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Introduction

In the dynamic landscape of modern Africa, the conversation about identity, power, and history is more vibrant than 

ever. Scholars, activists, and everyday citizens grapple with questions that have roots stretching back to the era of 

late colonialism. At the heart of these debates lies a crucial distinction: the difference between being a subject of a 

colonial power and becoming a self �determined citizen of an independent nation. The Princeton Series in 

CulturePowerHistoryoffers a critical framework for understanding how these concepts have evolved, and how

they continue to shape contemporary African societies. This article explores the legacy of late colonialism, the

transformation from subject to citizen, and the role of the Princeton series in illuminating the cultural power

dynamics that persist across the continent.

Historical Context: Late Colonialism in Africa

Defining Late Colonialism

Late colonialism refers to the period from the early 20th century until the mid �1960s when European powers

maintained formal control over African territories while gradually shifting toward indirect rule, economic exploitation,

and political manipulation. Unlike the early 19th �century scramble, late colonialism was marked by sophisticated

administrative systems, missionary influence, and a growing African middle class that began to demand autonomy.

Key Colonial Powers and Their Legacies

•  Britain – Established protectorates and mandates, leaving a legacy of common �law institutions and English as 

a lingua franca.

•  France – Implemented assimilation policies, creating a French �educated elite and a distinct Francophone 

culture.

•  Belgium – Known for brutal exploitation in the Congo, whose effects are still felt in political instability.

•  Portugal – Maintained a more traditional colonial approach, leaving a legacy of Portuguese language and 

Catholic influence.

•  Germany – Although its colonies were transferred after World War I, German influence persisted in 

infrastructure and education.

Citizen and Subject: A Theoretical Lens

From Subject to Citizen: The Shift in Identity

In colonial discourse, a subject is an individual who is governed by an external authority, lacking full political 

agency. A citizen, conversely, holds rights and responsibilities within a sovereign state. The transition from subject

to citizen is not merely legal; it encompasses cultural, economic, and psychological dimensions. Post �colonial

scholars argue that many African societies still operate under the residual structures of colonial governance,

making the subject �citizen transformation an ongoing process.

Implications for Governance and Social Dynamics



When citizens are defined by inherited colonial boundaries, they often experience a sense of disconnection from

their own heritage. This dissonance can fuel social movements, such as the 2018 #EndSARS protests in Nigeria or

the 2020 #FeesMustFall protests in South Africa. Understanding the subject �citizen dichotomy helps policymakers

design inclusive institutions that honor both the legacy of colonialism and the aspirations of contemporary African

peoples.

The Princeton Series: CulturePowerHistory

Origins and Objectives

The Princeton Series in CulturePowerHistory was launched to examine how cultural narratives shape power

relations within societies. By focusing on historical contexts, the series offers a multidisciplinary approach that

blends anthropology, political science, and literary studies. Its primary goal is to illuminate how cultural artifacts—

literature, music, visual arts—have been used to either reinforce or challenge colonial hierarchies.

Key Themes and Contributions

•  Decolonizing the Narrative – Encouraging scholars to reinterpret African history through indigenous lenses.

•  Power Dynamics in Art – Analyzing how art reflects and contests the distribution of authority.

•  Memory and Identity – Exploring how collective memory shapes contemporary citizenship.

•  Globalization and Local Agency – Investigating how global cultural flows intersect with local power structures.

Contemporary Africa: Navigating Post-Colonial Legacies

Political Structures and Democratic Struggles

Many African states adopted parliamentary systems modeled after colonial administrations. However, the

persistence of patronage networks and ethnic favoritism has often undermined democratic ideals. In Kenya, the

2007–2008 post �election violence highlighted the fragility of institutions that were never fully rooted in local

governance traditions.

Economic Challenges and Opportunities

Late colonial economies were heavily extractive, focusing on raw materials rather than industrial development.

Today, countries like Ghana and Botswana have leveraged natural resources to fund social programs, yet the

legacy of unequal trade agreements continues to hamper diversification. The African Continental Free Trade Area

(AfCFTA) presents an opportunity to reorient economies toward intra �African trade and innovation.

Social Movements and Cultural Revivals

From the resurgence of indigenous languages to the revival of traditional governance structures, African societies

are actively reclaiming their cultural identities. The rise of Afro �beat music, Nollywood cinema, and African literature

on the global stage demonstrates the continent’s capacity to influence global cultural narratives.

Case Studies: How the Legacy Shapes Modern Nations

Kenya: From Protectorate to Republic

Kenya’s journey from a British protectorate to a republic illustrates the complexities of redefining citizenship. The

2010 constitution introduced a devolved system of government, yet ethnic divisions still influence political

allegiance. Scholars argue that the colonial practice of “divide and rule” continues to shape contemporary power

dynamics.



Nigeria: Oil, Identity, and Governance

In Nigeria, colonial borders fused diverse ethnic groups into a single nation-state. The discovery of oil intensified

economic disparities, while the legacy of colonial administrative practices has fostered corruption and weak

institutions. Movements such as #EndSARS aim to address systemic abuse and demand true citizenship rights.

South Africa: Apartheid, Transition, and New Citizenship

South Africa’s transition from apartheid to a democratic republic in 1994 marked a significant shift from subjecthood

to citizenship. The Constitution of 1996 enshrined human rights and equality, yet the socio �economic disparities

rooted in colonial and apartheid policies remain a challenge. The concept of “transformative citizenship” has

emerged, emphasizing active participation in nation �building.

Integrating CulturePowerHistory into Policy and Education

Curriculum Design and Critical Pedagogy

Incorporating the Princeton Series’ insights into school curricula can foster critical thinking about power and identity.

By teaching students to analyze cultural artifacts through a historical lens, educators can empower future citizens

to question inherited narratives and advocate for equitable policies.

Policy Reforms and Inclusive Governance

Governments can use the culture �power framework to design policies that reflect the diversity of African societies.

For example, decentralization efforts should consider traditional governance structures, ensuring that local

communities are not merely subjects of top �down policies but active citizens in decision �making processes.

Conclusion

The legacy of late colonialism remains a powerful force shaping contemporary Africa. By understanding the 

distinction between citizen and subjectand engaging with the analytical tools offered by the Princeton Series in

CulturePowerHistory, scholars and policymakers can better navigate the complexities of post �colonial identity. The

journey toward genuine citizenship is ongoing, demanding continuous reflection, inclusive governance, and a

commitment to cultural renewal. As African societies continue to evolve, the dialogue between past and present will

remain central to forging a future that honors both heritage and progress.
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