatlantic slave trade, fueling 
intra African slavery.

 29 Manthia Diawara’s ±lm Édouard Glissant: One World in Relation (K’a Yéléma Pro-
ductions, 2009) was screened at Cornell University in 2010, followed by a panel 
discussion with Glissant, Diawara, and art historian Salah Hassan; at the annual 
meeting of the African Studies Association conference in 2013, in Baltimore; and 
at the Pérez Art Museum Miami, October 1, 2015, with a discussion by Diawara. 
“Art Talk: Manthia Diawara on ‘Poetics of Relation’ ” (video), Pérez Art Museum 
Miami, posted November 9, 2015,  http://www.pamm.org/blog-tags/edouard 
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-glissant. One World in Relation was included in the 2015 exhibition Capital: Debt—
Territory—Utopia at the Hamburger Bahnhof in Berlin.

 30 See Laila Pedro, “For Those in Peril on the Sea: Seeing Édouard Glissant in  
Miami,” Brooklyn Rail, September 2015, https://brooklynrail.org/2015/09/art 
/for-those-in-peril-on-the-sea-seeing-douard-glissant-in-miami.

 31 Stuart Hall, an Anglophone critical theorist born in Jamaica, describes the 
“shock of the ‘doubleness’ of similarity and diÈerence” between Martinique and 
Jamaica, for example, in Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in Co-
lonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Patrick Williams and Laura 
Chrisman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 396. 

 32 Britton, Édouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory, 11.
 33 Britton, Édouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory, 11.
 34 Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 8.
 35 In contemporary Mali, jokes about slavery abound to ease social relations on this 

historical sore point. Greetings also assume a familial relationship. Malian cul-
ture is also famous for hospitality, tolerance of diÈerence, and an emphasis on 
the use of discussion to solve problems.

 36 Britton, Édouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory, 11.
 37 Dash, Édouard Glissant, 176–177.
 38 Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 19.
 39 For a thorough comparison of postcolonial theory to Relation and a discussion 

of Kwame Anthony Appiah’s essay, “Is the Post- in Postcolonialism the Post- in 
Postmodernism” (Critical Inquiry 17, no. 2 [1991]), see Allison Moore, “A Light-
ness of Vision: The Poetics of Relation in Malian Art Photography,” Social Dynam-
ics 40, no. 3 (2014), DOI: 10.1080/02533952.2014.991181.

 40 See, for example, Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word 
(London: Methuen, 1982); Andrew Shryock, Nationalism and the Genealogical 
Imagination: Oral History and Textual Authority in Tribal Jordan (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1997). For Mali, see HoÈman, “Secrets and Lies”; Kris-
tina Van Dyke, “The Oral-Visual Nexus: Re-thinking Visuality in Mali” (PhD 
diss., Harvard University, 2005).

 41 J. Michael Dash, “Writing the Body: Édouard Glissant’s Poetics of Re- 
membering,” World Literature Today 63, no. 4 (Autumn 1989): 609.

 42 “The body becomes the threshold of consciousness between self and world, self 
and other.” Dash, “Writing the Body,” 612.

 43 Dash, “Writing the Body,” 612; Dash, Édouard Glissant, 145.
 44 Celia Britton explains that, by the 1990s, Glissant “increasingly writes as though 

the values of Relation, chaos and diversity have in fact already prevailed.” Brit-
ton, Édouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory, 9.

 45 Gyan Prakash, “Postcolonial Criticism and Indian Historiography,” Social Text, 
nos. 31/32 (1992): 8.

 46 This discussion is complicated by Jean-Loup Amselle’s assertion that Bamana 
was an ethnicity constructed by the French that encompassed a class of people 
who were formerly peasants or slaves, and who were animist rather than Mus-
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lim. Jean-Loup Amselle, Mestizo Logics: The Anthropolo¥ of Identity in Africa and 
Elsewhere (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998).

 47 Diawara, One World in Relation.
 48 For example, when a foreigner visits Mali to do research, he or she is given a fam-

ily name.
 49 For a list of many of these relationships, see Rachel A. Jones, “‘You Eat Beans’: 

Kin-Based Joking Relationships, Obligations, and Identity in Urban Mali”  
(honors thesis in Anthropology, Macalester College, 2007), 59. http:// 
digitalcommons.macalester.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1001&context= 
anth_honors

 50 “At a time when ‘ethnic cleansings’ and genocide are depressingly prevalent 
around the world, cousinage is an invaluable means of defusing potential con-
àicts.” Rhéal Drisdelle and Charlie Pye-Smith, also note “Mali’s deep-rooted 
concern with its past.” Rhéal Drisdelle and Charlie Pye-Smith, Mali: A Prospect of 
Peace? (Oxford, UK: Oxfam, 1997), 9–10.

 51 Unlike in many African nations, Mali’s political parties have not been allowed 
to form around the basis of ethnic groups, and Mali’s ethnic tolerance has often 
been cited as an important reason for its relatively stable democracy.

 52 H. Adlai Murdoch, “Glissant’s Opacité and the Re-conceptualization of Iden-
tity,” in Drabinski and Parham, Theorizing Glissant, 21–22.

 53 Postcard production came later, in the 1900s.
 54 Valérie Loichot writes, “If Édouard Glissant devised the concept of Tout-

Monde (Whole-World), he also cultivated a Tout-Art (Whole-Art). Glissant’s aes-
thetic practice and philosophy consist in highlighting connections between 
artistic production in geographically discrete parts of the world; in encouraging 
mixed media creations and performances; in establishing friendships between 
the critic and the artist; and in relinquishing human production to the agency 
of plants or water.” Valérie Loichot, “Le tout-art d’Édouard Glissant,” Contempo-
rary French and Francophone Studies 20, nos. 4–5 (2016): 558.

 55 Wing, “Glossary,” in Glissant, Poetics of Relation, xxii. “Imaginary” is not meant 
in Jacques Lacan’s sense.

 56 This Carleton College exhibition, Photographing the Social Body: Malian Portraiture 
from the Studio to the Street, was shown at MAP in 2015 during the biennale.

 57 Amadou Chab Touré has since left Bamako and currently runs the art space 
Carpe Diem in Ségou.

 58 See Valérie Marin La Meslée and Christine Fleurent, Novembre à Bamako (Mar-
seille: Le Bec en l’Air Éditions, 2010); Françoise Berretrot, ed., Mali au féminin 
(Montreuil: Éditions de l’Œil/Édition Musée de Bretagne, 2010).

 59 Only the title of this exhibition catalog is in Bamankan; the rest is in French.
 60 Wanda M. Corn, The Great American Thing: Modern Art and National Identity, 1915–

1935 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), xiv.
 61 See William J. Foltz, From French West Africa to the Malian Federation (New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press, 1965), 10. See also Mary Jo Arnoldi, “Overcoming a 
Colonial Legacy: The New National Museum in Mali, 1976 to the Present,”  
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Museum Anthropolo¥ 22, no. 3 (1999), and “Bamako, Mali: Monuments and Mo-
dernity in the Urban Imagination,” Africa Today 54, no. 2 (Winter 2007).

 62 Robert Maxwell Pringle, Democratization in Mali: Putting History to Work, Peace-
works, no. 58 (Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace, 2006), 16,  
http://www.usip.org/pubs/peaceworks/pwks58.html.

 63 “It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know 
most of their fellow-members. . . . It is imagined as a community, because . . . the 
nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal, comradeship.” Benedict Ander-
son, Imagined Communities: Re·ections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (Lon-
don: Verso, 1983), 7.

 64 Photographers only seemed interested in work by people they knew personally.
 65 Thus Gayatri Spivak asks if the “subaltern” can ever, actually, speak. Gayatri 

Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, 
ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, 271–313 (Chicago: University of Illi-
nois Press, 1988).

 66 The Carleton exhibition Photographing the Social Body was translated into French 
on its website thanks to the eÈorts of Carleton professor Chérif Keïta and his 
students. Carleton College, last updated September 9, 2019, https://apps 
.carleton.edu/museum/socialbody/.

 67 See interview with Abdoulaye Konaté, Samuel Sidibé, and Moussa Konaté in the 
2015 biennale catalog.

 68 Chika Okeke-Agulu, Postcolonial Modernism: Art and Decolonization in Twentieth-
Century Nigeria (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015).

 69 Malian photography could be understood as participating in contemporaneity, 
like Aboriginal Dream paintings are, as Terry Smith describes the term in 2006. 
Terry Smith, “Contemporary Art and Contemporaneity,” Critical Inquiry 32, 
no. 4 (Summer 2006).

 70 As Glissant notes, “Sometimes, by taking up the problems of the Other, it is pos-
sible to ±nd oneself.” Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 18.

 71 Glissant and Obrist, 100 Notes—100 Thoughts, 5.

Chapter 1. Unknown Photographer

Chapter epigraph: Malick Sidibé, quoted in Malick Sidibé and Simon Njami, “The 
Movement of Life: A Conversation with Simon Njami,” in ¡Flash Afrique! 
Photography from West Africa, ed. Gerald Matt and Thomas Mießgang (Vienna: 
Kunsthalle Wien, 2001), 95. Section epigraph: Érika Nimis, Photographes de Bamako 
de 1935 à nos jours / Photographers in Bamako from 1935 to the Present (Paris: Éditions 
Revue Noire, 1998), 5.

1 In the 1950s in Mali, Négritude was a philosophical force of liberation embraced 
by the nation’s educated elites and espoused by Mali’s future president and resis-
tance leader, Modibo Keïta.

2 Sources diÈer on the date of Magnin’s trip to Bamako.
3 In/Sight’s inclusion of sub-Saharan and North African artists of all races, and its 




