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In one of the most shocking examples of radical Othering, in 2008
Jean-Loup Amselle launched a consummate review of perceived predomi-
nant Western perceptions of Africa, and although describing these deroga-
torily as ‘intellectually degenerate’ goes on to list them using the following
terms: being so Other as to constitute a ‘sublime’ in the Kantian and
Burkean sense; ‘underdeveloped’; ‘synonymous with poverty’; ‘cursed’;
Africans as the ‘descendants of the Old Testament Ham’ and his ‘cursed
and blood-infected progeny’; the vicious circle of ‘poverty-corruption-
disease-tribal wars’; ‘emaciated bodies’; ‘genocide’; and ‘racism’.1 In
short, Africa is described as ‘a continent of utter horror, a theatre of primi-
tive cruelty’,2 the very reason why ‘we’ (the West?) think of Africa in a ‘libi-
dinous and viral’ way, generating a line of thought so deep and wide that it
‘permeates the economic, social, cultural and religious domains’.3

Such genderisation and polarisation of the relationship between the
West and Africa – deeply ambivalent and postulated as the attraction
of opposites and ‘sexual intercourse’ – positions Amselle slap-bang in
the middle of Othered hate speech towards Africa.4 Whilst posturing to
redeem the primitiveness of Africa, as

. . . no longer to be traced in ancient local artifacts alone; it is increasingly
becoming a master of reviving techniques or outdated European items
whose regeneration is possible through their passage through the prism
of African newness,5

his statements provide an example of the deep and wide divide between
the West and Africa which still undercuts Africa as a secondary role
player and displays a modernist binary view of history.

This example reflects but one such view in the continuing exploration of
the relationship between the West and Africa in terms of the modalities of
modernity. Theoretically, African art production has been explored in
terms of many different constructs, mainly related to Western postulated
ideas of modernism, such as postcolonialism, Post-Africanism and neomo-
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at the École des Hautes
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dernism. Such modernist and subsequent postmodern constructs have been
theorised within the context of the mainstream ‘high’ art domain; the term
‘neomodernism’, for instance, has been generally applied to indicate a revi-
sitation of Western formalist modernism in art and design, and its appli-
cation by Sylvester Ogbechie refers to the political implications of a
modernist ‘sublime’ (again) in relation to African modernity discourses
on art, which is equally a doppelgänger in orientation.6

Considering the statements of Amselle in the context of art production
in previously marginalised sectors of South Africa where artists have been
mainly untrained, several matters are of interest: African social con-
ditions; perceptions of Africa; the character of African modernism; the
relationship between the West and Africa; and especially appropriation,
postulated not as an attraction of oppositional entities but as intersubjec-
tivity. Subsequently I contend that a large portion of contemporary art
produced in South Africa – especially in the rural areas – is still driven
by neo-pragmatic African notions of the functionality of the art object.

APPROPRIATION AND INTERSUBJECTIVITY

Over the past decade and a half, globalising processes and their ever-
increasing expansion of the media in social, televisual and telecommuni-
cation networks have resulted in more and better knowledge, as well as
new opportunities and an increased pace of transformation in many cul-
tures. Immanuel Wallerstein (1999) maintains for instance that:7

The deruralization of the world is on a fast upward curve. It has grown
continuously over 500 years, but most dramatically since 1945. It is
quite possible to foresee that it will have largely disappeared in another
25 years. Once the whole world-system is deruralized, the only option
for capitalists is to pursue the class struggles where they are presently
located. . . Even with the increased polarization of real income not only
in the world-system as a whole but within the wealthiest countries, the pol-
itical and market sophistication of the lower strata continues to grow.

Francis Fukuyama’s notion of contemporary capitalism as a ‘system per-
petually founded on a present maintained through promises of a better
future’ is nowhere more apparent than in the rural post-apartheid art
industry.8 The global ubiquity of capitalism’s teleological pledge to pros-
perity and wealth has found a superior abode in a context where even
clean drinking water and a virus-free society have become perceived as
cloud-cuckoo-land. That it is purely human to aspire to better circum-
stances is sustained by Rik Pinxten’s argument that cultures are forever
voluntarily hybridising and continually adapting a part of their
‘ownness’ to new circumstances and new offerings, which entails
losses.9 With reference to views on conditions in the globalising world
such as Fukuyama’s and Wallerstein’s postulations on the levelling
effect of capitalism, Pinxten argues that a McDonaldising of the world
provides too superficial and simplistic an answer to growing cultural uni-
formity.10 Of seminal importance to him is that the claiming of an iden-
tity should go hand-in-hand with the understanding that identity is
synonymous with habitual change.11

In her account of the matrixial borderspace, Bracha Lichtenstein
Ettinger’s idea of metramorphosis describes the transmutative process
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of interacting worlds impacting on identity as ‘both action, perception,
inscription, and memory of borderlinking and of distance-in-joining’.12

This matrixial sphere allows for ‘partial-subjects’ and ‘partial-objects’
as well as their linkage.13 Similarly, subjectivity in the African modernist
context is neither stable nor fixed, and the corporeality of the artist-as-
body and the artwork-as-process in this specific world context henceforth
produces liminalities where matter and process become utopianistically
premised. In many parts of Africa, there has been a modernist cultural
‘makeover’, and artists have been facilitated in their processes of letting
the world know who and where they are and what they are doing.

Although modernism has been deconstructionist in many respects,
binary and stereotypical views such as that of Amselle are still encoun-
tered and somehow there remains a hierarchical separation of ‘high’
and ‘low’ art that defies a position of ‘metramorphosis’. The work of
untrained artists, not reflecting the same orientations and awarenesses
as the international arena, are easily ignored or dismissed as ‘low’ art.
Contrary to Amselle, Nicholas Bourriaud deflates hierarchical position-
ing and argues pragmatically:

What’s an artwork? Any artwork materializes a relation to the world; if you
see a Vermeer or a Mondrian, it’s concretized, materialized, visible in
relation to the world that they had. You can decode and interpret for your-
self and use it for your own life. Or for your work if you’re an artist. It’s a
chain of relations. History of art is about that – a chain of relations to the
world. So, any artwork is a relation to the world made visible.14

Over the past few decades, the social institutions of modernity, as well as
institutions schooling ideas of modernity, reflected a wide range of struc-
tural and ideological differentiations. In the Western context, cultural
cross-fertilisation and motivation by institutions have been common-
place. Reverting to a century earlier, the development of stylisation and
flatness in Picasso’s ‘high’ art – instrumental in influencing a large
portion of other modernists – has been ascribed to the formal and stylistic
appropriation of ‘low’ Oceanic and African art exhibited at the Troca-
dero Museum of Ethnology in Paris since 1878. Yet, considering Picasso’s
conversation with André Malraux on his views of African art, Moyo
Okediji argues that Picasso appropriated:15

. . . weapons of mass protection from the body of African images, to fight
his own personal demons, and to confront the diabolical forces hovering
over the West. . . Picasso began to explore African art for spiritual for-
titude. . . it was thought that Western art was entering into an intense
phase of ‘art for art’s sake’. Nothing was further from the truth. . . Picasso’s
anamnesis is recovered mainly in the women he painted. These may be
regarded as his Mamiwata figures, his ‘spirits, the unconscious’, his weap-
ons. . . [used] to exorcize himself and interact with his culture. . .16

It would thus seem that Picasso appropriated a cultural stylism for the
purposes of his own artistic development and psychological catharsis.

Echoing these sentiments at the time of the exhibition ‘Picasso and Africa’
(2006), jointly curated by the Musée Picasso in Paris and the Iziko South
African National Gallery, curator Marilyn Martin proposed that although
Picasso’s love for African art never left him, he never copied African
art; this was the reason why the show did not match a specific
African work with a Picasso.17 The appropriation of pictorial and stylistic
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features – such as mask-like figuration, a ‘designed’ look and detail such as
eyes and genitals placed strategically for impact without real concern for nat-
uralistic representation, observed clearly in Picasso’s Les Demoiselles
d’Avignon of 1907 – can never reflect anything of the thinking and cultural
philosophies behind the origin of the simulation. Similarly, neomodernist
African influence on Western modernists should be viewed as nothing
more than a cross-cultural instance induced by nineteenth-century industri-
alisation, fourth-dimension physics and emerging cosmopolitanism experi-
enced by turn-of-the-century Paris, a view more adamantly argued by
Rosalind Krauss, who accuses Picasso of pastiche in The Picasso Papers.18

As long as the Other remains exotic and desirable – even when steeped
in ethnocentrism – intersubjectivity as an everyday occurrence will syn-
chronously flow into various forms of social agency as an after-effect,19

leading to new and hybrid agencies and articulations: ‘the racial, gen-
dered minority positions stage the symbolic form of self-identification
represented through fragmentation and occlusion of the sovereignty of
the self’.20 Homi Bhabha cautions that it is too easy to consider the dis-
courses on minorities as symptoms of the postmodern condition, since
the narratives of minority communities – including smaller rural commu-
nities – substantialise ‘cultural difference, and constitut[e] a “split-and-
double” form of group identification. . . [illustrated] through a specifically
“anti-colonialist” contradiction of the public sphere’. Being ‘minor’ in the
globalised space often elicits exploitation and domination, yet also threa-
tens disappearance and a need for refuge.21 This sense of being a minority
can be applied to the situation of the untrained rural artist within the
context of globalisation; and it is these narratives of difference that
cannot be ignored in a consideration of African modernism. The ‘split-
and-double’ concept manifests clearly in rural areas where artists are
untrained in an institutional sense, but self-taught in many other respects,
especially in terms of the use of technology and new media.

LOCAL EXAMPLES

Irrespective of the impact the West had on South African modernists who
had contact with Western-oriented institutions, such as the Polly Street
artists, Sydney Alex Kumalo, Durant Sihlali, David Koloane or Gerard
Sekoto, key features of Western modernism (the avant-garde, the break
with naturalism and traditional formalism, and the role of the institution)
become mostly irrelevant when considering modernism in the context of
Africa.22 Rather, John Peffer remarks, the modernist reception of indigen-
ous approaches to art should be considered within the context of the local
and, in South Africa, in terms of:

. . . the struggle for a nonracial aesthetic practice in South Africa, the dra-
conian racial policy of the apartheid state, a culture of militancy and street
violence, and the bipolar polemical discourse of the cold war.23

Art practice in the pre-1994 period pushed in a direction that most poli-
ticians only caught up with later,24 since in general the black art scene was
a multiracial juncture where different economies and identities mixed and
formed small power platforms to resist, challenge and create new socio-
political paradigms.25
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The situation of the Northern artists, that is of the Gauteng and
Limpopo provinces, is significant in the study of African modernism,
since they were in close proximity to Pretoria and its politics, and
therefore arguably more prone to indoctrination and subjugation by
institutional dogma. Pre-1994, when Pretoria as the administrative
capital was the gathering place of numerous white Nationalist supporters,
no resistance groups of serious mention formed in this area. The
investigation of the ‘non-contaminated’ position of untrained rural
black artists in South Africa provides a more authentic tracing of
African modernism, since they have been virtually untainted by any insti-
tutional influence and can therefore be considered within their own social

Jackson Hlungwani, Bowl and Spoon, 1987, leadwood, 300 x 400 mm, photo: Elfriede Dreyer
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and aesthetic contexts.26 In the 1980s, self-taught artists were most
strongly represented by the new kind of sculpture that was being pro-
duced, such as that of Jackson Hlungwani of Mbhokota who exhibited
at ‘Africus ’95’, the first Johannesburg Biennale. What struck me when
I visited Hlungwani as a final year Fine Arts student in 1987 at his
village (the self-styled ‘New Jerusalem’) was the absence of a distinction
made by him between his functional objects and his larger pieces or ‘art-
works’. He presented me with a bowl and spoon as a gift from his one-
room studio at the foot of the hill and led me up the hill to his other
studio where he still held large works such as The Archangel before
their move to the Johannesburg Art Gallery and other venues. Within
this artistic perspective, the function of the object accorded its value,
meaning and significance: a bowl and spoon were considered equally as
valuable as conceptual work, such as the tall apocalyptic Flag, which
Hlungwani (in his words) created for God to descend with when He
returns to Earth at the end of time. Such a notion of functionality has
always been central to the material culture produced in ancient, moder-
nist and postmodern African art.

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the processes of
globalisation and internationalisation, augmented by postcolonial vigour,
forcibly induced nationalistic ideologies and visions of power that left
Africans grasping at new technologies and the lure of Western fashions
and lifestyles. Many Northern artists, although uneducated in terms of
Western art histories, make use of social media and technologies. Globa-
lisation has seeped into most rural areas in Africa; internet cafés are easy
to find, most artists have television and many utilise computer technol-
ogy. In the onslaught of new technologies and the antagonism of urban
territories, untrained artists from rural African communities experienced
intimidation and coercion but, as history has shown, many of these artists
choose to embrace Otherness and the advantages of the capitalist globa-
lising world. In the global market, art production is a matter of transcul-
tural co-dependency where appropriation features prominently. In the
Altermodern manifesto, Nicolas Bourriaud extrapolates this relationship
as follows:27

More generally, our globalised perception calls for new types of represen-
tation: our daily lives. . . depend now on trans-national entities, short or
long-distance journeys in a chaotic and teeming universe. . . Artists trans-
late and transcode information from one format to another, and wander
in geography as well as in history.

The problem arises when, as Zygmunt Bauman argues:

The real powers that shape the conditions under which we all act these
days flow in global space, while our institutions of political action
remain by and large tied to the ground; they are, as before, local.28

The harsh realities of dystopian everyday life in South Africa are evident
in phenomena of people on the move, homelessness, violence and xeno-
phobia. Such conditions are depicted in the work of untrained artists
who originate from remote areas and the RDP (Reconstruction and
Development Programme) towns outside cities and, as a rule, are
unaware of Western art trends.29 Most of these rural untrained
artists employ art to find ways out of politically and culturally imposed
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Lucas Thobejane, Tap 1 and 2, Tribute to Jackson Hlungwani, 2011, photo: Elfriede Dreyer
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restrictions, and most of their works resort to naturalistic forms of
representation.
Thirty-seven-year-old self-taught Lucas Thobejane from Ga-Nkoana
Village in the Sekhukhune District of Limpopo Province, close to Hlung-
wani, works in the woodcarving tradition. Thobejane’s art speaks of the
contemporary conditions of living in small provincial towns. Thobejane’s
form of representation and practice has developed in relation to what
Jessica Winegar and Katarzyna Pieprzak describe as a response to
‘(local) political histories, structures, and struggles’.30 An untrained
sculptor, Thobejane creates anthropomorphic animal and technology
hybrids in exquisite detail, but consistently conjures imagery that presents
the plight of underdevelopment and the lack of clean water and edu-
cation. His half-man, half-animal creatures are wretched creolised
players in a survival game in which the dire necessities of the Third
World intermingle with the imposing presence of global technologies
and ideologies. The artist depicts the need for water and the potential
abundance of it, metaphorically speaking, if good counsel were followed.

Thobejane endeavours to admit as much naturalistic detail into his
work as possible, which he achieves with a blend of primitive chopper,
electric cutter and finer electrical carving tools. His work is driven by a
sense of the functionality of the art object in order unequivocally to
express and communicate urgency with regard to redressing and alleviat-
ing socio-political conditions. As Bauman notes in Liquid Times:

One of the most bewildering paradoxes revealed in our time is that on the
fast globalizing planet politics tends to be passionately and self-con-
sciously local. . . [L]ocal issues seem to be the only ones we can ‘do some-
thing about’.31

Thobejane’s artist’s statement for an exhibition entitled ‘Games People
Play’ at Fried Contemporary Gallery in Pretoria speaks of hope for
peace and a better future:

In the spirit of the 2010 FIFA World Cup the ball (sphere) in Soccer Player
symbolizes the earth and as such life. The soccer ball becomes a substitute for
the globe, all of whom are coming together as one on African soil to compete
in this landmark event through which Africa enters the world stage. In cele-
bration we share our diverse heritage and multifaceted culture with the rest
of the world. My work is about preserving heritage and identity.32

Thobejane has been subsumed by the gallery system and has succeeded in
presenting work at large institutions and exhibition such as ABSA Art
Gallery, Johannesburg; Sasol Gallery, Stellenbosch; Sasol New Signatures
Competition; Absa L’Atelier Art Award; and Spier Contemporary in
2007/2008 and 2009/2010. Such inclusion labels his work contempor-
ary, within the embrace of institutional practice, but also within the con-
ditions of its own social and aesthetic imperatives. Thobejane uses
institutions functionally for promotional purposes.
Forms of representation and the categorising and circulating of ideas,
objects and images cannot be properly understood without examining
the multiple ways that artists engage with marketing agendas, consumer
desires and commodity circuits, which do not seem that different in Africa
than elsewhere in the world for aspiring artists.33 In conversation with the
internationally established (untrained) artist Titus Matiyane of Atteridge-

365

370

375

380

385

390

395

400

405

410

415

774

30. Jessica Winegar and
Katarzyna Pieprzak,
‘Africa North, South, and
In Between’, in Critical
Interventions 5, autumn
2009, p 5

31. Bauman, op cit, p 82

32. Games People Play,
exhibition catalogue, Fried
Contemporary Art Gallery
and Studio, Pretoria, 2010

33. Winegar and Pieprzak,
‘Africa North, South, and
In Between’, op cit, p 9



Lucas Thobejane, Soccer Player, 2010, photo: Elfriede Dreyer
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ville, a township west of Pretoria and founded in 1939 for black people by
the Nationalist government, he stated time and again that he depicts
panoramas of major cities of the world because the art collectors from
those countries or their embassies will ‘like it’. By mostly portraying
cities that he has never been to, Matiyane expresses his own longing for
the exotic Other; he becomes a displaced and diasporic nomad in
pursuit of fame, wealth and global stardom through the fusion with
‘famous’ and ‘successful’ cities, seemingly in search of a utopian ‘good
place’.

Yet Matiyane also represents peripheral places of identity, such as
townships like Soweto and Atteridgeville, which entail a kind of tourist’s
outsider gaze of surface impressions. In a work like Johannesburg, City of
Gauteng Matiyane includes images of Mandela, the FIFA World Cup
trophy, Oliver Tambo International Airport and an inscription reading
‘The Fifa executive members who hold our future in their hands’ as a
stratagem of power mediation to expose the country’s instruments of
advantage within the global sphere of competition. By including South
African cities and townships in his canon of famous cities, the artist
suggests a strategy of intervention which deconstructs the stereotypical

Titus Matiyane, Hong Kong, 2007, photo: Elfriede Dreyer

Titus Matiyane, Johannesburg, City of Gauteng, 2007, photo: Elfriede Dreyer
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representation of marginalised Johannesburg as a ‘Third World’
African city.

Matiyane’s gaze on the city is obsessive, and yet somehow detached.
He has no studio and works in his tiny lounge area at home,
mostly appropriating commercial travel maps of the megacities of the
world. He copies in neurotic detail cities like Hong Kong and, in
every panorama, the contemporary city’s ontology of mobility and
transitivity is traced in images of airplanes, trains and boats. The colonial
gaze on the black body, much argued and written about in postcolonial
texts, becomes inverted in Matiyane’s art-making process through
the artist as ‘black body’ returning the gaze and re-directing it at the
world. The artist fetishistically recreates his opulent landscapes of the
city as:

Muralists completing the Prosperity mural, Ethekwini Municipal Library, Durban, photo: Elfriede Dreyer
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. . . both a focus and a producer of bodily experiences and desires which can
touch on each of the senses and combinations thereof in all kinds of unex-
pected ways. . . In many urban utopias sensual impulse is reined in – except
for the obsessive visual gaze.34

In a project I managed for the Development Bank of Southern Africa, the
‘Prosperity’ community mural project produced with untrained peri-
urban artists, naturalism and functionality prevailed. The mural team
consisted of graduate students from the University of Pretoria and self-
taught artists from Atteridgeville as project assistants, as well as fifteen
untrained black artists-to-be of different ethnic groups and locations.
From the beginning I was acutely aware of the challenge of assuming
the dual role of referee and player, and how authentically to cross
racial and cultural divides. It immediately became apparent that this
role was not principally to validate differing artists’ aesthetic ways and
forms of expression, but to set up an environment of reconciliation and
mediation and to act predominantly as an arbitrator for the conflict
and the fractured sense of nationhood within the confines of this small
project team. Xenophobia, not racial divide, created adversity and it
became clear that ‘unbiased’ information – such as the basics of compo-
sition and a subjectively premised understanding of colour – was loaded
with cultural determination for the project participants and not a neutral
territory for authentication and interaction. The visual vocabulary that
emerged reflected differing levels of modernisation, including positions
of decolonialisation and a return to ancestral authority, as well as
‘cool’ urban chic.

Such divergent dimensions in modernism are reflected in the view of
seventeen-year-old Tsebo Knowledge Ngema of Sebokeng on ‘traditional
African’ versus ‘Western’ ways, one amongst many other interviews
included in a study on post-1994 oral histories from three poor
communities in South Africa conducted by Dale McKinley and Ahmed
Veriava:

Personally I am not into tradition and stuff because I don’t even believe in
this ancestral stuff and everything else. But what I believe is that if you
believe in something and you have 100% faith in it, it will work for
you. So I believe that everyone should concentrate on what they think is
best for them. If you believe that tradition is the way to go, then go with
your whole mindset to it; if you believe that the western way is the way
to go, go with your whole mindset. But, I pretty much prefer the
western way even though I do practice some traditional rituals at home
because I come from, not really a traditional family, but we do have
rituals like the slaughterings and stuff. . .35

Although each artist in the ‘Prosperity’ mural project was provided with
the opportunity individually to design a section of the mural, once again
naturalism was the preferred mode of representation in all the artists’
designs. The ethno-political issues that divided the group and threatened
to ruin the entire project became resolved in the shared need to express
utopian dreams of prosperity in themes of education, agriculture,
tourism and technology. It is precisely such idiosyncratic local forms of
modernism created in the face of socio-political adversity that have
established the African continent’s identity and have shaped its cultural
economy.

575

580

585

590

595

600

605

610

615

620

778

34. Ash Amin and Nigel Thrift,
Cities: Reimagining the
Urban, Polity/Blackwell,
London, 2002, p 111

35. Dale McKinley and Ahmed
Veriava, ‘Forgotten’ Voices
in the Present: Alternative,
Post-1994 Oral Histories
from Three Poor
Communities in South
Africa, South African
History Archive collection,
SP Design, Braamfontein,
2008



CONCLUSION

Amselle fails in his contention that ‘African art, however modern, is
nothing but what it has always been, i.e., an annex, a tropical dependency
on Western art’.36 Globalisation has no doubt exposed Africans to the
lure of Western fashions, lifestyles and technology; yet not in the sense
of Amselle’s notion of a dependency on the West, but rather as a cul-
tural-consumerist attitude to selfhood. Similarly, Amselle’s deconstruc-
tive attempt to instate African primitiveness as no longer peripheral
and marginalised is not tenable; within the perspective of a continent
creating its own cultural economy and histories, the very notion of primi-
tiveness can be contested; it is moreover not the principal characteristic of
African art, especially not in the work of trained artists. Simulation and
appropriation could never reflect anything of the thinking and cultural
philosophies behind the origin of the reproduction.

Untrained South African artists pragmatically employ naturalistic
modes of expression to make their voices heard, to grant immediacy
and directness to their communication of problematic social conditions;
to express their own identities, needs and cultural economies; and as an
attempt to enter into the global artworld and to forge a ‘better’ life for
themselves. Such artworks are therefore resourceful platforms in the
examination of modernity, since they reveal a functional form of modern-
ism becoming instrumental in achieving socio-political, artistic and com-
mercial goals. By following a neo-pragmatist approach in the
investigation of (co)dependencies and power paradigms in the relation-
ship between the West and Africa, cultural and stylistic appropriation
can be viewed as a functional device in art-making that provides a
range of conceptual, formal and commercial benefits and is indicative
of various stages in globalisation.

Amselle’s Outsiderist view conjures up stereotype and, in essence,
reveals once again the power of the televisual media and other communi-
cation technologies belonging to the globalised world in creating sensa-
tional ‘other’ worlds premised on the spectacle of the simulated Other.
As in other countries, be it in the US, Russia, China or Afghanistan, the
realities of the affluent inner circles of African cultures do not converge
with the social conditions encountered in boundary and rural territories.
Nonetheless, as demonstrated by the selection of South African
work tracked down by curator Milan Knı́žák for inclusion in the 2008
International Triennale of Contemporary Arts at the National Gallery
in Prague, Czech Republic, all four examples came from Pretoria in
the North – politically the most stigmatised city in the country –
and thereby demonstrated that modernity and vanguardism have many
faces.

It can be contended that untrained artists such as Thobejane,
Matiyane and the Kwazulu Natal mural artists are driven by the func-
tional power of naturalist art object in order to expound on the socio-pol-
itical conditions of underdevelopment. This hypothesis does not
corroborate a return to the totalising idea of an ‘undifferentiated’
Africa investing objects with functionality (and anonymity) through
ritualistic meaning, but is instead a mobilisation of the works as resource-
ful platforms for examining notions of modernity, difference and trans-
culturality. It would then seem more useful to consider modernism in
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terms of what Ted Benton calls ‘reflexive modernisation’, describing
modernity ‘as a list of characteristic institutional forms or “dimen-
sions”’,37 none of which, he argues, should be ‘assigned causal priority’.
In the end Africa has always been concerned with its own Afrocentric
history.

37. Cited in Gary Browning,
Abigail Halcli and Frank
Webster, Understanding
Contemporary Society:
Theories of the Present,
Sage, Thousand Oaks,
London and New Delhi,
2000, p 98

680

685

690

695

700

705

710

715

720

725

780




