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The global city, in which multiple diasporas are embedded, is thus important for understanding

the contemporary global economy. This is because of the transnational activities of the

Nigerian diaspora fashion design practitioners, whose cross-border connections, networks, and

markets link the UK and Nigerian markets together. The global city is a place where local,

national, and transnational actors compete and/or collaborate to grow a local economy.

Another reason for focussing on Nigerian practitioners at AFWL is to follow the work of

researcher Sanya Ojo (2013), who highlights in his examination of diaspora entrepreneurship

the absence of scholarship on distinctive Black Africans (e.g., Nigerian, Ghanaian, or Sierra

Leonean in the UK). The scarcity of in-depth studies on prominent Black African groups only

hinders research interests and inhibits knowledge about the sensibilities of distinct African

national and ethnic groups, further erasing the nuanced similarities and differences between

them. Thus, rather than aggregating the African diaspora as a homogeneous group, my study

specifically examines Nigerian diaspora fashion practitioners at AFWL, who produce African

fashion.

Finally, while research has examined Black African diaspora cultural production in music, arts,

dance, and literature, as well as across diasporic sites such as the Black Atlantic (Gilroy 1993),

my study focuses on the analysis of Nigerian diaspora fashion cultures in the geographical and

cultural context of the city of London. Accordingly, this study explores how Nigerian-British

fashion producers construct and articulate multiple cultural identities through their design and

dress practices. The first study of its kind in scholarly research, this project offers original and

insightful contributions to Nigerian diaspora transnational fashion cultures and is aimed at

expanding the field of fashion and creating new directions for further research on the subject

of African diaspora fashion cultures in the UK. During the past 15 years, African diaspora

fashion has emerged as an important area of focus in fashion research, partly to decolonise

fashion and challenge the monopolisation over knowledge of fashion by European and

American cultures and economies (Lewis, 2003; Tulloch, 2015). More importantly, the

emerging field of African fashion has contributed to expanding our understanding of the

transnational networks facilitated by globalisation, linking diaspora and continental African

fashion systems, its practitioners, its heritage, its practices, and its inter- and intra-power

dynamics (Rabine, 2002; Rovine, 2009; De Greef, 2010; Jansen, 2020).
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identities, and contested nationalism amongst the historic communities forced to co-exist as a

nation (Fadakinte, 2013).

This brief historical context illuminates the complex interplay of precolonial, colonial, and

postcolonial periods in the formation of the Nigerian state, highlighting the enduring legacies

of colonialism on the social, political, economic, psychological, and cultural landscapes and

structures of the multi-ethnic country. It is essential to consider the influence of the West, which

introduced the European economic capitalist system to the African socio-political landscape,

redefined social relations amongst the people through colonial boundaries and anti-colonial

nationalism, and established a new social class composed of Western-educated elites and the

regional bourgeoisie (Oyewumi, 1997). While this research does not delve into all these factors

in detail, it acknowledges their significance within the socio-political backdrop of

contemporary Nigeria.

The colonial origins of the contemporary Nigerian state warrant further exploration, providing

evidence of how colonialism is deeply intertwined with the accumulation of capital and

European capitalist expansion driven by imperial companies backed by the colonial

government (Benjamin et al., 2018). 

Nigeria as a Transnational British Corporation and Consumer Market

The creation of the Nigerian state is in part the result of the intense competition among

European powers including France, Spain, Germany, and Britain over the control of the Niger

River and the Chad trading routes. The Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 resulted in the division

of African territories among these European imperial governments, shaping the continent's

economic, political, and psychological landscape (Sadre, 1987; Maathai, 2009). British

imperialism in particular played a significant role in the formation of Nigeria on January 1st,

1914. The British government commissioned the Royal Niger Company (RNC), led by George

Taubman Goldie, to establish control over British-controlled West African territories. Similar

to the East India Company, the RNC was granted concessions, exclusive rights, and privileges

to govern and trade on behalf of the British government. Disregarding local structures, the

company established a network of trading posts, enforced import tariffs, and controlled the

market for products such as palm oil. To maintain its dominance, the RNC employed both

violent and diplomatic means, including the establishment of the Royal Niger Constabulary, a

military force, to subjugate the activities of indigenous traders and incorporate precolonial
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during the civil war and military dictatorship in the 1960s and 1980s, and skilled migration

driven by economic factors such as employment opportunities, security, and well-being.

Various factors motivate Nigerians to emigrate, including poverty, insecurity, lack of

government accountability, and aspirations for better living conditions, encompassing social,

economic, political, and cultural considerations.

The Nigerian diaspora in the UK is recognized as one of the fastest-growing black ethnic

minority populations (Office for National Statistics, 2017; 2019). Studies on the African

diaspora in Britain often treat ethnic minority populations, including Black Caribbean, Black

Africans, and West Indies, as a homogenous group (Nwankwo, 2005; 2013; Nwankwo, et.al

2011). To align with the focus of my research, I specifically examine the experiences of

British-Nigerian fashion practitioners in London. However, there are conflicting reports

regarding the size of the Nigerian diaspora in the UK. Estimates vary widely, ranging from

over a million Nigerians (including undocumented migrants) residing in the UK, in contrast to

the census figures that report estimates between 800,000 to 3,000,000. 

The formation of the Nigerian diaspora in the UK is a topic that sparks conflicting perspectives.

One viewpoint traces the earliest Nigerian presence back to the accounts of Olaudah Equiano,

a liberated slave who published his memoirs in English in 1789, describing his homeland in

the Benin Kingdom of present-day Southern Nigeria. Before the existence of the nation-state

Nigeria, which began in January 1914, people identified themselves according to their

ethnonational groups, such as Yoruba, Igbo, Fulani, and Hausa, who were originally organised

into numerous distinct nations (Falola, 2013, p. 6). Over time, these groups have undergone

transformations, with former Yoruba nations now referred to as Yoruba regions within the

geographical boundaries of Nigeria, exemplified by the transition from the Oyo Empire to Oyo

State. In the postcolonial perspective, the formation of the Nigerian diaspora is associated with

the movement of Nigerian nationals since the country gained independence in the 1960s. For

the purpose of my discussion, I focus on the postcolonial era in examining the formation of the

Nigerian diaspora. The Nigerian diaspora in Britain primarily consists of highly skilled

professionals from the Igbo and Yoruba ethnic groups, accounting for 36% of the workforce.

Lampert (2010) conducted a case study on Nigerian diaspora organizations in Britain and

observed that although Nigerians form the largest single African national group among

Africans living in Europe and America, there is a scarcity of scholarly research specifically

focused on Nigerians in the UK. Lampert's work contributes to the understanding of the

significant contributions made by Nigerian diaspora organizations to the development of both
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The adoption of such sociological methods to assess the diverse uses and functions of fashion

across different cultures, communities, and societies has helped to establish fashion as a

legitimate and important discipline.
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who they were, where they were based, and what market segments they catered to (e.g.,

womenswear, menswear, couture, or luxury). I found that many of the collections presented at

the fashion show were Nigerian: the Nigeria-based brands comprised emerging and established

designers with stores across Nigeria, whereas the UK-based Nigerian fashion brands employed

social media platforms including Instagram and Facebook, as well as websites, to circulate their

design offerings to consumers. For the purposes of my research, I found it important to examine

how the images these different media practitioners and companies chose to circulate served to

construct meanings around African fashion, African fashion practitioners, and the role of the

designer. For example, in AFWL editorial promotional campaigns, Black models are primarily

selected as representatives of the brand. The AFWL editorial shoots advertising the event also

tend to favour garment styles made with fabrics that challenge the stereotypical African print

fabric. The significance of this is that the AFWL organisers are actively engaged in

constructing and shaping public perceptions of African fashion and Black beauty aesthetics

through the images they produce and disseminate.

Another theme that emerged from the visual and textual analysis of images and photos was the

setting of the photographs. In contrast to the stereotypical portrayals of Black African bodies

as backdrops for Western White models in many mainstream editorial campaigns (Cheang,

2013), the images produced by the AFWL creative director centre Black bodies as an ideal,

amidst spectacularly beautiful surroundings. In the cultural context of AFWL, the significance

of these idealised images is that they project the Black woman as feminine, beautiful,

contented, relaxed, and taking pleasure in self-adornment (Fig. 4.1). These images also depict

the Black male model as a key actor within fashion consumption (Fig. 4.2), which indicates

that fashion is not simply a feminine sphere, creating the ideal woman, but also a sphere for the

symbolic construction of Black bodies, Black beauty, and African aesthetics as objects of

considerable value (Simmel, 1908).
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Fig. 4.1 AFWL editorial campaign, 2016, featuring a close-up shot of Nigerian award-winning

musician Yemi Alade on the front cover. Source: AFWL Press Pack 2016.
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Role Activities at

the event

Market

segment

Nationality/race Gender

Designer Fashion

show/vendor

Van Else

Womenswear

Dutch-Indonesian

Netherlands-based

Female

Representative Fashion

show/vendor

Shwe

Mixed

South African

White

Female

Designer Fashion

show/vendor

Beau Sapeur

Mixed

British-French

Kampala-based

Male

Designer Vendor Dawn Eseff

Mixed

British

London-based

Female

Designer Vendor Melinda Hope

Repurposed

clothing

French-Tunisian

UK-based

Female

Designer Vendor Ebi by Avu

Mixed

Nigerian/British

UK-based

Female

Designer Vendor Aso

Mixed

Nigerian/British

London-based

Male

Designer Vendor AfroStylist Nigerian/British Female
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Mixed UK-based

Designer Fashion

show/vendor

Style and Pride

Womenswear

South African

Zulu

Female

Designer Fashion

show/vendor

Bright Shadow

Womenswear

South African

Xhosa

Female

Designer Fashion

show/vendor

Afrolucious

Womenswear

South African

Undisclosed

Female

Designer Vendor Womenswear Brazilian Female

Blogger Stylist Nigerian/British

UK-based

Female

Blogger Influencer British

UK-based

Female

Blogger Influencer British

UK-based

Female

Blogger Stylist Ugandan British

UK-based

Female

Volunteer Stylist/student Nigerian British Female
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UK-based

Volunteer Student Black British

UK-based

Male

Table 4.3: List of informants interviewed at AFWL 2018.

Role Title/activity Market segment Location/nationality Gender

AFWL

management

Press officer AFWL

management

British

UK-based

Female

Event partner Media partner Nollywood

Actress/Producer

Nigerian/British

UK-based

Female

Event partner Media partner DJ Abass Nigerian/British

UK-based

Male

Designer Fashion

show/vendor

Ire Clothing

Mixed

Nigerian

Lagos-based

Male

Designer Fashion show Edi by EddyLast

Mixed

Nigerian

UK-based

Male

Designer Vendor Flakkies Fashion Nigerian/British Female
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Cameroon 1 1 1 0 3

Ethiopia 1 1

Zambia 1 1 1 4 0 7

Namibia 1 1

Mauritius 1 0 1

Tanzania 1 2 1 4

Rwanda 1 1

Malawi 1 1 1 2 2 0 7

Senegal 1 1 1 0 3

Gabon 1 1

Somalia 1 1

South Africa 10 6 2 2 1* 21

Morocco 1 1

Mozambique 1 1 2

Dominica/ 1 0 1
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Trinidad

St. Lucia 1 1

Jamaica 1 1

India 1 1 2

Zimbabwe 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 9

Brazil 1 1

UK 1 1 8 9 7 1 2 29

Switzerland 1 1 0 2

USA 1 2 3

Italy 1 1 2

Scotland 1 1 2

Bulgaria 1 1

Taiwan 1 2 3

Luxembourg 1 1

France 1 1
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3 Africa on the Square is a free event sponsored by the Mayor of London as part of the annual Black History
Month. 

regulations and taxation laws, in 2016, the Nigerian Export Promotion Council (NEPC) in

partnership with AFWL offered an opportunity for Nigeria-based independent fashion

designers to showcase their collections to the international market at AFWL. The NEPC offers

other business support and trade export initiatives to businesses legally registered in Nigeria.

Arguably, because the informal fashion sector in Nigeria, and much of Africa, is not counted

in the national GDP, this presents some implications for an accurate assessment of policies,

the labour force, and the market share of Nigerian fashion in the global fashion industry. This

incentive to encourage informal fashion producers to formalise their business operations is

aimed at increasing the global competitiveness and growth of the Nigerian fashion industry. In

this sense, AFWL plays a role in the process of formalising and integrating the Nigerian

informal fashion sector into the mainstream. It offers access to resources such as marketing to

Nigerian fashion designers for global competitiveness.

As a result of their success in this regard, AFWL UK Ltd has now established its position within

the formal UK economy, both in terms of representing African diaspora fashion in the UK and

in facilitating the bridging of transnational knowledge networks connecting African and

European markets. To supplement these points, I shall draw from my data analysis. First, since

its inception, AFWL has produced and curated fashion shows at other African-focused cultural

events in London, including the Africa Centre Summer Festival 2014, Africa on the Square3

(2014, 2015, 2016), and African Utopia 2017. These third-party events are sites through which

AFWL has enhanced the visibility of African diaspora fashion cultures.

Furthermore, in an interview published in the Nigerian Vanguard newspaper, AFWL founder

Olori Aderonke affirmed the transnational support and connections forged with Nigeria-based

corporations (Onuoha 2017)

Yes, it is a huge investment, and we are not alone. We get funding from both the

government and private sector as well. We have always had the Nigerian Export

Promotion Council (NEPC) supporting the designers to showcase in London, and this

year we had the Director General of the Nigerian Tourism Development Board,


























































































































































































































































































































































