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Abstract 
The study is a qualitative research that adopted the 

Practice-based research design, which drew its 

conceptual framework form the Conceptual Art of the 

Postmodernist era. This form of art practice 

encourages the use of alternative media and breaking 

away from the norms of conventional art practice. It 

concerns are vested more in the intellectual approach 

of artmaking rather than the aesthetics. The research 

explored alternative media for the presentation of 

social commentary. One of the objectives of this study 

is to identify organic vestiges that would be used to 

highlight some social ills within society. Although it did 

not try to measure the response of the viewers to the 

artworks created during the study, it borrowed aspects 

of sociology in trying act as a means of change within 

the society by raising awareness about social ill. The 

social ills that formed the subject matter for this study 

are Child Begging Almajiranci and Corruption in the 

Nigerian. The study shows the possibilities of making 

statements with emphasis on the subject matter rather 

than the aesthetic appearance. The installations 

spurred the viewers towards discussions about the 

content and context of the artworks. It further found 

that the appropriations of symbols for the creation of 
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social commentary in artworks ensures simplicity and 

clarity. 

 

 

Introduction  

The study is directed towards the search for new media that is organic vestiges 

for effective presentation of the subject matter and social commentary in 

painting. Organic matter consists of both plants and animals, but in the context 

of this study, organic is referred to only as plants. Vestiges are remnants or 

traces of something disappearing, so, therefore, the phrase ‘organic vestiges’ 

refers to plant traces, which this study explored as a possible media in painting. 

It advances to find a connection between the subject and the medium chosen to 

represent it. 

Additionally, the study moves away from Perceptual Art that is aesthetically 

inclined and pleasing to the eye to Conceptual Art that is more intellectually 

inclined and appeals more to the mind. The metaphoric use of these organic 

vestiges highlights social ills within the society and create advantages of 

curiosity and strangeness of artworks over traditional media. The identified 

social commentary subjects the study considered are; Child Begging 

Almajiranci, and Corruption in Nigeria. 

Sociology, according to The American Sociological Association (2019), is the 

study of social life, social change, and the social causes and consequences of 

human behaviour. The association further states, since all human behaviour is 

social, the subject matter of sociology ranges from the intimate family to the 

hostile mob; from organised crime to religious cults; from the divisions of race, 

gender and social class to the shared beliefs of a common culture. The research 

did not adopt the quantitative method of research by trying to measure social 

life or social change or how viewers interacted with the artworks created during 

the study. Instead, the study used the communicative tendencies of Art to 

present artworks as a social tool for raising awareness through social 

commentary within the society.  

 

Social commentary 

Social commentary is not a new phenomenon in Art. Communication remains 

to be one of the most critical aspects of Art, whether it is a painting, sculpture 

or dance and theatre. The sole aim of any work of art is to elicit a response. 
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Forst (2016) opines the artist's primary aim in his artwork is to make a 

connection between his mind and that of the viewer, hoping the viewer gives 

the artwork some consideration. This need to communicate exhibited by artists 

has persisted for ages manifesting in different forms. Jirousek (1995) posits that 

‘art has served as a medium for communicating religious ritual, recording visual 

data, creating beauty, storytelling, capturing emotions, propaganda and social 

commentary’. Additionally, he says, the artist as a social commentator makes 

the society more conscious of the human circumstance as he/she perceives it. 

Annenberg (2016) avers that Art has for long served as a medium for conveying 

opinions about conditions prevailing in the society through caricature, satire, 

symbolism, and allegory. The artist may select topics like vanity, corruption and 

greed for social commentary openly or subversively. 

The roots of caricatures have been traced back by India (2013) to the 1500s in 

Da Vinci's sketches of the grotesque and 1700s to 1800s in Francisco Goya’s 

satirical prints, showing the immoral behaviour of the very people that 

employed him to immortalise them. She proceeds by arguing that political 

cartoons are not the only type of social art commentary, citing other artists that 

have engaged different styles of social commentaries, like Van Gogh's ‘The 

Potato Eaters’, where he brought to the forefront the poor conditions of the 

peasant farmers and the effects of manual labour on them. Picasso’s painting 

titled ‘Guernica’ is an example of social commentary as it reflects on the Nazi 

bombing of the Basque town of Guernica during the Spanish civil war. 

Social commentary has gained more prominence with the advent of 

postmodernism in the late 60s, which is a socially charged movement that 

challenged the traditional genre of painting and sculpture. This approach 

believed that Art should act as a cultural intervener and not a mere spectator in 

its socio-political environment. 

 

Postmodernism 

Postmodernism forms the basic idea for the conceptual framework of this study. 

Byrne and Moran (2009), perceives postmodernism, as “a social, cultural and 

intellectual movement characterised by a rejection of notions of linear 

progression, grand totalising narratives and critical consensus associated with 

Modernism, favours an interdisciplinary approach, multiple narratives, 

fragmentation, relativity, contingency and irony”. The preference of the 

interdisciplinary approach helped in breaking the boundary between the genre 
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of painting and sculpture, thereby creating ample opportunity for the use of 

unconventional medium and new methods of creating and presentation of 

artworks. 

Conceptual Art falls under the rubric of postmodernism. Wilson (2009), 

understanding the complexities of Conceptual Art proposed a definition of 

Conceptual Art as: "the name for a broad tendency to shift the priorities for 

making, describing, thinking about, giving value to, and distributing works of 

art, toward questions of the idea rather than technique." He further highlights 

that Conceptual Art deemphasises all the physical components of the artwork 

while accentuating more on the intention, meaning and the idea of the artwork. 

Rorimer (1999) states, "Conceptual art have questioned, reinterpreted or 

abandoned the traditional categories of painting and sculpture." It has been 

known for its freedom in the use of the unconventional medium in place of 

conservative art materials. Its use of unorthodox depictive system includes 

numbers, maps, the use of audio-visual media and performances. Rorimer 

further elucidates that a significant aspect of conceptualism is the site-specific 

installation, "wherein a work's context gives rise to its content." 

Conceptual artists according to Byrne and Moran (2009) have exhibited the 

most thoroughness in their questioning of the normative cultural status and 

perception of the visual art object, supposing that Art should not be isolated 

from its socio-political environment but should in fact function as a cultural 

intervener. These interrogations and disruptions were not only presented in the 

autonomy and powers of Art marking of artworks by the galleries but also in 

the roles placed on the audience. They were no longer considered passive but 

active participants in the propagation and development of ideas and the 

understanding of Art. The idea of an interactive form of Art plays an essential 

role in achieving one of the objectives of the study that states: “to create site-

specific and non-site-specific installations laced with social commentary”. 

Installations, according to Bishop (2005) as "a term that loosely refers to the 

type of art into which the viewer physically enters, often described as theatrical, 

immersive or experiential". Citing that, the viewer is not disconnected from the 

artwork, therefore, reviewing it from afar, but it addresses him/her as a factual 

presence within the space of the artwork. Installation art is a genre in which 

ideas and impact of the artwork are considered more important than the quality 

of the finished artwork (Art Glossary 2016). 
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Review of Artworks 

The researcher produced a total of fifteen artworks during the study, but only 

two works are discussed in this paper. 

 

Analysis of Alunna 

 
Fig. 1, Alluna, Installation, 2016, 

 

The composition ‘Alluna’ fig1, is an installation that highlights the issue of the 

Almajirai, a situation that exposes the lives of young children to danger and 

hardship on the streets in the pretext for the search of Islamic knowledge. These 

children roam the streets begging for food and in search of odd menial jobs. 

According to the statistics released by the Ministry of Education in 2009, Kano 

State alone harbours 1.6 million Almajirai in some 26,000 (madrassas) schools. 

Sokoto, Kaduna, Niger and Borno states are home to approximately 1.1 million, 

824,200, 580,000 and 389,000 Almajirai pupils, respectively, (Muhammad 

2016). Many have argued that the main reason for sending these children far 

away from their homes to these types of schools is poverty. The Sultan of 

Sokoto Muhammad Sa'ad Abubakar III was reported in The Nation online 

(2015) to have said “We talk about Almajiri in the North, and we keep on seeing 
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it as if it is a religious issue. ‘Almajirinci’ has nothing to do with Islam… It is 

an issue of poverty and nothing more, and the earlier we all recognised this fact, 

the better for us.” Allo (slate) has become a symbol for this form of education, 

which in the Hausa language it is called Makarantar Allo literary meaning 

school of slates. It is used as a board for writing the verses of the Quran, which 

the student is learning, this is then washed off as soon as the student has 

concluded with that set of verses, after that a new set is written. The pen is called 

Alqalami in the Hausa language, which is derived from the Arabic word 

Qalamun, which is made from sorghum stock while the ink tawwada is made 

from grounded charcoal. 

Alluna lures the viewers into a dialogue as they begin to make logic of the 

arrangement of organic vestiges, readymade objects and the writings on the 

slates. Set within a dirty environment the installation is in similitude to the lives 

of these young children, they live in unhealthy spaces, and their clothes are 

always dirty and oversized.  As the viewer begins to walk through the artwork, 

the words on the slates start to form a cohesive sentence as perceived in fig. 2 

'The street is no place for a child they should be under the loving care and 

protection of their parents’.  

    
Fig.2, Section one of Alluna, Installation, 2016 

 

These set slates offer statements other than the artist’s, which further highlights 

the predicament of the almajiri situation. “The Almajiri system of education as 

practised today in northern Nigeria is a completely abused system compared to 

the form and conditions under which the system was operating and its output 

during the pre-colonial period” AbdulQadir (2003). 
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Fig. 3, Section two of Alluna, Installation, 2016,  

 

There are three slates in the middle of the installation, which have imprinted 

pictures of three almajirai, two standing and one asleep, lying on the bare 

ground bounded by ropes fig.3. These ropes are synonymous with binding, 

keeping on a leash, control and ultimately imprisonment. This system presents 

a lack of opportunities for its tenants, which creates hatred between them and 

the general public. It has helped in fuelling the ranks of insurgencies and other 

vices. The image of an unknown boy lying (fig. 3) on the bare ground along the 

street with his plastic bowl, ought to generate some empathy from anyone who 

has fathered a child. Why is he there? Is he ill or just resting after a day in the 

sun? Whose child is this? What is his name? Who cares? 

The notion of this installation 'Alluna' continues to revolve around what was 

(the past) and what is apparent (present situation), in the Quranic system. In the 

pre-colonial era, the Quranic system of school provided the only means of 

knowledge, and the Almajirai were highly regarded. Muhammad (2016) further 

elucidates, “In the past parents entrusted their kids into the custody of “Malam” 

to memorise the Qur'an, while retaining the responsibility of providing food and 

other basic needs of the child. Parents also maintained close contacts with the 

teachers habitually… The system then also produced many scholars and society 

leaders...” this situation represents the past (what was), which is symbolised 

allegorically with the gourd that is used as an ink container, while the pen 
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(alkalami) is made from the dried stock of sorghum plant. In the past, these ink 

containers and pens were stained with black ink (tawwada), but in this 

composition, one would observe most of them are unstained while a few have 

red paint with only one having the black ink stain.  This signifies the present 

situation (what is apparent) of the Quranic system makarantar allo where the 

students hardly learn proper Islamic knowledge, which indicated by many 

unstained gourd ink containers and pens.  The few that have been taught tend to 

misunderstand the true nature of the Islamic knowledge, thereby becoming a 

social menace. This group is denoted by the few gourd containers and pens 

stained with the red paint, which symbolises danger (fig.4). Whereas the single 

gourd and pen that has black ink stains show how only a few of these almajirai 

attain the desired results without being corrupted or suffering harm along the 

way 

 
Fig.4, Section three of Alluna, Installation, 2016 

 

Plastic bowls in this composition denote the present situation of the almajiri, 

where their priorities are more inclined towards begging than learning. A 

hungry child with no means would eat almost anything, which exposes him to 

many hazards. To exemplify this in this installation, all the blue bowls are filled 

with the gourd seeds, which smell awful and are not edible. It may be observed 

in fig.4 that in the whole arrangement, there is only one grey plastic bowl, which 

happens to be empty. It is indicative that although all the odds stacked against 

the almajiri very few survive unharmed. It is by no accident that this single grey 

plastic bowl is placed beside the only gourd and pen stained with black paint. 
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They are raising questions whether these children should be left to chance? For 

every one almajiri that misses out on formal education is an opportunity lost by 

the community and the country at large, he could have been a soldier, civil 

servant, sports star, a politician and so on.      

 

Analysis of Kwakwa 

 
Fig.5, Kwakwa, Installation: Year: 2017, 

 

The installation explores the issue of corruption within the society. Kwakwa is 

coconut in the Hausa language, according to the Coconut Research Centre 

Coconut (2004), the early Spanish explorers called it coco, which means 

“monkey face” because of the three indentations (eyes and mouth like) on the 

hairy nut resembles the head or face of a monkey. While the Portuguese in the 

16th century refer to coco, as the ‘grinning face’, be it as it may, there is an 

impression of what looks like a face on the coconut, more monkey-like than 

human. Monkeys are known to be very inquisitive and somewhat of a nuisance. 

Hence the idiomatic expression ‘Monkey business’ meaning anything that is 

considered illegal, questionable or a vice.  

This installation is an arrangement of one hundred and fourteen coconuts within 

Fine Art Gallery and on the viewing, ledge upstairs as seen in fig.6. ‘Kwakwa’ 
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is the final artwork presented in this study, and it has evolved to the point where 

pigments have been alternated by the natural colours of vestiges. The 

arrangement of this composition in rows signifies some semblance of 

conformity to the rule of law by the citizenry and the notion of self-purification. 

No one ever admits to being corrupt, once the discussion of corruption ensue 

everyone climbs the higher moral ground. The naturally perceived calmness and 

adherence to rules and regulations are only skin deep what lies beneath is deceit. 

Once an opportunity appears, the rows become destroyed, and individuals lose 

their heads, and monkey business takes over, and corruption takes the day.  For 

those few that have the mandate and opportunity to lead, they are the most found 

wanting. Protected by immunity clauses, political, religious and ethnic 

affiliations, they are represented in fig.7. They appear to be in a different space 

an underground and secretive domain where they sit beyond the reach of 

ordinary folks, wielding all the divisive forces at their disposal to distract the 

populace enabling them to continue their dominance over the masses. 

 

 
Fig.6, Section one of Kwakwa, Installation, 2017. 

 

As stated earlier, coconuts were placed on the ledge of the gallery in the Fine 

Art department, as seen in fig. 6, but by the end of the day, most had gone 

missing, and some were pushed accidentally downwards into the gallery. It was 

anticipated that this type of behaviour might occur, as some of the viewers could 

not hold back on the temptation of eating the coconut, especially when no one 

is looking. If one could not stay away from eating parts of an artwork, what is 
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to stop him/her from having his hands full of the funds of the Nation?  

Moreover, as for he/she that accidentally dropped a coconut from the ledge, 

ethics entails an apology would suffice to the artist for the destruction of 

artwork, but alas the minute the act occurred the perpetrator flees hence monkey 

business. Official privileges and power offer its beholder insolence, take a step 

back and observe the installation, one would notice the one single coconut on a 

decorated slab surrounded by other coconuts in a depression that looks like an 

assembly as seen in fig.7. Once one becomes shielded by the privileges of his 

office, it is only a few that remain humble and stay true to the office they 

occupy.  In a most civilised society, when an official perpetrates any form of 

corruption or has a case with the law, the honourable thing they do is to resign 

but not in Nigeria. Many times, they never resign they latch on, and some even 

survive for lack of adequate investigations or through some legal loophole. 

 

 
Fig.7 Section two of Kwakwa, Installation, 2017. 

 

The researcher observed the coconuts began to crack to decompose after just 

three days of the installation and could this be a parable for what happens to the 

corrupt individuals that even if the law does not catch them that nemesis finds 

them, and they implode? Could the action of some few individuals affect the 

Nation as a whole and could the economic hardship we are experiencing today, 
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is in a semblance of the coconuts cracking on its own. There is a Hausa adage 

that says chin kwakwa literary meaning is eating coconut but in contextually 

meaning to suffer. 

 

Conclusion 

The artworks created during the study identified issues of social concerns while 

utilising unconventional media. Morris (2016) posits ‘The sociology of 

knowledge, looks at ideas; ideologies and all the substantial foundations of 

thought and feeling’. Manifested in these compositions is a substantial 

foundation of thought and feeling, for the works appear as a social force 

affecting society. The study culminated with the total absence of known 

materials of paints and support in the artworks created. Organic vestiges became 

entirely dominant in the expression of the topics of the social commentary, 

existing within a space of the three-dimensional form. Certain finding was 

achieved as follows; 

Despite the constraints in manipulating the colours and forms, the natural 

aesthetics of organic vestiges can be used to achieve harmony, contrast, texture 

and depth to a certain extent. The study has shown the possibilities of making 

statements with an emphasis on subject matter and contents rather than 

aesthetics. Installations created reaffirmed the conceptual theory, which 

believes that Art should be a cultural intervener in the socio-political scene 

within the society by creating awareness. The study observed that the 

installation spurred viewers towards a discourse about the content and context 

of the artwork. 

The study also established a novel approach in the use of organic vestiges as 

media for conceptual expressions in modern Nigerian painting. Where ideas and 

meanings are more emphasised than the physical form of the artwork. The use 

of organic vestiges as a way of transfiguration, where the painting begins to 

evolve from the two-dimensional surface to three-dimensional space. The use 

of organic vestiges and readymade media, formally challenged the boundary of 

painting and sculpture, thereby pushing the possibilities of what an art object is 

and how it is classified. The possibilities of juxtaposing organic vestiges to 

create "powerful" narratives, which explore aspects of society or history. 
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