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White power bring up themes of Eurocentrism and idealization of White people. The players 

may even turn against their own racial heritage as they are blending in with their Black audience, 

but yet feel distinctly different. This difference is marked by them being in contact with 

seemingly successful and influential White people, while the Black audience does not seem to 

have this level of importance. This leads to the belief that the Black basketball players may reject 

their own racial identity to feel successful and visible. There appear to be two Black females on 

stage, next to the basketball players. They are hard to find on the busy canvas and blend in even 

more than any other figure. It seems as if they want to align with power and vicariously live 

through the basketball player’s achievements. However, their White counterparts are doing the 

same as they do; it seems that the Black women’s motive is different from that of the White 

women on stage. They may want to separate themselves from the Black audience to gain some 

visibility. Ironically, they have been depicted as invisible, which may be the very thing they 

don’t want to be. 

Stereotypes/Caricature/Cartoonish/Limited Portrayal/Exaggeration of 

Features. Strother’s painting style is overall cartoonish, but he emphasized this style when 

depicting Black individuals in this piece of art. The caricature style is mostly seen in the many 

red-lipped smiles that are accompanied by cartoonish eyes when painting Black figures. There 

are no facial features other than these two facial features, which reduce the Black figure to a 

cartoon and does not allow for any form of self-expression. The White figures do not seem to 

have these exaggerated facial features, which lends them more of a personality compared to the 

Black figures. The artwork also touches upon negative stereotypes through the reductionist 

depiction of Black individuals and emphasizes the fact that Black individuals are only given 
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attention by the media or White people as a whole if they fulfill a stereotype, such as being an 

athlete.  

Portrayal of Racism/Observation of Racist Acts/Dehumanization. This piece of art 

shows how racism exists even if Black people by far outnumber White people. The work mostly 

emphasizes how oppressive systems are maintained through power. This notion of power was 

visualized through showcasing the power of media owned by White people and that the two male 

White figures in the center seem to own the basketball team. These figures are much smaller 

compared to the basketball players who tower over them, but size and number do not matter, as 

oppression is maintained through privilege and access to financial resources as well as through 

control over the media. Although these racist acts are captured on film, as seen in this artwork, it 

goes largely unseen by the general public as they feel comfort in seeing the Black body in 

familiar spaces, such as sports. The fact that the Black athletes only seem to serve as some form 

of entertainment and are posing in front of their White owners is highly dehumanizing and 

debasing.  

Subordination/Hierarchy. The IR literature explores how concepts like meritocracy and 

hegemony can obscure oppression as they both suggest that advancements and opportunities for 

a group of people are based on achievements and skills, supporting cultural myths that racial 

disparities in hiring or school admission are solely based on objective standards and applied 

equally to all (Pyke, 2010). This piece of art addresses this by making a slight distinction 

between the Black basketball players and their Black audience. The only thing that sets them 

apart are their jerseys and the size of their bodies. Their faces blend into the background with the 

audience. This is a beautiful depiction of unequal distribution of power and how the myth of 

equality for all is readily accepted by those who hold power and at times internalized as the truth 
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by those who are holding on to a façade of success and achievement. This façade can only 

remain in place if the oppressed either are unaware of their IR or consciously choose to 

distinguish themselves from their own racial heritage to reap the benefits of aligning with power 

and gaining a false sense of safety. In either case, the oppressed group, in this case, the Black 

figures in the painting, have to be submissive and not struggle back or bring attention to this 

racist act.   

Limited Self-Expression. The Black figures in this artwork cannot express themselves 

fully, as evidenced by their cartoonish exaggerated features, but also by them being stuck in their 

limited roles as athletes or as paying audience. This becomes even clearer when looking at the 

way White people are depicted in this work. They seem to have space for self-expression as 

evidenced by their artistic outlet (i.e., filming), financial advantage (i.e., owning the basketball 

team), or being able to dance on stage in a loud fashion-forward outfit. There are two Black 

women on stage with them, but their expression seems limited, as evidenced by them mostly 

blending into the background, and the viewer can only see them after close inspection of the 

painting.  

Intragroup Dynamic/Intraracial Class Tension. Although the Black figures seem to 

blend into the background of a Black audience, there still seems to be a significant distinguishing 

factor between them, and this difference is mainly based on power. The athletes seem to gain 

some attention and possibly have financial advantage over their Black audience. These 

differences likely lead to intraracial class tension, which is often related to IR as marginalized 

people try to escape their oppressor by aligning with those who are in power. This notion of 

power, as depicted in the basketball players in this artwork, leads to privilege, even if they have 
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to place values on those of their own racial group and even if this means that they will have to 

reject this group.  

Objectification/Exploitation. Although objectification and exploitation are quite 

different from one another within their definition, it is important to note that they seem closely 

connected in this piece of work. The Black figures have been reduced and degraded to the status 

of a mere object by depicting in a cartoonish way. This reduction and degradation is the pathway 

to exploitation because if a human has been deemed an object, it legitimizes exploitation. 

Exploitation comes up in this painting when looking at the way Strother emphasizes power 

differentials and ways in which Black people are taken advantage of. The White figures in the 

painting all seem to benefit from the way systems have been set up. In this instance, the White 

men in the front have financial gain as the team owners, and the White camera crew owns the 

rights to their footage and thus controls the media. The White dancers gain popularity and money 

through aligning with famous and rich Black athletes while being able to self-express.  

Stage 4: Implications for Healing and Interventions (see Figure 1)  

This piece of art may have potential for healing for the Black viewer who struggles with 

IR, in that it clearly addresses notions of IR and racism. There is a collective pain that is shared 

amongst Black people, as race-based trauma has been passed on from generation to generation. 

Thus, looking at this painting may help recognize that coming together as Black people may be 

more helpful to them than keeping distance from one another or trying to compete with one 

another. Awareness around intraracial class tension may first be painful, but over time may help 

the Black viewer feel empowered when they want to align with their own racial group. The 

artwork elicits feelings of anger due to the cartoonish way the Black figure is portrayed but also 

because it seems as if the athletes are for sale. This may bring up thoughts related to slavery and 
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how White people have owned Black people for centuries. This anger can be healing, especially 

for the Black person with IR, as it may bring awareness to structural oppressive systems and how 

their allegiance to White people helps maintain these power structures, which ultimately keeps 

them oppressed. Furthermore, critical consciousness may help the Black viewer become aware, 

motivated, and finally able to take action against oppression as an antidote to racism. Healing 

may also occur through affirmation and through resonating with the experience of being 

exploited (i.e., no longer having to endure these feelings in isolation). The fact that the work 

emphasizes limitations to self-expression for the Black figures may help them get in touch with 

their active, rather than inactive, side, which may help them stand up to oppression and express 

their opinions. Thus, the subjects raised in this piece of work may engender an in-depth inward 

look and sense of self-exploration by the Black viewer, which can be the beginning of the 

healing process for Black people who struggle with IR.  

Result summary of Figure 1  

This piece of art utilizes a cartoonish painting style, which portrays Black individuals in a 

reductionist manner. Nothing distinguishes the line up of Black basketball players from one 

another besides the number on their jerseys, which degrades them to the status of a mere object. 

However, the lack of distinction between the fans and the athletes also emphasizes the shared 

experience of Blackness despite differences in wealth and fame. It speaks to the fact that racism 

affects all Black people, regardless of power and status. The Black figures don’t seem to have 

any form of self-expression, which stands in stark contrast to how White figures are depicted in 

this painting. Their form of self-expression becomes evident in their artistic outlet (i.e., filming), 

financial advantage (i.e., owning the basketball team), or being able to dance on stage. The 

artwork may have potential for healing in that the Black viewer may become more aware of 
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intraracial class tensions (i.e., the power differential between the successful Black athletes and 

their Black audience). The fact that the Black athletes seem to be taken advantage of in this 

painting raises questions around themes of exploitation, which can be helpful for the Black 

viewer struggling with IR as it offers a new perspective to them. 

Figure 2  

Supermodel 

 

Note. From “Supermodel”, by K. J. Marshall, 2000 

(https://www.artsy.net/search?term=Kerry%20James%20Marshall). 

Copyright 2000 by Kerry James Marshall. Reprinted with permission. 

 



 

	

100 

Stage 1: Description and Evoked Emotion (see Figure 2)  

The painting Supermodel by Kerry James Marshall, addresses notions of beauty and the 

imperfections that go along with societal definitions of attractiveness. However, the fact that the 

Black female figure in the painting covers her hair with a blond wig may suggest shame about 

one’s Blackness, as it imposes Eurocentric ideals of beauty. The fact that there is an artificiality 

to her, rather than authenticity, is sad and reinforces ideas around enhanced beauty that are 

introjected by the White majority group and adopted by society at large, particularly among 

those who suffer from IR. The Black figure appears to blend into the Black background, 

rendering her invisible, as if to say that she is not important or worth looking at. Furthermore, 

she lacks expression, which adds to her sense of insignificance and brings up sadness and 

hopelessness in the Black viewer. The only visible elements are sexualizing the figure (e.g., 

undergarments) or robbing the figure of her racial identity by emphasizing the blond wig. The 

dynamics of sexism and gendered racism are apparent in this artwork. The entire piece of art 

appears fragile due to the figure’s size compared to the frame around her, and because the 

painting style is very subdued. This fragility can be particularly angering to the Black female 

viewer, as Black women have faced many disparities due to structural racism and have not been 

afforded a lifestyle that allows for fragility. While the Black female has been wrongly portrayed 

in White America as impervious to pain, this depiction seems to take it in the opposite direction. 

This is important in that the Black female does not want to be portrayed as a fragile sex object as 

it does not do justice to her struggles and willingness to face them day-by-day. Overall, there is a 

significant discrepancy between the theme of sexuality and the figure’s inability to express it in 

an emotive manner. 
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Stage 2: Internalized Racism Themes (see Figure 2)  

The primary themes associated with this artwork include Eurocentrism, idealization, 

inferiority, self-devaluation, low self-esteem, shame, limited self-expression, withdrawal, and 

isolation. The theme of Eurocentrism is most strongly depicted in the way Kerry James Marshall 

placed a blond wig onto the Black figure, suggesting a desire to adopt Eurocentric beauty 

standards while rejecting her Black features. Low self-esteem can be observed when looking at 

the way the Black female figure blends into the Black background. The theme of shame has been 

visualized through the Black figure wearing a blond wig, attempting to hide behind a façade of 

White people’s values. The figure is nearly transparent, small, and alone on the canvas, which 

brings up the theme of isolation. 

Stage 3: Integrative Analysis (see Figure 2)  

The themes identified above focus on how IR relates to notions of shame and the desire 

to reject one’s own racial heritage.  

Eurocentrism/Idealization. This painting by Kerry James Marshall titled Supermodel 

addresses IR in a couple of ways, including the depiction of a Black female that covers her hair 

with a blond wig. Research explored how Eurocentric notions of physical attractiveness have 

impacted Black individuals and how it has led to a tendency to reject phenotypically Black 

features and adopt White ones instead (Parmer et al., 2004). This has historically been achieved 

through altering hair, using skin-bleaching products, and receiving cosmetic surgery (Kaw, 1993; 

Jones, 2000; Hall, 2005). This piece of art strongly speaks to the desire to be accepted by the 

White majority group and how Black females feel compelled to alter their phenotypically Black 

features to closely mimic those of White individuals. This is further emphasized by the way the 

figure seems to offer herself through her sexuality as if to say that acceptance comes at the cost 
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of self-dignity. Furthermore, the figure appears to be slender and tall, which reminds of non-

negotiable European beauty standards that everyone has to adhere to, especially the female.  

Inferiority/Self-Devaluation/Low Self-Esteem. The female figure in Kerry James 

Marshall’s painting is rather small in comparison to the frame surrounding her. Additionally, the 

fact that the figure is nearly nude addresses notions of low self-esteem and a lack of value in 

oneself. Furthermore, Marshall pronounces the figure’s clothing and her wig, which emphasizes 

the fact that the rest of her body seems insignificant and blurs into the background. This sense of 

fading away and being invisible also speaks to low self-esteem, which has been associated with 

IR in several studies (Belgrave et al., 1994; Brooks, 1996; Cross, 1991; Jacobs & Bowles, 1988; 

Vandiver, et al., 2002). Kerry James Marshall stated in one of his lectures that he is interested in 

rooting his paintings in the reality we live in (Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, 2016). In 

this particular case, the reality addressed in this artwork is rooted in structural racism leading to 

IR, which is reflected in the female figure who tries to adhere to Eurocentric values of beauty 

due to societal pressures and introjects.  

Shame. Shame seems to be mostly visualized through Marshall, letting the Black figure 

blend into the background and by emphasizing the blond wig over the rest of the female figure. 

This leads to believe that the female has a reason to hide something and that she cannot be seen 

in broad daylight showing off the beauty of her authentic Black self. The lack of self-expression 

within the figure further emphasizes the absence of confidence and her attempt to camouflage 

her feeling flawed by restricting herself from being human.   

Limited Self-Expression/Withdrawal/Isolation. The Black figure in the painting seems 

to have limitations to her self-expression, as evidenced by her inhibited and controlled look. 

Additionally, themes of withdrawal and isolation come up when viewing the artwork as the 
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figure appears to cut off from the world around her, which leaves her disconnected from the 

things that are healthy for her and that could connect her to her authentic self. The figure is small 

and has a transparent feel to it, which further makes it look as if it wants to withdraw from the 

world around it. The fact that the figure is surrounded by nothing at all and just placed on a 

Black background strongly touches on feelings of isolation that are typically found in individuals 

who have abandoned their Black community and joined the majority group. When doing so, 

Black people may realize that they are not fully accepted by the White community and therefore 

have no social connections to either one. The figure is standing entirely still and reminds of a 

mannequin without any expression. The only thing expressed and even obvious is the blond wig 

and the undergarments she is wearing.   

Stage 4: Implications for Healing and Interventions (see Figure 2)  

This painting may have potential for healing Black individuals who suffer from IR as it 

clearly addresses the negative impacts IR can have on Black people. It may feel liberating to the 

viewer to imagine how the Black female in the painting may feel if she freed herself of the blond 

wig and revealed her own hair in its fullness or if the figure were to be placed on a light 

background rather than blending into the background. The level of awareness within the Black 

viewer regarding his or her IR would determine their ability to see a need for the Black figure in 

the painting to free herself from her constraints and societal introjects. If the viewer is able to 

recognize ways in which they identify with the Black female figure in the artwork rejecting parts 

of herself, they could potentially move into understanding how this is manifested in their own 

life. The literature describes this process as a form of self-development and states that a person’s 

sense of agency can aid in becoming more flexible (Freire, 2000). This flexibility can help Black 

people with IR reconnect with their community rather than align with White people to seek their 
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approval. Research indicates that there seems to be a significant amount of variability in the way 

IR is manifested in different groups as some individuals may accept their inferior status, others 

may have some knowledge of the group they belong to and its value, while again others may 

require psychological processes leading to self-affirmation (Jost & Banaji, 1992). Thus, the 

Black viewer may react to this painting in different ways, depending on how he or she has 

moved through the process of becoming conscious about their IR. Feeling a sense of safety and 

connection with other Black individuals would also counteract feelings of isolation, the tendency 

to withdraw from what is healthy for oneself, and having a limited capacity for self-expression, 

all of which are visually expressed within this painting. Thus, the Black viewer struggling with 

IR may recognize how much they have isolated themselves from other Black people and how 

this has added to them feeling numb to their emotions. The viewer would have to become aware 

of how they have added to the imbalance of power and how they can redress the balance of 

power by freeing themselves from their dependence on White people and their values.  

Result Summary of Figure 2  

This painting addresses notions of beauty and the societal definitions and elevation of 

Eurocentric attractiveness (e.g., blond hair, model-like figure). The viewer is immediately drawn 

toward the introjected White majority group’s values and artificiality of the blond wig and a 

sense of fragility within the sexualized figure. The parts in line with her true self blend into the 

background, indicating a sense of invisibility and loss of identity, and a general lack of 

unimportance. This painting may have potential for healing in that it may be recognized that the 

figure is rejecting her own racial heritage in hopes of aligning and being accepted by the White 

majority group. In this process, the figure seems to have lost self-expression and seems without 

support, as she is isolated on a large canvas.   
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Figure 3  

Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps 

 

Note. From “Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps”, by K. Wiley, 2005 

(https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/search?keyword=Napoleon+Leading+the+Ar

my+over+the+Alps).	Copyright 2005 by Kehinde Wiley. Reprinted with Permission. 

Stage 1: Description and Evoked Emotion (see Figure 3)  

Kehinde Wiley's painting Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps is compelling and 

evokes emotions and thoughts around power and empowerment as well as racial pride, 

liberation, and freedom, which at first glance may bring about feelings of delight, especially in 

the Black viewer. However, upon closer inspection, it may also elicit responses of surprise and 

curiosity, as it is a multi-layered painting with several embedded messages and symbols. The felt 
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difference between the contemporary clothed Black male and the title of the work, which 

identifies the subject as a royal nineteenth-century European figure, draws attention to the 

historical inaccuracy while simultaneously fostering a sense of empowerment to the Black 

viewer. The figure has appropriated the power from European royalty, which appears to make 

him impervious to racist attacks. However, the very fact that the Black figure in the painting is 

taking on Eurocentric values and seems to be eager to assert power can also remind the Black 

viewer of IR as it appears that the figure on the horse needs to lend its power from historic 

European events rather than aligning with Afrocentric values. As the artist replaced the original 

Napoleon figure with an unknown heroic Black man, it raises questions about race and gender 

roles in the past and in contemporary times. The painting lends power to the Black viewer by 

depicting a Black individual who is a leader and active agent of his own change rather than an 

oppressed being. The Black viewer may also feel empowered by this painting because society 

frequently positions them in a way that robs them of their control, and the Black individual is 

often relegated to those in power. Thus seeing a portrayal of power can feel empowering and 

liberating. Contrary to these positive interpretations, the work may also bring up feelings of 

anger as the heroic Black man may also be interpreted as violent and impulsive, confirming the 

majority group's negative stereotype. IN the details of this very large painting, one can see the 

visual representation of sperm all over the canvas's background. This may evoke outrage as the 

Black man has been portrayed as hypersexual (Miller, 2019), which categorized them as 

dangerous to the rest of society, a stereotype they rightfully reject.  

Stage 2: Internalized Racism Themes (see Figure 3)  

The primary themes associated with this artwork include power, empowerment, 

Eurocentrism, direct racism, freedom, and liberation. The theme of empowerment is most 
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strongly depicted through Kehinde Wiley's depiction of an African American warrior, recasting 

Napoleon, while reclaiming the power taken away from Black people of the centuries. The 

painting adopts several European elements (e.g., painting style, napoleon as a theme, fleur-de-

lis), which emphasizes Eurocentric values, even if cast in a critical way. Direct racism has been 

depicted through the portrayal of a Black soldier, reminding of a racist military history when 

Black soldiers were excluded from being celebrated as heroes. Freedom is expressed through 

depicting the Black figure in camouflage gear and by emphasizing a sense of heroism and 

determination within his body language and facial features.   

Stage 3: Integrative Analysis (see Figure 3)  

The themes identified above emphasize the construct of empowerment and how a sense 

of racial pride can combat symptoms related to IR.  

Power and Empowerment. In this painting, Kehinde Wiley utilizes traditional and 

European conventions of portrait painting as a way of comparing the Black figure to Napoleon 

Bonaparte. By doing so, he emphasizes the neglect of the Black subjects in paintings while 

simultaneously reassigning value to the sitter and exploring ways in which the viewer can recall 

remarkable Black leaders who typically do not get the same type of recognition. This awareness 

can lead to a sense of racial pride. Furthermore, this disregard has a negative effect on Black 

people's lives, as the lack of images of Black subjects who are in a position of power and who 

have confidence can lead to difficulties in imagining ever seeing oneself in that role. (Mosaka, 

2015). By recasting Napoleon as an African American warrior dressed in camouflage, he touches 

upon ideas of power and empowerment as found in familiar stories drawn from European 

history. The fact that Kehinde Wiley is retelling the story and offering power to the Black figure 

allows the viewer to think about hierarchical structures and concepts of meritocracy and 
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hegemony. The psychological literature of IR explains how the dominant social group bases 

these concepts on achievements, skills, and leadership or dominance. Society has accepted these 

concepts as a truth, which further perpetuates internalization of racism without ever being 

noticed (Pyke, 2010). This painting loudly speaks of the dominance of White power and 

achievement as evidenced by utilizing a powerful royal figure like Napoleon on a horse ready to 

go to battle and by placing the Black Napoleon against an ornate backdrop referencing the fleur-

de-lis. While the Black figure's heroic stance represents power, it also reminds of cultural myths 

that everyone can achieve things in life and obtain equal recognition (Pyke, 2010). This is a false 

belief, as it assumes that everyone has access to the same resources that can lead to achievements 

and power. IR is partially born out of the oppressed individual's desire to be seen as powerful 

and well accomplished and the need to cut off parts that remind of the opposite and are 

internalized as weak. Wiley also visually expresses notions of power by introducing the fleur-de-

lis, as it has been used to represent French royalty. Additionally, Wiley's use of this patterned 

backdrop not only speaks of power but also of a battle. The fleur-de-lis was a symbol of physical 

combat and was sewn into a knight's surcoat as a form of protection in the 14th century. Thus, 

the term coat of arms. However, the fleur-de-lis later developed into a symbol of social status 

(Fleur-de-lis Designs, 2020). Additionally, it was used as a mark of supremacy and a symbol of 

possession and ownership of a slave's body within the Southern states of the U.S. The symbol 

was burned into a slave's shoulder if he or she tried to escape. A Black overseer performed this 

inhumane punishment under the watchful eye of a White overseer (Fine Art America, 2014). 

Through visually emphasizing these aspects, Wiley's work speaks about the negotiations of 

power structures, White supremacy and racial realities, and the need for Black people to go into 

battle to obtain power. His use of symbolism in this painting is a complex intersect between 
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historical and contemporary symbols of power. He equipped his figure with clothing items that 

are recognized by a large number of people and emphasize material goods, such as Timberland 

shoes. While the figure's clothing appears to be associated with combat, the fleur-de-lis 

background covers both notions of wealth and status while simultaneously speaking about 

combat. IR is rooted in issues of self-esteem, and it seems that this painting addresses this by 

visually expressing how one can gain power through wealth and how material goods are 

associated with self-esteem.  

Eurocentrism. While this painting appears to turn racial power structures upside down, it 

also touches upon the complexity found within a racialized society's construct of power. The 

very fact that the Black figure in the painting is seeking power and is borrowing it from 

European royalty speaks about Eurocentric values and notions of attractiveness related to 

European esthetics. While the painting can be understood as a form of resistance against 

powerful White systems, it can also be interpreted as idealizing European royal power. Wiley 

seems to utilize the power of contrasting the Black figure with Eurocentric symbolism that has 

been passed on from generation to generation within White societal circles and adopted by all 

people as the truth. When these Eurocentric values are celebrated and adopted by the Black 

community as their own, their racial identification is at risk, which may lead to becoming an 

agent of their own oppression. There is a possibility that this can lead to intraracial class tension 

as a result of IR (Parmer et al., 2004). Therefore, it is essential to understand with whom the 

Black rider on the horse is going to battle and what his racial identification is to determine 

whether he sides with Black people or oppressive systems. The viewer can fill in this narrative 

depending on their own position regarding their racial identification and understanding of 

oppressive systems.    
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Direct Racism. Kehinde Wiley's refreshing portrayal of a Black soldier as a hero touches 

upon a racist history within the armed forces that has excluded Black soldiers from being 

celebrated as heroes. Regarding World War II, knowledgeable individuals stated that the army or 

ranking officers within the chain of command had, for racist motives, prohibited certain Black 

soldiers from receiving Medals of Honor (Kaye, 1999). Kehinde Wiley uses a visual 

representation of sperm motifs in this painting, hinting at notions of masculinity and gender. 

Studies analyzing the phenomenon of hypersexuality stereotyping of Black men found that this 

negative view of Black men is associated with structural racism (Miller, 2019). Intersecting 

identities such as male gender, military culture, and African American heritage, as expressed in 

this painting, further contribute to the skewed and stereotyped view of Black men leading to 

presumptions about their hypersexuality and violent behaviors. Although Wiley's use of sperm 

motifs can also be interpreted as a hope for a better future in which strong Black men rule the 

world, it simultaneously touches upon stereotypes such as the impulsive, violent, hypersexual 

Black male. Additionally, this depiction of masculinity strongly addresses stereotypical gender 

roles, as evidenced by the rider’s clothing, the sperm motifs in the background and the emphasis 

on physical power and heroism, which is more commonly attributed to the male gender. This 

representation of the Black virile male who exudes strength, vigor and energy might be 

particularly challenging to the Black female viewer who may not always experience these 

qualities as positive.  

Freedom/Liberation. The IR literature speaks about liberation as a core necessity to 

combating IR and racism and how it leads to a sense of empowerment. The figure in this painting 

appears to transform oppressive social structures by going into battle and having a clear aim, as 

evidenced by his finger pointing in a direction. His readiness to fight is further supported by his 
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camouflage pants, bandana, and is also reflected in his determined facial expression. Freedom is 

closely intertwined with independence. The Black rider on the horse is redressing the balance of 

power by striving for equality, rights, and equity (Mosaka, 2015) by taking action and standing 

up for his rights and the rights of other Black individuals. Thus, the notion of liberation is 

expressed in this piece of art, as evidenced by taking on hierarchical and oppressive systems 

rather than remaining inactive.  

Stage 4: Implications for Healing and Interventions (see Figure 3)  

This painting seems to have several healing components for Black people who struggle 

with IR. If we assume that the Black rider in the painting is siding with the Black community and 

is going to battle for them, it could engender a sense of racial pride through identification with 

the heroic Black figure. Since there is such an emphasis on the Black figure in this piece of art, it 

may engender thoughts around leadership and bravery, which may help the Black viewer recall 

other Black leaders in their lives who served as role models and were supportive, which in turn 

can elicit hope. It may help remind the viewer of the fact that the Black figure is typically 

avoided in paintings or art in general and that power and privilege are frequently equated to 

Whiteness. This realization may be therapeutic as it may jolt the Black viewers into action, 

propelled by their own desire to be seen and heard. The depiction of the Black figure in this 

painting is an embodiment of confidence, which can increase self-esteem in Black people with 

IR as they may imagine themselves in the rider's position. The very fact that Black figures are 

underrepresented in artworks and that Kehinde Wiley emphasizes Blackness in this painting is 

likely empowering to the viewer who belongs to this group. The notion of heroism is strongly 

depicted in this artwork, which can be healing to the Black viewer. This is particularly true 

because Black individuals encounter racism on a daily basis, which is depleting, but standing up 
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against it demonstrates bravery and resilience. Looking at a Black man, who is depicted as a 

hero, may help tap into long-forgotten feelings of pride and resiliencies in the Black viewer. As 

this art piece touches upon the idea of resistance against oppressive systems, it can be helpful to 

the Black viewer, as it may lend them a sense of control and agency over their lives, and it may 

also offer them access to an authentic voice that has been repressed for years. As evidenced by 

the use of color, symbolism, size, and content, the loudness of the painting speaks about 

demanding respect from the public, which can be very empowering to those who have been 

robbed of respect for centuries. The literature around IR and liberation psychology states that the 

liberation process is not smooth, but rather asks individuals for their willingness to wrestle and 

reflect on their process as systems of oppression want you to act in one way (e.g., submissive), 

while the newly liberated person wants to act in different ways. This painting clearly speaks to 

this struggle of the newly liberated person, who is tired of being submissive and is struggling 

back while clothed in combat gear, which indicates that he is not willing to give up easily. There 

is a high likelihood that this painting can increase self-esteem in the viewer who struggles with 

IR, and increased self-esteem was found to be a protective factor for IR and depression (Burkley 

& Blanton, 2008; James, 2017; Kim, et al., 2012). Furthermore, the fact that the central figure is 

Black can increase feelings of self-worth in Black people, as holding oneself in high regard is 

intertwined with the identification of skin color (Hurst, 2015). In the event that the painting is 

interpreted as a reflection of Eurocentrism by the Black viewer, it can still have potential healing 

properties as awareness of racial hierarchies and recognition of how IR manifests in other Black 

people can help this viewer understand in which ways he or she aligns with power in order to be 

accepted by the majority group. 
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Result Summary of Figure 3 

This painting addresses notions of power and empowerment, as well as racial pride, 

liberation, and freedom. By inserting a Black figure within an environment that was originally 

inhabited by European royalty, Kehinde Wiley not only touches upon historical inaccuracy but 

simultaneously appropriates the power from European royalty. The image celebrates liberation 

and heroism by showing a Black figure that seems determined and ready for battle. History 

shows there have been many Black heroes in the armed forces who have not received the 

recognition they should have due to racist motives. This may help Black individuals with IR by 

engendering thoughts of leadership, strength, and bravery. On the other hand, the Black viewer 

may also react in anger as it could suggest that power needs to resemble the Eurocentric ideal, 

which has been historically presented. 

Figure 4  

Grandma and the Frenchman – Identity Crisis 
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Note. From “Grandma and the Frenchman – Identity Crisis”, by R. Colescott, 1990 

(https://www.artsy.net/artist/robert-colescott/works-for-sale). Copyright 1990 by Robert 

Colescott. Reprinted with permission.  

Stage 1: Description and Evoked Emotion (see Figure 4)  

The painting Grandma and the Frenchman – Identity Crisis by Robert Colescott is highly 

complex with its depiction of interracial relationships and societal influences that shape these 

relationships. The artwork evokes strong emotions in the viewer as it explores the deep-seated 

frustration and confusion of the Black female in a White society. Feelings of sadness may arise 

as the painting touches upon ways in which confusion about how one's racial identification can 

lead to thoughts to what society designates as superior versus what is perceived as inferior. The 

central figure in this painting literally unpacks racial dynamics in her head, which seems to 

explode into a variety of racial identities leading the viewer to feel a sense of anger, sadness, or 

confusion as it appears that this figure cannot make up her mind whether she belongs to the 

Black or White community. The doctor depicted in this painting seems to take the Black 

woman's pulse to say that she is ill in some sort of way. This can stir up feelings of anger as 

Black individuals are often pathologized by the White majority group, even if they are largely 

responsible for the lack of well being of Black people. The fact that the main figure is dressed in 

a provocative way, nearly exposing one of her breasts to the doctor, could potentially bring up a 

lot of feelings in the Black viewer as the Black body has been stereotyped as hypersexual, which 

accuses Black individuals of having a lack of impulse control. The large White face taking over 

the right top part of the painting may be a metaphor for White society at large. This part feels 

extremely disturbing as the entire scene seems to be observed by this large White figure, which 

may lead the viewer to feel discomfort because they are constantly watched by White people in 
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discriminatory ways. The painting shows several interracial couples in romantic positions, which 

appears to be the outcome of the main figure's IR and confusion about her own racial identity. 

The Black viewer may feel offended by this as it implies that romance and love only exist 

outside one's own race and that one can only feel safe and loved when coupling with another 

race. Additionally, the Black female in the interracial couple has blond hair, while the other 

interracial couple featuring a Black male and White female does not artificially alter their hair 

color to adhere to Eurocentric beauty standards. This is angering as it implies that Black females 

need to reject parts of their racial heritage in order to be found attractive to the White male, while 

those same rules do not apply when genders are reversed. This gender difference is further 

exacerbated by Colescott depicting the Black female as subservient to her White partner, as 

evidenced by her literally looking up to him. The other interracial couple does not show those 

dynamics, and both partners seem to have equal power. Another confrontational element in this 

painting for the viewer is the Black figure on the left top part of the painting. It appears as if a 

saw is inserted into this figure's head and that a White person is responsible for this violent act. 

The Black figure does not seem to have a chance as she is simultaneously attacked by yet 

another White person who wields an ax at her. Overall, the painting evokes feelings of sadness 

and anger as it seems as if the Black female in this painting entirely relies on the mercy of the 

White people around her to either find her attractive, healthy enough, or even worthy of 

living. Furthermore, it appears as if females need to be saved by a male, which is depicted 

throughout the painting and may bring up feelings of anger and hopelessness in the female 

viewer. While this is present with all female/male interactions, it is more exacerbated with the 

Black female and highlights the gendered expressions of racism.  
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Stage 2: Internalized Racism Themes (see Figure 4)  

The primary themes associated with this artwork include Eurocentrism, idealization, 

negative racial identity, despair, hopelessness, helplessness, shame, exploitation, anxiety, fear, 

self-hate, feeling flawed, inferiority, low self-esteem, self-doubt, self-devaluation, 

discrimination, perpetrator/victim, hierarchy, violence, and health and mental health 

consequences of racism and IR. Several dynamics between figures in the painting are suggestive 

of Eurocentrism, including the way the Black figure with blond hair is looking up to her White 

male partner in admiration. Helplessness has been depicted through how several Black figures 

seem to have no sense of control or agency over their own lives (e.g., a saw inserted into the 

skull, a White doctor determining one's health). The theme of exploitation seems to come up 

throughout the entire painting but may be most evident within the power differential between the 

White male doctor and the Black female patient who is at the mercy of his diagnosis and 

treatment. Fear has been visualized in several parts of the painting but also through the depiction 

of a snake, as this may be a metaphor for evil. Self-devaluation has been expressed through the 

fragmented way in which the main figure's face is painted, emphasizing her tendency to devalue 

her own racial heritage and her desire to be accepted by the White male doctor. Hierarchical 

systems are emphasized throughout the painting and can be seen within the way the Black 

figures rely on the support or mercy of the White figures. Violence is most clearly portrayed 

through the scene, including an ax and saw inserted into a Black figure's skull. The theme of 

health and mental health consequences of racism and IR can be seen within the way the Black 

central figure is depicted as ill as a consequence of her exposure to racism.   
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Stage 3: Integrative Analysis (see Figure 4)  

The themes identified above emphasize the dynamics of fear and loss of control within 

the context of IR. 

           Eurocentrism/Idealization/Negative Racial Identity. Eurocentrism, idealization of 

White people, and negative racial identification seem to be the main theme within this painting 

by Colescott. All Black figures in this piece of art are affected in some way or another by racial 

discrimination, which leads to narratives in the painting that reminds of IR. W. E. B. Du Bois 

stated in 1903 that White domination of Black people leads to, what he termed, a double 

consciousness, meaning that Black individuals always see themselves through the revelation of 

the other world. Colescott captured this double consciousness very well as a White face covering 

a quarter of the painting seems to watch over the scene and indoctrinates White values onto the 

Black figures in the painting. Or the intraracial couples who can only see and accept themselves 

through the eyes of their lover. And lastly, the central figure the grandmother, who appears to be 

dependent on the doctor's view and diagnosis of her, which leads to racial identification 

confusion, as she lends power to an already powerful man. The power differentials addressed in 

this piece of art are particularly strong as they speak of White racial privilege and how the 

ideology of White superiority is successfully transmitted to all of society, including the Black 

community. The notion of White superiority can be seen in the White hands inflicting pain onto 

a Black figure by entering her skull with a saw and an ax, or by the way the White male partner 

looks down onto his Black female partner, who is only accepted because she has blond hair, or 

by the way the doctor examines the central Black figure, leading to fragmentation in her identity 

as a Black female. The literature around IR has come to understand that the term appropriated 

oppression may be more accurate as it highlights the fact that negative messages are modeled by 
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the oppressor and are taken in, or appropriated, as the truth by the oppressed group (Campon & 

Carter, 2015; Tappan, 2006). Appropriation of negative messages seems to have taken place 

within this painting as seen within the doctor/patient dynamic, alluding to the fact that the Black 

woman is sick in some way. The Black female looking up to her partner has appropriated other 

negative beliefs, as she seems to have adopted Eurocentric standards of beauty as evidenced in 

her blond hair. The act of appropriation may have been visualized by the saw and ax, tools used 

to alter the Black mind and change it into a White worldview. This piece of art touches upon the 

complex intersection of multiple systems of domination, leading to a multi-layered painting that 

loudly speaks about IR's inevitability as it is born out of structures of oppression. The painting is 

characterized by a polarized world while demonstrating that there are significant value 

differences between Black and White individuals. C.P. Jones (2000) states that people have the 

tendency to strive for holism, and a sense of personal coherence and the constant push and pull 

between these polarized worlds can lead to decreased psychological wellbeing. 

Despair/Hopelessness/Helplessness. Feelings of hopelessness and despair are strongly 

expressed in this painting by depicting Black individuals who appear helpless as things seem to 

happen to them, and they have no sense of agency over their own lives. This is evidenced in how 

one Black figure is being attacked with an ax and a saw, and the other is being examined by a 

doctor. In both cases, the scenes seem to render the figures entirely helpless as they fall victim to 

racism and classism.  

Shame/Exploitation. Themes related to shame come up as Colescott fragmented the 

central Black figure into many Black and White faces, indicating not only a sense of confusion 

but also ways in which shame is related to being Black when struggling with IR. The fact that 

Colescott added a scene between a White doctor and a Black figure speaks about class 
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differences between the two, which can lead to feelings of shame in those who are at the 

receiving end of this form of oppression. The Black figure's breasts are nearly covered by her 

summer dress, which renders her vulnerable, as the doctor is fully dressed and clearly in control. 

This lack of control has an exploitative feel, which seems to come back in other scenes 

throughout the painting. For instance, the Black female figure looks up to her White male partner 

in a way that reminds of power differentials in interracial partnerships and how they can lead to 

exploitation. 

Anxiety/Fear. Fear is mostly addressed in the Black figure with a saw and an ax in her 

head, but it also seems to be present in the central figure sitting on a chair with a snake curling 

up against her. The snake appears to be steered by a masked mysterious looking figure with a 

Black hand, indicating that the Black central figure is not safe and that White people are not the 

only ones attacking Black people. This seems to bring up a lack of safety for Black people, as 

this scene suggests that aligning with either race may lead to danger. IR is rooted in issues 

around anxiety and fear, as people suffering from IR feel the need to align with the White 

majority group, which leads to denial of their own racial heritage. This is very anxiety and fear-

provoking as IR is strongly linked to hope for survival in a racist world, which cannot guarantee 

safety or comfort for Black people.  

Self-Hate/Feeling Flawed/Inferiority/Low Self-Esteem/Self-Doubt/Self-

Devaluation. Feeling flawed and low self-esteem has been linked to IR within the literature. 

Robert Colescott strongly references this by depicting the central Black figure in a way that 

demonstrates her struggle with her own racial background, as evidenced by the fragmentation of 

her facial features that vacillate between White and Black. The theme of inferiority can be found 

within the Black female figure that submissively looks at her White male partner as to say that he 
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holds power over her. In this painting, self-devaluation is best represented within the Black 

central figure who almost exposes herself to the doctor who examines her, which may speak 

about power differentials and classism and how these dynamics lead to devaluating oneself, 

especially when compared to people who hold power and privilege.  

Discrimination/Perpetrator-Victim/Hierarchy. Figures in this painting seem to either 

have accepted their subordinate status or struggle with the two polarized worlds comprised of 

Black and White people. Hierarchical systems are clearly laid out in this piece of art as 

evidenced by the White doctor/Black patient dynamic or by the interracial couples surrounding 

the scene who seem to have clear power differentials between them or by the fact that another 

Black figure seems to have no control over the violent tools used towards her to keep her in 

check. The perpetrator/victim dynamic is played out repeatedly within this painting, which seems 

to be amplified through racism.  

Violence. The most violent scene in this painting shows the saw and ax entering a Black 

person's skull. This is violent in and of itself, but violence becomes particularly powerful if the 

victim does not have the means to fight back. In this painting, it appears that those who are 

attacked by powerful others do not have the capacity to defend themselves, making it all the 

more violent.  

Health and Mental Health Consequences of Racism and IR. The doctor in the scene 

metaphorically stands for class difference and may also speak to the fact that race-based stress, 

including IR, may lead to adverse health outcomes. The fact that he is holding a crucifix in his 

left hand while taking her pulse may further support the idea of adverse health consequences. 

Religion has historically been used to justify oppression and colonialism under the guise of 

saving the primitive natives while doing God's work. Furthermore, a snake is a common symbol 
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of evil and temptation, which may be depicted in the way the central figure is sexualized and 

tempted by the powerful savior as represented by the White doctor. Moreover, a snake is also a 

symbol of medicine. Colescott used this symbolism, suggesting that the central figure needs to be 

tended to by a doctor, as she is physically or mentally ill. 

Stage 4: Implications for Healing and Interventions (see Figure 4)  

This painting created by Robert Colescott has potential for healing from IR and general 

therapeutic values in that it clearly addresses themes related to IR and because it shows a 

narrative that can feel familiar to those Black individuals who struggle with IR. The painting 

addresses how marginalized people can be exposed to violent, exploitative, and racist behaviors 

from the privileged White dominating group and how a sense of dependence on this privileged 

group can lead to confusion about one's own racial identity, inequality, and negative wellbeing. 

The painting showcases a fragmented figure in the center, suggesting that this Black figure is 

confused about their racial identity. The construct of wholeness within emotion-focused therapy 

addresses that people are greater than the sum of their parts (Goldman, 2016), which may include 

their negative self-concept, confusion, depression, cultural and racial heritage, and many other 

parts of the self. In this instance, looking at a highly fragmented image of a Black female may be 

healing when applying the principle of wholeness to it, as it would allow the viewer to integrate 

rather than separate parts of herself. Research surrounding the healing components to race-based 

stress, including IR, indicates that a balance of power has to be redressed and that therapists need 

to incorporate practices that help promote equality, equity, wellbeing, and independence 

(Dalrymple & Burke, 1995). This painting can help the Black viewer connect with these pieces 

as it lays out how not attending to power imbalances or not even being aware of them will have 

detrimental effects on them. Other healing strategies involve the development of an authentic 
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voice in order to feel heard and seen and move away from an invisible stance to a person who 

has something important to share. Research corroborates this as it states that their newly found 

voice will help marginalized people gain a sense of agency over their lives. Thus seeing this 

painting may help oppressed individuals and those struggling with IR to become an agent of their 

own change process and find the necessary tools to challenge power and develop a strong 

positive identity (Dalrymple & Burke, 1995). Since the painting has a strong narrative 

component and thus lays out how racial inequality affects those at the receiving end of it, the 

viewers can possibly separate themselves from the oppression, which can be very empowering 

and liberating. The female figure in the center, a grandmother figure, is reactive to her 

surroundings and struggles within the polarized and racialized world she lives in. Suppose the 

viewer was able to empathize with this figure and step into this figure's experience. In that case, 

they could start to connect to their own human side as they can turn the empathy towards 

themselves, which is the part of the self that also struggles with racial identification.  

Tapping into one's anger can also be therapeutic, as this voice has been silenced for 

centuries within the Black community. Black people are frequently stereotyped as loud and 

angry, which can lead to a desire to silence this part of the self. Thus voicing one's opinion 

regarding oppression is very therapeutic for marginalized populations. Having an anti-racist 

stance as a therapist is crucial as it involves bringing awareness to the historical roots of racism 

and how it is manifested within institutions. The fact that the Black figure is represented in this 

painting can be powerful, and the way this representation may tap into anger can unlock long-

forgotten feelings that need to be expressed.  

Looking at a complex and layered piece of art, such as this one, may require extended 

time to access all levels of emotions as the work provides representations of interracial 
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partnership, idealization with White power, and falling victim to racist acts. A Black viewer, who 

may harbor negative views of self and their racial heritage, may first feel discomfort when seeing 

this confrontational painting. Continued exploration and processing of such a work could present 

opportunities to investigate their Black identity development more intensively. Since the painting 

addresses a variety of strong emotions such as fear, anxiety, hopelessness, despair, shame, self-

doubt, and self-hate, it is likely that the Black viewer can find an entry point to start discussing 

ways in which they have felt these emotions and how they related to racism, IR and societal 

pressures.  

Result Summary of Figure 4 

This painting addresses a sense of confusion found in individuals who struggle with IR 

and their racial identification. The central Black female figure seems to entirely rely on the 

mercy of the White people around her to either find her attractive, healthy enough, or even 

worthy of living. Scenes surrounding the central figure that appear to be a figment of her 

imagination evidence this. These scenes allude to violence, sexuality, and attractiveness in 

interracial couples and power differentials between successful White individuals and potentially 

ill Black people (e.g., doctor scene). At the core of this painting lies a sense of idealization of 

White people and a negative racial identification. The entire painting has a haunting and fear-

inducing quality as a large White face, covering a quarter of the painting, seems to watch over 

the scene and indoctrinates White values onto the Black figures. This painting may have healing 

properties for the Black viewer with IR as they may be able to access an authentic voice that 

moves away from an invisible and confused stance. Moreover, the painting's richness and 

complexity allow for several entryways into themes related to IR, such as interracial partnership, 

idealization of White power, or falling victim to racist acts. 
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Figure 5  

Ivy and the Janitor in January 

 

Note. From “Ivy and the Janitor in January”, by N. C. Abney, 2009 

(https://www.artsy.net/search?page=2&term=Nina%20Chanel%20Abney). Copyright 2009 by 

Nina Chanel Abney. Reprinted with permission.  

Stage 1: Description and Evoked Emotion (see Figure 5)  

Nina Chanel Abney's painting Ivy and the Janitor in January is a visual depiction of 

racial identity confusion and shame related to Blackness, which draws the viewer into her work. 

This serious subject matter seems to be juxtaposed to the way she uses color as the vibrant range 

of colors suggests happiness or a sense of entertainment. More haunting qualities quickly follow 

this initially inviting effect. The artwork can be experienced as confusing, disturbing, and maybe 

even angering, as the Black figure is attempting to hide her Blackness behind masks. The masks 

seem to be held up by two independent White hands, which may be a metaphor for a lack of 

control. Furthermore, the two floating detached White hands could refer to the White majority 
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groups' power over Black individuals, telling them what they should look like or how they 

should behave.  

Oppressive systems' misuse of power can be manifested in many ways, for instance, by 

telling Black people whether they welcome their Black identity or if they would prefer behaviors 

associated with Whiteness. This painting clearly speaks to this confusion and sense of control by 

using White hands that uphold a Black and White mask, which is reminiscent of a puppet theater. 

Overall, a lack of control seems to be a major theme in this painting as heads are multiplying, the 

Black figure has no agency over her own facial features, and yellow gloves appear to place a 

spell on the scene that renders all figures in the painting helpless. This sense of helplessness is 

counteracted by the Black figure holding her hands in a prayer position, as to say that she is 

finding solace in connecting with a higher power. Her upward gaze and prayer position can also 

be interpreted as the hope for a world where she is included as a Black woman. Sadness and 

anger may arise when the Black viewer recognizes that this scene is depicted in the close 

confines of the public transportation system, which brings up historical and contemporary 

examples of segregation and racism. Abney's use of yellow hands in this painting is strategically 

placed and makes reference to sanitary workers. This can stir up feelings of depression or anger 

as systemic racism can limit marginalized populations' job prospects, leaving sanitation work as 

one of the more viable options. The Black mask seems to blur into the Black background, 

rendering it invisible. The only thing that stands out is the White nose and blue circles on its 

cheeks, which the latter reminds of an African mask. This plays on notions of invisibility, which 

may bring up feelings of hopelessness in the Black viewer. Both masks seem to have male 

features, which indicates that the male gender is preferred over the female one. The fact that the 

Black female figure appears to be passively awaiting her fate can be highly emotionally 
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evocative and most likely angering, especially to the Black female viewer. Thus, the painting 

seems to address intersectionalities, including race, gender, class, and religion, which can have a 

significant emotional impact on the Black viewer.  

Stage 2: Internalized Racism Themes (see Figure 5)  

The primary themes associated with this artwork include shame, self-hate, self-

devaluation, fear, anxiety, hopelessness, helplessness, feeling flawed, not fully human, 

inferiority, self-doubt, colorism, hierarchy, subordination, and negative racial identity. Shame is 

depicted through the use of masks and altering one's identity. The theme of self-devaluation is 

suggested in a longing to adapt to White majority society and to be seen as normal. Fear has been 

addressed by hiding one's authentic racial self in public spaces. The idea that power is in the 

hands of others can bring up the theme of hopelessness. Feeling flawed is addressed through a 

praying figure's contemplation of which self to be. A mix of skin tones within the facial features 

of the Black figure indicates the concept of colorism. Being outnumbered, as a Black figure, and 

considering methods of fitting in may be representative of subordination.  

Stage 3: Integrative Analysis (see Figure 5)  

The themes identified above address notions of shame as they relate to IR and how this 

can lead to identity confusion.  

Shame. This painting by Nina Chanel Abney named Ivy and the Janitor in January 

touches upon notions of shame related to skin color. One way in which she visualizes this is 

through the use of masks held in front of a Black figure. This figure appears to have a White 

nose and lips and two different shades of brown making up the rest of her face, indicating a sense 

of confusion about this figure's racial identification. Additionally, this figure wears yellow 

gloves and a White cover for her neck, suggesting more effort in covering up her skin tone. 
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Shame often lies at the core of IR, although it is essential to note that this is not self-inflicted but 

rather born out of oppressive systems. The idea of structural racism is reflected through the 

placement of the two figures in a public transportation system where the White figure represents 

the majority group and seems to be multiplying, as evidenced by the figure having two heads. 

The other figure is depicted as Black, and the narrative created in this painting brings up the idea 

of institutionalized racism in that people of color cannot feel safe within public, as structural 

oppression is ingrained within radicalized social systems (Burton, et al., 2010). All of which may 

engender feelings of shame.  

Self-Hate and Self-Devaluation. This piece of art also touches upon themes of IR 

through addressing notions of self-hate and self-devaluation. The fact that individuals with IR 

often accept the negative and critical beliefs about one's worth (Graham et al., 2016) or that the 

idea of normalcy and reality is predetermined by the dominant group, leading to further 

devaluation and denigration of marginalized groups (Speight, 2007) can be seen within the way 

Abney portrays the Black figure as abnormal as evidenced by the use of masks and the need to 

blend into a White society. The internalization of these negative beliefs and the thought that one 

is abnormal has been internalized as the truth, which then leads to IR. Other ways in which this 

painting expresses self-hate as an outcome of structural oppression is through the visual 

depiction of the two White hands that serve as a metaphor for White society that determines 

which mask the Black figure should use. The notion of introjecting values also appears to come 

up in this piece of art as the Black figure with the masks seems to react to pressures from the 

outside world. Research around IR has demonstrated that these introjected values of the 

dominating culture on an oppressed group have long-lasting adverse effects on marginalized 

individuals (Bartky, 1990; Graham et al., 2016; Jones, 2000; Lipsky, 1977; Molina & James, 
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2016; Parmer et al., 2004; Speight, 2007). It seems that the Black figure in this piece of art is 

heavily affected by the pressures inflicted by the oppressive group. 

Fear/Anxiety. Fear and anxiety seem to be expressed through Abney's theme of wearing 

masks in society, indicating that life would be too anxiety-provoking for Black individuals if 

they were confronted with the majority group without any protection, just being their authentic 

selves. The fact that Abney placed the figures in a public transportation system brings awareness 

that these forms of transportation pose a threat to minoritized groups, especially when taking 

historical facts, like Rosa Park's act of defiance on a public bus, into account. Furthermore, the 

painting expresses a notion of fear through the Black figure's seemingly praying hands. The 

prayer may signify a lack of safety and a need for finding internal calm.  

Hopelessness/Helplessness. Abney depicts helplessness by emphasizing that both the 

Black and the White figures in the painting show a lack of control over their lives. The White 

figure seems to grow multiple heads; while the Black figure passively sits back waiting for 

decisions to be made by the White puppet master holding a Black and a White mask that will 

determine her racial identification. A sense of hopelessness may be found in the fact that racial 

oppression has been present for centuries, which may be shown through Abney's use of a public 

transportation system that reminds of racial segregation in the past and how it may be manifested 

in contemporary times.  

Feeling Flawed/not Fully Human/Iinferiority/Self-Doubt. Both figures in the painting 

appear to feel less than human. In the White figure, this is expressed through portraying it as 

double-headed, and in the Black figure, this can be seen in its attempt to shield her authentic 

humanness behind masks, gloves, and neck covers. IR has played an integral part within the lives 

of Black individuals for decades leading to feeling flawed and not fully human, and this desire to 
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be seen as a human is depicted in Abney's painting through the figure's praying hands and her 

contemplation between which mask would allow her to feel more human. The Black figure 

seems to doubt herself and does not feel complete or even flawed, as evidenced by her attempts 

to hide her racial identity.  

Colorism. The Black figure is rejecting her own racial heritage and wants to join the in-

group. Notions of colorism are expressed through the use of three divergent skin tones within the 

Black figure's face, indicating a sense of confusion about the figure's racial identification. 

Individuals with lighter skin frequently reap the benefits of being privileged, which may place 

values on members of the Black community. By giving the figure three different skin tones, 

Abney may suggest that society's value judgment is reliant on a person's skin tone and that the 

White figure would be afforded a more comfortable life than the Black one.  

Hierarchy/Subordination. Abney addresses notions of power differentials within this 

piece of art by addressing the fact that the Black figure shows signs of insecurity by hiding her 

racial identity. The literature corroborates the fact that hierarchy plays a significant role in the 

maintenance and perpetuation of racism. Hierarchy and subordination are born out of oppressive 

systems, and racism goes beyond the individual and reaches into economic, political, and cultural 

structures that lead to injustices such as an unequal distribution of power, privilege, and 

resources, placing the dominant group at the top of the order and the racial group at the bottom 

(Derman-Sparks & Phillips, 1997). This painting seems to demonstrate that the Black figure is 

subordinate to the White one in that it is clearly outnumbered and through the figure's need to 

identify as White. Moreover, subordination also plays a role within male/female relations as the 

Black female figure seems to be presented with two racial options to mask her identity, but 

neither matches her gender.   
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Stage 4: Implications for Healing and Interventions (see Figure 5)  

Narratives that are created in this painting may be related to the history of segregation 

between Black and White individuals and how it is manifested in everyday living situations (i.e., 

Rosa Parks, who refused to surrender her seat to a White passenger on a segregated bus). This 

may be helpful so far as the Black viewer can tap into their emotions related to this unequal 

distribution of rights between Black and White people, which may lead to becoming active and 

standing up for their rights. Furthermore, the use of masks in this painting may support Black 

people as the action of taking masks off has a liberating effect and allows for authenticity and 

being able to connect with other Black individuals without the use of a veiled language. The 

Black viewer may find it therapeutic to allow for a sense of empowerment to arise when focusing 

on the fact that the Black figure may choose the Black mask over the White one, which will 

alleviate feelings of shame. Others may see the reference to Rosa Parks within this painting, 

which may help to tap into a collective and transgenerational transmission of pain and racial 

trauma, which in turn can bring about a healthy amount of anger. Research around anger 

indicates that anger is a normal human emotion that is neither good nor bad and that this emotion 

should not be entirely eliminated. This research further contents that anger can help a person 

organize on a cognitive, physical, emotional, and behavioral level and that it can also help with 

problem-solving (González-Prendes & Thomas, 2009). It can, therefore, be inferred that healthy 

self-esteem may be the result of a healthy expression of anger, especially when taking into 

account that the Black individual has a right to be angry regarding oppression and racism. 

Another component that may have healing powers is the Black figure's praying hands. This can 

be therapeutic for those Black individuals who are spiritual or religious and find solace in prayer. 

Feelings of helplessness may evade when the Black viewer switches out the White hands with 
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Black hands and the White mask with a Black one as to say that there is a Black greater power 

watching over them, reminding them of the beauty found in Blackness. If this were to happen, 

the viewer may also feel a sense of safety as they would no longer be in the minority, nor would 

they be plagued by introjecting values of a dominating White world, but rather connect to their 

own racial heritage.   

Result Summary of Figure 5   

This painting is a visual depiction of racial identity confusion and shame related to 

Blackness. One of the major themes in this painting is related to having a lack of control, which 

is depicted through multiplying heads, the Black figure's lack of agency over her own facial 

features (e.g., masks being held up from outside forces), yellow gloved hands placing a spell on 

the scene, all of which renders the figures in the painting helpless. The Black figure, in 

particular, seems to be passively awaiting her fate, as she appears stifled by anxiety and unable to 

self-express, as evidenced by the Black figure's need of wearing a mask out in the White world 

instead of being her authentic self. Healing properties for the Black viewer with IR may be found 

in them, recognizing a need to liberate themselves and take masks off to communicate without a 

veiled language. Other healing components, especially for spiritual or religious viewers, may be 

found in the Black figure's praying hands. 
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Figure 6 

A Portrait of the Artist as a Shadow of his Former Self 

 

Note. From “A Portrait of the Artist as a Shadow of his Former Self”, by K. J. Marshall, 1980 

(https://collections.lacma.org/search/site/Kerry%2520James%2520Marshall). Copyright 1980 by 

Kerry James Marshall. Reprinted with permission. 

Stage 1: Description and Evoked Emotion (see Figure 6)  

Kerry James Marshall makes the invisible visible in this piece by placing a Black figure 

on a Black background. This painting evokes several emotions as it is highly racially charged 

and painted in a confrontational manner in its cartoonish and unequivocal approach to race. The 

viewer may initially feel a sense of discomfort when looking at this artwork as the figure has 

been reduced to a two-dimensional representation of a Black man. The figure's depiction adopts 

the visual language used in cartoons, fairytales, and horror movies where a threat is embodied in 


