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ABSTRACT: A major motivation for this study is the urgent need to experiment, operationalize, 

and compare the myths and realities around the struggles and reactions of Africans and scholars against 

colonialism. A strong contradiction presently exists about “decolonizing” the “colonized” Africa and its 

epistemological knowledge base, which is evident in artistic expressions, literature, and performance 

scholarship. Previous postcolonial studies have not paid adequate attention to this contradiction as a major 

requirement for understanding Africa and (re)-connecting it with its current realities in the context of culture, 

art, language, and identity. Therefore, this study investigates the “decolonizing process” in “postcolonial” 

theoretical contexts, thereby identifying the traits of split identity in Africa and African diaspora cultures. It 

also observes the multiplicity of cultural contexts competing for the ownership of today’s hybridized African 

space. Hinging on key comparative post-colonial conceptions by Ngugi wa Thiong’o, on the one hand, and 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, on the other hand, as theoretical frameworks, the study explores the 

connections between the cultural politics of knowledge production and the psychology of post-colonialism. 

While using an anthropological research design, with a study population that includes participants in Nigeria, 

the United Kingdom, and other diasporas, the study employs In-Depth and Key Informant interviews (IDI 

and KII) as methods of data collection. Through content analysis, the findings reveal, conclusively, that the 

African culture is still evolving as a hybrid of multiple identities traceable to recent theoretical fallouts of 

African and African diaspora studies. 
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Introduction 
The myths and realities surrounding the struggles and reactions of Africans and scholars 

against colonialism beg for urgent comparative experiment and logical operationalization. Scholars 

in the fields of African Art, African Studies, Anthropology, History, and Postcolonialism approach 

the concept of “decolonizing” Africa and its epistemological knowledge economy often without 

adequate consideration for the major arguments against it (Adeoye, 2015, p. 204). It is also implied 

that art, literature, and performance scholarship particularly function as instruments of expression 

in decolonial contexts. Therefore, the objective of this work is to present an analysis of Africa’s 

colonial experience, its implications on knowledge production in the post-colonial and the ways of 

knowing, which have resulted from the decolonial attempts, using historical, artistic, and cultural 

experiences as explanatory grounds. It thus becomes imperative to draw attention to the Berlin 

Conference of the 1880s as a convenient starting point and background to this study. Between 1884 

and 1886, a period which was preceded by over three hundred years of trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, 

colonialism constituted a huge barrage of cultural offensives on all facets of African life. The arts 

were not an exception in this regard. Adepegba’s work, Nigerian Art: Its Traditions and Modern 

Tendencies (1995), reviewed the postcolonial developments engendered by the experiences of that 

period. It examined the possibility of reattaining what Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (2000) termed 

the “authentic African culture” in their major scholarly contribution, Post-colonial Studies: The Key 

Concepts. Adepegba (Adepegba, 1995, p. 25) beamed a critical searchlight at the idea of 

decolonizing Africa; he exhumed the ordeals of the 1880s under the tripartite coincidence of the 

Berlin conference, Darwinism, and colonialism. Adeoye’s essays, Old Wine, New Bottle: Theatre 

Design and Transnational Hybridity in Olóbà Dance of Adó–Èkìtì, Nigeria. (Adeoye., 2018, pp. 

207-218) and The Economics of Quality in Nigerian Theatre Design: Imperatives for the 21st 

Century (Adeoye., 2014, pp. 121-134), which were based on the postcolonial realities of today’s 
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Africa also echoed the continued encounter, struggle and rejection of already entrenched colonial 

tendencies, which this present study summarizes under the subheadings of the Tripartite 

Coincidence, Avant-gardism and African Art as a Formal Academic Field. 

 

The Tripartite Coincidence: The accidents of the Berlin conference, Darwinism, and 

colonialism during the period between 1884 and 1886, broadly speaking, were a great determinant 

of what was to happen to the African culture centuries later. Therefore, these political accidents 

brought Africa to its current travails. This is because it was the Berlin Conference, which saw to 

the pooling together of troops by European powers in Berlin, with the primary aim of collecting 

fossils in support of Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory, which, in turn, brought about European 

incursion into Africa and culminated in colonialism, after an initial slavery-related bombardment 

that lasted for over three hundred years. The third leg of the coincidence – colonialism- became the 

window through which African art, culture, and tradition migrated to Europe in their largest 

numbers ever. 

Avant-gardism: As a theoretical revolution, avant-gardism explains the attendant reactions 

that were occasioned by the marriage between African art and a culturally perplexed Europe in the 

1880s. The influx of African art into Europe in the nineteenth century was an overlapping 

experience with Europe’s dire need for a break from classical formalism (and the routine of realism) 

that had ruled the Renaissance. This paved the way for African sculptural forms and styles amidst 

the art-loving public in Europe, and was a welcome idea to people like Picasso, who rose to fame 

by inventing Cubism from these African sculptural forms and styles. 

Colonialism and Its Influence on African Art as a Formal Academic Field 

After the contact of African art with Europe, there was a secondary attitude that encouraged the 

spread of derogatory nomenclatures for African art by Early European armchair researchers and 

explorers, who read Africa from remote, one-sided rather than relative or objective perspectives. 

Hence, they came up with denigrating terms such as Unrefined, Simple, and most particularly 

“Primitive.” Early academics in the fields of African Art and African Studies showed tremendous 

interest in these terminologies and explored them in their research. For instance, “primitive” was 

explored for its deeper meanings as a protean vocabulary, simultaneously capable of different 

attitudes and meanings. Based on this semiotic examination, African art, as seen by African 

scholars, became more famous as “prime in time or early.” Further studies in the broader field of 

African Studies have highlighted this important argument, incorporating African art history into the 

curriculum template, further layering it with simplified but robust and logical narratives of how the 

African Experience intercepts with other facets of life and theoretical contexts of colonialism, 

Modernism, post-colonialism, Afro-futurism, diaspora Studies, Contemporary African Art, Way of 

Knowing and The traditional African Artist in the Contemporary Space. 

Argument: African Studies and the De-colonial Conversation 

Although there is a persistent crusade going across Africa as part of the global conversation on the 

decolonial process, there are associated controversies as to whether the cultural elements, such as 

language, history, and performances, in the realities of the post-colony can be reversed. These 

controversies, which surround the struggles and reactions of Africans against colonialism, have 

been studied by scholars who are also interested in how they interface with Africa’s development. 

Taking a critical look at existing arguments and counterarguments on the possibilities (and 

impossibilities) of using “authentic” art and cultural performances to decolonize Africa and return 

to tradition, Adepegbai holds the opinion that the original African art, culture, and traditional 

performances are gone forever, while Akinwunmi Isolaii, referring to Africans, says, “we are 

pitiable parodies of Western civilization.” Recent research has also indicated that the local crafts 

culture and indigenous technology now rely essentially on foreign or industrial materials, hence,  

As of now, their materials are not totally indigenous: the yarns for 

textiles, the thread for hairstyling, and the colors that make the 

patterns of various crafts very attractive are industrial products, 

imported or locally manufactured in newly established industries 

(Adepegba, 1995, p. 78). 

However, Ngugu wa Thingo and Bakare agree that Africa should revert to its authentic culture. 

Again, research has also revealed that going back to the African “authentic culture” can only happen 

on a monumental basis, whereas it must be more than monuments. This is probably why De la Croix 
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and Tansey posit clearly that 

in understanding the range and quality of African art, customary 

definitions must be broadened to include more than monuments, 

more than objects that can be displayed in museums. This is 

especially true of the masquerade, which depends on music, dance, 

and costuming for its real vitality. Although many of the wooden 

masks used in performances are dramatic carvings in their own 

right, they should be seen as single, important elements in a 

complex of interesting artistic media that occupy time as well as 

space (De la Croix & Tansey, 1986, p. 507). 

 

The implication of the above is also that culture should be seen as a holistic element, which should 

“be seen as single, important elements” that occupy time as well as space. Culture should be 

practiced beyond monumental exhibitions or remembrance. This is where Ashcroft, Griffiths, and 

Tiffin (2000, p. 16) find a challenge, thus vehemently argue against the position of the African 

relativists, such as Ngugi, by stating that. 

The very use of the colonial language has been opposed by writers such as 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o (Ngugi, 1981a), who, after a successful career as a 

writer in English, has renounced the language of the former colonizer to 

write his novels and plays in Gikuyu. Nevertheless, Ngugi continues to 

appropriate the novel form itself, and it has been argued that the very 

success of his political tactic of renouncing English has relied on his 

reputation as a writer in that tongue. 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin are clear that traditional performances are not enough to return Africa 

to its original tradition. Conversely, Bakare iiistates that “if it was possible for Africa to abandon its 

tradition, which had lasted for thousands of years and imbibe the culture of its colonizers after a 

contact of only some hundreds of years, then it is possible to revert to tradition,” thereby supporting 

Ngugi on the relativist sphere of the arguments. Critics have often unconsciously based their 

arguments on the yardsticks of African culture and tradition. Their views appear reactionary since 

Western bombardments on African culture brought about the "modern" attitudes as a negation of 

tradition. However, modernity became truncated by the appearance and subsequent reactions of 

postmodern tendencies, which view the Africa of today as neither African nor Western. 

Ezenwanebe, illustrating cultural hybridization from the vantage point of language, posits that 

domesticated language is not a mechanically contrived language 

in modern African drama and theatre. It is a deeply ingrained 

personality of modern Africans and Nigerians in particular; a 

stamp of the colonial experience by which colonized Africans are 

known and which is part of lived experience (Ezenwanebe, 2014, 

p. 172).  

A further reading of contemporary Africans, from the metonymical standpoint of the art and 

theatrical performance, as a conceptual metaphor for contemporary cultural aesthetics, by 

Ezenwanebe (2014, p. 172) emphasizes Antonin Artaud's quest for "a concrete poetry of gestures 

and scenic language" and Meyerhold's "language of physical action" because "the contemporary 

conception of drama as performance puts African total theatre techniques and modern African 

drama in the forefront of global theatre evolution." The views above imply that contemporary 

Africans artists find themselves in a new social space, while the world around them – clients, critics, 

and scholars appear guilty of relating them to the traditions of their forefathers. It is therefore 

necessary to clarify this controversy and absolve the contemporary African of the dramas of 

tradition. The traditional African artists, with particular reference to the pre-colonial period, 

occupied a respectable position in society as the intermediary between the gods and mortal men. 

They engaged in totemic designs and depended strictly on the Divine for inspiration. Their 

immediate society constituted their clientele. In spite of long years of training in apprenticeship, 
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they were satisfied that members of their society consulted them to carve totems, sculpt their 

ancestral symbols, and design murals on the walls of palaces and courtyards of important chieftains. 

The traditional artists might have also been consulted as set designers, though the palaces and public 

arenas that they sculpted, painted, and decorated were not consciously intended as theatre, the use 

to which they might have been put could define them as being extremely theatrical. It has been 

confirmed that: “through most of its history, art has served a variety of purposes: to honor the dead; 

to recall the appearance of rulers or relatives, to give visual forms to gods; to create sacred places 

to display wealth; to teach and to give pleasure” (Ogunmola, 2011, p. 73). The fulfillment of the 

artists rested on the fact that their products were everywhere, with direct effect on people’s lives, 

which has often accounted for the “Art for Life” hypothesis, with which African art has often been 

associated. The conceptual appreciation of the African artistic tradition is deeper than “art” in the 

Western connotation. Art, in the African worldview, often depends on divine inspiration and thus 

was taken seriously. The reverse is now the case – because of overdependence on Western 

patronage, the issue of quality in art is no longer taken seriously. Cultural imperialism, packaged as 

“modernity,” which excited traditional artists, partly influenced their practice. Patronage of the arts 

today depends partly on the Western audience, who still constitute a large part of the clientele. 

Africans are still largely influenced by Western capitalism under the auspices of “globalization.” 

To this trend, Adepegba maintains that: 

The 19th and 20th centuries have brought immense changes to 

African life. More than ever before, Nigeria was exposed to 

various alien ideas. Early in the 19th century, Islam from within 

decisively wiped out traditional religions in the north, and not long 

after, Christianity started to make inroads from the coast. Still later 

in the same century, commercial links between Europe and various 

Nigerian groups were established, and above all, various 

indigenous states lost their freedom either through voluntary 

agreement or on the battlefields. The cumulative effect of these 

events was a new attitude developed by various Nigerians, like 

other Africans, towards their traditional ways and material culture 

(Adepegba, 1995, p. 78). 

There is an urgent need to borrow influences from the cultural principles that governed the practice 

of art in traditional Africa. Marx affirms that “the fundamental idea is that an entity or agent gives 

rise to a product or expression that is distinct from but at the same time essential to itself” (Rosen, 

1998, p. 7).  This suggests that even though current trends may not entirely reflect traditional 

African culture in its purest form, essential cultural values should be borrowed and incorporated 

into modern artistic realities. 

Knowledge Production and the Contradictions of Split Identity 

The colonial experience and attendant postcolonial reactions have engendered 

contemporary realities that tend to contribute in no mean measure to the practices of African arts 

and crafts as elements of culture and the ways in which the latter crystallize the knowledge 

economy. The contemporary realities available to the African today compel a reading of the “self” 

and cultural identity in juxtaposition to the decolonial (or call to undo colonialism or discontinue 

its influences on culture if not entirely reversible). Dormer, ivexplaining the nexus between arts, 

crafts, and culture as elements of knowledge, states that 

when a craft is practiced as a disciplined piece of knowledge, it is 

inevitably an activity of self-exploration in the sense that one 

learns about oneself through searching for excellence in the work. 

It has been said of Aristotle that he conceived a moral philosophy 

as an exercise in self-clarification on the part of individuals who 

seek to live excellently. There is a sense, which I will argue for, 

that the craftsperson’s determination to work excellently is an 

exercise in self-clarification and, in Aristotle’s meaning, moral. 

(Dormer, 1997, p. 219)  
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The fights to recuperate from the loss of identity and cultural significance have been strongly 

assessed by Adepegba, who affirms that “neither a concerted effort nor any sense of direction as to 

what to do or which way forward was readily available” (Adepegba, 1995, p. 78). The crusade to 

regain the lost glory of African art and culture has been a weak one. The concept of decoloniality 

itself is also a postcolonial reality. Hence: 

 

Modernity, created by the break with tradition, has itself become 

a tradition; we have seen that post-modernism is precisely a 

reaction against the tradition of modernism. Everything new 

becomes problematic: the purpose of art, the function of the artist, 

the nature of the media with which the artist works or should work, 

the artist’s relationship with the patrons and public. (De la Croix 

and Tansey, 1986, p. 975) 

 

Instead of vindicating the postcolonial struggles in the arts and cultural economy, the decolonial 

contest against the negative trends and influences of colonization has generated more cultural 

inventions and ways of knowing. 

Conclusion 

African culture is still evolving as a hybrid of multiple identities traceable to the colonial 

experiences of Africa and the African diaspora. The decolonial conversation is a natural fallout of 

these colonial experiences and a logical element of the reactions that broadly define the postcolonial 

process. Therefore, decolonization does not necessarily imply a reversal of developmental trends 

but an acceptance of the active struggles against colonialism by Africans and scholars. It implies 

the awareness of the current realities of cultural contradictions, contestations, arguments, and 

counterarguments that presently exist about “decolonizing” the “colonized” Africa and its 

epistemological knowledge base.  Art forms, such as literature, visual plastic arts, and performance, 

in practice as well as their scholarship, have continued to play leading roles in this, as a universal 

postcolonial conversation. Therefore, this study is seminal, not only in its contribution to the 

existing body of works in postcolonial studies, but also in its position that Africa should be read 

and understood based only on prevailing and dynamic realities. 

 

Endnotes: 
1 See Adepegba, Cornelius O. (1999). “Split Identity and the Attendant Perspective Tangle in 

Postcolonial African Art Forms”. In: Layiwola, D., ed.  A Handbook of Methodology in African Art 

Forms. Ibadan: John Archers (Publishers) Ltd, pp. 3-18.  
2 See O Le Ku, a 1997 classic Nigerian romantic drama film, adapted to the screen from Professor 

Akinwunmi Isola’s Yoruba novel, by acclaimed filmmaker Tunde Kelani under Mainframe Film 

and Television Productions. 
3 In an interview on 3 February, 2020. 
4 See Dormer, P. “The Salon De Refuse?” In: Dorman, P., ed. The Culture of Craft.  
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