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Abstract 
The study “Leveraging Cultural Imperatives from Textile Design in Eastern 

Nigeria: a studio exploration” was motivated by the belief that culture is the 

totality of the ways and manners people live their lives and make sense of their 

existence and is widely accepted as a significant determinant of economic growth. 

The Igbo of South Eastern Nigeria exhibit certain positive attributes of high-level 

productivity, inventiveness and innovations. These are ostensibly derivable from 

their culture but do not currently have enough fabrics designed with traditional 

motifs that portray the Igbo ingenuity for posterity and cultural identification. 

These attributes need to be encouraged by leveraging cultural imperatives in 

textile design for cultural identification in a global world where the thresholds of 

different cultures are increasingly going into extinction. To ensure that Igbo 

cultural symbols form part of the design of cloth for the people, this study adapted 

Igbo cultural symbols on fabrics through the batik textile design exploration. The 

study adopted the practice-led studio research approach and being a qualitative 

study, data were collected through observations; oral interviews, information 

from art books and academic journals. A pilot study was conducted by producing 

a five-meter batik fabric designed with Igbo traditional motifs to verify the 

effectiveness in carrying out the study. The development of thumbnail sketches 

was produced through reflections and close observation of photographs from our 

environment, events and issues using ink and pen as a medium to produce the 

sketches which guided the production of the textile design. The batik textile works 

produced were analyzed and the findings obtained in the study were discussed. 

Finding shows that cultural imperatives of artifacts such as traditional Igbo motifs 

could be leveraged upon for cultural identification. It is therefore recommended 

that different cultures should leverage their cultural imperatives to design their 
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fabrics not only for their identification but also for the preservation of their 

artifacts. 

 

Key Words: Leveraging, Culture, Traditional motifs, Textile, Design 

 

Introduction 

Textile design involves the creation of designs or patterns which appear on knitted, woven, 

and or printed fabrics and is a complex combination of artistic skill and modern 

technology. During the process of textile design efforts are made at creating textile 

structure, taking decisions on the fabric constitution of a given textile as well as the kinds 

of threads to weave together for the desired pleasurable effects. Textile design can also be 

seen as the process of planning and producing a fabric's appearance and structure  

 

As a creative field, textile design is further broken down into three major disciplines such 

as printed textile design, woven textile design, and mixed media textile design, each of 

which utilize different methods to produce a surface ornamented fabric for various 

occasions, uses, markets and tastes. Over the years, textile design as a practice has evolved 

to become an industry integral to other disciplines such as fashion design, carpet 

manufacturing and any other cloth-related field. Clothing, carpets, drapes, towels, and 

rugs are all functional products resulting from textile design. Within the fashion industry, 

textile designers have the ability to inspire collections, trends, and styles. 

 

Imperatives of Culture   

The diverse and multifaceted nature of the subject matter of culture makes it vulnerable to 

different definitions. Culture, its components, and attributes have been defined and 

explained by numerous scholars and from different prisms such as Chukueggu, (1998a. p. 

92) who saw it as the principles which oils the functioning of society’s institutions based 

on his scholastic and professional hues. For a society to be societal it must be cultural and 

going by the theory of environmental determinism (the belief that a physical environment 

affects social and cultural development), the culture of any society is largely dictated by its 

geography. In other words, there is the conspicuous sociological interplay among the 

concepts of culture, nurture, and nature (Wahab, Odunsi, and Ajiboye, 2012).  

 

However, culture from the Nigerian perspective revolves around the totality of ways and 

manner people live together and make some meaning out of their existence putting 

varying factors of cultural symbols which act as means of identity (Kashim, Adelabu and 

Ogunwole, 2015). 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies   | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 4 December, 2021 

 

Leveraging Cultural Imperatives from Textile Design in Eastern Nigeria: A Studio Exploration             191 

Soares et al., (2007) defined culture as a complex social structure, consisting of knowledge, 

values, beliefs, art, morality, customs, and habits possessed by the majority of the members 

of the society, while Matsumoto, (2001) views culture as a system of understandings shared 

by a group of people and an operating system that is “invisible and unnoticed, yet playing 

an extremely important role in development and operations”.  

 

Other cultural psychologists defined culture as a set of shared values, beliefs, and practices 

that are influenced by the environment and transmitted to others (Kitayama and Cohen, 

2007; Markus & Hamedani, 2007). Put in another way, culture characterizes both an 

individual’s private thoughts such as values and beliefs; public behaviors or actions or 

practices which are influenced by salient features of the physical or social ecology, shared 

by a specific group, and transmitted by the group to new culture members. 

 

Scaefer, (2002) on the other hand defined culture as the totality of learned, socially 

transmitted customs, knowledge, material objects, and behavior which includes the ideas, 

values, customs, and artifacts of a group of people. By implication, therefore, culture is a 

pattern of human activities, and the symbols and motifs that give these activities 

significance including what they eat, how they dress, and their beliefs. It is the totality of 

the way of life evolved by a people in their attempts to meet the challenges of living in 

their environment, which gives order and meaning to their social, political, economic, 

aesthetic, and religious norms and modes of the organization thus distinguishing people 

from their neighbours (Nwegbu, Eze & Asogwa, 2011).  

 

It appears there is no unanimity in these definitions. However, the definition by United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is more apt. 

UNESCO (2002) defined culture as the set of distinctive, spiritual, material, intellectual, 

and emotional features of a society or a social group, encompassing, in addition to art and 

literature, lifestyles, ways of life, value systems, traditions, and beliefs. This definition is 

all-embracing because culture is portrayed as the totality of ways and manners people live 

their lives and make sense of their private and public existence in a given environment and 

at any given point in time. Cultural dynamism is implied in all these definitions as 

adjustments are made based on environmental circumstances. 

 

Components of Culture 

There are two aspects of culture- the artifacts and social organization or material and non-

material culture or the tangible and intangible culture. The material culture refers to those 

things made or used by man to suit his ways of life such as styles of building and dressing, 

different types of motifs, farming practices, hair designs, and others (Achilike, 2016). It 
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shows the magnitude of the creativities of humanity such as the gift, talents, and abilities 

of humanity to conquer their surrounding environment to create things necessary for 

human survival.  

 

Arts and other tangible things used for livelihood and security such as auto-mobiles, 

architecture, and food, clothing, and physical technologies qualify for the material aspect 

of culture and clearly shows the level of development of the particular society and the mix 

of their material culture’s elements can show their level of seriousness relative to growth 

and through this, it is possible to project their growth trajectories (Akanle, 2012). 

 

The non-material culture on the other hand includes people’s mode of thinking, beliefs, 

ideas, attitudes, verbal expressions, traditions, technique ways, mores, values, and so on 

(Achilike, 2016). It is also known as social and organizational aspects of culture or the social 

actions of the society in question. United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) defined intangible cultural heritage as "the practices, 

representations, expressions, as well as the knowledge and skills, that communities, 

groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as a part of their cultural heritage" 

(López-Guzmán et al., 2017:569). Intangible heritage is not related to tangible objects, but 

to the universe that surrounds these objects, which results in the intangible context of 

heritage. 

 

According to Akanle (2012), a strong link must exist between the tangible or material 

culture and the social or intangible aspects of culture in any society for the society to grow 

as the social aspect of culture is the force and spirit of the material cultures and it forcefully 

propels the direction of growth of a society. 

 

Some traditional or cultural motifs used in fabric designing belong to both the material 

and non-material culture because, they were derived from the physical or natural 

environment of the artists or the people but they represent ideas, beliefs, embodiments of 

virtues peculiar to the people or indigenes of a particular community. For instance, the 

wooden gong to a non-Igbo person is a piece of carved wood, but to an Igbo man, it is a 

means of communication whose sound (depending on the number of beatings) depicts an 

emergency or an alarm for warfare or an ordinary gathering of the people for the 

dissemination of a given message or information at a designated village square. The Igbo 

also use symbol in writing their history using images and drawings on the walls, doors, 

windows or living rooms to remind the people of their past (Chukueggu, 2002, p. 4-5). 
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However, modernity, acculturation and the passage of time, and the existence of 

alternative means of communication have adversely affected the need for and the 

frequency of usage of these traditional means of communication in Igboland and settings. 

There is a need therefore to preserve these motifs through fabric designs not only as a 

means of the cultural identity of the Igbo people but the desire to transmit their utility, 

cultural implications and meanings to the next generation. Leveraging cultural 

imperatives in textile designing is therefore an attempt to adapt some traditional Igbo 

cultural motifs for Igbo cultural identification. 

 

Igbo Cultural Identification 

An identity is an interface between oneself and other selves. Therefore, clothes and all 

memetic shortcuts or symbols worn by people reveal or unzip themselves in people’s 

thoughts or signpost information about the individual or ethnic group. However, Jenkins 

(1996) suggests that common sense generally distinguishes between individual and 

collective identity. But Fokwang (2015) argued that these two identities cannot be studied 

in isolation because the individual and the collective are entangled with each other just as 

individual and collective identifications become explicit as a result of the interaction. 

 

While identity is a matter of knowing who’s who or the systematic establishment and 

signification between individuals, between collectivities, and between individuals and 

collectivities, of relationships of similarity and difference; identification refers to ‘how 

individuals and collectivities are distinguished in their social relations with other 

individuals and collectivities’ (Jenkins 1996: 16). Thus adornment or possession of textiles 

or fabrics designed with Igbo traditional symbols and motifs especially in a given 

gathering becomes one of how the Igbo could be distinguished or identified in their social 

relations with other ethnic nationalities as these fabrics specially designed with these 

traditional symbols and motifs reflect to a large extent the values and virtues cherished by 

Igbo people. Omekwu (2003) defined cultural identification as those attributes, 

behavioural patterns, lifestyles, social structures, and norms that distinguish a people from 

other peoples. 

 

In recent times, there have been lamentations as to the erosion of the constituents or 

attributes of African culture (Olutayo et al., 2011), Nigerian culture (Wahab et al.2012), and 

Igbo cultural values (Udechukwu, 2019), such that the boundaries and thresholds of the 

cultural identity framework are being increasingly very fragile and blurred. Furthermore, 

Eze (2014) contended that globalization has put many Nigerians in a conflicting situation 

over the real constituents of their cultural identity because many were erroneously made 

to believe that their culture was inferior to a foreign one, which led to the abandonment of 
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their culture to assume a foreign culture that gave rise to the Nigerian who is neither 

wholly indigenous nor foreign. 

 

Western cultural onslaught on Africa through colonization succeeded in the erosion of the 

foundation of the African cultural identity. But globalization indeed leads to acculturation 

or the harmonization of local and global cultures. Since no country can live in isolation, 

acculturation enables countries to learn and make full use of other countries’ achievements 

to enrich their unique culture and values, without losing their cultural identity, however, 

what critics frown at in acculturation is cultural domination of the world by the countries 

of Western Europe and the United States of America known as “cultural monism,” -the 

belief that Western culture is fundamentally superior to every other culture, and therefore, 

should be universally adopted (Eze, 2014). 

 

The challenge of cultural identity among the Igbo is exacerbated by their highly migratory 

nature occasioned by the dearth of federal government presence and echoes of the civil 

war and the high probability of loss of certain elements of the group’s cultural identity as 

they move from one location to another in the quest for economic opportunities.  

 

Cultural Significance of African Fabrics 

African clothing has been reported to be of cultural significance (Horners 1996) and a 

medium for cultural expression because, the fabrics were known for their colourful and 

distinctive designs (Ekpe & Nnochiri, 2010). A special feature of African clothing is that 

they convey messages about historical and cultural issues, philosophical concepts, political 

thoughts, or religious values of the society or used as a way of celebrating or 

commemorating something, an event, a particular person, a political cause (Chris, 2012), 

which are visible in the designs and motifs of adire, aso oke, ekpang, and other Nigerian 

prints. 

 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The research design method adopted for this study is practice led studio research 

approach. Known by a variety of terms, practice-led research is a conceptual framework 

that allows researchers to incorporate their creative practice, creative methods and creative 

output into the research design and as a part of the research output. 

 

Smith and Dean (2009, p5) note that practice-led research arises out of two related ideas. 

Firstly, "that creative work in itself is a form of research and generates detectable research 

outputs". The product of creative work itself contributes to the outcomes of a research 

https://ecu.on.worldcat.org/oclc/643339144
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process and contributes to the answer of a research question. Secondly, "creative practice -

- the training and specialized knowledge that creative practitioners have and the processes 

they engage in when they are making art -- can lead to specialized research insights which 

can then be generalized and written up as research".  

 

The contention of Smith and Dean here is that the content and processes of a creative 

practice generate knowledge and innovations that are different to, but complementary 

with, other research styles and methods. Practice-led research projects are undertaken 

across all creative disciplines and, as a result, the approach is very flexible in its 

implementation and able to incorporate a variety of methodologies and methods within 

its bounds (Smith and Dean, 2009, p5). 

 

Most commonly, a practice-led research project consists of two components: a creative 

output and a text component commonly referred to as an exegesis. The two components 

are not independent, but interact and work together to address the research question. 

 

In this study, Igbo traditional motifs are transferred on the fabric through the waxing 

method. The waxed fabric is allowed to get hardened and then submerged in a dye bath 

for a specified period of time. The dyed fabric is removed from the dye bath and allowed 

to oxidize for a specified time. The fabric is then submerged in a pot of boiling water and 

stirred until the wax is melted out of the fabric. It is then rinsed and spread to dry. Finally, 

the designed fabric is ironed with starch to make it have brisk look. The work portrays 

creativity in the use of materials, elements, and principles of design.  

 

Method of Data Collection 

The methods of collecting data for the study were observations, oral interview, and 

information from Art books, academic journals, magazines, and internet services. This was 

done since the study is a qualitative research approach. 

 

Method of Data Analysis 

The final practical studio works were analysed based on the materials, aesthetic, historical, 

technique, or methods that were adopted to produce the works. 

 

In this study, a pilot study was conducted by producing a five-meter of batik fabric design 

with Igbo traditional motifs and the designed fabric was used to sew a cloth for a Monarch 

(His Royal Highness) to verify the effectiveness in carrying out the study. The pilot study 

procedure is presented as below: 

https://ecu.on.worldcat.org/oclc/643339144
http://intranet.ecu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/20618/exegesis.pdf
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Plate: 1, Artist: Anyanwu, Chinwe, Title: Okpu Eze 

(Monarch regalia), Medium: Batik design, Size: 5 yards 

Year of Production: 2021 

 

Studio Production Methods 

The process and procedure that was used to produce the practical studio works include: 

making available the materials for the work such as dye, caustic soda, hydros, paraffin 

wax, dyebath, stencil paper, starch, and pressing iron. The studio production method 

begins with tying and dyeing five yards’ fabric. The fabric is manipulated, bounded so that 

during the dyeing process, some parts resist the dye. These dyed and undyed areas form 

unusual texture and pattern on the cloth which forms the background designs. 

 

The second stage is cutting stencil with Igbo traditional motifs, transferring it on the fabric 

through the waxing method. The third stage is to submerge the waxed fabric into the dye 

bath for a dying process. The next stage is to dewax this fabric by submerging the waxed 

fabric in the pot of boiling water and stirred until the wax is completely removed. The final 

stages are to dry, iron, and starch the fabric for a brisk look.  
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Development of Thumbnail Sketches 

The development of thumbnail sketches was produced through reflections and close 

observation of photographs from our environment, events, and issues using pencil, ink, 

and pen as a medium to produce the sketches which guided the production of the textile 

design. Thumbnail sketches are initial sketch drawings used to develop the design. The 

development of thumbnail sketches helped in the conceptualization and production of the 

textile design in this research work.  

 

According to Mitchell (2017), sketches are visual exercises in problem-solving and provide 

the opportunity to experiment with new techniques and expressive possibilities. Rough 

sketches can serve as an effective visual communication tool. Thus, the preliminary 

thumbnail sketches below were developed and used for the production of the textile 

design in this research: 

 

Thumbnail Sketch of Igbo Traditional Motifs 

 
Figure 1, Artist: Anyanwu, Chinwe, Title:         Figure 2; Artist: Anyanwu, Chinwe, Title: 

 Ego Kirikiri (Cowries and Manilla -Ancient       Okpu Eze (Monarch Regalia), 

 Currencies), Medium: Pen on Paper, Size:        Medium: Pen on Paper, Size: 

30 x20cm, Year of Production: 2021                   30 x20cm, Year of Production: 2021 

 

Transfer of Sketches 

The sketches developed for the study were transferred by making sketches on the fabric, 

waxing the fabric by using a stencil and also free hand drawing of Igbo traditional motifs. 
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Materials, Tools, Equipment, Uses and Justification for Choice of Materials 

The materials that were used for the research work include dye and chemicals such as 

caustic soda, hydro, chloride, and bee paraffin wax. There are also selected tools and 

equipment used for this research work which includes: fabric, hand gloves, faces mask, 

apron for protection, dye bath, flat working table, stencil, stove and pot, packaging 

material – cellophane bag, spatula for stirring and cutter. 

 

Presentation of Studio Descriptive Analysis of Batik Fabric Design with Igbo 

Traditional Motifs  

The studio experimental batik fabric design with adaptation of Igbo traditional motifs for 

this study were analyzed and described using the following as a guide: 

i. Inspiration for the production of the batik work 

ii. The artistic implication in the production of the batik fabric design work 

iii. Cultural, historical, and philosophical interpretation of content 

 

These are represented in the plates below: 

Analysis of Ego Kirikiri 

 

         Plate 2, Artist: Anyanwu, Chinwe, Title: Ego Kirikiri 

         Medium: Batik design, Size: 5 yards 

          Year of Production: 2021 
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The design on this piece titled Ego Kirikiri as in other works stands out in terms of 

composition made up of a series of motifs derived from indigenous traditional Igbo 

currency- Ego Kiri kiri (Cowries, Manila's, etc.) which are the ancient currency used in 

Igboland in the olden days. These currencies were adapted into the fabrics such that three 

of them were running in vertical form from top to bottom of the fabric. The discernible 

motifs used for the design of this fabric include Okpogho (Manila) and cowries collectively 

called Ego Kiri Kiri. 

  

It symbolized wealth and anyone that suddenly excavates it from his or her farms or 

surrounding environment portends good fortune/omen or good luck for the individual 

especially in Ekwerazu Mbaise area of Imo State, Nigeria. Such individuals are believed to 

be destined to be wealthy individuals in the future.  

 

It was Shete (2012) who argued that young men use dress to communicate their identities 

which according to Kang et al. (2011) may influence their apparel consumption. In the 

same way, the youth of any other age bracket in Igbo land may be influenced through such 

traditional motifs to identify themselves with such traditional attire designed with Ego Kiri 

Kiri as a symbol of Igbo identity in any part of the world. Apart from Igbo cultural 

identification, the fabric design also serves a dual role of the belief that it could attract 

wealth to the individual wearers. 

 

Discussion of Findings 

This study was designed to provide a different dimension on approach, technique and the 

application of materials on the production of batik fabric design thus deviating from the 

conventional approach. The philosophy of this research was to leverage cultural 

imperatives of traditional motifs in textile designing for Igbo cultural identification. It is 

aimed at providing batik customized fabrics designs for the cultural identification of Igbo 

people of South Eastern Nigeria as an alternative Igbo fabric designs rather than the fast-

fading ones whose utility has no boundary among other Nigerians. This will help to clearly 

identify the Igbo of South Eastern Nigeria, wherever they are found in different parts of 

the world. 

 

Summary, Conclusion and recommendations 

This research work leveraged cultural imperatives of traditional Igbo artifacts such as 

motifs in textile design for cultural identification. The work portrayed creativity in the use 

of materials, elements, and principles of design. 
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Conclusion 

This research work revealed the possibility of leveraging cultural imperatives of traditional 

Igbo symbols and motifs in fabric design for cultural identification of the Igbo of South 

Eastern Nigeria using batik studio exploration. Different batik designs were produced by 

adapting different Igbo traditional motifs and symbols in batik explorations to produce 

special designs for Igbo cultural identification such as Ego kirikiri, (cowries), Ududo, (Spider 

web), Osise Uli, (Uli designs), Okpu Eze, (Chieftaincy cap), ochicha, (Cockroach), Ego kirikiri 

na Anyanwu (Cowries and Sun), Ukwu Nnunu, (Feet of birds). 

 

Therefore, through this research work, the possibilities of leveraging cultural imperatives 

of traditional Igbo motifs on batik fabrics designs has been explored and achieved and 

through it an alternative Igbo fabrics design has been introduced among the Igbo of South 

Eastern Nigeria. These assemblages of traditional Igbo symbols and motifs on fabrics, 

visible from plate numbers 1 to 5 go a long way to create awareness of Igbo traditional 

motifs through batik textile designing and their adaptation on batik fabrics is essentially 

for Igbo cultural identification and posterity. 

 

Recommendations 

This study provided a window for more innovation in the adaptation of traditional 

symbols and motifs on fabric designs and production of different batik fabric design. It is, 

therefore, recommended that further research should be carried out ostensibly to discover 

other practices that may not have been captured in the present study. 
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