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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This thesis is a case study of the Nigerian video film industry called Nollywood. 

Nollywood is an important mass media and popular culture phenomenon in Nigeria and in 

all of Africa. It is one of the largest film industries in the world. (for example McCall 2004; 

Haynes 2007.) Nollywood has been studied in various fields, such as literature (Haynes 

2006; 2007), media (Miller 2012), African studies (Ukadike 2000), law (Pager 2012) and 

anthropology (McCall 2007; Larkin 2008), but more academic research needs to be done in 

order to comprehend the cultural phenomenon of Nollywood more deeply. Jonathan 

Haynes has stated that scholars studying Nigerian and Ghanaian video films tend to make 

few references to others working in the field, debates have been rare, and there has been a 

great deal of repetition. African Cinema studies, as it has been constituted, have been slow 

to recognize and adapt to the video revolution. (Haynes 2010.) In addition to the study of 

Nollywood films, the powers and the ‘master minds’ behind Nollywood needs to be studied 

as well. As Maureen Mahon writes, anthropologists have recognized that consumption is a 

form of cultural production, but have placed less emphasis on the activities and ideologies 

of those who produce the media that others consume. Media and popular culture forms are 

anthropologically significant sites of the production and transformation of culture. (Mahon 

2000, 469.) Understanding the practices and ideologies of producing Nollywood films can 

help us understand the modern Nigerian urban identity. 

Nollywood is a big player in opening the doors for a discussion on what it means to be 

Nigerian and African in the 21
st
 century: Nollywood provides a bottom-up vision of what it 

means to be African (Schultz 2012, 256). The Nollywood of today is by far the most 

powerful purveyor of an image of Nigeria to domestic and foreign audiences (Haynes 2007, 

132). The Nollywood model of producing films straight onto videos and DVDs constitutes 

unique cultural art while remaining true to its objective – commercial viability (Ukadike 

2000, 243). My thesis will enlighten the process of producing a Nollywood film, the 

contents of the films and introduce the agents and the creators behind the film industry. 

‘Quest for success’ and ‘hope’ are key concepts in this thesis – I will write about the 

wealthy population of Lagos and the various endeavors of the Nollywood filmmakers. I 

intend to answer the following questions:  What are the meanings and ideas behind a 

Nollywood film production? What does Nollywood portray – or to be precise, mediate? 
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What drives people forward in an unstable reality? How does the movie-like glitz and 

glamour appear in Nigeria? And lastly, what kind of world do the young and urban 

Lagosians inhabit?  

This study is an address into the discussion of the globalized popular media and culture. 

My thesis will bring forth a valid example from the African continent that globalization 

does not mean the homogenization of cultures and the way people dream. The hypothesis is 

that culture and media are not two different, separated entities, rather they intertwine and 

reproduce each other. I will also explain how the mass media is neither merely constituted 

by the audience’s interpretation nor is mass media “a cultural dupe” made by some 

culturally detached media agencies (see Mahon 2000).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Culture and media, just like the audience and the media producers, are intertwined together 

constituting the process of social life. Media acts as a medium and as a bigger framework 

for social practices in the society. The representations the media portray are usually taken 

for granted, but the medium is there in order for the society to understand itself better. The 

society needs external representations for it to produce and reproduce. My aim is to explain 

and analyze the role of Nollywood as a medium to the Nigerian society.  

I will look at Nollywood in the light of globalization and modernity. How does the global 

and local, the modern and the traditional affect Nollywood? Are the narratives in 

Nollywood films only a product of people’s dreams and imagination or are they produced 

by the ongoing societal and cultural discussion in Nigeria? I am very much interested in the 

shared thoughts on modernity and the global world – how do Nigerians, especially the 

‘culture producers’ of Nollywood, see themselves in the changing world? 

I will start by providing a background to my study: the historical context of Nigeria and an 

analysis of the conducted fieldwork. I will also write shortly about other film industries, 

mainly focusing on the film industries of the African continent in order to do tentative 

comparison among the African film. After shedding some light on the foundation of this 

thesis, I will specify my theoretical framework, that of popular and mass media, mediation, 

hope and modernity. Then I will proceed to analyze the findings of my fieldwork in Lagos. 

The conclusion of this thesis arises from the film industry itself: how Nollywood works in 

the societal context of today. I will also analyze the impacts of Nollywood to the broader 
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societal and cultural reproduction of Nigerian-ness and vice versa: how the Nigerian society 

affects Nollywood.   

Chapter 2. Background 

 

In Nigeria we party the most, we are the most religious, the most corrupted and we 

have no suicides. The equation of Nigeria is the road to happiness. 

 – My “Nigerian brother”, 32. 

 

In this chapter I will write about my chosen field and its uniqueness, starting with a short 

introduction to Nigeria. I will validate the chosen methods and start to analyze and divide 

the data that I collected during my fieldwork. I did my three-month fieldwork during the 

fall of 2013 in Lagos, the hub and natal home of Nollywood.  

2.1 Nigeria 
 

From the Western eye Nigeria seems to be a bit of a question mark. What we know about 

Nigeria is mainly reliant on the Western media, which oftentimes writes mostly about Boko 

Haram, the militant and terrorist organization based in the northeast of Nigeria. Also 

corruption scandals, poverty and fraud attempts frequent in the media. However, Nigeria is 

clearly on the path of becoming a global economic and cultural force.    

Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa with its 168.8 million inhabitants (The 

World Bank 2014). Lagos, the biggest city of Nigeria, with its over 21 million inhabitants, 

makes it the biggest city in Africa (Lagos State Government n.d.). Nigeria has over 250 

different ethnic groups, the biggest ones being Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo. 50% of the 

population is Muslim and 40% is Christian. (CIA Factbook 2014.) It seems that the 

government is putting much effort into keeping the diverse population together. For 

example Nollywood is considered to be one of the forces promoting lasting peace among 

the different ethnic groups in Nigeria.  

Nigeria’s finance sector is growing fast with its forecasted 6.7 % annual GDP growth rate, 

putting the country to a level of lower middle-income (The World Bank 2014). However, 

plenty of developmental problems and social issues need to be tackled. Elite Nigerians still 
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do benefit more from the current sociological and economic structures, which are sustained 

by a complex moral economy. (Smith 2001, 357.) In 2014 Nigeria became Africa’s biggest 

economy with its 80, 3 trillion Naira ($509,9bn) GDP for the year of 2013, overriding 

South Africa. Nigeria updated the components in its GDP base, now taking also account of 

telecoms, information technology, airlines, music, online sales and film production. (BBC 

News Business 2014.)     

The bad reputation of the ‘corrupted Nigeria’ is on some level arguable. However, 

according to several indexes, Nigeria ranks on the top of most corrupted countries (Smith 

2001, 344; Transparency International 2014). According to U.S. State Department figures, 

Nigeria is the largest market for pirate goods in Africa, and one estimate suggests that up to 

70 percent of current Nigerian GDP is derived from the shadow economy, making it, in 

percentage terms, the largest such economy in the world (see Schneider 2000; Simone 

1998; Bayart, Ellis, and Hibou 1999; ref. Larkin 2004, 297). With the biggest oil reserves 

in Africa and wealth of human resources, the country’s failure to develop is acknowledged 

to the ills of corruption (Smith 2001, 345). Efforts to tackle widespread corruption have 

been taken, but the country is still facing enormous problems in that area (UNODC Nigeria 

2014). During my stay in Lagos I observed that the Nigerian government is currently trying 

to rebrand the country as the new African power and player in the international field. 

Campaigns are organized in order to put Nigeria in a positive limelight with the new slogan 

phrase: “Nigeria: Good People, Great Nation” (The Economist, 2009). Rebranding might 

be just the thing Nigeria needs, as its reputation, even in neighboring countries, is still 

relatively stereotypical. For example Manthia Diawara (2010, 165-167) writes about his 

experiences on the African roads when driving to Lagos from Ghana – everybody he spoke 

to, even the Benin police, had stories of all the bad things the Nigerian police would do to 

him and the high expectancy of meeting with armed robbers. I met with similar stereotypes 

myself as my Kenyan acquaintance told me that I should not go to Nigeria: “people are not 

trustworthy there”, she told me.  

Oil boom in the 1970s led to a much less diversified economy leading to a greater 

dependence on the federal government. Because of the economic uniformization, fewer 

investments were made to other industries such as agriculture. By 1980s, more than 95% of 

export earnings came from oil, making it 55% of the total revenues of the federal 
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government. (Smith 2001, 354.) During the oil boom, Nigeria was marketing itself as the 

“giant of Africa”, a country where tradition and fast capitalism were happily residing side 

by side. Nigeria was swept by a utopian vision of economic growth and modernization. 

(Apter 1996, 461.) The expansion of oil revenues led to the growth of commercial 

capitalism, to overall development and to the emergence of a more defined class structure 

(Barber 1982, 431) creating a new Nigeria that is more affirmative towards capitalistic 

values in terms of production, consumption and overall reproduction of the mechanisms of 

societal being. On some level, the idea of a capitalist Nigeria remained as a utopia. Since 

the oil boom went bust, Nigeria has become the capital of a new form of “money-magic”, 

in which the culture of capitalism provides the symbolic means of conjuring wealth. (Apter 

1996, 461.) There are two sides two every story, including the Nigerian oil boom. On one 

hand the oil monies of the 1970s allowed for a deep penetration of corporate capitalism into 

Nigeria. The new capitalistic atmosphere allowed for example the mass dissemination of 

cassette-based technologies, an integral factor in the rise of Nollywood. On the other hand 

the oil boom created the professional and technological structures upon which corruption, 

fraud and piracy build their own networks. (Larkin 2004, 293-294.) While the federal state 

continues to take part in the formalized ritual of the official economy, many Nigerians see a 

widening gap between it and the everyday reality of how Nigeria functions (Larkin 2004, 

298).  

In May of 1999, after a period of military rule, Nigeria inaugurated its first civilian 

government in 16 years. However, the ideas of democracy and a strong civil society were 

not met, which led to a rise in vigilantism and fortified shadow structures. Crime is 

frequently portrayed as both the cause and consequence of the nation’s problems. (Smith 

2004, 429-430.) Nigerian structures and even the country itself have been wandering for a 

long time over the lines that separate the legal from the nonlegal. This has been a common 

experience for urban Africans, who have been progressively disembedded from the 

infrastructures linking them to the official world economy. Instead energy has been put into 

developing informal networks that facilitate traffic in economic and cultural goods outside 

the established institutions of world trade. (Simone 2000, 2001; Bayart, Ellis, and Hibou 

1999; Mbembe 2001; ref. Larkin 2004, 290.)    
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2.2 The Field 

 

Map of Lagos (Google Maps 2014) 

 

I did my fieldwork in the hectic, chaotic and disharmonious city of Lagos. A perfect word 

for describing Lagos is the term “wahala”, a Nigerian Pidgin word meaning trouble. Still, it 

is the city of dreams for many Nigerians. Charles Novia writes that to him Lagos is the city 

of touts and extortionists but at the same time it is the city where you can see the lives of 

some of the richest people in the world. To him Lagos is billionaires’ playground. (Novia 

2012, 136.) I describe Lagos with the word ‘disharmonious’ because there seems to exist 

two parallel realities; the extremely poor and the extremely rich live and work almost side 

by side. Next to a high-rise there can be an illegitimately built group of shanties with their 

own functioning bars and kiosks. For the rich people in Lagos, it is relatively easy to live in 

one’s own universe. The residential areas consist of sheltered compounds, cars are air-

conditioned and the only acceptable mode of transportation. Wealthier people do their 

grocery shopping in western-standardized shopping malls, and if they go to the market, 

they sit in their cars while the sellers come to the car window and display their products. In 

other words, the privileged people of Lagos can theoretically transfer themselves from 
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fenced compounds to another with no need to be in physical contact with the streets of 

Lagos.  

Documentaries and the Western media show Lagos prevalently as a place of poverty and 

infrastructural misery. I watched BBC documentaries on the “scavengers”, people who 

work collecting and sorting scrap in the enormous rubbish dumps of Lagos, and on the 

families living in Makoko, a floating slum with nearly 90 000 inhabitants close to the most 

upscale areas of Lagos (see Welcome to Lagos 2010). During my stay in Lagos, one 

journalist of Helsingin Sanomat researched the activities around the reception and recycling 

of old mobile phones (Koskinen 2013a), the state of Nigerian prisons (Koskinen 2013b) 

and different aspects of the everyday life in the poorer neighborhoods of Lagos. The 

struggle of the less privileged people is evidently present in Lagos. I witnessed and did 

research on the more upscale lifestyle of Lagos and its inhabitants. One thing that 

connected these documentaries and the attitudes of my local friends to be and my 

informants in Lagos was the positivity: a strong desire to make a better tomorrow and a 

strong belief of life becoming easier and better sooner or later. 

The city of Lagos can be roughly divided into two socially different areas: Lagos Mainland 

and The Islands. The Mainland consists of many different districts, both affluent and poor. 

Usually the Mainland is seen as the “poorer side” of Lagos, where most of Lagosians live 

and where many of the larger industries are situated. Most of Nollywood’s production 

houses are situated in Surulere, a district in the Mainland. The Islands in the Lagos Lagoon 

consist of Lagos Island and Victoria Island. The Islands are considered to be the financial 

centers of Lagos and it is rumored that they contain the most expensive living areas in 

Africa. The Central Business District, with plenty of high-rises, is situated in Lagos Island. 

Two big wholesale markets, Idumota and Balogun market can also be found on the Lagos 

Island. Victoria Island hosts many hotels, stores, restaurants, clubs and upscale residential 

areas. I got acquainted with many people, both expatriates and Nigerians, who despised 

leaving the Islands on any occasion.  

My Lagosian friends and my Nigerian family told me that during the past five years there 

have been many changes taking place in the city. Lagos wants to become a developed-

country-standard megacity. For example, the city of Lagos is currently building a “new 

city”, The Eko Atlantic, which has been created from scratch. The whole area needs to be 
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sand-filled in order to form the basis for the new districts. It is a multibillion-dollar 

investment to build a modern financial center for Nigeria. (Eko Atlantic 2012.) For some of 

my Nigerian friends, buying a condo from the still-to-be-built residential high-rises on the 

Eko Atlantic would be the epitome of success in Nigeria.      

During my fieldwork in Lagos I lived with a Nigerian family in Lekki, one of the more 

upscale and relatively recently built residential areas in Lagos, connected to the Islands 

with two bridges. The mother of the house considered me as her daughter and that is why I 

refer to my “Nigerian family” or “family” throughout the thesis. The house I lived in was a 

two-story compound with a bigger main house, a servant’s house and a garden that mainly 

served as a storage area for the family’s two generators. Power and water is very scarce in 

Lagos; everybody with enough money has their own water tanks and generators. I shared 

the house mainly with my Nigerian mother, as all of her children had already moved to 

their own houses and the husband was staying with his other wife. There was also an 

attendant, a young girl who cleaned the house, cooked and helped in all the daily tasks and 

a doorkeeper, a younger man who also took care of the generators. A music studio was 

located in the servant’s house, where two younger men lived. The music studio became 

very important to me both personally and academically; it was the place where I met most 

of my Nigerian friends, through whom I met my first informants. The studio was the place 

where I learned about the Nigerian and Lagosian way of life. 

I spent my time in different parts of Lagos. Lagos Mainland was the area where I did a big 

part of the research. The Islands, with many restaurants and night clubs, was the place 

where I spent most of my leisure time outside of the house. However, Lekki was my main 

base as the transportation and the hour-long congestions limited my willingness and ability 

to move around Lagos. I also visited another state, nearby Lagos, where a site of my 

family’s company is situated.  

My Nigerian family acted as the basis for a successful stay in Lagos. They gave me the 

guidelines for living in Lagos. The people I learned to know were mainly more privileged 

Nigerians, living in Lekki or on the Islands. I also spent some time in one family-run “bar” 

situated in a small shanty area in Lekki, which gave me the opportunity to witness another 

way of Lagosian living. Towards the end of my stay I got acquainted with some Western 

expatriates who showed me once again a different side of Lagos. A Lagos that was seen 
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exclusively as a playground for the wealthy. In reality, the “rich and glamorous scene” in 

Lagos is rather small. Many of the popular musicians, actors and actresses lived close to 

our house and many of them were regulars in the same clubs, hotels and restaurants that I 

visited. 

I spent a lot of time with my Nollywood informants research-wise. However, toward the 

end of my fieldwork I focused my research solely on their professional lives. I started to 

realize how the lives of my Nigerian friends and of my informants intertwined; how the 

films the filmmakers produced reflected the lives of my friends and how they all were 

speaking about similar phenomena, but from different angles.  

In the following subchapters I will specify the scientific part of my fieldwork: the chosen 

methods, challenges and the collected data.    

2.2.1 Methods 

 

Once I had done my preliminary research on Nollywood, I decided to go to Lagos with a 

relatively empty head. I had not chosen any specific theoretical framework and I had only 

some possible contacts to the film industry. Anthropologists doing ethnographic research 

on culture industries have often faced limitations on access to the producers (see Mahon 

2000), luckily I was welcomed by the practitioners working in Nollywood.  

My methods during the fieldwork were participant observation, interviews and group 

discussion. I watched an extensive cavalcade of Nollywood films and read published and 

online contents related to Nollywood and to the professionals working in the industry. I 

also attended some very informative forums and presentations held in the Pan-Atlantic 

University, which gave me up-to-date insight to the film industry. The forums were great 

occasions to network and to follow the open discussions between the presenters, the 

university staff and the audience, mostly comprised of students and Nollywood 

professionals or professionals-to-be. These open discussions also ended up being a part of 

my participant observation, as they gave me information on how people from different 

professional areas understood and gave meanings to Nollywood. 

I was surprised at the holism of the fieldwork experience; still today I cannot clearly 

separate any areas of my stay in Lagos that did not become part of my research data. Of 
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course, I had learned about the holism of fieldwork comfortably in the lecture halls and 

libraries in Helsinki, but the actual holism of the method still managed to overtake me. My 

whole stay in Lagos ended up being the participant observation. The ‘participant’ of the 

participant observation became very clear to me when I was asked to do a small role in one 

of the films I was doing research on. I am yet to see the film in question but this experience 

gave me a live and “hands-on” angle to my research. While participant observation was my 

main method, I still felt the need to conduct interviews in order to get more profound and 

insightful data. Almost every day new questions arose in my head; sometimes it felt like the 

more I observed, the more I had questions in need to be answered. I wanted to have a more 

profound understanding of what the films were portraying and talking about – what was the 

Nigerian, and the more narrowed down Lagosian context. I did also do more defined 

participant observation, which I will discuss in detail in the Data subchapter.  

In the beginning of my fieldwork I did not know what kind of information I was looking for 

and consequently I did not have well-structured questions ready in my mind. Towards the 

end of my stay, when I did most of my interviews, the interviews became longer and more 

meaningful. I found the usage of a combination of broad, journalistic-like questions 

together with more specific questions to be the most “lucrative” interviews. In addition to 

the interviews, the freely flowing discussions with my Nollywood informants and Nigerian 

friends and acquaintances were extremely meaningful in regard to the collected data.  

Once I returned home from my field I started to analyze the collected data: field notes on 

participant observation, diaries and transcribed interviews. After the first stage of analyzing 

the raw data, I started the deeper and more profound analysis in reference to my theoretical 

framework.             

2.2.2 Challenges 

 

Security, or oftentimes the lack of it, in Nigeria arose as the first challenge in my fieldwork 

before even entering the country. Kidnappings and the attacks of Boko Haram had been on 

the tabloids and the idea of a Finnish girl going alone to Nigeria was somewhat frightening. 

Most of the people I talked with, especially outside the academic world did not encourage 

me to do my fieldwork in Lagos. The stereotypical ideas of Nigeria were not helping me in 

organizing my fieldwork. Once I had entered the country, even the immigration officer 
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asked me with a kind voice, “Do you not know that people get kidnapped here?” My 

Nigerian friends were amazed of the fact that I had come to Lagos with no real relatives or 

friends. The constant reminder that I got in Lagos was not to trust people if I did not know 

them well enough. As an example of this, my Nigerian mother performed an inspection of 

my designated driver’s family house, just to be sure he actually was who he claimed to be –

a driver, whose number and recommendations I had already gotten from a Western student 

doing governmental research in Lagos. I could not leave the house on my own without a 

trusted driver and usually I had one of my friends escorting me as well.  

The city of Lagos was a challenge in itself, not only security-wise. The city is very crowded 

and the streets are narrow, sometimes in bad shape and the vehicles driving on the roads 

can be almost in any shape and carrying almost anything. The hour-long traffic jams and 

the obligatory driver became the biggest expense regarding my fieldwork. The Lagos where 

I lived, the “wealthy Lagos”, was expensive. Without money or a car there was no 

possibility to leave the house. Without my “no rent” contract with my Nigerian mother, I do 

not think I would have been able to conduct this research – especially after I heard about 

the expatriates’ one-thousand-dollar rents.  

Before going to the field, I was nervous whether I would gain any access to the film 

industry. Luckily, this fear was proven wrong. For some inexplicable reason it was easy for 

me to get involved and to become ‘an insider’ in Nollywood. Most of the people I 

contacted in Nollywood were happy to talk to me. However, plenty of my informants were 

very interested in co-productions with Finnish or other Western filmmakers and wanted me 

to help them. Many thought I was a journalist; “what is your media?” was a question I 

heard many times. Once I had clearly described my intentions and the lack of my 

connections to the Finnish film production, the movie practitioners were still willing to 

work with me and help me do my research. 

Being used to publicity, my informants were quite open about their lives, their works and 

their opinions. Some of them wanted to leave their name out, and I respect their decisions. 

My Nigerian friends knew that I was doing research and that their doings and sayings were 

going to be part of the data. The encountered challenges were not specifically research-

related; instead the challenges arose from the Nigerian infrastructure and the surrounding 

conditions of the research.                      
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2.3 The Data 
 

I met many people, working in various fields of Nollywood, but my close informants were 

all related to film producing. Altogether I had 11 close informants whom I met multiple 

times. All of them are men. Ten of the informants were producing films, TV series or short 

films. Some of them I first met in the roles of marketers or distributors, but it turned out 

that they as well were producing films. Seven of my informants had their own production 

houses or companies. One of them was purely a film producer who worked with different 

production houses or marketers – whoever paid the most. Five had done acting but only one 

was an actor at heart. Another five were scriptwriters and directors, while producing films 

as well. One informant was a marketer and had his own production house, while the other 

informant from the marketing side was a media-rights distributor. He, as a “side-job”, 

produced short films. One academic researcher working in the Nollywood Studies Center 

helped me a great deal as well.  

Altogether I did eight interviews, ranging from 30 minutes up to one and a half hours. In 

the beginning of my fieldwork I had the pleasure of recording an almost three-hour-long 

group discussion between a film producer, an actor, a director and a distributor. In this 

group discussion I posed a few broad questions, otherwise I let the discussion run freely.  

My Nigerian friends, whom I mostly met in the music studio of the house I lived in, 

became very important informants to my research, although they were not dealing with 

Nollywood. They showed me the “Lagosian lifestyle” of abundance and I remain truly 

grateful to them. Throughout the thesis I will refer to these informants as ‘friends’.  

I did participant observation with two film productions and one TV series production. I 

went to two different shootings, one audition and one casting. I attended three different 

Nollywood celebrations: two recognition awards and a Nollywood at 20-celebrations red-

carpet gala dinner. I took part in two discussion forums held in the Nollywood Studies 

Center and a conference that one of my informants was organizing. I also visited the 

Idumota market, home to plenty of Nollywood wholesalers and retailers and asked them 

some marketing-related questions.  
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On the rainy and otherwise “slow” days, when I had nothing planned or it was impossible 

to leave the house due to lack of transportation, I watched Nollywood films from Africa 

Magic TV channel and read the latest gossip from the world of Nigerian entertainment.         

The data consists of more structured research and of “hanging out” with my informants and 

my friends. The hanging out was very helpful and informative in order to understand the 

structured research at a deeper level – the hanging out formed a guide that helped me to 

improve and specify my research methods and questions. The collected data consists of 

field notes, diaries, recorded and transcribed interviews, blog writings, magazine articles 

and films.  

Chapter 3. The Film Industry  

Films pervade the whole world. Feature films are one of the most diffused cultural 

expressions worldwide, with an audience of approximately 7.5 billion people per year 

(González 2013, 6). Some countries certainly produce more films than the others, but the 

world of cinema is much more manifold than Hollywood and Bollywood when looking at 

the global film sphere. The world is divided into different media capitals, such as Los 

Angeles and Mumbai, but there exists alternative media capitals, like Lagos, that are still 

too informal to integrate into dominant networks (Miller 2012, 117). Anyways, global 

media has become multipolar (Haynes 2007, 132). 

Today, filmmaking involves more and more new formats other than the traditional usage of 

celluloid film. Not using celluloid means changes in shooting, editing and production. 

(Acland 2012.)  Globality is a force that affects filmmaking everywhere; capital, stories and 

technologies move across the globe in fast pace (Appadurai 1996). Hollywood and the big-

budget, English-language, franchise feature film is said to be present globally, being the 

dominant force in the global ranks of films. They also dominate the distribution of films 

and set the international standards for filmmaking. However the American film industry is 

lagging behind Bollywood and Nollywood in its production pace and volume. These form 

an active sphere of films that are more localized and culturally diverse, and their products 

are made and watched in different manners than their Western counterparts. (Acland 2012.)  
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The multipolarity of the global film scene is an important remark as Hollywood’s global 

strategy is to show the maximum number of U.S. films in all foreign markets (Jihong & 

Kraus 2002, 425). The video format’s success in filmmaking does not necessarily imply the 

displacement of the celluloid film medium, but rather the transcendence of the limitations 

imposed by the conventions of celluloid filmmaking. The video format has created thriving 

local industries and market-oriented economies within the media sectors and has rapidly 

expanded the parameters for defining national film and video cultures and audience tastes. 

(Ukadike 2000, 243.) 

In the following subchapters I will shortly introduce different film industries starting from 

the global arena. I aim to clarify the differences and similarities the film industries have. 

Nollywood will also become more understandable after introducing global film industries 

and their ‘ways of being’. In the following subchapter I will focus more on the African 

filmmaking. In my point of view the African film scene is divided similarly into artistic and 

non-artistic films as its global counterpart. From the African film industry I will proceed 

into the different stages of Nigerian filmmaking. I will concentrate on the production of 

films and the ideology the filmmakers may have. My focus point will be more on the less 

known Third World filmmaking. The Nollywood of today is still a relatively new 

phenomenon and is considered to be a stopover on the continuum of filmmaking in the 

Nigerian film production.  

3.1 Global Film Industries 
 

The world production of feature films has constantly been on the rise during the years of 

2005-2011 (González 2013, 11). 100 countries produced 7233 films in 2009. 54.4% of the 

films produced were produced in the top five producing countries, which were India with 

1288 films, Nigeria with 987 films, United States with 734 films, China with 475 films and 

Japan with 448 films. (Acland 2012, 8.) According to the research made in 2012 by the 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), there are many cultural players in the Global film 

production arena. Although Hollywood is no longer the top movie producing country, it is 

by far the most profitable: the film industry contributes $16 billion to the California 

economy in a year (The World Bank; ref. Rice 2013, 109). 
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Cinema is widely distributed throughout the world but its origin remains in a limited 

number of Western countries at a particular and recent point in their historical development. 

For all Third World countries film is an imported form of communication and art. The 

cinema, as a “free enterprise” system, its inception and development are closely tied to the 

profit motive as it is expressed in Western capitalism. (Armes 1987, 35.) Similar to 

Nollywood, the presumption of sales and consumption seems to be very present in the 

culture of cinema and filmmaking. Cinema, as a national product is always on some level a 

union of show and business (Boon 2000, 425). Contemporary anthropological studies of the 

culture industries stress the tensions between economic forces and artistic goals and their 

influence on the cultural forms that producers working in these institutions choose, and are 

able, to make (Mahon 2000, 472). For example, the essence of Hollywood lies in 

entertainment films which implicitly support the political and economic status quo – the 

ideology of a consumer-driven society (Jihong & Kraus 2002, 432). The rise of the middle 

class and the easier access to technology in the developing countries have created a new 

and wealthier group of consumers, which has led to an increase of the indigenous media 

production and means to sustain homegrown content (Pager 2012, 4).   

The film industry has a three-part structure: production, distribution and exhibition. 

According to Roy Armes, distribution holds the most power. The producer is forced to cede 

rights of his film to the distributor, but the distributor does not need to yield the rights to the 

exhibitor, since the latter only needs a regular flow of films. Distributors can export and 

import films and they are not geographically bound. (Armes 1987, 37.) In my opinion the 

model Armes is suggesting is a highly organized model of international film production and 

it does not take less organized film industries that are working on the grass roots level into 

consideration. For example Hollywood has a strong vertical structure of production, in 

which money and power are concentrated in the hands of a small elite (Haynes 2007, 133).  

Vertical structure of film production does suggest the local government’s participatory role 

in the national film industry. For example the highly commercialized Hollywood is part of 

the U.S. foreign policy of expanding their network of global trade. In recent years the State 

Department has put much emphasis on the circulation of entertainment and film. (Jihong & 

Kraus 2002, 423). China, another big movie producing country, has taken plenty of 

influences from the Hollywood model of  government supported commercialized cinema: 
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the entire film industry of China is undergoing full-scale commercialization along with 

vertical integration of production, distribution and exhibition sectors, and a linkage of film 

and television interests. (Ibid., 420.) The Chinese film industry and Hollywood do resemble 

each other structure-wise but their main sources of revenue do differ. In the United States 

two-thirds of the cinema industry revenues are earned from related products and TV rights, 

while their Chinese counterparts rely almost exclusively on box-office receipts. (Ibid., 427.)    

Roy Armes has a valid point in admitting the power of the distributor; distribution is the 

key in making cinema a profitable endeavor. National cinemas need their distribution 

channels and oftentimes it depends on the willingness and the role of the state in funding 

and supporting the production and promotion, especially in the Third World countries. 

Third World cinema is often considered too critical towards the local governments or the 

social problems, which has made cinema a less favorable recipient of support. 

Consequently Third World countries have become more of regional exporters, not quite 

making it the global flow of film, but instead exporting locally made films to their 

neighboring countries. Countries such as Mexico and Egypt (and nowadays Nigeria) can be 

seen as regional film exporting countries. (Armes 1987, 41.) Third World filmmaking is 

less organized and structured than the Western cinema and the films are made with smaller 

budgets than in Hollywood. The Third World cinema is shaped with global flows of 

technology and media, but it does so with a cultural freedom, with the local filmmakers’ 

own cultural adaptations and predilections in terms of narrative construction (Armes 1987, 

103-104).  

Bollywood and its success story of transformation from the “vulgar entertainment” to a 

multi-million-dollar film industry, was highly praised amongst the filmmakers I met in 

Nollywood. Bollywood, with its proper studios and organized, government backed 

distribution channels aiming especially for the cinema circulation, was seen as the desired 

future for Nollywood. Today, Bollywood holds the number one spot of the largest film 

industries in the world, with 1255 produced films in the year of 2011 (González 2013, 11).  

Bollywood’s storylines are different from any other national film models. The films are 

relatively long, they boast melodramatic storylines of epic proportion and typically a 

Bollywood film consists of six to eight songs and intricate choreography that are used to 

emphasize the story’s emotional high points (Mooij 2006, 30). Bollywood is actually 
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separated into different regional production centers, such as Mumbai, Kolkata and Lahore, 

in which films are made in different languages and respectful towards different cultural 

manners. Bollywood is considered to be one of India’s few industries where caste or 

religion does not matter, as long as you bring money or desired skills to the production site. 

Alongside with the Indian audiences’ tastes and differentiation, the types of Bollywood 

films are multiplying; new directors are slowly trying to challenge the old storylines and 

methods of structuring the Indian film. (Mooij 2006, 31-33.) Indian films themselves have 

become globalized, in moving beyond the diaspora, as movies have become more available, 

distributed with English-subtitles and marketed internationally more ambitiously 

(Kaarsholm 2004, 20).        

Nollywood is a national and commercially-driven film industry that produces films for 

entertainment, but otherwise it differs a lot from the Hollywood standardized ‘global’ film 

production and distribution model. It seems that the Hollywood/global model of national 

film production is mostly structured vertically with the local government’s support. This 

means that funding, local and global distribution, and for example the efforts against piracy, 

are structurally different from the horizontally organized Nollywood. Globally, films are 

mostly shot using expensive celluloid film, which means that the visual and audio quality is 

of cinema standard, although revenues might still come from various sources. Other 

national film industries, such as Hollywood, Bollywood and the Chinese film industry, 

have the possibility to shoot films in studios. For example China had 30 film studios 

already in the year of 1996 (Jihong & Kraus 2002, 429) in comparison to one film studio in 

present-day Nigeria.  

In the following subchapter I will focus on the African continent. My aim is to illuminate 

Nollywood’s position in the African film sphere.            

3.2 African Film Industry 

 

If Africa was united.. Nigeria would be LA and Nairobi New York. 

 –Tosh Gitonga, Kenyan film director 

 

African cinema has been present throughout the continent’s independence. Before the 

inception of popular African cinema Indian romance musicals, Hollywood ‘B’ movies, and 
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Chinese and Hong Kong Kung-Fu films dominated African screens (Ukadike 2000, 245). 

In the early days of African cinema, before the appearance of the popular film, the decision 

was made not to make films that would be “Hollywood dream machines”. African films 

were shots of reality rather than escapism. This way of portrayal has been present 

throughout the tradition of filmmaking in Africa, specifically in the sub-Saharan Africa. 

(Harrow 2013, 1-2.) Nowadays many other forms of storytelling and genres have emerged. 

African filmmakers need to diversify their produce alongside the changing African 

spectators and their varied tastes. It seems that African filmmaking is no longer exclusively 

about making a statement; filmmaking needs to generate profits as well. From the late 

1980s there is a new breed of African filmmakers’ desire to create a full-fledged cinematic 

industry that emphasizes entertainment over education (Ukadike 2000, 245). 

Under the colonial rule the Western filmmakers shot films on the African soil and portrayed 

the African continent with exotic images and primitivism (Diawara 2010, 144). African 

people were usually non-existing or cast as supporting roles in the films made during the 

colonial era. Most of the time Africans were portrayed childlike or as savages. (Medjigbodo 

1980, 374.) After the colonial rule, the African cultural society wanted to create a 

consistent film industry that would film Africa by Africans (Murphy 2000, 240). The 

African cinema of the independence era was destined to liberate spectators from a colonial 

mindset and from cheap action films pouring from The United States and Asia (Diawara 

2010, 138). The Pan African Federation of African Filmmakers (FEPACI) was formed in 

1969 in Burkina Faso. FEPACI wanted to create consistent guidelines for newly born 

African film industry and wanted to forget the western traditions in filmmaking and 

storytelling. They wanted to distance the African film tradition from commercial 

productions – FEPACI wanted African films to be the opposite of the Western films. 

(Murphy 2000, 240-241.)  

The films made with the FEPACI guidelines, might have been “authentic African stories” 

as wanted, but the shooting of the films was, and still is, expensive, especially when using 

the traditional (and the “real deal”) celluloid films. Most of the funding for shooting came 

from old colonial powers. For example France funded 90 percent of the films shot in Africa 

between 1960 and 1980. French professionals were usually part of the French speaking 

African productions and the audience was thought to be mostly European. (Diawara 2010, 
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33-34.) These productions were mostly art-house productions and the aim was to take part 

in some of the prestigious film festivals taking place all over the world. As Frank Ukadike 

and Eddie Ugbomah (1994, 152) state: francophone filmmaking is not a commercial 

enterprise – instead, francophone films are seen more as an art from. The African audience 

on the other hand never saw these films because they were politically sensitive, or the 

cinema owners did not think of African films bringing them profits. (McCall 2007, 92-93.) 

Before the birth and the diffusion of Nollywood films, African cinema used to refer to the 

films Africans produced with the help of international donors, rather than to those they 

watched (Pager 2012, 6). 

Although international funding and co-productions are still lifelines to many African 

filmmakers, the African film industry is steadily growing and becoming more represented 

in the international film scene. The entertainment industries are registering above average 

growth in many African countries and are expected to grow at 5 percent GDP per capita 

until 2015. Nigeria, Kenya, South Africa and Egypt are considered to be the biggest film 

producing countries in Africa. (ICD Institute for Cultural Diplomacy 2013.) Despite the 

emerging success of African film industries, other countries are still heavily lagging behind 

Nigeria in terms of number of productions. For example only 24 homemade films were 

released locally in South Africa in 2012, doubling the amount of production from the 

previous years (southafrica.info 2013; Van Schalkwyk 2013). Egypt has produced 

approximately 4000 films throughout its filming history, in other words since 1896 (ICD 

Institute for Cultural Diplomacy 2013). 

When discussing African cinema with my Nollywood informants, their opinions seemed to 

be unified. My informants saw the rest of African cinema as beautiful and sometimes more 

artistic than their Nigerian efforts, but less profitable. As the documentary Nollywood 

Babylon (2009) showed, the Nigerian filmmakers are extremely proud of the lack of 

dependency on foreign funding and the fact that their films are primarily watched in 

Nigeria and rest of Africa – Nigerian filmmaking is not only driven by viewings in Western 

film festivals. Nigerian filmmakers have not viewed the francophone filmmaking in the 

French-speaking Africa as a commercial enterprise, and unlike the filmmakers who are 

funded by the French government, Nigerian filmmakers are considered to be free agents 

with no shackles to their old colonial rulers (Ukadike & Ugbomah 1994, 152).  
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For a long period of time Nollywood was much criticized by other African filmmakers for 

“looting” of African viewers, leaving no space for the other filmmakers’ productions 

(Miller 2012, 185).  

However, an apparent change is occurring in the African film scene, which might suggest 

an uniformization of the film production in Africa. Nigerian film production is willing to 

start conquering the world of cinema and film festivals, whereas other African cinemas are 

looking for new innovative ways to bring production costs down in order to boost national 

film production and reduce dependency on foreign support. These shifts are already 

present. Many of my informants proudly told me that filmmakers from South Africa and 

Kenya are coming to Nigeria in order to learn the art of video-filmmaking, which is more 

profitable and quicker compared to shooting with celluloid film. Nigerian filmmakers are 

themselves recognizing the need to improve their skills so that they can respond to the 

growing demand of cinema-quality Nollywood films.            

To this day, there are two different types of filmmaking in Africa: the other strand is 

pursuing the FEPACI guidelines with more experimental art-house productions that cater 

for the most part to festivals and audiences outside Africa, and the other, a populist strand, 

which is advertising itself to the African audience (Diawara 2010, 138). Popular films are 

as well made outside Nigeria, for example Ghana produces large amounts of video-films 

(Meyer 2004; Ukadike 2000). I have heard people starting to refer to it as Ghanawood or 

Ghollywood. The video-film production in Ghana is similar to its Nigerian video-film 

partner and was born out of the same economic decision to revamp the economy in the 

name of the ‘Structural Adjustment Program’ imposed by the International Monetary Fund. 

Just like Nollywood, the video revolution in Ghana can be traced back to a few individuals 

with no technical training whatsoever. (Ukadike 2000, 245, 249.) The Ghanaian video 

industry is the firstborn of the two video industries. The two cases are so closely parallel 

and intertwined that research on either one will be suggestive for both. (Haynes 2010, 108.) 

One film producer told me that still today there are no official coproduction deals between 

Ghana and Nigeria, although they are “like twins, both producing video films”. Some big 

movie stars do make appearances in the films produced and shot in both countries.    

Other African countries produce popular films, but are not in the same “video film-

movement” as Nigeria and Ghana; they simply use the African ingredients to defamiliarize 
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the recognized genders of the West, like the cowboy film, the love story and the 

melodrama. These new African Cinema films aim for appealing the emotions of African 

spectators with new ways of doing old things; narrative films that deploy African 

ingredients with old genres. (Diawara 2010, 143.)  

In the following subchapter I will look at the continuum of Nigerian filmmaking and start 

defining the ‘popular’ of the Nigerian popular cinema.     

3.3 The Stages of Nigerian Film 

 

Nigeria’s film history can be divided into four eras: the Colonial period: 1903-1960; the 

Independence period: 1960-1972; the Indigenization period: 1972-1992; and the 

Nollywood period that started in 1992 and is still going strong in the present day. The 

Colonial era begins with the first exhibition of film in Nigeria in August 1903 in Lagos. 

The motive for introducing the cinema to Nigerians by the British was political and, to a 

lesser degree, social. (Onuzulike 2007, 25.) The British colonialists built mobile cinemas 

that traveled around the country with the intentions of educating and developing the 

Nigerians into modernity. Cinema had an important role in creating modern colonial 

citizens for the British rule. (Larkin 2008, 3.) 

Nigerians began making movies to a larger extent during the oil-boom of the 1970s 

(Onuzulike 2007, 25). During that time filmmakers were combining the traditions of 

popular theater and cinematic technologies mainly shooting with the 16 to 35-mm celluloid 

film (Eyengho 2013). However the film industry never took off properly before the first 

appearance of Nollywood. By 1990 the film theater scene slowly died due to violence on 

the streets and the oppressive military dictatorship. (Onuzulike 2007, 25.) After accepting a 

loan from the International Monetary Fund, Nigeria’s economy collapsed and the Nigerian 

government decided to devalue the Naira by the mid-1980s. Traders could no longer import 

goods at cheap rate and thus, shooting with celluloid became unaffordable – many of 

Nigeria’s filmmakers went out of business (Nollywood Babylon 2009). The corollary of the 

economic and social factors was that the nascent film industry made its last commercial 

feature in 1991 (Onuzulike 2007, 25). The economic crises in the 1980s also led to removal 

of government subsidies from public corporations; filmmakers were not funded and 
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subsidies from national TV stations were withdrawn. In the early 1990s there was an 

exodus of professionals from the television houses. Luckily, the degradation of public 

media houses happened during a time that video and digital technologies were becoming 

more available and affordable; paving the road for the birth of private broadcasting and 

Nollywood. (Adesokan 2006, 7.) Nollywood films, especially from the early years of 

Nollywood, were born of television, rather than of cinema. The personnel of the early-day 

Nollywood was made up of film marketers and laid-off personnel from the television soap 

operas. The aesthetics and the video technology as well, lean more towards the television 

culture than the cinematic form. (Haynes 2007, 139.)    

Nollywood changed everything from storylines to filmmaking, and to marketing of the 

films. The target audience changed from cinemagoers to home video users, as people no 

longer wanted to leave their houses in fear of violence on the streets. The birth of 

Nollywood is a story in itself. There was a Nigerian trader who brought some blank tapes 

from Taiwan to Lagos in 1992. To make the blank tapes sell better, he decided to record 

something legal on the tape. He came up with the idea of making a film called Living in 

Bondage. Living in Bondage, produced by Kenneth Obue and directed by Chris Obirapu, is 

considered to be the film that started the model of Nollywood filmmaking and storytelling 

– this film opened the eyes of movie practitioners and investors to the viability of movie 

business in Nigeria. (McCall 2004, 99-100.) Living in Bondage has sold well over 750 000 

copies since its release (The Economist 2006). Frank Ukadike (2000, 244) argues that the 

video-film has changed the film industry’s outlook, not because of its merit but because of 

the manner in which the producers negotiate the parameters of the hybrid space in the 

popular imagination in conjunction with the question of video marketability and reception, 

which had not been done by its predecessor, the celluloid film.  

Today, Nollywood can be defined as the totality of activities taking place in the Nigerian 

film industry, be it English, Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa or any other over 300 Nigerian languages 

(Eyengho 2013). The biggest categories of Nigerian video-film production are those 

produced in the North reflecting the Hausa, Islamic and other cultures of the northern 

states. The Igbo films which utilize the tradition of Igbo theater practices and the Yoruba 

films, which like the others, mirror the ethnic tradition of the Yoruba travelling theatre. 

(Ukadike 2000, 254.) One of the key issues in the success of Nollywood is its local flavor; 
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the dialogues are easy to grasp, the locations are familiar, and the stories touch on every 

aspect of the national character, the ways of life, politics, and culture of all the more than 

200 ethnic groups of the federation (Ukadike 2000, 254). Unlike previous African movie 

productions, Nollywood provides an alternative way of defining the African identity 

without any authoritarian governmental control (Schultz 2012, 256).   

The production model in Nollywood is completely different from its global counterparts. 

As Jonathan Haynes writes: “Nollywood is an example of specifically situated, localized 

social activity, networked with other sites that produce something fundamentally different 

from Hollywood in production, distribution, consumption and aesthetics”. Nollywood is 

structured horizontally with plenty of small entrepreneurs and market networks. (Haynes 

2007, 133.) Nollywood productions are based on shooting with video cameras, quick 

releases, small budgets and informal distribution networks. Nollywood films are mostly 

made straight for video distribution (VHS, VCR or nowadays DVD), which makes the fast 

pace production and low quality more possible and acceptable. (Miller 2012, 119.) The 

informality of the film production could be merited to the informal structures of piracy; 

Nollywood is an industry that has pioneered new film genres and generated a new mode of 

reproduction and distribution that uses the capital, equipment, personnel, and distribution 

networks of pirate media. Pirate videos of foreign films are mostly marked by blurred 

images and distorted sound creating an aesthetic of piracy. (Larkin 2004, 290-291.) It could 

be said that this aesthetic has been transferred to the locally produced films and the similar 

blurriness and distorted sounds can still be found on the low-budget Nollywood 

productions of today.     

The production model of filmmaking is very similar today than it used to be in 1992, but it 

seems that Nollywood is going through a change. Apparently the DVD sales are 

plummeting and people are starting once again to go to the cinemas, especially in Lagos. 

The pressure to make more quality films is present and the producers are feeling the heat. 

There are a lot of talks and writings about a ‘New-Nollywood’ or ‘Neo-Nollywood’, but it 

remains to be seen if the actual production model will change any time soon. For example 

Manthia Diawara (2010, 190) writes that Nollywood needs either to change or to disappear 

along with the increasing prosperity of the Nigerian people. Because then the basic 

narrative of modernity clashing against traditional no longer makes sense in the eyes of a 
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wealthier audience. “Nollywood is here to stay” was the sentence I heard very often among 

the filmmakers in Lagos. On some level the change of which Diawara is talking about is 

already happening in Nollywood, as the most upscale films are starting to experiment with 

different and new stories, and the films are made with more time and quality aiming to win 

the wealthier audience’s attention.  

Nollywood and commercial cinema in Nigeria is part of history; of the rise of the urban 

modernity and new forms of leisure and spectacle that come alongside the shift into 

modernity (Larkin 2008, 80). Economic and social change and the fact that it is easy to 

raise a crowd in a country of nearly 170 million people are worthy factors in the rise and 

success of Nollywood. Nollywood is actually considered to be Africa’s first mass popular 

culture influence that has spread across the continent. The industry succeeds by telling 

familiar stories that resonate with local sensibilities, rather than simply contributing to a 

global monoculture. (Schultz 2012, 232.) Some see Nollywood as the first truly African 

cinema – the African voice, the African answer to CNN (Nollywood Babylon 2009). 

Because of Nollywood, the Nigerian cultural influence has been extended far and wide, 

mainly through black market networks of distribution and informal links to the African 

diaspora (Miller 2012, 123). 

       

The poster of Living in Bondage 
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Chapter 4. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter I will concentrate on the chosen theoretical framework, which comprises the 

themes of popular, mass media, mediation, hope, the individual, modernity and global. 

These themes appear throughout the thesis as they support my analysis of the collected 

data.  

The globalized world is a world in which culture is everywhere, and everywhere at issue. 

The globalization process is revealing both political and conceptual problems at the core of 

our assumptions about what a ‘culture’ is, hence globalization must be understood before 

making assumptions on the ‘authenticity’ of a culture. We also need to understand the 

complex interaction between different media in the reproduction of social experience. 

(Mazzarella 2004, 347.) In a way, global media can be seen as the basis for ‘legitimization’ 

of some local cultures to become global and vice versa. Media can be seen as the 

gatekeeper to the globalized and localized cultural experience. The world system, rather 

than creating massive cultural homogeneity on a global scale, is replacing one diversity 

with another; and the new diversity is based more on interrelations and less on autonomy. 

One of the advantages of a creolist view of contemporary third world cultural organization 

is that it suggests that the different cultural streams engaging one and other in creolization 

may all be actively involved in shaping the resultant forms, and that the merger of quite 

different streams can create a particular intensity in cultural processes. (Hannerz 1997 

[1987], 16.)   

Film is a much-nuanced form of art. It entails aesthetics, representations of the economic 

and political structures and all the philosophical concerns embedded in the culture that 

produces it (Devereaux 1995, 2). In other words, films are rich in data and riddled with 

hidden and not-so-hidden meanings. The audience has the final power to decide, which film 

sells and which one will not, but then the structured machinery behind the film productions 

have an important say on what goes on the screen, and what does not. To quote Leslie 

Devereaux (1995, 6) “cinema is a highly capitalized and now universally penetrating art 

form that has broad appeal but whose own production values are set by an industry 

designed to mass market its products and recoup its enormous investments”. The ‘art’ of 

filmmaking lies in the capitalistic values of the West, where the laws of supply and demand 

are present (Armes 1987). Nollywood films might not be scattered all over the world or 
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bring enormous profits, but they are marketed to the masses and they create a world of 

show business, where investments and products are expected to make profit. 

Classifying Nollywood has been very difficult. Although Nollywood as a phenomenon is 

becoming more global, it is not part of the global mass media. It is not structured and the 

audience remains mostly African. It is not indigenous media either, as it has no ethnic 

background or distinct historical and political conditions – the terms used by Faye Ginsburg 

to classify indigenous media (Spitulnik 1993, 304). Nollywood is an independent, 

unorganized media outlet in a third world nation and it is an important part of the African 

popular culture. Nollywood is about making popular films, which are not viewed in the 

cinema houses. Some might call Nollywood as show business with no deeper ideology 

behind the industry. Ideology or not, Nollywood is a big and popular player in the African 

media sphere. Consequently, the film industry provides us with valuable information on 

contemporary Nigeria. Media production and the ‘producers of culture’ have not been 

studied in depth, especially in anthropology (Spitulnik 1993; Mahon 2000).  

After spending some time on the field, I realized that I needed to look at Nollywood from 

the viewpoint of the popular. I wanted to know how the ‘popular’ mediates between the 

audience and the film producers. I needed to look at the popular culture in Lagos, the 

culture surrounding the film industry; the culture the producers belong to and the culture 

the producers know as their own. How does the Lagosian culture and society mold the ideas 

that are influencing the film industry? Springing from the concept of the popular, I started 

to notice the themes that repeated themselves in the surrounding cultural atmosphere: hope 

and imagination. These themes led me to the edge of new questions and remarks. Nigerian 

and Lagosian society can be quite ruthless; do Nollywood films create hope for the 

Nigerian people? Or should it be reckoned only as meaningless pastime for the masses?  

I could feel the energy of making money in Lagos. If things did not work out as planned, 

there was always hope for another successful endeavor. When reading the daily gossip on 

Nollywood celebrities I always checked the readers’ comments as well. Gossip dealt mostly 

with actors’ and actresses’ romantic relations, but there were many writings about the 

luxurious lifestyles in Lagos; even a new luxury brand purse was worth writing about. In 

the comments you could read a lot of disbelief and irritation stemming from the 

flamboyancy of the stars, but there was a lot of admiration as well. People wanted to have 
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the same purse as the actress was carrying. Some commenters were sure that some day God 

would give the same purse to them. This might seem as a less cogent remark, but to me, the 

readers’ comments were yet another proof of people’s faith in the future. The comments 

showed how some people believe in the possibility of getting the same Prada handbag as 

the most glamorous Nollywood stars are carrying, just by believing and doing good work in 

the eyes of God. In Lagos, you could sense the thirst for success, not only on the streets but 

in the wealthy corporate world as well. Everybody wanted a piece of the Lagosian dream 

factory.  

In the following subchapters I will write about mass media and the popular, mediation, 

hope and modernity – the pivotal points of the thesis. I will start with the theorization of 

‘the popular’.  

4.1 Mass Media and the Popular  
 

Mass media and popular culture have been targets of wide criticism as not being “real art” 

(Barber 1997, 1-5) or for brainwashing the masses and turning the world into one big 

“Americanized” and commoditized globe (Appadurai 1996). Mass media is powerful, for 

example Stuart Hall writes that mass media has progressively colonized the cultural and 

ideological sphere, constructing simultaneously an “image” of life (ref. Spitulnik 1993, 

295). Debra Spitulnik writes also about the concerns regarding the power of mass media. 

Mass media has been seen as a “vehicle” of culture, consisting of forces that provide 

audiences with ways of seeing and interpreting the world, ways that shape their very 

existence and participation within a given society. (Spitulnik 1993, 294.) I will not write 

about whether popular art is real art or not. My thesis will surely prove the vividness and 

the sheer existence of different global media outlets for the masses. I will also ponder on 

the idea of media as a colonizing vehicle of culture in a theoretic light, based on data 

collected from the field. 

Much of the popular culture of the Third World is certainly in some way dependent on 

international influences. Its technology, symbolic modalities and its genres are often not 

entirely indigenous. We may even think of the concept of popular culture itself as an import 

to Third World studies from a metropolitan vocabulary. In Nigeria, popular culture appears 

above all to be a manifestation of a metropolis-oriented sophistication and modernity, 
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contrasting not so much with “high culture” as with “bush”, the derogatory term for 

anything rustic. (Hannerz 1997 [1987], 16.) Popular culture might not remind of the 

“traditional African art”, but it is in the historical and cultural continuum of art, made by 

the people. It is African art and culture, made with western tools. Popular culture provides 

an example of how to include new technologies into something more familiar and how to 

reproduce culture.    

The first films made in Africa were important because they showed the African way of 

being in the world, without cutting the historical and mundane connections with 

westernized consumption and the associated cultural styles from elsewhere. Nollywood 

films were the first mass-produced films that represented the truly African popular arts and 

they created a space for a nascent Afromodernity. Popular culture might be a unifying 

experience globally, but it can also create a “rainbow nation”. In anthropological study of 

the popular culture, the viewpoint can either seek for a gallery of cultures, each one distinct 

but all coexisting harmoniously, or it can see popular culture as an integrative force, 

moving along the processes of creolization. (Becker 2012, 30-31.) It is true that sometimes 

Africans, especially from the visual arts sector, refer to Nollywood as a plague because of 

its homogenization effect on African entertainment (Miller 2012, 123-125). But Nollywood 

and its star culture create a new platform for discussion over African identity (McCall 

2007) – it gives new ideas and ways for self-expression, especially among the Nigerian 

youth.    

There are many definitions of the term ‘popular culture’ (for example Storey 2001; Barber 

1997). One thing is sure: popular culture is always defined in contrast to some kind of 

otherness. Popular culture is a contrast to other conceptual categories, such as folk culture, 

mass culture, high culture and dominant culture. Whichever conceptual category in its 

absence or presence is used as the “other” in relation to popular culture, will affect the 

connotations brought into play when we use the term ‘popular culture’. John Storey writes 

that popular culture in the end is an empty category, which can be filled with whatever 

meanings and definitions suitable for the moment and the context of use. (Storey 2001, 1.)  

Williams suggest four current meanings for the term ‘popular’: “well liked by many 

people”, “inferior kinds of work”, “work deliberately setting out to win favor with the 

people”, “culture actually made by the people for themselves” (Storey 2001, 5-6). In these 
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meanings you can find the connotations that come to mind, when talking about popular 

culture. It can be ideological, a statement against the dominant high culture, or the popular 

can be seen as something “trashy”, made by greedy media agencies to the “mindless 

masses”. Obviously many people have to like popular culture, otherwise it would not be 

popular. Another way of defining popular culture is to suggest that it is the culture, which is 

left over after we have decided what high culture is. Usually, high culture needs to be 

something difficult, which will ensure its exclusive status. Such distinctions are often 

supported by claims that popular culture is mass-produced commercial culture, whereas 

high culture is the result of an individual act of creation. Considering popular culture as 

mass culture is to establish that popular culture is hopelessly commercial culture: it is mass-

produced for mass consumption. It is a culture, which is consumed with brain-numbing 

passivity. (Ibid., 8.) Many times I have heard and read the same accusations towards 

Nollywood: “it is not art, it is just to make money”. For some cultural critics working 

within the mass culture paradigm, mass culture is not just an imposed and impoverished 

culture, it is in a clear identifiable sense an imported American culture, the claim of 

“Americanization” (Ibid., 9).  

The claim of cultural hegemony imposed by the global mass media is very present in the 

views and academic claims of The Frankfurt School, a group of German intellectuals 

developing the Marxist popular culture criticism and associated with the Institute for Social 

Research at the University of Frankfurt established in the 1920s. The writings of Theodor 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer coined the term ‘culture industry’ to designate the products 

and processes of mass culture. These products are marked by two features: cultural 

homogeneity (“all mass culture is identical”) and predictability; the result being a constant 

reproduction of the same thing. (Storey 2001, 85.) According to the Frankfurt School the 

function of the culture industry is to organize leisure time in the same way as 

industrialization has organized work time. This is then supposed to have standardized the 

cultural products and to have led to passive reception on the audience’s side and to 

confirming “the world as it is” opposed to the authentic culture. (Ibid., 91.) Concerned with 

the commodification of culture, a process understood as serving the interest of the ruling 

class, Horkheimer and Adorno contended that mass-produced forms developed in the 

“culture industry” lack the artistic and spiritual features that characterize high-art works. 

They also argued that these productions are disseminated to a passive audience who, 
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numbed and alienated by increasing industrialization and mass production, accept them 

without question. (Horkheimer & Adorno 1972; Habermas 1989; ref. Mahon 2000, 472.) 

The Frankfurt School’s perception of popular culture is essentially a discourse from above 

on the culture of other people, a discourse of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Storey 2001, 94). I am taking 

part in this discussion of cultural hegemony and audience passivism and argue that there is 

no such thing as a global mass popular culture devouring the world’s diverse cultural 

authenticities. Neither do I believe in the passivity of the culturally diverse audiences. I will 

argue that Nollywood is a locally constituted mass popular media that functions in the 

global scape. Yes, the Nigerian audience consumes Nollywood films but the spectators are 

part of the ongoing discussion and reproduction of the Nigerian culture in the crossfire of 

the global and local.       

‘Popular’ has also been a focus for approbation and championship, to the point where 

anything produced by the “the people” is automatically valued. Popular sovereignty and 

popular democracy, highly value-charged terms, assume that what is popular is by 

definition good. Popular culture in many discourses occupies a self-evidently positive 

position, and the task then becomes to distinguish between what is “truly” popular and what 

is contaminated by hegemonic ideological infiltrations from above. (Barber 1997, 3.) New 

kinds of association, new forms of identity and new publics have been formed in Africa. It 

is no longer about the people in the villages, or the people in the cities, or the people in the 

mines. The press, the church, the school and the electronic media have all addressed new 

categories of listeners, thus calling into being new collectivities. New forms of 

entertainment, such as commercial cinema, have brought large numbers of people together 

in new ways. According to Barber, we cannot assume the new crowds to be similar to the 

anonymous masses in the West. Not long ago the African popular culture genres, that 

seduced the masses, were still produced by small-scale or they were mainly consumed by 

the affluent and educated. (Ibid., 4.) Nollywood might be changing this model; its structure 

and ‘business model’ are informal and on some level the people who consume it do it. 

Nollywood has grasped an immense audience, consisting of people from all over Africa and 

from every social and ethnic group. Neither can Nollywood’s production be regarded as 

small-scale. What endures is a pervasive sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’, even though the 

boundaries between these categories may be highly porous and shifting (Ibid., 4). The 

cultural producers in Nollywood are not specifically categorized into us and them, but it is 
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easy to see a broader contradiction in the category of African cinema: the historical 

separation of the art-house tradition of filmmaking, used especially in the French speaking 

Africa, and the video-film phenomenon that is present in Nigeria and Ghana. The concept 

of classifying cinema and popular cinema as two distinct categories is still present.         

One penetrable popular culture theory has been the theory of the “carnivalesque” by 

Mikhail Bakhtin (Devereaux & Hillman 1995; Storey 2001; Weiss 2009). Nollywood can 

be seen as a carnivalesque milieu as it brings people from different social statuses together 

and enables familiar interaction and togetherness and is generally criticizing the frontiers of 

high culture and prevailing powers (Creed 1995, 130-132; Storey 2001, 108-111; Weiss 

2009, 26). The Carnivalesque is a way of seeing the world upside down; it is societal and 

cultural imagination of what the surrounding world could be. The carnival is not something 

simply watched, not even performed; its participants live in it, they live by its laws as long 

as the laws are in effect (Storey 2001, 108). According to Creed, the European medieval 

carnival, to which “the carnivalesque” refers to, is not simply a ritual festival but it is a 

means of popular perception of the society and culture; it is a “laughter of all the people” 

(Creed 1995, 130). While the carnival is ongoing, the structure and order of the ordinary is 

suspended: hierarchical structure and all the forms of terror, reverence, piety and etiquette 

connect with it (Storey 2001, 108). When a spectator watches a Nollywood film, the viewer 

can identify with the “carnivalesque” world proposed by the film. When a film production 

company produces a Nollywood film, they can imagine and create a “carnivalesque” world 

of their own and live for a moment by its rules and invite the audience to join them once the 

film is ready for release. The audience does not only watch the “carnivalesque” world, they 

also participate in terms of joining the ongoing societal and cultural debate, which in turn is 

a crucial actor in creating the future film narratives. The audience also takes part in the 

gossiping of Nollywood stars. They talk about them and they leave comments to the blogs 

and tabloids devoted to the stars. The audience “laughs together” when it idolizes 

Nollywood celebrities or on the contrary, when it laughs at them.    

The medieval carnival symbolizes and thematises pleasure: eating, sex, stylized body 

movements, excess and internationalism (Creed 1995, 131; Storey 2001, 111). The same 

themes and images can be seen throughout popular culture, and Nollywood makes no 

exception.           
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As we have witnessed, the term popular culture is used worldwide, yet it may not mean 

exactly the same things everywhere. African popular culture is mostly defined by what it is 

not. The same attached meanings might not work in the African context than in the western 

hemisphere. African popular culture is not wholly ‘traditional’, coming from or alluding to 

the pre-colonial past. On the other hand it is not ‘elite’ or ‘modern’ Westernized culture. 

Karin Barber writes that the African popular culture is rather defined by its occupation of 

the zone between these two poles. (Barber 1997, 1.) On one hand Nollywood has its roots 

in the Nigerian storytelling, the oral tradition and the Yoruba popular theater, on the other 

hand Nollywood uses western technologies and portrays western luxury items as something 

to be coveted for. The two categories, ‘traditional’ and ‘elite’ (or modern/westernized), 

have dominated the study of African cultures. There is a vast cultural production, which 

cannot be classified as either traditional or elite, as oral or literate, as indigenous or Western 

in inspiration, because it straddles and dissolves these distinctions. (Barber 1997, 1-2.) 

When talking about African cinema, there is constantly the juxtaposition of artistic cinema 

and the popular cinema to be seen (see Barber 1997; Diawara 2010). These genres are not 

repositories of some archaic authenticity. On the contrary, they make use of all 

contemporary materials to speak of contemporary struggles. Yet they are not mere products 

of culture contact either, speaking about, and to, the West that has corrupted them. They are 

the work of local cultural producers speaking to local audiences about pressing concerns, 

experiences and struggles that they share. (Barber 1997, 2.)  

Popular culture has the power to show the world upside down (Creed 1995, 132). 

Nollywood portrays a world, even idyllic on some occasions, where good wins the 

corrupted evil. The popular and the media fight against prevailing corruption and the 

dysfunctionality of the society. They bring forth a new Nigerian world that fights against 

the evil with the “Nigerian-ness” in the films. Popular culture gives room, the cultural tools 

and the abilities for social imagination and hope.    

4.2 Mediation  
 

‘Mediation’ is a concept that is attached to the processes by which a given social machine 

produces and reproduces itself in and through a particular set of media (Mazzarella 2004, 

346). It is a communicative process, where society not only expresses but also generates its 
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world view (Fabian 1997 [1978], 23). One of the other underlying arguments in this thesis 

is related to the authenticity and the survival of local cultures. ‘Authentic’ culture does not 

need protection from the hegemonic globalized world and it is not forcefully alienated from 

its connection to the authority of tradition, alternatively mediation plays a crucial part in 

constituting local worlds (Mazzarella 2004, 349-350). The “world culture” is marked by an 

organization of diversity rather than by a replication of uniformity (Hannerz 1990; ref. 

Mazzarella 2004, 351). 

It is very easy to believe the idea that media and marketing are only responding to the 

already-constituted desires of audiences (Havens 2003; Sinclair et al. 1996; Tinic 2003; ref. 

Mazzarella 2004, 354). If you look at mediation, you will understand that yes, the 

audiences’ desires are in place, but they are constantly changing due to global streams of 

cultural impacts. Media is there to make these changes more understandable, although the 

changes are already amid the culture. Mediation never ends; it constantly hoards new 

meanings, new representations and new processes to itself. Mediation entails and makes the 

whole cultural spectrum possible. Nollywood films and their producers are part of this 

ongoing cultural and social process. Media bears forces that provide audiences with ways 

of seeing and interpreting the world, ways that ultimately shape their existence and 

participation within a given society (Spitulnik 1993, 294). 

Films and film production are not separate entities in the society either; society and culture 

mutually reproduce themselves. Films and filmmaking are part of this ongoing cultural 

debate. Nigeria, just like any other country, has a very unique and vivid culture but it is not 

a monolith, it is not undisturbed with change or global impacts. Especially with 

globalization helping to define the new world order, more thought should be put towards 

media and mediation as a constitutive process in social life. (Mazzarella 2004, 345.) The 

theme of mediation is important: Nollywood and the surrounding Nigerian society are co-

constitutive. William Mazzarella (2004) has pursued academic debate on mediation, 

acknowledging the fact that media is more than a mere cultural expression and a reflex of 

the social, economic and political conditions. Cultural acts do not simply mirror the 

surrounding culture; they symbolize it (Fabian 1997 [1978], 23). Media is not just a motive 

for the society; it actually translates the culture and gives deeper meaning to the people 

taking part in that culture (Mazzarella 2004).  
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For example, cinema and a ritual performance are not separate; it is not just a “media-

culture relationship”. According to William Mazzarella cinema and ritual performances 

create an intersection as an intermedium relationship, both mediating meanings to each 

other and to the surrounding society. (Mazzarella 2004, 345.) Nollywood films were the 

first films to show Nigerian voodoo rituals on screen. Everybody in Nigeria knew about the 

moneymaking rituals and the cult sacrifices, but Nollywood was the first party to illustrate 

and show these rituals to the Nigerian people. The leading actor of Living in Bondage said 

in an interview, that some people thought that he had actually taken part in a moneymaking 

ritual and killed his wife. (Nollywood Babylon 2009.) Nowadays people know that it is only 

cinema, but the rituals still have a big role in Nollywood films. The films mediate the 

impressions and the understanding about the rituals and the culture in a broader sense to the 

audience and vice versa.  

Nollywood has a very distinct “Nigerian-ness” to it. Nollywood may use Western items and 

things as something valuable and something to keep pursuing, but the films are still largely 

understood as Nigerian films and African storytelling. According to Mazzarella, 

globalization has led to a revalorization of the local; the foreign might be very alluring, but 

it is also used to mark the differences between the local and the global. Globalization 

causes “cultural self-alienation” in Mazzarella’s words. The nation still remains an 

important unit of representation, legislation and collectivity in front of the global forces. 

The local is constituted of a set of cultural values and practices to which the global mass 

media must then adapt in order to find its audience. In this case media will only be an 

impact. (Mazzarella 2004, 353.) These cultural impacts help to understand the surrounding 

world, but also to understand one’s self. It is a way to differentiate cultural actors from the 

outside world and a way to understand the surrounding and one’s own culture better. The 

films make more sense to the Nigerian viewers than they would make for us here in 

Finland. The global and local mass media create a network filled with meanings and 

representations that will help make sense of the surrounding world and help finding a place 

in the global cultural network. People selectively domesticate the most important parts of 

the global into their own cultural systems (Ibid., 353). Due to the understanding of one’s 

own culture-aspect, mediations become self-evident; they become indivisible parts of the 

culture and the cultural being. Hence mediation has a dual-relation: a relation of 

simultaneous self-distancing and self-recognition. (Ibid., 357.)  
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The locally produced mass media, such as Nollywood, could be seen as a worthy 

counterpart to the global, mostly western, mass media. Nollywood aims to become global, 

and due to vast emigration of the Nigerian population and the African satellite TV, on some 

level it already exists and functions on a global level. Nollywood is also mediating the 

differences between the outside world, the globalized culture, and Nigeria 

One of the founding arguments in this thesis is based on the idea of mediation: Nigerian 

culture and Nollywood are co-producing each other, one does not become real without the 

other. Nollywood is clearly a product of both global and local, but most of all it takes part 

in the reproduction of the locality in relation to the global.      

Next, I will focus on the themes that come up from the mediative culture; how the global 

forces and localities affect the cultural actors in Nigeria.  

4.3 Hope and the Individual 
 

Hope and imagination of a better and a wealthier life was much present in Lagos. The less 

privileged people wanted to improve their lives as the wealthier people wanted to make 

more money. Nobody seemed to share the idea of downshifting. On the contrary, people 

were trying to come up with new ideas how to make more money, earn respect and succeed 

in life. On some level, the ‘atmosphere of success’ reminds me of the republican dream of 

individual freedom, mobility and quest for material wealth. In the core of the imaginative 

hope there was an entrepreneurial individual, who once having succeeded wanted to show 

the achievements to the outside world. The modern capitalist marketplace and its 

mysterious global mechanisms hold the key to riches. On one hand people can see glimpses 

of sites where the promises come true, on the other people can sense the desperation 

attendant of being left out of the promise of prosperity. (Comaroff & Comaroff 1998, 284.) 

Especially in Nollywood there are plenty of hopeful real-life stories of individuals who 

have made it against all odds, with no wealthy relatives supporting them. I believe 

Nollywood to be one of the popular promoters of believing in one’s individual aspirations 

and success through its modern Nigerian tales. Collective agency is usually associated with 

the past and “the traditional” and individual agency with the present and the future 

(Miyazaki 2006, 156). Daniel Jordan Smith has done extensive fieldwork in Nigeria and 

has come to similar conclusions; the old traditional and morally compelling kinship-based 
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relationships are slowly breaking down leaving more leeway for the individual (Smith 

2004, 435-436).   

The texts and practices of popular culture are seen as forms of public fantasy. Popular 

culture is understood as a collective dreamworld. (Storey 2001, 9.) The culture industry 

produces ideologically structured images of popular desires, motivations and fears. But the 

audience needs to recognize these ideals; after all, the created images are the audience’s 

own ideals, beliefs, desires or fears. Otherwise the audience would not find the industry’s 

circulated images neither compelling nor believable. (Traube 1989, 276.) The ideologically 

structured images of popular desires are mediating Nigerian ideals back to the Nigerian 

people. The concept of hope, generated from the films, is a more narrowed outlook of the 

mediation theory. Roughly speaking: films propagate hope, people take ‘the hope’ to 

themselves and re-propagate it to the film industry for their commercial use – and this is all 

made in the historical, political, social, economic and cultural framework. It is a cycle of 

cultural reproduction – let us call it “the cycle of mediation”. People of today inhabit an 

imagined world where fantasies are dealt with respect to globalization. Mass-mediated 

material imagery is disseminated all over the world. On one hand it constitutes 

globalization with the same imagery available everywhere, on the other hand the subjective 

production of globalization entails an imaginative grasp of dispersed regions, things and 

persons as part of a single place. (Weiss 2002, 95-96.)  

Marginality and exclusion are necessary features of the fantastic, the imagined world. The 

fantasies are real and they are situated at precisely the intersection of global possibility and 

local limitation. (Weiss 2002, 119.) Nollywood can be seen reflecting the ‘excluded’ 

population of Nigeria, alternatively providing them an escapist route to the imagined global 

world. Richard Maltby claims that popular culture provides “escapism that is not an escape 

from or to anywhere, but an escape of our utopian selves” (ref. Storey 2001, 9). For long, 

films have been thought to be of an escapist nature and cinema houses to be fantasy places, 

where one can escape the cruel world. For example Brian Larkin (2008, 156-158) writes 

about the cinemas in Northern Nigeria, where the movie palaces built by businessmen in 

Kano are fantasy-like places to find a blending of luxury and illicit experience. As I will 

elaborate in the following chapters, the cinema houses in Lagos had a certain kind of 

escapist appeal to them. For me, a Westerner, it was like entering Europe from the chaotic 
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streets of Lagos. I can only imagine how the cinema houses must feel like for the less 

privileged Lagosians.    

The movie-like hope is an outcome of the awareness people have of their 

interconnectedness with other people and places. This in turn, can be seen as the outcome 

of local and global mass media and popular culture. Hope is central to the mode of creative 

self-fashioning, often seen as an inseparable part of neoliberal value production and to the 

ambiguous division between production and consumption this all generates (Weiss 2009, 

24). For an individual cultural being it is about positioning one’s self as a subject on a 

globalized stage. The stakes are high, as the people feel themselves to be living on the cusp 

of success and failure. They can either scratch up a living, or they can hope to reap great 

wealth by unforeseen techniques – these are the polar options that the popular culture 

generates. (Weiss 2009, 237.) . Although the study of Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff 

is situated in South Africa, the similarities with Nigeria are present: the new generation 

witnesses the legitimacy of an economic order that has sanctioned dramatic polarities of 

wealth; everything appears as once possible and impossible. There is a real anxiety about 

the production and reproduction of wealth. (Comaroff & Comaroff 1999, 288, 293.) In my 

opinion, popular media create a national stage for a societal discussion of the globalized 

world – affecting the culturalized imaginations and choices of individuals as well.   

Uncertainty is very much present in Nigeria. The social uncertainty stems from the state’s 

failure to fulfil the expectations and ideas of democracy and of an opposing and strong civil 

society. The lack of electricity and constant power shortages and cuts do create an 

atmosphere of instability in Lagos. According to Daniel Jordan Smith the state’s failure in 

accountability has led to a rise in vigilantism and the creation of shadow structures (Smith 

2004, 430). Before, inequality in Nigeria based on a patron-clientism network, where the 

moral obligations intertwined with the inequalities and reciprocities of kinship-based 

relationship rather than the simple opposition between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ 

(Smith 2004, 434). Smith’s (2001, 345-346) argument is based on the idea of a rich 

relative, who will have to help other relatives in need, because of the moral implications 

and structural reciprocity taking place in Nigeria. As the structure of traditional patron-

clientism is slowly breaking down, the whole idea of the haves and the have-nots is 

changing. The shadow structures are making it to look more possible to achieve success in 
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the Nigerian society as people are no longer dependent on relatives or their natal families. 

The shadow structures enable an “every man for himself” – kind of ideology. The historical 

continuum and global economic, political and cultural impacts have, together with the 

Nigerian presence and corresponding continuum, molded this new network of shadow 

structures and created an individual necessity to do something with the new societal 

structures. The newly found valorization of individuated modes of wealth accumulation 

took over the state-run and collective ideas; now it is all about individual choice, desires 

and moral implications (Shipley 2009, 633).    

Jesse Weaver Shipley (2009) writes about a similar phenomenon of social change 

especially among the young and urban population of Ghana. Shipley’s study on the people 

in the music scene called “Hiplife” shows many similarities with the prevailing 

individualistic ideas in the Nigerian entertainment industry. Just as Hiplife, the Nigerian 

film industry is one of the few industries or fields, where social voice is linked to personal 

success; it is possible to get rich and to become somebody in the new globally linked 

Nigeria without old patron-client relationships, such as rich relatives or links to the oil 

industry. The way to succeed is similar to a marketplace; it is an economic competition 

between all the players within the industry; as a business model it demonstrates 

performative products whose value and circulation rely solely on the skills of the artist 

(Ibid., 642).  

The actors in both of the industries and scenes crave for and aim at a global modernity 

through a local existence. They are simultaneously building and being part of culturally 

specific modes of consumption and mediation; they create the culturally specific modernity 

through individual creativity and the following economic accumulation and social progress 

(Ibid., 660). Nollywood films, just like Hiplife concerts are modern spectacles of 

technology and media in many viewers’ and participants’ eyes (Ibid., 659). The actors of 

the entertainment industries are spreading new trends and new thoughts on local modernity 

(Ibid., 646). The globalized nature of the world and the changes it has produced might have 

given new business-oriented imaginaries to local actors, but they also have incited national 

anxieties about cultural integrity. This is why locality and local culture needs to be defined 

by the rules the “new global world order” has created. The locality is defined in relation to 

desires for modernity. (Ibid., 661.)   
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People and cultures are becoming more linked and intertwined in the global arena. People 

are a part of a global network and what they do affects not only the national but also the 

global structures. Global and local confer and even struggle together in order to reproduce. 

In this ‘global debate’ the locality becomes visible and understandable in relation to the 

global (Mazzarella 2004). The actors in the national entertainment industries act as 

mediators to the global debate of locality and modernity. The ‘global generation’ has a 

strong desire to be at the forefront of new trends and modernity. They want to become the 

global voices of Nigeria and of Africa, but only in their own, local terms.                   

4.4 Modernity  
 

I have already touched the topic of modernity, but in this subchapter I will focus more on 

Arjun Appadurai’s (1996) extensive work on the concept of modernity and globalization.  

One of the main arguments in the work of Arjun Appadurai is that globalization of culture 

is not the same as its homogenization, but globalization involves the use of a variety of 

instruments of homogenization. Appadurai utilizes the concept of different “ethnoscapes” 

in order to explain the different streams along which cultural material may be seen to be 

moving across national boundaries. Especially the mediascape and ideoscape are relevant to 

my topic. Mediascapes disseminate the electronic capabilities to produce and propagate 

information. Ideoscapes on the other hand move political and counter-political ideologies. 

(Appadurai 1996, 36-45.) These scapes have given possibilities to produce Nollywood 

films. The “homogenizing” scapes have created story- and visual-wise a very unique local 

film industry. Now, using these same streams of information, Nollywood can influence the 

filmmaking in the rest of Africa and the films can reach a Nigerian audience without a 

concrete space or place; the Nigerian diaspora is disseminated all over the world. These 

scapes also have an effect on the way people think, the way people see the world, and most 

importantly how they imagine the modern.        

Modernity is something the Nigerian people aim at. Even on the state-level there are efforts 

of rebranding Nigeria and of making Lagos the “megapolis” of Western Africa. Modernity 

is easily conceived as western-type modernity with its technologies and individual 

ideologies, but as has been stated before, the global does not simply act as a hegemony, 

compelling every part and every person of the world to act in a certain and similar way. 



 

40 
 

People make the global their own; they make it work in their own cultural and social rules, 

at the same time reproducing their own cultural habitat; the global becomes indigenized 

(Appadurai 1996). The lines between the realistic and the fictional landscapes become 

blurred, constructing imagined worlds in tandem (Ibid., 37). The global and the 

homogenized culture, threatening local worlds, are on some level imagined; there is no 

sense of place or substance to it. The modernity people seek for is collectively imagined. 

The films Nollywood produce are products of an imagination imagining a modern world 

filled with wealth and wellbeing. Imagination is central to all forms of agency. It itself is a 

social fact and the key component of the new world order. (Ibid., 31.)     

The modernity Nigerian film industry promotes is not state-approved nor is it driven on all 

national levels due to the film industry functioning within the shadow structures that are 

essentially apart from the structures of the state. The popular modernity the films mediate is 

a constantly changing end product of Nigerian audiences’ and filmmakers’ imagination and 

desires, global influences from the global mass media outlets, commercial interests and 

traditional and historical continuum in the Nigerian society. The shadow structures are 

often seen as the most rapid road, or even as the only road to acquire modernity. That is 

why the structural chaos is so present in the films and the film industry, and most of all in 

the life choices of the Nigerian people.  

Witchcraft and occultism are an ontological part of the informal shadow structures in 

Nigeria. Peter Geschiere (2008) writes about new forms of witchcraft to which older 

sanctions do not work. Jean and John L. Comaroff (1999) write about a rise in ‘occult 

economies’ to which frauds and ritualistic murders are inherent. The ‘new occultism’ is no 

longer divided between class or race, rather it is a generational experience where global and 

local are at play. I believe that the witchcraft seen in Nollywood films is similar to the ‘new 

occultism’. This kind of occultism has much to do with modernity, or the nation’s journey 

to it. According to Jean and John L. Comaroff, the rise in occult economies is due to the 

processes of globalization and the mysterious mechanisms of the capitalistic market. On 

one hand globalization and its mechanisms show glimpses of sites where global meets local 

and where riches await, on the other hand there is a dawning sense of desperation attendant 

of being left out of the promise of prosperity that the ‘new market’ is supposed to produce. 

Occult economy is an integral feature of millennial capitalism. “It is a fusion of modern and 
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postmodern, hope and hopelessness, utility and futility, promise and perversions”. 

(Comaroff & Comaroff 1999, 284.) Peter Geschiere links witchcraft to modernity as well: 

“modernity seems to be everywhere marked by its own forms of magic, and in many 

respects it might be better to speak of modernity’s enchantment rather than assuming a 

basic trend towards disenchantment”. Traditional and modern are no longer two opposing 

categories, things that used to be traditional exhibit capacity to move themselves into the 

modern. (Geschiere 2008, 317.) ‘Modernity’ is something wanted because of its endless 

possibilities but at the same time modernity, or the glimpses of it, create anxieties due to the 

dramatic polarities of wealth, sanctioned by the legitimacy of the new, capitalistic 

economic order. Everything appears simultaneously possible and impossible. (Comaroff & 

Comaroff 1999, 288, 293.) Nollywood films take advantage of the ‘possible’: on one hand 

the films show how less affluent people can become filthy rich overnight and on the other 

hand they show the anxieties of the people faced with the pressures of wanting something 

too much and turning to black magic. Nollywood films create a sphere where the possible 

can be seen and imagined.  

Arjun Appadurai notes that the imagination has broken out of the expressive space of art, 

myth and ritual and has now become a part of the mental work of ordinary people. People 

imagine and fantasize, and media provides resources for the everyday social processes. This 

imagination is, according to Appadurai, fuel for action and the basis for a collective 

imagination. (Appadurai 1996, 4-7.) The quest for modernity is all around and everybody 

takes part in building and reproducing the collective imagination. The imagination has 

become an organized field of social practices; it has turned into a form of work (Ibid., 31). 

The idea of imagination turning into work is very incisive in the Nigerian context. The 

shadow-like social structures make people imagine of a better future, and these structures 

make people believe in the efforts they do in order to achieve the imagined social reality.  

Appadurai (1996, 41) also writes about the production fetishism and the fetishism of 

consumption that characterize the modern global world, where the relations of production 

are increasingly transnational and the advertising has become global. Lagos is becoming a 

hub for international corporations; the high-rises built by international companies are 

showing the global way of becoming modern. Nollywood films are shot in fancy houses 

and luxury items are placed strategically to show what good life constitutes of. The 
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circulating images the films create work not only as frames for imagination, they also 

pressure people into consumption. Not many Nigerian people can afford the luxury items 

seen on films, so they go and buy the local equivalents, produced to remind the buyer of a 

globally imagined product. Nigerian consumers can now participate in the immediacy of an 

international consumer culture – but only through the mediating capacity of piracy (Larkin 

2008, 225).   

The imagined world might be more modern and more in line with the global, westernized 

world than the actual, real Nigerian world. Global streams have imported western 

technologies, media and ideas to Nigeria, but what they have given rise to, is something 

very Nigerian. Appadurai’s thesis of indigenization of cultural material is relevant in the 

formation and birth of Nollywood and the imagined and commoditized modernity. In the 

field I wondered what my informants considered ‘modernity’ to be. It appears that 

‘modernity’ is not the goal state of being, rather it is a tool to improve the current societal 

state. The two filmmakers, with whom I talked more about the current state of ‘global’ 

Nigeria in relation to their films, did not want to use the word ‘modern' in describing their 

ways of portraying the urban, upper class Nigerian society. Rather they saw their films as 

intertwining Nigerian and Western culture together forming a new state of cultural being, 

mostly referred to as ‘Naija’. Modernity is very much present in the dreams of Nigerian 

people and ideas of Nollywood filmmakers, but the wanted modernity is constructed with 

the rules of locality in mind. I will analyze the phenomenon of Naija culture more deeply in 

chapter 7.    

The chosen theoretical approaches from ‘the popular’ to ‘modernity’ form a theoretical 

continuum for my thesis and show the holism of filmmaking. Every theoretical aspect 

intertwines with one another proving the argument of filmmaking mediating the societal 

discussion and reproducing ideas and assumptions on the collectively imagined, but 

individually pursued modernity.      

Chapter 5. Twenty Years of Nollywood 

In the next three chapters I will present and analyze the findings of my fieldwork in Lagos. 

First, in this chapter, I clarify the model and the different stages of production, marketing 

and distribution of Nollywood films. In chapter six I concentrate on the contents of 
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Nollywood films; storylines, themes and censorship. In the final chapter of my data 

analysis, chapter seven, I reflect on the culture surrounding the films: the star culture and 

the lifestyles of young, urban Lagosians.   

Nollywood was born in Lagos in 1992. Living in Bondage, the first Nollywood film, 

created a new kind of model for filmmaking that would change the whole media scape in 

Nigeria and even on the whole continent (Onuzulike 2007). Some people think that 

Nollywood has given Nigeria a reputation of a backward, voodoo and violence ridden 

country. Others think that Nollywood is the best example of the resilience, innovativeness 

and survival skills of the Nigerian people. Personally, I think that Nollywood is everything 

mentioned above and even more. One thing is sure: Nollywood has changed the whole 

outlook on African popular and mass media, and after 20 years of Nollywood, the film 

industry is still going strong.  

What I noticed during my fieldwork was that the production model of Nollywood had 

changed slightly. Before, in the 1990s and early 2000, the electronics marketers became 

more specialized in film trading. These film marketers usually hired producers who 

produced the films for them. Once done with the film, the hired producer would give all the 

rights to the marketer and the marketer would enjoy all the financial benefits. In the early 

era of Nollywood, marketers were dealing with electronic trade in Nigeria’s open air 

markets. Once having entered the world of film production, it was easy for them to form a 

strong and collective power in financing and distributing their own films. The average 

budgets were from $25 000 to $50 000. (Miller 2012, 119.) Some of my informants said 

that this was the biggest step towards a “content poor” filmmaking where making money 

was a clear priority. It was this marketer-based production model that I had imprinted in my 

mind before going to Lagos. It was fascinating to discover a different reality. 

Nowadays, there is a trend that everybody interested in filmmaking has their own 

independent production house. Producers, directors and marketers – everybody wants to 

have a say in their own film productions. For example a marketer told me that he knew no 

marketer who would only sell and distribute films. According to him everybody in 

Nollywood is following the production house trend.  
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Having an independent production house means that you personally take care of the 

different stages of filmmaking, even marketing and distribution. Usually the production 

houses have permanent employees, for example scriptwriters, actors, directors or 

cinematographers. Sometimes they hire outside help. The production manager of a 

production house called Pikin Mankings View Entertainment hired an outside producer to 

produce the film Half Brothers. Ulzee Production House hired a scriptwriter whenever they 

had a new idea for a film. Emmy Rising Entertainment had their own channels of 

distribution for the film Renunciation – Say No to Campus Cults: the actors would 

distribute the film on the streets of Lagos before getting the printed DVD onto the shelves 

of video stores.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Many professionals multitask: often the directors or producers do the editing of the film and 

the producer can be an actor as well. Although multitasking is close to a norm in 

Nollywood, there can be plenty of people working with one production. For example 

Renunciation, one of the films I was working closely with, employed 184 people. 

Renunciation was a big production with a small budget and most of the people were 

aspiring actors hoping to be seen on the screen even for just one minute. It depends a lot on 

the script, the funding and the pure talents of the producer, but generally a film production 

needs an executive producer, a producer, an artistic director, a 

cameraman/cinematographer, a makeup artist, a guy who holds the microphone or ‘the 

sound engineer’, a scriptwriter and actors and actresses. 

Nollywood films go through a similar production process whether it is a straight-to-DVD or 

a cinema-quality film production. The technical side of the production and filmmaking is 

what makes Nollywood so unique. “Nollywood is an example of specifically situated, 

localized social activity, networked with other sites, that produces something fundamentally 

different from Hollywood in production, distribution, consumption and aesthetics” (Haynes 

2007, 133). 

I will break down the entire process of Nollywood filmmaking in the following 

subchapters. I will also analyze the meanings behind the technical processes. What might 

the film producers portray with their technical decisions and the way they direct their film 

crews and the process of filmmaking – is there any ideology behind it? Or is it just coping 

with minimal resources and trying to produce the next bestselling title? To comprehend the 
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social organization in which movies are made and to understand the behavior of film 

practitioners, it is necessary to know how they think (Powdermaker 1950, 281). The 

process of filmmaking I intend to present shortly is based on my informants’ day-to-day 

practices in order to avoid the academic repetition of Nollywood production models (see 

Haynes 2010). The model of filmmaking is unified, as I mentioned earlier, but there are still 

plenty of differences between the production houses. That is why I will not state any 

“truths” of the production in the following chapter, but things that I saw, heard and 

witnessed during my fieldwork.  

The underlying point is that even the technical parts of filmmaking are not value-free, and 

on some level they portray the desire of ‘becoming somebody’ in the Nigerian society. 

Everything the film practitioners do is for the sake of earning money and getting their 

message heard across the country, and maybe even across the continent. The filmmakers 

want to be successful, and the way they act professionally shows what it is like to be, or at 

least what they think it is like to be, a big star in Nigeria.  

5.1 The Process of Making a Nollywood Film 
 

The filmmaking process tends to be very technical. First, there is the planning of the script, 

then auditioning and casting of the actors and actresses. Then, a location and all the 

necessary equipment, such as cameras and generators, need to be found. The producer has 

to put a team together. That is all part of the preproduction of a film. The process then 

continues with the shooting of the film. The film crew lives on the set for a few weeks, or 

as long as the shooting goes on. After the shooting of the film, the editing and all the 

postproduction “tweaking” can start. Somewhere along the production line, if it is an 

independent producer, the producer starts looking for a marketer or/and a copyright 

distributor s/he can work with. Before releasing the film, the film needs to be approved by 

the National Film and Video Censors Board (NFVCB).  

Being a filmmaker is like any other office job and most of the times it is far from being 

glamorous. That is how every producer I interviewed described their jobs and everyday 

routines. “You go to the office in the morning, send some emails, do paperwork and go 

home. Every other month you go on set.” Naturally, the day-to-day job varies a lot 

depending on what the practitioner actually does in the film industry. Referring to the 
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multitasking, most of the film producers are not only producers, sometimes they act, write 

scripts, direct and look for investors all at the same time. Basically, anybody can do 

anything in Nollywood, which is one of the aspects that give the production model its 

uniqueness. Multitasking also makes the quick pace of producing possible. Some 

production houses that I was working with said they released three films at the same time 

every two weeks, just to make sure the audience was satisfied and never to forget the label 

of their production house.  

It is difficult to find reliable and current statistical data regarding Nollywood. UNESCO 

Institute for Statistics (UIS) made a research on the global film production and the numbers 

on Nollywood date back to 2009. Based on various sources, a typical Nollywood film 

budget is around 30 000 euros. The production budgets have mostly gone up, although 

plenty of very low-budget films are still being made for under 10 000 euros. The most 

productive producers make 20 to 40 titles a year and the average movie release sells 50 000 

copies. (Acland 2012.) For comparison, Figurine, a cinema quality film released in 2009, 

cost 70 million naira (around 300 000 euros) to make and the box office revenues were only 

30 million naira (130 000 euros) possibly due to the lack of cinemas in Nigeria. DVD sales 

are still the lifeline of Nollywood films, although there have been more of bigger budget 

and cinema-quality films being released. For example, Last Flight to Abuja won many 

awards with its budget of around 180 000 euros. Inarguably the most expensive feature-

length film in the history of Nollywood, and the whole Nigerian film industry for that 

matter, was released in 2013. Half of The Yellow Sun is based on the novel with the same 

name and its budget was a staggering 1, 27 billion naira (over 6, 5 million euros). Half of 

the Yellow Sun was shot in Tinapa film studios, the only film studio in Nigeria, across five 

weeks. The film is made in partnership with The British Film Institute but the funding is 

mainly gathered from Nigerian private investors. (IMDb n.d.) For comparison, a 

Hollywood box office film in 2013, for example The Hunger Games: Catching Fire cost 

over 100 million euros to make (IMDb n.d.). 

 The growing number of cinema-quality films is a clear sign of the change happening in 

Nollywood. Some say that prayers have been answered; some say it is normal development 

of professionalism. Either way, Nollywood is no longer only defined by low-budget and 

straight-to-DVD movie productions.  
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5.1.1 Preproduction 

 

Every producer I interviewed said that they worked with as many projects as they could at 

the same time. Having plenty of projects to deal with, some might actually start moving 

forward once the funding was secured. ”In Nollywood, you should never put all your eggs 

in one basket”, said one actor/director. Although the film budgets might seem quite low, 

getting enough of funding is one of the biggest, if not the biggest problems in Nollywood. 

Banks do not loan money to filmmakers and there are no institutionalized funding streams 

or methods. The money might come from the profits of previous films, from friends and 

family or from marketers. That is why filmmaking is seen as such a risky business. There is 

plenty of circulating rumors and stories about filmmakers who did not quite make it: they 

sold everything they owned in order to produce a film, and instead of becoming rich and 

famous, they lost everything.   

Once the producer has selected a project to start working with, he or she will start working 

more intensely with the script. Some filmmakers said they could spend up to two months 

working with one script, for others it only took a few weeks. Usually filmmakers would 

continue to change the script even while shooting on location. “The script is the most 

important part so you truly need to make it work”, said a director who was keen on 

spending much time working on his scripts.  

Once the script is ready, or as ready it can be, the auditioning for prospective actors and 

actresses starts. Some production houses put on posters around Lagos, telling about the 

auditions. Filmmakers send text messages to numbers they have gotten from agents or from 

previous projects. Auditioning and casting are important stages, because traditionally films 

with familiar faces sell better. That is why the biggest stars seem to be on every single 

DVD cover. Some people only watch films that have their favorite actors and actresses on 

them. But for example the producer of Renunciation wanted to break this habit by bringing 

as many unfamiliar faces to his film as he could. He actually saw himself as the benefactor 

of whole Nollywood by bringing new, non-professional actors and actresses into the 

knowledge of a wider audience. 

I went to one audition in order to see how it is done. The audition was for Half Brothers, a 

straight-to-DVD production. I got a text message invitation to the audition, as one of my 
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friends, an actress, had given my number to the producer. For some reason the producer 

thought I would be interested in an acting career. The invitation message, written with caps 

lock, boldly stated that you could showcase any of your talents: modeling, acting, dancing 

or even singing. “This was the chance of a lifetime to become a celebrity”, it stated.  

In the audition, people were not dressed to impress: no fake diamonds, no high heels, as 

was usually the case in Nollywood circles. Some of the aspiring actors were speaking so 

quietly that you could barely hear them. The next day the producer, or the production house 

manager, as he liked to call himself, did the role casting for the selected actors and models. 

Ten of twenty applicants had gotten a role of some kind in Half Brothers. One week after 

the audition I got another text message saying I could come and pick up the final script for 

Half Brothers. Apparently the shooting was scheduled to start one week after the audition 

but it was delayed for some unstated reason. The location was outside of Lagos and the 

whole crew had to live on the set for a month. Although Half Brothers is a straight-to-DVD 

production of a lesser quality, the production house manager put in a great deal of effort 

and time. He wanted to make this one to be his best film ever, although he had a similar and 

“even bigger” project coming straight after this one. 

Once the auditions and casting are done, the next stage is to secure the equipment and 

location. Usually production houses borrow their filming equipment from specialized 

dealers. Nollywood has no studios so most of the shootings are done on the streets of 

Lagos. For indoor shootings, film crews often rent big houses located in the wealthier parts 

of Lagos. Some production houses even own their own houses for uninterrupted shootings. 

There are some state-of-the-art film studios in Tinapa, Calabar region, located in the 

southeast of Nigeria, but for most of the film producers the studios are too far, too booked 

or too expensive. Depending on the size of the film project, some producers hire a 

production designer, who will look at all the location related technical parts. The 

preparation for the film set should take no more than one month.  

Preproduction seems to be an ongoing project. Production houses are constantly dealing 

with new scripts and possible investors. It is a hard work to keep the DVD shelves filled 

with the house’s own productions, when the usual shelf life for an average straight-to-DVD 

film is around two to three weeks before the pirates start duplicating the film or the film 

will pass into oblivion of the spectators (The Economist 2010). 
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Without proper planning the film will fail. A tight schedule and adequate funding will not 

be enough for a successful movie. Preproduction stage affects the whole film production 

process. According to some filmmakers, the stage of preproduction is the most important 

stage. As filmmakers do not have big budgets, they need to put bigger efforts on the script 

writing and planning of the thematic idea of the film. 

5.1.2 Location 

 

Many of my Nigerian friends told me that Nigerians do not have patience. That is why they 

are constantly trying out new business ideas, and that is why Nigerian films are made in 

such a hurry – lack of patience and lack of money. In the western media and academic 

studies, time has been said to be one of the most defining aspects of Nollywood 

productions. Many of western made documentaries are focusing on the fast pace shooting 

of the films. Nollywood is known for its ability to shoot a two-hour long film just in one or 

two weeks. (Haynes 2007; Nollywood Babylon 2009; Miller 2012.) 

This is true: the films are being shot quickly. Renunciation was seen as a failure because of 

the lengthiness of the shooting. They shot the film in approximately 55 days. The shooting 

stopped whenever the film crew ran out of money. Once they found a new stream of 

money, they continued to shoot. The fast pace of film shooting is worthy of respect as the 

filmmakers can change the scripts, and some even start to edit the ready video footage, 

while on set.  

The shooting days are very long and consequently most of the cast sleeps on set, especially 

if the location happens to be outside of Lagos. I went to one shooting for a TV series, where 

the cast lived in the same house as the series was shot in. Every morning the film crew 

arranged the house back to looking like the setting seen on television. For two weeks, they 

never left the house. Separate Lives, the TV series, had 15 days to shoot two different 

seasons. The days started early in the morning and ended whenever they had shot between 

one and a half to two episodes. Although the days were long and the house was crowded 

and sweaty, as they had to turn off the air conditioner while shooting due to the noise the 

appliances produced, the two producers still had time to start editing the series.  
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To my surprise, I managed to have a small role in Renunciation. I did two different scenes. 

It was interesting how the producer changed the script by adding a new member to the cast 

with no planning in advance; the changes were made during the same day I arrived to do 

participant observation on the set. Each of the two shoots took 15 minutes. The cameraman 

took the broad picture twice and then the close-ups once. I had no makeup on and I was 

dressed very casually in comparison to the rest of the cast. For example my co-star was 

rocking a golden evening mini-dress with a lot of fake diamonds and the highest heels I 

have ever seen. There was one camera and one microphone, nothing else.  

Most of the producers were extremely proud of their ability to shoot feature-length films in 

such a short time. That was the Nigerian “pop, pop, pop style”. To the filmmakers, being 

able to shoot a film successfully in just two weeks is an example of the Nigerian 

innovativeness and a reason for pride.  

 

Shooting Renunciation – Say No to Campus Cults 
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Indoor shooting at the set of Separate Lives 

 

5.1.3. Post-production 

 

The stages of post-production, especially editing, might be the final ‘straw’ that separates 

low-budget films from the bigger budget movies. In Nollywood, editing usually means 

cutting and “gluing” the appropriate scenes together, and then putting some generic music 

on top of the scenes. The music and the sound effects are highly standardized. For example 

occult manifestations are always accompanied with similar electronically generated sounds 

(Haynes 2007, 145).  Sometimes one scene can continue for ten minutes with the same 

song playing in the background. These scenes usually show some kind of transitions: for 

example a scene where a man gets into his car, his doorman opens the gate, the doorman 

closes the gate, the man drives and then he gets off the car. A friend of mine said that the 

films need to show everything, or otherwise some viewers might not understand the story 

and would think that the people on the screen would be doing magic.  

The special effects used in editing of Nollywood films are my absolute favorite. Some of 

the more action-like voodoo oriented films have a lot of computer made special effects. 

One director said in an interview that the special effects in Nollywood are horrific in the 

wrong way (Good Copy Bad Copy 2007). To my Nigerian friends the special effects were 
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the top reason why they considered Nollywood to be so embarrassing to watch. There are 

plenty of lightings, smoky explosions and transformations from animals to human beings 

and vice versa. In one film that I watched from Africa Magic TV channel, there was a scene 

with a gunshot; the bullet killed a man sitting in his car without the car window breaking. 

The filmmakers are aware of the grim look of the special effects, but they still consider 

using them because “it is simply amazing we have the possibility to make any special 

effects at all”, as one producer told me in an interview.  

For what I witnessed, it seems that the producers aiming at better quality films stay away 

from stories that would need a lot of special effects. They stick to films in which the story 

is enough. The films with the lowest budgets you can find are the ones that are riddled with 

special effects. The witch’s smoky and blue lightning-like spell seen on the TV screen 

might not be scary, but at least it is extremely entertaining.  

 

5.2 Marketing and Distribution 

 

 

 

A video shop in Idumota Market 
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DVDs on display in Idumota Market 

 

Every practitioner working in Nollywood seemed to think that marketing and especially 

distribution was Nollywood’s Achilles heel: the lack of a proper distribution network is the 

reason why the film business is not generating more profits. Copyrights and piracy are big 

problems as well, but I will tackle that subject in the following subchapter.  

Nollywood is lacking of any proper institutionalized distribution network. Nollywood was 

born as a very informal horizontal network, which partly explains the faulty distribution 

(Miller 2012). At the moment marketers, located in the main film and electronics 

distribution centers, and pirates handle the film distribution. There are some copyright 

distributors as well, who mainly deal with nonmaterial media rights and distribution of TV 

content in Nigeria and abroad. The distributors see themselves as the marketers of the 

internet era; they do not care for the old DVD format of Nollywood. The government has 

had some kind of efforts to improve the film distribution with no apparent changes to the 

network. 

The new players in the distribution scene are various Internet platforms. The biggest one 

being iRoko Partners, who has several platforms, both free and subject to a charge. 

iROKOtv, the “African equivalent to Netflix”, was launched in 2012 and it gained 500 000 
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users in its first six-month-period. iROKOtv is being watched in 178 countries and the 

platform has over 5000 films online. (Iroko Partners 2013.) 

Internet is becoming a bigger player in film distribution but due to poor and expensive 

broadband connections in Nigeria, the platforms still serve people who live mainly abroad. 

Many people in the entertainment industry were planning to start trial runs with Internet 

distribution. Some of them were planning to release content only via their own Internet 

platform. It seemed that everybody wanted to create their own platforms. Some of the film 

producers were concerned about possible copyright infringements online. For example for 

iROKOtv, the copyright owner has to sell the content and copyrights of his film for a one-

year period and only after that period, the original copyright owners would have the rights 

to do whatever they want with the film. Traditionally, producers have had quarrels with the 

marketers over adequate copyright compensations. The Nigerian law is ambiguous about 

who retains ownership of a movie’s copyright – the producers who created the film or the 

marketers who financed it – though as a practical matter the financiers usually end up 

holding the master copy and thus control the film (Rice 2013, 110). Nowadays online 

distributors are seen as the new copyright “predators” and many equates video streaming 

with piracy (Ibid., 110). Marketers have been accused by the independent producers of 

“chopping their money”, which loosely translated means devouring somebody’s money.  

Nigeria is getting wealthier and wealthier. It is said that around 30% of the Nigerian 

population are active Internet users. 30% of the population means 50 000 000 potential 

paying customers. (Internet World Stats 2012.) But using the Internet is still slow and 

expensive. Internet user number will inevitably grow and the broadband will become more 

common. In a few years’ time the role of Internet platforms will inarguably change and 

become more important. But for now, DVD sales are still the number one income source in 

Nollywood. 

5.2.1 DVD sales 

 

Despite many efforts, the country-wide distribution network has not changed much since 

the early days of Nollywood. The film distribution is still run by marketers in the big 

market centers such as Alaba, Idumota and Onitsha. The marketers used to be mainly 

electronics traders. One informant told that film marketers of today, before specializing in 
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Nollywood films, used to trade pirated Hollywood and Bollywood films before the birth of 

Nollywood. Today, marketers have their home base in one of the markets where they 

mainly do wholesale and from these markets they distribute films onwards to other market 

centers and individual sales people. (Miller 2012, 119.)  

Going to an electronics market, where the DVD sales mostly happen, is an interesting and 

stressful experience. It took two months for me to talk my friends into joining me to the 

markets. They did not want to do it, even when I found out that no one had actually been to 

the markets before. My friends thought we would be first kidnapped, and then murdered, 

and the kidnappers would then sell our body parts to the voodoo witches. Obviously, 

everything went well when visiting the Yoruba-owned Idumota market on Lagos Island. 

However, I had never seen my friend, a big Nigerian man, so stressed and worried.  

The marketers I talked with were all of the same opinion that DVD sales were plummeting, 

and something had to be done in order to save the marketers’ source of income. The pirates 

were on the marketers’ turf and the audience was unwilling to pay 400 Naira (about 1, 80 

euros) for one single DVD, when they could buy four films on one single memory card for 

half the price from the pirates. There was a cheaper VCD format available for less than 200 

Naira as well, but the Idumota marketers told me that, “nobody buys VCDs anymore 

because of the extremely low quality”. One producer told me that if there would be a proper 

government or other organization led distribution framework, there would be no problem to 

sell a million copies in Nigeria. In a country of around 168 million people, selling one 

million copies might actually be “a piece of cake”.  

Before the actual selling part, the marketer takes care of the cutting of the DVDs, printing 

of the jackets and other publicity material and the packaging of the DVDs. One prominent 

marketer told me that you need eight to ten million naira (35 000-45 000 euros) just for the 

release of a film in order for the film to make money. This might be very true, but I am sure 

that most of Nollywood producers would not put more money into the marketing of the 

film than into the actual making of the film. It depends on how many DVDs the filmmaker 

plans to release as well. For the last production, the ten-million-naira-marketer released 

200 000 copies, and that was just the first batch. However, the average of copies being 

released is around 50 000 (Iroko Partners 2013). 
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5.2.2 Cinemas and Other Distribution Channels 

 

In 2013 there were 20 cinemas in Nigeria, making the number of screens 90 in total. The 

number of cinemas is quite small for a country of 168 million people, especially for a 

country with a thriving film industry. A representative of Silverbird Cinemas had made one 

graph showing that the number of cinemas will triple by 2020. Especially in Lagos, security 

has gone up and people are once again willing to go out, even at nighttime. 95% of 

Nigerian cinemas are within shopping malls with armed security guards taking care of 

shoppers’ security. The cinemas mostly show foreign films: for example in 2011 there were 

only 16 Nigerian films that made it onto the big screens. In 2009, from the top ten most 

watched films in cinemas only one was Nigerian, called “Ije – The Journey” with 54 184 

admissions (Acland 2012). 

The low rate of cinema going makes sense. The ticket prices in Lagos are as high as in 

Helsinki. The cinemas of Lagos are alike any cinemas with the same popcorn machines, 

same movie props and 3D technologies and squashy chairs. A modern cinema in Lagos is 

clearly a place for the wealthy people. The few existing shopping malls are considered to be 

very modern: there are food courts, big grocery stores, western clothing stores and cinemas. 

The local media and Nollywood practitioners were talking a lot about a phenomenon called 

‘New-Nollywood’. New-Nollywood is defined with better quality Nigerian films that were 

specially made for cinema distribution. The Nigerian audience is clearly starting to ask for 

more. Nigerian films need to step their game up and the filmmakers are very aware of that. 

The cinema-going culture might not be there yet, but in some 20 years it might easily be the 

favorite past time of the Nigerian people. But in order to get the cinema airing time, the 

filmmakers need to change their production model quite a lot. Cinema distribution is a 

completely different issue than straight-to-DVD distribution.  

I talked more deeply about the New-Nollywood phenomenon with the director of the 

Nollywood Studies Center. He said that many of the filmmakers are nowadays aiming at 

cinemas because it is the most certain way to get returns. On the other hand, when aiming 

at cinema quality, the filmmakers need to have more money for the production costs, and 

most of them still do not have that kind of funding channels. There are plenty of stories 

with films that did not make it in the cinemas and the losses were big. The thing is that 
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cinemas work differently from DVD markets; the product could be very good and it still 

would not get paying spectators. The filmmakers need to know the modalities of working 

with the cinemas; for example when is the right time to release a homegrown film. If there 

is a Hollywood blockbuster being released at the same time, the Nigerian film probably will 

not stand a chance. According to the Nollywood Studies Center, the quick and ready way of 

producing films simply will not work with cinemas. You need more time in order to get 

your money back, and in Nigeria, people want to have their money back quickly.  

Because of its informality and fast-paced release possibilities, Internet is definitely the next 

platform that filmmakers are looking at. Almost everybody with whom I talked with was 

planning to release some content to the Internet. But many wanted to create their own 

platforms and not use the bigger, already existing ones such as iROKOtv. One 

actor/model/musician was planning to create a new YouTube-channel, where viewers could 

interactively suggest new twists to the plot of the planned “Nollywood-styled Internet 

series”. The lack of infrastructure is still a major obstacle for the success of Internet 

platforms. Nigerians are going online very quickly, but as I mentioned earlier, surfing 

online is still very slow and expensive. Often-occurring power cuts are also a big problem 

with computer usage: no personal generator means no time on the Internet.  

The third platform prominent in Nigeria is the television. None of my friends watched 

national TV channels, but satellite TV was doing great amongst the wealthier population of 

Lagos. There were plenty of channels focusing on African content, the biggest ones being 

Africa Magic and EbonyLife TV. Both TV channels produce their own content as well as 

buy copyrights for films and TV series. For example Separate Lives, the two season-long 

soap opera about four girls who lived together, was commissioned and funded by 

EbonyLife TV.  

Africa Magic has six different channels, focused on segmented content. Some of the 

channels are only showing Nigerian films. For example there are separate channels for 

Yoruba, English and Hausa-language films made in Nigeria. One distributor told me that 

Africa Magic is the most watched satellite channel group in Africa. 

Both Africa Magic and EbonyLife TV are showing a lot of lifestyle and reality shows, such 

as Big Brother Africa, Africa’s Next Top Model and Desperate Housewives Africa. Both 
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channels describe their main viewers as the Afro-hip generation, who are “proud of 

Africa’s past and excited about its possibilities of tomorrow” (EbonyLife TV 2013). These 

two TV channels, both founded in the 21
st
 century, are clear rivals for the Western, Asian 

and Latin-American TV content providers. Africans are clearly sharing their dreams on 

satellite via western format reality shows and Nigerian films.       

5.3 Copyrights and Piracy  
 

Copyright infringements and piracy are one of the biggest and trickiest problems 

Nollywood is facing today. iROKOtv has estimated that up to 50% of film producers’ 

revenues are lost to the pirates (Iroko Partners 2013). Many people from the film industry 

are looking at the governmental bodies to do something in order to tackle the pirates. 

According to some film producers, Nigeria has signed several treaties regarding copyright 

laws at World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) but has never ratified them, 

giving less legal protection to the Nollywood content providers, especially for online 

content. 

Now filmmakers and marketers have about two to three weeks to collect all the money 

from DVD sales. Some additional revenues might come from selling the copyrights to 

distributors, TV channels or Internet platforms. In Nigeria, it seems that copyrights like 

everything else, are up for discussion. Usually copyright agreements will be agreed 

between the producer and the marketer; independent producers tend to keep their own 

copyrights and give the marketer the marketing rights for a certain period of time. 

According to my marketer informant, agreements do vary a lot in Nollywood. Distributors 

usually leave the DVD sales for the marketers and concentrate only on “immaterial” media 

rights of the films, meaning mostly TV and broadcasting rights.   

Nollywood practitioners mostly agree that piracy is alive and well because there is a gap in 

the distribution network. If the filmmaker does not provide enough of material content, 

such as VCDs and DVDs, there will be pirates to do the work instead. In order to release 

more content, filmmakers and marketers need more funding and functioning distribution 

channels. Sales people cannot go to every village in order to sell newly released films, just 

like people in the villages cannot all go to big markets, sometimes located very far away, in 

order to buy films. Sometimes it is more convenient to buy films straight from street 
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vendors with big wheelbarrows full of DVDs rather than going to the crowded markets. 

These wheelbarrow sellers are part of the ‘oil market’, a second cycle film market that sell 

films for very little money (30 naira or so) and little profit (10 naira or so). The director of 

Nollywood Studies Center told me that the ‘oil market’ refers to selling films by the barrel. 

Marketers sell films to the oil market only when voluminous sales are the sole intent. There 

were some thoughts on releasing films straight to the oil market, which would give the 

marketers voluminous sales, but in the end the idea was forgotten because of the opposition 

from the various Nollywood practitioners’ associations. There are new hologram stamps 

that the Nigerian Copyright Commission (NCC) has started to put on some of the original 

DVDs, but the stamps have been criticized to be very easy to reproduce. Sometimes it is 

quite hard to know whether you are buying the real thing or not.  

Pirates are not only selling pirated content, they are selling it extremely cheaply. This 

creates pressure on the marketers to lower their prices. It is a vicious and destructive cycle. 

The ironic part is that the first Nollywood marketers started by being pirates themselves. 

The marketers mostly started as sellers of pirated foreign films in Alaba market. In recent 

years there has been a wholesale shift in which many entrepreneurs previously involved in 

the distribution of pirated material have switched to the reproduction and dispersal of legal 

media due to the growth in the production of Nollywood films. It is a noteworthy fact that it 

was the mass importation of mostly pirated foreign music and films that brought in the 

capital and professional expertise to facilitate the rise of a local film industry. (Larkin 2004, 

290.) As Brian Larkin (2004) points out, media piracy has an infrastructural place in the 

Nigerian media sphere and in the organizational architecture of a globalized nation. Piracy 

and the wider infrastructure it has generated reveal the organization of contemporary 

Nigerian society. They show how the parallel economy has become more central, 

overlapping and interpenetrating with the official economy, mixing illegal and legal 

regimes, uniting social actors, and organizing common networks. This infrastructure creates 

its own modes of spatiality, linking Nigeria into new economic and social networks. (Ibid., 

309.)  

Although Nigerian films are a legitimate media form, they could not exist without the 

infrastructure created by its illegitimate double, the pirate media. Piracy and the shadow 

structures of media depend heavily on the flow of media from official and regulated forms 
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of trade but then develop its own structures of reproduction and distribution external and 

internal to the state economy. The pirates operate as a corruption of communication 

infrastructures that develops its own circuits of distribution using officially organized 

media (Larkin 2004, 290-293).     

Piracy has always been present in the Nigerian mediascape but in order to create something 

truly successful, Nollywood needs to change its ‘ammo’ against piracy. The NCC is 

fighting against piracy, but copyright infringements should be made into a penal act. In the 

past two years there have been only 45 arrests and convictions relating to piracy. For what I 

witnessed, the piracy discussion consisted of pointing fingers at each other; Nollywood 

accuses NCC for not protecting the filmmakers while NCC accuses Nollywood for not 

collaborating with them. In the end, I think that both of them are right.  

“If the business side of the industry is not taken care of, then the industry is not well”, said 

one marketer. The industry needs to be more structured and institutionalized in order to 

become the booming moneymaker it deserves to be. Many efforts have been made, both on 

the industrial and the governmental side. For example, it is decided that all analogue 

transmission will change into digital transmission by 2015 in Nigeria. This will create 

thousands of new TV channels if content providers are willing to work and provide content 

for them. Nowadays the “analogue waves” are completely full with 200 TV channels, as I 

learned in a Nollywood conference held in Lagos.  

I heard from a distributor that Nigerian national TV channels do not pay for content, 

because they can go and buy the DVD for small money from the various markets. The 

distributor also said that Africa Magic pays a thousand euro remuneration for provided 

content, but they might sell the acquired rights onwards without giving profits to the 

original copyrights owner. During my last week in Lagos, the Nigeria Broadcast 

Commission (NBC) decided to ban over 100 contemporary Nigerian musicians and their 

music from the national media outlets. The stated reason for the ban was the increasing 

organization of the music industry and collective management on topics such as royalty 

payments. This was a big shock amongst everybody I knew. Nigerian music industry is 

even bigger and more thriving than the film industry and it has spread across the whole 

continent of Africa. I do not know if the NBC statement remained as a warning to the music 

industry. However, the film people saw this statement as the government waging war 
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against the creative industries of Nigeria. Some people said that the government does not 

see the potential of the creative industry in creating a better image of Nigeria. Nigeria is 

trying to rebrand itself and although it is said that President Goodluck Jonathan is a 

“President who loves Nollywood”, as he was introduced on various occasions, the 

government officials are still rather far away from harnessing Nollywood to the rebranding 

purposes.  

It is not easy being a Nollywood film producer, when there are no real, institutionalized 

structures supporting their endeavors. Technology influences through its failure as much as 

through success (Larkin 2004, 291). The environment does not give practitioners the 

wanted and much needed support; often it only gives obstacles: power cuts, generator 

breakdowns, traffic jams, corruption and piracy.  Breakdowns and failures are inherent to 

all technologies, but in societies such as Nigeria, where failure is the default state of 

technological existence, the failures take on a far greater material and political presence 

(Larkin 2004, 291). There is a true interplay between legal and illegal, formal and informal, 

both equally global in their networked substance.  

Chapter 6. What the Films Want to Say – A Content Analysis 

 

Hollywood films have neither substance nor storyline, they have only flying helicopters and 

missiles exploding. I can fill this vacuum with African culture and captivate audiences. 

 – Chief Eddie Ugbomah, independent filmmaker (Ukadike & Ugbomah 1994, 199.) 

 

I have been writing a lot about producing a Nollywood film and now it is time to look more 

closely at the contents of the films. Although the contents of Nollywood films might seem 

quite unified, I dare say based on my field data, that behind the scenes there are deeper 

thoughts on what producers want to say with their films and what the films are supposed to 

portray.  

In a Nigerian mindset business is much underlined. Every professional in the Nigerian film 

industry emphasizes the business aspect of filmmaking. “You need to always remember 

that it’s show business”, one film producer told me. Alongside the business aspect, 

filmmaking is also viewed as something meaningful, almost as art. Every filmmaker that I 

socialized with or that I interviewed were very proud of their films and wanted me to know 
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that for each film there was a certain message or a theme that was important to them and to 

the audience. The filmmakers did not see Nollywood films as being part of visual art, and 

some films that other filmmakers had produced were seen as almost trash-like, but their 

own films were always seen as something ‘beautiful’. All the producers, whom I 

interviewed, said that they entered the film industry because of their endless love for films, 

not only to make money and to get rich.  

Nollywood films have been criticized to be apolitical and they have been attacked since the 

video-film revolution’s birth for their lack of social and political utility for the Nigerian 

society (Haynes 2006, 511; Larkin 2008, 177). For example John McCall (2007, 96) writes, 

“Nollywood has no view, no agenda, no ideology”. The Nigerian government has accused 

Nollywood of portraying too much occult sensationalism and not enough representations of 

Nigeria that the government considers to be socially progressive (McCall 2007, 94). 

Nigerian video-films have been criticized to be the complete opposites of other African 

produced art house-films. The films do not share the same political ambitions or the 

cultural efforts of the earlier generation of African or Nigerian film producers (Larkin 2008, 

177). On some levels it is true, as the filmmakers would not touch topics such as political 

revolutions, the corruption of the incumbent government or the dire situation with Boko 

Haram in the northern parts of Nigeria. Most of the content critique however, is directed to 

how Nollywood tends to portray African culture in an embarrassing way, as a stereotype, 

just as the former colonial cinema used to do (Schultz 2012, 255-256). Films are filled with 

occultism, witchcraft and savage rituals (Haynes 2006; Larkin 2008; Diawara 2010; Schultz 

2012). Nevertheless, the political dimension is very central in Nigeria. Of course, all of 

Nigeria’s problems cannot be reduced to issues of political leadership, but for reasons that 

are in large part political, conditions in Nigeria are such that practically every dimension of 

life, from the spiritual to domestic, is saturated with anxiety, and this anxiety underlies and 

animates nearly the entire thematic and generic gamut of the videos. (Haynes 2006, 514.) In 

other words, Nollywood films are linked to the Nigerian political sphere through the 

representations of the everyday life; emotional and moral choices of individuals seen on the 

screen. Nollywood films “wage a political critique” through the language of melodrama 

(Larkin 2008, 182). As Nicole Medjigbodo (1980, 373) writes: art can never be apolitical.  
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According to the film producers I interviewed, the success behind Nollywood is the 

storyline that Nigerians and Africans can relate to. Nollywood films tell how it is: how the 

Nigerian people are coping and improving their surroundings, even when one cannot trust a 

single authority. Nigerian films feed and grow from the economic, social and spiritual 

insecurities dominant in Lagos and Nigerian society as a whole (Larkin 2008). Despite all 

the critique, Nollywood is seen to be the first “catalyst” to provide a framework for a 

continent-wide popular discourse on what it means to be African (McCall 2007, 94). 

Whether it is a low budget straight-to-DVD kind of film or a high end production aiming at 

cinema distribution or at film festivals, the storylines seem to be relatively similar. The 

main narrative structure is mostly melodramatic. Birgit Meyer writes that there is no real 

differentiation made between genres in the video film industry. It seems that the only 

noticeable difference is whether the film is primarily concentrated on the occult forces or 

on family dramas. (Meyer 2004, 99.) After watching tens of Nollywood films I have to 

agree on some level with Meyer. Especially the low budget films seem to have exactly the 

same story structures and visual “clichés” in their storylines. After that being said, I also 

think there are different genres in Nollywood, although the classifications might be more 

fickle as the Western ones. The films consist of comedies, dramas, Christian films, crime 

and horror. But these genres will have more similarities between them than in the more 

strict western genres. Every story, and it does not matter which genre it is related to, is 

combined together with melodrama and inundated with soap opera formatting (Ukadike 

2000, 246). Nollywood films are storyline ‘hybrids’ in which a specific genre theory might 

not apply; the narrative styles mix the dominant cinematic codes with the conventions of 

other types of indigenous cultural expression. (Ukadike 2000, 248). 

The use of melodramatic narrative structure means that Nollywood films try to make 

something ordinary and private into a heightened drama. Usually there is a battle between 

good and evil, and it goes without saying that the good always wins. Films also need to 

feature reference points of modernity, which seems to mean above all, material wealth in a 

Nigerian context (Meyer 2004). The contradiction is big and vast between the traditional 

village life and the more glamorous high life in the cities. Witchcraft intertwines the 

traditional and the modern together. In order to get out of the village or poverty the 

character usually goes through an evil phase, be it witchcraft, voodoo or deception of a 
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family member. Towards the end of the film, the evil doings always start to haunt the 

character. I see that the wealth, i.e. the ‘modernity’, achieved by way of some kind of 

witchcraft is considered only a half-modernity; the wealth is frowned upon and sooner or 

later the evil doer will go back to his or her old traditional and moneywise poor ways. 

Salvation and real modernity comes through faith. The real material wealth is acquired 

through redemption. I will write more about the moralities of gaining material wealth in the 

following subchapter. 

Producers cannot afford the film to flop, which means playing it safe plot-wise. They need 

to put every effort to the story: the filmmakers need to make it seem real in order to make 

the movie sell. The audience is expecting the film to raise certain social issues that are 

current in Nigerian society. In order to play it safe the producers also include as many 

representations of different social classes as they can – for people to be able to identify 

themselves with the film characters. (Meyer 2004.) Filmmakers portray the desires of the 

audience and the audience desires to see what is happening around them, what the real 

Nigerian life is all about. The audience also wants to see something that can possibly 

happen to them – that one day they could have a big house in the rich parts of Lagos. 

It is vital to have a message hidden in the storyline but it is also vital to keep the audience 

entertained. Borrowing a filmmaker’s words: “The Nigerian people, our audience, have 

been through a lot. The Nigerian spectators do not want to be reminded of their hardship. 

They want to dream, they want to see good things happening to other people so they see it 

can be done. Life can become better, just like it did for the people on the screen.” 

6.1 Climbing up the social ladder  

 

Raised as a Westerner amid Hollywood and European films, Nollywood films are not the 

easiest ones to watch. My friends in Lagos never admitted to watching Nigerian films. They 

complained about the bad visuals, about the audio that will damage your hearing and about 

the endless stream of similar stories. Even some professionals in the movie industry told me 

that they never watched Nollywood films. As a result, they did not know what other 

production houses were doing. Nevertheless, Nigerian films are somehow the most watched 

films throughout Nigeria and the rest of Africa. One distributor told me that Africa Magic, 

a channel that shows mostly Nigerian films is the most watched satellite TV station in 
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Africa. My Nigerian mother softly laughed at my willingness to study Nigerian films, but 

since the TV in my room was synchronized with hers, I can tell that she mostly watched 

Africa Magic. After a few months of watching Nollywood films I started to understand the 

cultural aspects and the context a bit more. I started to laugh at the jokes and I understood 

why some things were shocking. I was surprised how intriguing and funny some of the 

films were. My ears were still hurting from the incredibly bad recordings but I was hooked 

on Nollywood. 

After talking and spending time with my Lagosian friends, all of them doing quite well in 

the Nigerian society, I noticed they were living the reality that most of the films were 

portraying – a reality with big houses, champagne bottles and fancy cars. A reality, where 

the most extreme ‘hustle’ in order to survive is over. Manthia Diawara writes that the 

reason why Nollywood films are so popular and meaningful for Nigerians is that the films 

portray the road to riches. In Hollywood the portrayed world is “already there”. (Diawara 

2010, 175-180.) In Nollywood films the transition from rags to riches is evident and a 

norm. The films show consumption as a virtue and fetishize certain luxury items, such as 

Mercedes Benz cars. The films clearly change the dream world of Nigerians: wealthy 

lifestyles and neighborhoods are now desired, not only seen as something under exclusion. 

(Haynes 2007, 141.) I think that my friends and the more affluent population in Lagos are 

already at the stage where they do not need to question their status in society and that is 

why they are not that interested in Nollywood films; they do not think the films are talking 

to them. They also have money for a monthly Internet connection in order to download and 

watch newly released Hollywood films that give them more of that “wow-factor”, or so 

they said.  

Based on my interviews and general discussion with filmmakers, the most important thing 

story-wise is to make the audience believe that the story could actually happen. For 

example that finding a new, wealthier life in Lagos is possible. This “make-believe”, as 

filmmaking was sometimes referred to, seems to sell especially amongst the 

underprivileged people. 

Most of the films made in Nollywood appear to portray the gaps between poor and rich 

people. The world of the rich people is attainable but you need to choose your way: through 

witchcraft or through faith and hard work. The films clearly show the ways and the faux-
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pas on how to get to the land of the rich. Roughly speaking, the plot continuums show the 

very basic belief system of the Nigerian people: the powerful division between doing 

something evil and doing something that God approves in order to get rich. As Jonathan 

Haynes (2006, 520) writes: “the videos are formed by a ferociously powerful demand that 

the bad should be punished and the good rewarded”. In the end riches acquired with evil 

and satanic deeds will come and haunt the evildoer, the wealth will not last for long. If 

people obey the teachings of the Bible and prey for forgiveness, they will be rewarded with 

a clear conscience and riches that will last forever. Sometimes the evildoers of the films are 

victimized. After prayers for forgiveness the evildoers can be redeemed in the eyes of God 

and through redemption, the victims can gain a stable and wealthy status in the society. The 

films highlight the key moral conflicts in the Nigerian society. The films aim at reflection 

and stimulation: how to deal with the generation of sexual, financial and material excess 

(Larkin 2008, 184-190). 

The films show a division between the right and the wrong types of materialism. This 

division has been present in Nigeria already before the rise of Nollywood (see Barber 

1982). Although Karin Barber’s study is mainly about Yoruba culture, some deductions can 

be made to apply to the Nigerian context. After the oil-boom of the 1970s and the 

expansion of oil revenues, commercial capitalism grew and a more defined class structure 

emerged. The development of a new oil state could be seen but the ordinary people could 

not reach the oil monies. (Barber 1982, 431.) According to Barber (Ibid., 434), wealth 

among the Yoruba was always seen to be created concretely by work and wealth was 

always considered to be an attainable and supremely desirable goal. True and honest work 

is still seen as ‘the good way’ of making money and creating wealth, with Nollywood being 

at the forefront of promoting the values of honest work. Nigerian oil has created immense 

wealth, but it was not seen to be produced by work. Gigantic sums of cash seem to have 

appeared as if from nowhere, being appropriated by those who contributed virtually nothing 

to its production, enriching only a very few Nigerians. The oil money was seen as 

something too easy and shady, as very few Nigerians were actually working within the oil 

industry that was mostly run by foreign oil companies. The clear distinction between good 

and bad wealth repeats itself. (Ibid., 435, 444.) Good wealth can be seen as a tangible fruit 

of one’s labor while bad wealth is something disconnected from the everyday reality. This 

creates a moral framework for the acquisition of wealth that can be seen in Nollywood 
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films. Karin Barber (Ibid., 450) quotes her informant: “One shouldn’t run after easy money. 

One should be content with one’s lot. One should wait for God to make one rich in his own 

good time.” This quote could easily be from the mouths of today’s spectators of 

Nollywood: the same moral framework of good and bad wealth is still relevant. The 

distinction between good and bad wealth and the occult rituals intrinsic to Nollywood films 

can be associated with the rise in occult economies (see Comaroff & Comaroff 1998). In 

Nigeria, the occult economies are closely linked to the “logics of oil capitalism”, where it 

looks like wealth is acquired with no effort and instantly. The logics of oil capitalism 

intertwine the spiritual and the material insecurities. (Larkin 2008, 180.) Nollywood films 

can be seen to act as an outlet for the stress and anxiety about the unequal production of 

wealth in today’s Nigeria.    

While guiding the Nigerian people to be God-fearing, the films have also become strong 

displays for the current quest of materialism. The films show high-profile working class 

people, especially businessmen and women. The films boast of luxurious houses; of posh 

fast cars rather than the more familiar death-trap taxis on the Lagosian streets, of expensive 

clothes and imported wines and whiskeys – all emphasizing the quest for materialism and 

the get-rich-quick mentality of today. (Ukadike 2000, 258.) Melodrama is ‘the queen’ of 

the video genres and melodramas can be seen as one of the reasons for this material quest, 

as melodramas concentrate on individual lifestyles rather than societal realities. Because 

Nigerian melodramas usually practice the inflation and glamorization of lifestyle normal in 

commercial cinema and soap operas the world over, and because the number of Nigerians 

who actually live in such a manner is tiny, many Nigerian films have wandered into the 

political realm even if no political implications were intended (Haynes 2006, 522). Due to 

the spectatorial relationship the films create, the spectators see a different kind of reality. 

The films do tackle social issues that haunt the Nigerian society, but the issues are brought 

up with a fantastical grasp of individual characters and preference for happy endings.  

As part of my field work I studied two movie productions in detail. I will introduce these 

films, Renunciation – Say No to Campus Cults and Half Brothers, as case studies in the 

following subchapters.  
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6.2 Renunciation – Say No to Campus Cults 
 

The first film that I was following more closely was a very low-budget production called 

Renunciation – Say No to Campus Cults. It was the producer’s first own production so the 

technical side was still quite disorganized. Some even called the film a failure because of 

the technical and financial problems the crew had encountered. The plot and the quality of 

the film were exactly of the kind that has been criticized in Nollywood: minimum budget 

and a generic storyline for minimum input and maximum profit. The artistic director was 

very frank with the movie being a failure: “The film is set on a campus, if we would have 

the needed money we would be shooting at the University of Lagos, not here at the 

outskirts of Lagos, in the middle of mud”.  However, when interviewing the producer, the 

film seemed to be very close to his heart. He was extremely proud of the visuals of the film 

as well as of the benefits the Nigerian society will gain after seeing his film. To be honest 

this perplexed me. 

The plot is very basic in Nollywood standards. The film is set on a university campus 

somewhere in Lagos. Two girls fall in love with the same boy. The other girl is a good girl, 

a proper Christian, and the other girl, the “evil one”, belongs to a cult on the campus. First a 

good-looking guy, the campus jockey so to say, falls in love with the mysterious girl and 

follows her to a cult ritual. The actors told me that in the film you could see blood, falling 

limbs and young, teenage witches. Needless to say, Renunciation ends well: the Christian 

girl saves the boy and the loving couple lives happily ever after. 

Renunciation’s plot is not analytically interesting. After watching several Nollywood films 

one will know by heart most of the storylines used in Nollywood. To me, what is 

interesting with Renunciation is the proudness of the producer – how he believes he is 

educating the nation with his film and his story, and making a fortune for himself, all at the 

same time. This proves that Nollywood is not only about making money and entertaining 

the audience, some of the films are meant to be educational and even critical towards the 

Nigerian society.  

People want to talk about the films they have seen and the producers want to give the 

audience something they can talk about, and most of all something that may be shocking 

but still familiar. Renunciation’s producer wanted to have a moral teaching in his film: 
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saying no to campus cults and saying no to occultism. He thinks the cults are doing bad 

things for the society: killing people, wrecking families and so on. The producer wants to 

tell all the Nigerian families and the government that saying no to campus cults is possible 

and very advisable.  

Campus cults are believed to be a real phenomenon in Nigeria and university campuses are 

claimed to be plagued with different cults. It was not rare to see respected newspapers and 

magazines writing about rumored cults and cult members. Nigerians widely believe that the 

cult members are kids of elite families, killing people because of their boredom. University 

education and gaining a more privileged status in the society are seen at the same time as 

something valued, and morally and socially ruinous. (Smith 2004, 435.)  

Renunciation portrays the real life and brings something new to the ongoing societal 

discourse. To retell William Mazzarella’s (2004) thoughts; films do not work as distinctive 

and separated realms, but instead they intertwine with social realities of people, working as 

a kind of continuum. Renunciation truly works as an external representation for the 

Nigerian social and cultural structure. People know about the prevailing campus cults, and 

are afraid of them and their destructive potential. Renunciation is a film that shows through 

a personal melodrama the truthfulness of these cults, and tells people that salvation from 

the cults and from the world of black magic is possible. At the same time it is showing the 

Nigerian culture in a way that the government does not want the culture to be portrayed: 

stereotypically riddled with witchcraft and different forms of sacrifice. The film portrays 

the gap between the culture of the people and that of the government. In my opinion, there 

is nothing apolitical about this.   

Renunciation also portrays a wealthier Nigeria, even though the location and the minimal 

usage of props may suggest otherwise. In Renunciation young people are going to 

universities, they dress well and with bling. They even have a white girl as a friend (yes, I 

made a small appearance in the film). Sacrifices exercised by campus cults exist in order to 

get wealthier, but there is always the more sacred and better alternative of having faith and 

acquiring wealth with the guidance of God.  
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6.3 Half Brothers 
 

The other film I was working with more closely was called Half Brothers. It is a story about 

an evil, witchlike couple who roams through Nigeria in order to blackmail wealthy married 

couples. The evil couple of Half Brothers is looking for a house and a family to serve. The 

servant seduces the husband while the doorman is trying to seduce the wife. The evil couple 

starts to blackmail the house owners for their affairs on both ends. The servant tells the 

husband that she needs money for an alleged abortion. The blackmailing continues for a 

while before the house owners, good Christians as they are beg for God’s forgiveness and 

decide to come clean in front of their partner. When they find out that the blackmail and 

adultery has been going on on both sides, they start to hunt down the evil and deceptive 

servant couple. In the end, the blackmailing couple burns in the eternal flames of hell and 

the victimized married couple live happily ever after.  

This story makes perfect sense in Nigeria. A similar incident has happened to every 

person’s friend of a friend of a friend. Every wealthier household has their own crew of 

servants mostly consisting of a doorman and a servant. Often, the help comes from the 

villages to Lagos in order to find more comfortable lives. People might change their crew 

of house help annually, in order to keep their private life secured, so the demand for house 

help is continuous. Cheating on one’s spouse is not unheard of, and it is frequently talked 

about in the daily media. There are plenty of stories about people cheating their spouses 

with their house help because they are constantly there and “readily” available.  

Less fortunate people come to Lagos in order to get money and find new paths in their 

lives. Lagos can be an overwhelming city, and sometimes people end up doing bad things, 

such as blackmail, which is another perfectly normal everyday concept in Nigeria. The 

media writes a lot about blackmail, extortion and kidnapping, and these incidents are 

widely used in Nollywood films. A very common ‘problem’ that both the media and the 

films utilize is about a side-girlfriend extorting her married boyfriend for money in order to 

get rid of their alleged unborn child. My friends also had plenty of examples about people 

doing anything in order to get what they wanted and even I ended up witnessing a kidnap 

because of unpaid debts.       
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The film Half Brothers is a good example of a “normal Nollywood film”; a straight-to-

DVD production, with an average budget and a generic storyline that makes perfect sense 

in the Nigerian cultural context.  

6.4 Last Flight to Abuja 
 

Many of my informants were buzzing over one specific film, Last Flight to Abuja. I 

decided to use it the content analysis as well.  

 

The poster of Last Flight to Abuja  

 

Last Flight to Abuja is one of the most expensive films made in Nollywood with its 40 

million Naira (180 000 euros) budget. It was made in 2012 and premiered in the UK and in 

cinemas in Lagos. Quality-wise the film was much appreciated, as it was nominated as the 

“best movie 2013” and the “best movie drama” in the Africa Magic Viewer’s Choice 

Awards 2014, an award gala for the whole African cinema industry, held in Lagos. Last 

Flight to Abuja is a great example of New-Nollywood films, which are made with bigger 
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budgets and which aim for cinema-quality productions and above all, for world-wide 

cinema distribution.  

The biggest differences between the films from the opposite ends of the budget spectrum 

are mainly technical; better quality image and sound, which makes the experience more 

pleasurable and possible for cinema viewing. The storyline of Last Flight to Abuja is much 

more ambitious, yet it has many similarities with the stories used in low-budget films. The 

story is clearly within the ‘Nollywood standards’.  

Like many other Nollywood productions, Last Flight to Abuja is an entertaining film 

experience. It has been highly praised among the critics, and the cinematography is 

exceptionally good. However, the visual effects have been criticized; for example the 

explosion of the plane, or the sky visible behind the pilots, left a lot to desire. The storyline 

is dramatic and based on true events, but the filmmaker has still managed to squeeze some 

“Nollywood clichés” into the script, which helps to prove some of the apparent moralities 

and themes within Nollywood as a whole.  

Last Flight to Abuja is inspired by the series of tragic plane crashes in 2006 that affected 

largely the Nigerian aviation industry. In the film the flight is a scheduled Friday evening 

flight from Lagos to Abuja, a flight frequented by the people working in politics and 

business. The film starts with the unravelling of the life situations of the passengers. There 

is a corporate party, young lovers, an elderly couple, a sportsman on the brink of success 

and plenty of others on board the plane. Some people, like a loving father, and a loving 

husband miss the flight, due to their reluctant families. It is quite dramatic when the 

daughter of one of the supposed-to-be passengers says to her father that she will never see 

him again if he boards that flight. There are plenty of stories on how and why the 

passengers managed or could not manage to board the plane. The film is not without drama 

and suspense.  

Everything goes smoothly; the flight is on schedule and the crew and the passengers are in 

good and cheerful mood. Then suddenly, the plane starts to act strangely. Through a 

mixture of human error, technical failure and sheer bad luck, the plane rapidly develops 

major difficulties that make it crash in the middle of a field. Almost everybody is able to 

leave the plane before it explodes. Only one casualty is showed in the film, which is later 
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told to be a villain of the worst kind: a murderer. The tragic crash generates new 

relationships, love and gratitude, especially towards God, among the survivors. The film is 

dramatic, but the ending is less tragic than its Western counterparts. I found this very 

interesting.  

I wrote earlier about the Nollywood clichés the film used. By Nollywood clichés I mean 

certain storyline twists. Like many others, Last Flight to Abuja is a film, in which one can 

see cheating, bribing and extortion, and last but not least: an ending, where the good wins 

and the ‘wickedness’ gets the ending it deserves.  

One of the passengers, a young and career driven woman surprises her fiancé by visiting 

him in their Lagos house, only to find another woman in their bed. She manages to buy the 

last ticket to the fully booked flight back to Abuja and she ends up sitting next to a young, 

good-looking and single man. It looks like they become an item, especially after surviving 

the crash together. The wickedness in the movie, on the other hand, is a man who is 

involved with the corporate party. At first, he looks completely normal and trustworthy, but 

as the film proceeds, the audience finds out that he has murdered a colleague of his, who 

has been blackmailing him for their past sexual relationship. In the end, he is the only 

apparent casualty of the crash. The police are after him, but the crash ends up being his 

fatal destiny. His colleague tries to save him, but the accused man wants to do the last good 

deed of his life, and tells his colleague to leave him behind. The film ends with shots of the 

survivors hugging and crying. The last note of the film is on some level very hopeful; the 

‘good people’ survived and some of them found happiness. The evildoer gets what he 

deserves, as he does not even pray during the horrifying fall unlike the other passengers. 

One thing that struck me the most was the hope that Last Flight to Abuja associated with 

plane accidents, with showing only one obvious casualty. Nigeria is unfortunately well 

known for its deadly plane crashes, and the year 2006 that the film commemorates, was no 

different. After watching Last Flight to Abuja, I realized that Nollywood does not want to 

make films with unhappy endings, although drama is a well-liked genre in the industry. The 

audience, who deals with the hardships of reality, does not want to see tragic endings. The 

audience wants to see films, where good people can affect the end result of their lives, by 

making good decisions in life. And that is why Nollywood films might be similar in their 

storylines; after all, the films need to sell.         
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Renunciation – Say No to Campus Cults and Last Flight to Abuja are at the opposite ends 

of the spectrum of Nollywood, Half Brothers is to be found somewhere in the middle. 

Although I did not have enough time to see the end product of Renunciation or Half 

Brothers, I can only imagine how different the films will be visually and audio-wise. The 

stories are different, but they still have similar storyline twists and subplots. What I find 

interesting, is the Nigerian-ness found in these similarities. The thematic structures of the 

films are not similar, they might even be of different genres, but the moralities behind the 

films are related with each other; good and God-fearing people are more likely to succeed 

in life and be happy than the evil ones.  

6.5 Censorship 
 

Censorship and filmmaking have always gone hand in hand. For example Hortense 

Powdermaker (1950) writes about Hollywood filmmakers who were sick and tired of 

endless rules and constant accusations, proposals and regulations from the Production Code 

Administration of the Motion Picture Association of America in the late 1940s. In Nigeria, 

it is the law to get an approval for any new film from the National Film and Video Censors 

Board (NFVCB). They will check the film for any X-rated content and give the film the 

appropriate age limit. Every film needs to go through this stage before its release and the 

fees vary between 10 500-100 000 naira (50-450 €) depending on the length and the 

language of the film. Nollywood films shot in English cost more to get censored than other 

indigenous language films. If the film will be shown publically the censorship fee will be 

higher. There is an apparent shift towards a more liberal censorship practice after the fall of 

the military rule in 1999 and filmmakers feel safer to address political issues (Haynes 2006, 

514).  The military regime was very much aware of the power of video images in narrating 

the nation, as from July 1997 to the year 2000, the Censorship Board denied approval to 

nearly 50 per cent of films brought before it for review (Ukadike 2000, 255). 

Everybody I interviewed from producers to distributors mentioned how important it is to 

get films approved by the Censors Board. Still, there are plenty of filmmakers who skip this 

stage before releasing the film. Some might even go through the censorship but still release 

the original uncensored version without the board’s approval. The Censors board is not a 

dictator-like body, but there are many cases of the board advising some filmmakers to think 
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twice about producing a film, regarding for example the past regimes. Charles Novia, a 

famous film producer shot a film, which was quite ambivalent towards the former military 

regime. The Censors Board was a bit apprehensive at the overall tone of the film. But the 

main story of the film, a romantic tale saved the film from the board’s ruling power. (Novia 

2012, 55.) 

It appears that producers have a strong desire to maintain the existing social and societal 

harmony which is not always a given in Nigeria. “Films are supposed to be entertaining, 

not disturbing or making people hurt”, one producer told me. There are some things that 

people can talk about, and then there are things that should not be mentioned. For example 

many films present a spiritual war between Christianity and traditional religions, but 

conflict between Christians and Muslims is too inflammatory to be treated (Haynes 2006, 

529). Creating deeper political and critical discussion is not on the agenda of Nollywood. 

Most of the producers do not want to discriminate anybody; they do not want to create any 

clashes between groups of people. “We need to be mindful of certain facts that will bring 

the whole country to war, every country has its own issues: religion, immorality or security 

matters”, said one actor.  

Nudity and pornography will most likely be censored from a film. I have never seen a half-

naked person on a Nollywood film, not even in the English spoken films, made by more 

liberal Christian producers. Storylines oftentimes contain a lot of references to sexual acts. 

Nollywood is known for telling stories about rapes, priests having sex with their 

parishioners and even incest, but you never see bare skin on the screen. One film shown on 

Africa Magic that was classified suitable for over 18 year olds, had a scene where four 

women raped a man who had done wrong to a friend of the four women. The man was on 

his bed looking absolutely terrified and the women were around him, giving him dirty 

looks. One of the ladies said, “you know what’s going to happen” and took a batch of 

condoms out of her purse. Then one by one, the camera focused on each of the four ladies 

taking out the same amount of condoms from their purses. The scene ended with a faded 

picture of one lady, still fully clothed climbing on top of the man. To me this scene was 

very informative about the general attitudes towards sex in Nigerian society, specifically in 

the more Christian areas.  It is largely accepted to talk about sex, even the taboo-like sexual 

acts, but it should not be visualized in the media. The media and the film industry more 
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specifically uses culturally informed sexual innuendos that will enable an African audience 

to think of the right romantic or not-so-romantic nuances on the screen (Ukadike 2000, 

246). Sometimes the societal talk about sex seemed to be very “in your face”, with heavy 

arguments and impudent language. For example the Lagosian printed media was full of 

articles on who was sleeping with whom, who was cheating on whom and which “actress 

had warmed which politician’s bed”, as one entertainment magazine was boasting on its 

front page (see Sylvester 2013).  

I asked if the government was nowadays keen on monitoring filmmakers and their 

productions. I had gotten the impression, based on previous readings, that the government 

was very negative towards Nollywood and very tight with its censorship regulations (for 

example McCall 2004; Ukadike 2000). This appeared not to be the case. Filmmakers 

thought they had a good level of artistic freedom and their self-regulatory intentions were 

already pretty efficient. At one gala dinner the representative of NFVCB thanked 

Nollywood producers and other practitioners for uniting the Nigerian nation and keeping up 

the good work for not pushing explicit content to the market. One highly regarded film 

producer told me that the government is much keener on getting some kind of money from 

the film industry than to make interventions on the actual film productions and their 

contents. “After all, the stories Nollywood tells are Nigerian stories”, he told me. Although 

some politicians may criticize the contents being too stereotypical, the stories do sell and 

the Nigerian people want to watch Nollywood. “The government knows that the land 

belongs to us, and that we don’t want to destroy it,” the producer told me. 

I had an interesting discussion with the director of the Nollywood Studies Center. He told 

me that Nigerian filmmakers need to know that what they have is working in Africa. They 

should not change the film contents and visuals more similar to Hollywood standards 

because then it would not be Nollywood; the filmmakers would kill their product. “The 

African audience does not want nudity or American styled stories”, he said.  

I attended a few monthly forums on Nollywood in a local university and one discussion 

backed the researcher’s argument quite well. It was a forum focusing on cinematography 

and motion capture, a relatively new technology that for example some Hollywood films, 

such as Avatar or Tron: Legacy, have used. After the presentation, the audience was almost 

apprehensive weather motion capture-technology would destroy the Nigerian-ness of 
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Nollywood. New Hollywood technologies were seen too expensive, but above all they were 

seen as a threat and unfit for African storytelling.  

All in all, the censorship practiced in Nigeria was not an issue within the Nollywood 

professionals I met. Filmmakers want to sell their films, not to make people angry. 

Filmmakers seemed to know quite well what would pass the Censors Board’s ruling power, 

and what the audience wants, as I did not see many risks being taken or hear about contents 

being changed. 

Chapter 7. Being Successful in Nollywood 

 

Definition of ‘hustle’:  

1. A state of great activity 

2. A fraud or a swindle 

3. Anything you need to do to make money. Be it selling cars, drugs, your body. “If 

you making money, you hustling”. 

(oxforddictionaries.com/urbandictionary.com 2014) 

 

In this chapter I will concentrate on the ideas related to stardom in Nollywood and in 

Lagos. How do people succeed in a world, where the city is against you? How do stars and 

other professionals build their name in a nerve-shattering environment? How do the 

Nigerian people relate to the “stardom-cult”? And what does this tell about the Nigerian 

concept of modernity in a broader manner? My overall theme of this chapter is, whether 

Nollywood, with its stars and storylines, is in a mediative relation with the Lagosian society 

and cultural behavior. Does Nollywood, and the success it unwraps, create hope not only 

for the people in the film industry, but also for the Nigerian society at large? 

The thoughts of achieving success were invasive in Lagos; even I, the “anthropologist”, 

started to contemplate on new ideas on how to make money in Nigeria. The thirst to 

achieve success was everywhere in Lagos. As Appadurai (1996, 31) states, imagination is 

now central to all forms of agency. The thirst for success was very individual; success is 

not expected to tumble upon one’s way, instead success needs a lot of hard work. The 

political and social reality in Lagos do not encourage for material success in the formal 

sector. Many people I met and even my wealthier friends were taking part in the weirdest 

combinations of entrepreneurial efforts. One of my closest friends was working in a family-
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owned mining company, he was some kind of an “ambassador” for a telecommunication 

company and he had an undertaking related to basic education in other African countries. 

Some of the film people I met were multitasking within their own production houses, 

acting, modeling and even managing gyms and modeling agencies, all at the same time. 

“When the formal structures to keep you going are not there, you need to do whatever to 

keep you and your family afloat, whether it is legal or not-so-legal”, said a friend of mine.   

The reason why I chose to define the word ‘hustle’ at the beginning of this chapter is that it 

was a word that my friends used a lot. The term, more familiar in the American hip hop 

world, is very accurate in illustrating the Lagosian lifestyle and the everyday life on the 

streets as well as in the more upscale areas. ‘Hustle’ has become a description for the 

Lagosian lifestyle, for example on the mobile phone application called Instagram there are 

hundreds of pictures taken with the hashtag #lagoshustle, mostly imaging people 

multitasking in their daily lives or people trying to sell items ranging from candy to motor 

oil and anything in between. ‘Hustle’ is even present in the nickname of Lagos, which is 

Las Gidi. The roots of Las Gidi are not properly known, but my friends told me there are 

two reasons for the usage of the nickname; Las Gidi refers to Lagos being the Las Vegas of 

Nigeria and Gidi comes from the term gidi-gidi, which loosely translated means hustling in 

Nigerian Pidgin.    

This chapter is based on almost every aspect of my fieldwork; the data is from various 

informants in different fields. I did participant observation in three different award galas. I 

talked about success with literally everybody I knew in Lagos, as it was a very hot topic. I 

got my daily gossip fix from various Nollywood specialized blogs on the Internet and 

sometimes from magazines. I also read the comments written by readers; this gave me 

some kind of idea about the reception of the gossip. Sadly, I did not get the opportunity to 

take part in any premieres, but journalists were eager to report on them. 

First, I will analyze the career paths of Nollywood professionals more specifically. I want 

to know how they have become who they are today. I will also analyze what does it mean 

to be wealthy in Nigeria and what are the meanings and values related to the idea of being 

wealthy. Second, I will contemplate more on the activities happening around the 

filmmaking itself; the award shows, movie premieres and the thriving tabloid press and 

Internet writing. I will then analyze what these glamour-laden activities do tell about the 
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modernity that not only the affluent people but also the big masses in Nigeria thrive for. In 

the last subchapter I will conclude by writing about the modern Lagosian culture and 

Nigeria’s nickname, “Naija”. In my opinion, this word means much more than just a 

reference to the country name.  

7.1 “Everybody can make it in Nollywood” – The Road to Riches 
 

I talked with my informants in Nollywood about their lives; how had they become the 

persons they were and how they saw their future and what their next goals were. I found the 

theme of ‘hustling’ present in many of the stories – how success in the world of films is 

found after taking many different paths in life. Themes aside, I was surprised how the 

filmmakers’ pasts differed from each other.  

I will categorize all my informants under the name of “filmmakers”, as my informants for 

example from the marketing side were producing films as well. Altogether I had eight close 

informants in the film industry from whom I was comfortable enough to ask about their life 

stories. Most of them had training in completely different area than film related studies. 

They were self-made film professionals. One of my informants had studied filmmaking or 

other studies related to filmmaking in the university. Roughly speaking it seemed that the 

filmmakers who had completed Masters in the more respected universities in Lagos or had 

achieved diplomas in the field of communication or film studies, made, or at least aimed to 

make films that were quality-wise above the Nollywood standards. They saw themselves as 

a part of the African cinema sphere and looked more into the art house-tradition of 

filmmaking. On the other hand, more suitable and higher training did not necessarily make 

any difference sales-wise. The best talents were clearly acquired from the field. All of my 

informants had started with acting or being assistants in the shootings, slowly making their 

way up to being production house CEOs. All of them were mainly making films in 

Nollywood style; fast paced and with relatively little budgets, but some had quality-wise 

more global reference points than other filmmakers. These filmmakers were keener on 

following events taking place in the global film industry than their less educated colleagues. 

Some of the directors and filmmakers clearly wanted quality over quantity and took more 

time in the filmmaking process, making sure they had an accomplished professional 

conducting each stage of the process. Two production houses run by “less educated 
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filmmakers” that I worked with were more interested in sales and the number of films 

released in short periods of time. There are plenty of differences in the ways of filmmaking 

and the shooting styles within Nollywood, but in the end everybody wants to make 

beautiful films that sell to the Nigerian audience. Next, I will recount one life story of a 

filmmaker, who ends up producing plenty of films, and in my point of view, is the epitome 

of a Nollywood life story.  

It is the tale of Pikin Mankings, the CEO, production house manager and a filmmaker of 

Pikin Mankings View Entertainment. He saw himself as a Nigerian success story and 

wanted the world to hear about it. He wants to spread the success to other Nigerians by 

recruiting new talents to be part of his production house team. In his own words he comes 

from a very poor background. During the years he studied accounting in the university, he 

had to beg on the streets in order to survive. He always had the idea of being a somebody 

one day. He was much interested in music and one day “by the grace of God” he got an 

opportunity to record a song in a proper music studio. The recorded song called I Want to 

Drink Small Stout became a hit and he became a small celebrity in Nigeria. This happened 

in early 2000, when the film industry was booming. It was natural for him, a young star, to 

start acting. Acting was his first touch to filmmaking and by 2004 acting in films was his 

sole source of income. In 2005, he started to produce films and started his independent 

production house. Now this production house has several branches in Nigeria and one in 

Ghana and they always release three films at the same time. His production house is also a 

modeling agency and they are starting up a gym in the Surulere district of Lagos. In the 

future, according to the production house manager’s plans, Pikin Mankings View 

Entertainment will be in each state of Nigeria and he will be conquering Nollywood. In his 

own words, he wants to “project light” all over Nigeria, make beautiful films and help 

young and underprivileged actors and actresses become celebrities. He considered himself 

to be a true “from rags to riches”-story and was very proud of himself and the films he 

produced.   

The reason why I present Pikin Mankings as an epitome of Nollywood life story, is because 

he is very prolific with his filmmaking, meaning they all ended up being straight-to-DVD 

releases. He is proud of telling Nigerian stories and of using the Nollywood-methods. It is 

the film industry that has gotten him so far in the entrepreneurial world. At the time I was 
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taking daily notes in his office, he was waiting for films such as The Cross of Royalty and 

Satanic Church to be released and planning on two different films, such as earlier 

introduced Half Brothers. He did not produce Christian films, as the names of the films 

might imply, but he wanted to make stories that will speak to the Nigerian nation as a 

whole.  

All of my close informants have studied something; law, accounting, communication 

studies and even chemistry. They are from different backgrounds; some are born in Lagos 

into economically stable families, some came to Lagos in order to find their own successful 

path in life. It was the booming Nollywood that sucked them into their own niches. Two of 

my informants started in the television production, before entering the world of films. 

Although the actors and actresses are the more visible faces of Nollywood, the producers 

and directors also want to be heard of and be respected through their films or through their 

other skills. They want to build the name of their production houses, as the known names 

are sales pitchers, just like the faces of familiar and liked actors and actresses. About half of 

my close informants were multitasking within the movie industry; marketing and 

producing, acting and directing, scriptwriting, producing and directing. The other half had 

ventures in other fields as well; Charles Novia (2012, 89) for example has alongside his 

November Productions production company, a record label called November Records. 

Pikin Mankings has a modeling agency and a gym in addition to his independent 

production house. Many of my informants, especially the more renowned ones acted as 

critics and as watchdogs of the industry by writing blogs and giving comments to the press, 

sometimes with quite harsh statements in them. They know they have the power to name 

for example the best five actresses in Nollywood or to tell their own true story about the 

birth of Nollywood. I have the impression that the filmmakers are less interested in the 

stardom value, which the actors are pursuing; they want to build reputation for their name 

and their productions, but not so much for themselves, as individuals.         

As mentioned earlier, many of the filmmakers start their careers with acting; five of my 

eight close informants had done so. For many, acting is the way to find their talents and to 

see how other professionals work on set. The reason behind the practitioners’ decision to 

step in the world of films might have been a coincidence, willingness to pursue a profession 

in the film industry, thirst for fame or simply a way to survive. My informants were mostly 
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empowered to pursue their careers by the idea of success and fame, maybe not for the 

individual itself, but for the production house they owned.  

My informants, both producers and marketers, were complaining about piracy and 

production costs going higher, but I did not hear about a single case of recent failure; a 

filmmaker going bankrupt and changing professions. I am sure they exist and maybe some 

turn to other forms of entertainment or for instance the marketers start to do trade solely on 

other items. For example my informant from the marketing sphere told me that all the 

marketers who do not love films enough stopped to trade Nollywood films already a while 

ago (presumably around 2008), when piracy became unbearable. There were stories and 

rumors about film producers who had sold their cars as a final resort to fund their films, but 

that was it. Nollywood is seen as an enabler, not as a sphere of possible failure; people with 

no pertinent background can start by assisting or acting in film shoots and gradually 

become prominent professionals in the film industry – that being the thread of the story that 

Nollywood keeps duplicating in the films. Hope and positivity is mediated from the film 

producers on to the film and onwards to the audience, which in return affects the 

filmmakers and other people working in Nollywood.     

In my opinion, based on the data collected from the field, star culture and a country-wide 

fame may not be the goal or the value in becoming a well-known filmmaker or actor. It is 

more about the hope it gives to the practitioners, then the pride of  one’s own 

professionalism followed by the value of stardom. The stardom is part of, and a natural 

ending to the Nollywood-like stories in the dreamworld of the Nigerian people. The success 

and the stardom need to happen, otherwise the wide audience would not know about the 

happy endings happening in Nigeria. Hortense Powdermaker (1950, 228) writes about the 

stars in Hollywood: “Movie stars are among our most admired folk heroes and heroines. 

Considerable mythology has accumulated about them, and as in any society, myths, true or 

false, influence behavior.”  

The entertainment industry, in the end, is about coverage, and filmmakers alongside other 

professionals want to make it big. For a known actor or actress it is easier to start directing 

or producing films; people will be interested in the doings of their favorite actors. For 

example Desmond Elliot, a highly praised director in Nollywood, is also a very well-known 
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actor. He has appeared in over 250 films and the four films he has directed and produced 

have all been best-sellers and praised by the critics (IMDb n.d.).  

The most famous actors and actresses have been widely accused of leading the most 

abundant lives. Known actors and actresses are the key to make the film sell; people tend to 

watch films with their favorite movie stars. That is why being famous in Nollywood means 

good incomes as everybody wants to cast the most famous actors and actresses in their 

films. Some production houses with smaller budgets try to get their actors and actresses on 

tabloids, which would credit their films and their production houses in return. Filmmakers 

and marketers who have money can bid for the most wanted actors and actresses. 

According to some, this bid has led to overpricing on the behalf of the actors and it has 

become more difficult for the upcoming actors to get roles in bigger productions. The 

overpricing has led to bans of two actresses by the Movie Marketers, simply because the 

actresses were demanding too much money for their appearances. The rumors say that 

Genevieve Nnaji, one of the most wanted actresses and most highly paid in Nollywood, is 

nowadays asking around 2 000 000 Naira (around 9000 euros) for a film. The sum does not 

sound much, but the actors and actresses might appear in up to eight films a month, which 

ends up being a noticeable one-month salary. Actors and actresses are also doing modeling, 

brand deals and other endeavors, which make their brands go higher. (Afrogle n.d.)  

Extensive circulation and being well paid is what Nollywood as a whole thrives for. Films 

do not sell and people will not be rewarded if the audience does not know they exist or does 

not want to watch them. There are plenty of life stories of how people became who they are 

today. What connects these stories together is the pride of self and the Nigerian film 

industry as a whole; a country that has had, and still has a multitude of problems, and still 

has one of the most prolific movie industries in the world – against all odds! The behavior 

of stars may be very extravagant, and people tend to show off their wealth with style and 

lavish parties, but stardom can be looked from a different angle as well. I did not find 

stardom a wanted quality in itself, rather it gives hope and the possibility of a better 

tomorrow and offers the audience more space and tools for imagination. Stars are a living 

proof of the real life Nollywood stories with happy endings that exist in reality, not only on 

the screen. 
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7.2 Glitz and Glamour – Awards, Premieres and Gossip 
 

Just like any other movie industry, Nollywood generates stars and famous people. Famous 

Nollywood stars, mostly actors and actresses, are followed and watched closely; their every 

move is uploaded online whether it is about a new luxury brand handbag, a car or a 

vacation abroad. The audience’s approach is similar whether the ‘followed’ is working in 

Nollywood, in the music industry or even in politics. Most of the written blog posts or 

articles are about lifestyle choices of the rich and famous; the big sellers being usually 

about romantic relationships, marriages and affairs.  

7.2.1 Awards 

 

I attended three different award galas during my stay in Lagos. I got an invitation to a 

fourth one, but the actor who wanted to take me there was too “shady” in my friends’ 

opinion and the ticket cost 250 dollars. The first award dinner that I attended, was in the 

heart of Surulere, in a small restaurant inside Lagos National Stadium. It was held in honor 

of Alex Eyengho, the first African vice-president of the International Federation of Film 

Producers Associations (FIAPF). It was a small dinner, with stand-up comedy, dance and 

music shows. Guests were famous, but not in a “showbiz”-kind-of-way, as my friend later 

told me. My presence was recognized in the opening speech and later I found myself posing 

in the picture, where Alex Eyengho was receiving his recognition award. The ceremony 

was grand, but the guests were not dressed formally, which in my eyes seemed to be against 

the norm in Nollywood.  

The second gala I attended was much more glamorous, in a traditional sense. It was called 

Nollywood Celebrity Glam Night and it was the opening ceremony for a month-long 

celebration of 20 years of Nollywood. It was held at the Hotel Intercontinental, which is 

supposed to be the finest (and one of the most expensive) hotel in Lagos. There was a three-

course-meal with different kind of shows, short documentaries on Nollywood, a video 

greeting made by the crème de la crème of Nollywood and plenty of speeches from the 

representatives of Nollywood associations and from the governmental bodies as well. There 

was a red carpet and people were dressed very festive. President Goodluck Jonathan was 

supposed to give a speech, but due to the two-hour-delay of the program, the President 
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could not wait and instead sent his representative. The most important guests, such as 

Genevieve Nnaji, the most popular actress in Nigeria, cut a birthday cake on the stage. 

After the celebration, I found people taking ‘selfies’ and pictures on the red carpet.  

The third gala I attended was an Association of Nollywood Core Producers (ANCOP) and 

FIAPF organized Forum, held in another expensive and fancy hotel. There was not much 

glamour present, as the awards were dealt in the middle of the day, but it was done with 

much pride. Alex Eyengho, the President of ANCOP and the Vice-President of FIAPF, told 

me that the recognition awards were supposed to celebrate the great names who have 

contributed to the success of Nollywood. People from various fields alongside Nollywood 

were recognized, such as journalism, marketing, theater and even sports. 

An interesting thing about these three different galas and celebrations is that they were 

some kind of rivals to each other. For example Alex Eyengho did not support the 

Nollywood Celebrity Glam Night, as in his opinion the birthday celebrations for the 

twenty-year-old Nollywood had already taken place earlier in 2013. And vice versa; the 

organizers of the Nollywood at 20 celebrations were nowhere to be seen in ANCOP/FIAPF 

organized events. Plenty of people in the film industry told me that there were ruptures and 

too many “right opinions” in the film industry, that being the reason why some of the 

industry’s associations were not communicating with each other. However, this was seen as 

a normal phase in the growing and professionalization of Nollywood. 

In my eyes, as purely my own analysis, the rupture was made between ‘artsy’ films and 

‘showbiz’. For example Alex Eyengho has produced only five films, a relatively low 

amount in Nollywood, but still he is considered as the “most internationally renowned film 

producer in Nigeria”. He is still residing in Surulere, the natal home and the heart of 

Nollywood, and he saw his side of Nollywood following on the footsteps of the Nigerian 

film industry before Nollywood. The showbiz side, on the other hand, had the glamorous 

stars and the ideas of making it big someday anyhow, which is a Nigerian broken English 

word used to describe making or achieving something in any way possible. Alex Eyengho 

(2013) has even questioned the legitimacy of the name ‘Nollywood’, as it appears to be a 

term given by a foreign journalist in the 1990s.  
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In my point of view the New-Nollywood is combining both of the elements: the artistic aim 

and the show business. In all of the above mentioned awards and galas, Nollywood’s 

problems were accepted but the main focus was to aim for the new and glorious 

Nollywood, the center of African quality film.  

I personally had nothing appropriate to wear to the Nollywood Celebrity Glam Night; the 

red carpet style was even more scintillating than what I have seen on the red carpets in 

Hollywood. A similar fashion sense was duplicated in the city’s exclusive nightlife and 

other social gatherings, such as Sunday masses in the more upscale Pentecostal churches 

and weddings. The parties that I attended in the finest clubs of Lagos were certainly 

luxurious; groups of people had their own reserved tables with the finest bottles of 

champagne, vodka and cognac. There was so much glitter and jewelry on people that my 

jaws dropped. It was like living in a rap music video.  

Plenty of films have scenes from parties. The scenes are clearly imitating the real life but 

cannot live up to what is really going on in the clubs in the heart of Lagos. Oftentimes 

partying is associated with lack of faith and the malaise of the characters on screen. In my 

opinion this tells about the true relationship between the Lagosian reality and filmmaking. 

The films produced in Nollywood are meant to be real, not only fairytales. The lavish clubs 

where affluent people go, do exist, so they should be portrayed in the films. In order to sell, 

the films should not show the lifestyles of the rich and famous as something ‘correct’, 

instead it is shown as something the less privileged people could have in their lives. At the 

same time it is portrayed mostly as a by-product of the practiced black magic. The films do 

not clearly want to promote values of excess as the “righteous path” in life, although it 

tends to be the trend within the more affluent, young and urban people.  

The award galas and other public celebrations create a ‘half-life’ between the films and the 

reality. The celebrations are in most cases photographed and reported to the media, where 

the audience can follow their favorite stars. The galas are held in honor of the achievements 

in film production, but on the other hand they are a place, where the stars can bolster up 

their own name and own lavish, and jewelry-laden lifestyle. Nollywood is not only about 

the films, it is also about the lifestyle surrounding the industry; it is about the storylines the 

people in and out of the film industry create together.           
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Red carpet in Nollywood Celebrity Glam Night 

 

7.2.2 Seen in the Media      

 

After reading the daily gossip on various media platforms, I realized that roughly speaking 

there are three different categories in the Nollywood based gossip. Firstly there are posts 

about Nollywood itself: upcoming films, film reviews, posts on premieres, who is playing 

in which film and feuds within the industry. Secondly there are lifestyle-related writings: 

which actresses have the most beautiful dresses, who has bought a multi-million-house, 

who is going to the gym and who has lapsed into drinking, and who is taking their family 

for a luxurious vacation abroad. Thirdly there are plenty of sometimes shocking writings 

about relationships of the stars: who is dating who, who is cheating on whom, which 

politicians have been involved with Nollywood actresses and so on. A front page of one 

tabloid was screaming: “Nollywhores!”; the article was about the most “wanton” 

Nollywood actresses (Sylvester 2013). There are no real stylistic differences between the 

Internet blogs and newspapers, contrary to my expectations. The written media is similarly 

crude as the films themselves.  
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It is big news if a film has its preview in a foreign city, mostly in London (for example Last 

Flight to Abuja; Half of the Yellow Sun) or if there is any representative of the Nigerian 

entertainment industry promoting Nigerian popular culture overseas.  

There is plenty of criticism as well, especially amongst the commentators, but sometimes 

even from the filmmakers themselves. For example Charles Novia, a well-known film 

producer and critic, wrote an article in order to air his opinion about the trend of celebrity 

endorsement deals and the heavily idolized materialism in the entertainment industry. 

According to him the development of Nollywood is in danger because of the emphasis on 

material gains and celebrities’ publicity stunts; “Artistes should be seen to be adding value to 

their lives and the society through more of personal social responsibility programs rather than 

personal ‘I don buy am’ publicity stunts..” (Inform Nigeria 2014.) It seems to me, that there is 

a controversy present everywhere in the Lagosian urban sphere; materialism and wealth is 

worshipped and looked at something to work for, and yet the wealth, and the values it 

generates are seen to be destructive; a power that is ruining the traditional and the 

spirituality of the Nigerian people.  

Controversy is definitely there and widely present, nonetheless I would think that more 

people want to see the alleged materialism and the example the film industry is portraying 

about the affluent people in the Nigerian society. Otherwise the lifestyle of the rich would 

not be filmed or written about. The written blog posts and articles are giving an example 

about a different Nigerian lifestyle and giving hope; one day the upcoming artists could 

lead similar professional and personal lives.      

One thing in common with most of the writings and celebrations is the aspect of money and 

foreign countries. Every visit overseas is reported online; even when somebody is seeking 

medical care outside Nigeria. People in the film business are relatively industrious in the 

world of social media as well, especially Twitter and Instagram; they picture their lives for 

their followers and fans in order to tell them about their everyday lives. Many of the blog 

posts I have read are written based on the social media updates. Social media updates are 

mostly about happy moments in life; family time, weddings, parties and romantic holidays. 

On the other hand social media updates can also be about material possessions, such as new 

cars, clothing, gifts and jewelry. The “good times”-updates can be seen to be stories of a 

more traditional, Nigerian lifestyle; traditional weddings and family ties. The “material 
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possessions”-posts on the other hand, serve as allusions to the newly found affluent 

lifestyle, which could be interpreted as a more modern Nigerian lifestyle.       

Social media, Internet blogs (for example bellanaija.com and nigeriafilms.com) and the 

printed media (for example The Punch; The Sun News and Nigerian Entertainment Today) 

create together a surrounding sphere of written real life stories that remind people of 

Nollywood films. The stories are based on real life events, but they might appear almost 

fantasy-like; the houses, the cars and the holidays are very similar to what one can see on 

the screen. The films and the media surrounding the Nigerian people create a new model 

for living in urban Nigeria; “if they can do it, then we can do it”, said a low-budget film 

producer. The model is open for everybody who is willing to try and ‘hustle’ his/her way 

up on the social and material ladder. The model is new and anybody can try to succeed 

within it, as my previous chapter on the career paths of the professionals showed. It is a 

new possible reality, where everybody can make it or fail, regardless of the practitioner’s 

social background. The reality is Nigerian at heart, but the survival and success depends on 

the individual and one’s efforts. In the next chapter I will focus more on the idea of a new 

Lagosian and Nigerian reality.                 

7.3 Naija Culture 
 

Another question I had in mind when going to Lagos was how much the producers 

intentionally portrayed Nigerian culture and its traditions. After a few interviews and 

general ‘hanging out’, I realized that the films were very much linked to the Nigerian 

culture – they were Nigerian stories written by Nigerians, as many interviewed filmmakers 

told me. However the films are connected to a global culture on so many levels that I 

started to look more deeply into the much talked Nigerian culture seen on the screen. One 

word that I kept hearing on the streets of Lagos was “Naija”.  

“Naija” is just a Pidgin word for Nigeria, but I believe it to entail a more modern and 

youthful approach to the Nigerian culture. Naija culture is a culture where people, 

especially young people dress flamboyantly in American brands, are very enterprising and 

crave for modern technologies. One producer told me that he cannot say that he is 

portraying typical Nigerian culture, unless the film in question is an epic and historical film. 

The stories portrayed in Nollywood are innately Nigerian but some aspects of them have 
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been westernized, and that is why he calls it Naija culture. To my understanding it is the 

stories that the filmmakers believe to be Nigerian, but the way they portray them and the 

items that back the stories are sometimes more Western. In my point of view, the film 

contents are a continuously changing end-product of the Nigerian identity, culture, societal 

discussion and the global; all continuously changing and evolving. The filmmakers have a 

strong voice in the renewal of the culture, be it African, Nigerian or Naija culture.  

Nollywood is a valid agent in Nigerian culture, whether people want it or not. A big part of 

the storytelling is focused on the wants of the people and the imagined world of the rich. 

The by-products of a popular and thriving film industry such as the star culture and the 

media concentrated on reporting about the lives of the rich and famous prove these films to 

be true, at least on some level. And a big part of Nigerian life itself seems to be focusing on 

similar things: how to become better and richer in this world. Even though you are on the 

lowest part of the social ladder there is still hope, there are dreams and there is positivity – 

a possibility to make it.  

The traditional, such as cults and voodoo, are already familiar to the wider audience. What 

makes Nollywood different from the ‘traditional’ is its way of portraying the new and the 

modern, the wanted and the fetishized, a new reality that could go by the name of Naija.  

Naija is a public space where it is allowed to change the traditional culture, a space where 

local and global cultures clash and create a much-wanted modernity. Naija is for everybody 

and it shows the more successful side of Nigeria. It expresses a new beginning for Nigeria, 

a change that is happening inside the country; it emphasizes the beginning of a positive 

Nigeria despite all its inefficiencies (Labaran 2010).  That is why ‘Naija’ is often written on 

different vehicles, sometimes alongside of Western brand logos, such as Nike’s logo, which 

according to my Lagosian friend is associated with success and a kind of “go do it -

mentality”. As my study was done in the Lagosian community, I see the word ‘Naija’ from 

the Lagosian point of view. But I can imagine that although Naija is mainly an urban 

concept, the meanings the word carries can touch the rural population as well, especially 

the young people. In this “cultural transaction” Nollywood has a big role, mostly as a 

cultural carrier of new impressions and influences from the various urban media centers, 

Lagos being the biggest one.  
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“If you can survive in Lagos, you will survive anywhere” was a mantra-like saying that 

people kept telling me throughout my fieldwork. I believe the saying to be accurate and 

representative of the Lagosian street view and mentality. Everybody whom I met shared a 

similar mentality of going somewhere, a mentality, in which tomorrow will always be 

brighter and most of all, there will always be more money to collect. The social status did 

not seem to matter; the key to success or boosting the already acquired success was to be 

trying every possible path that could be found and believing in the end-product, whatever it 

was. The positivity towards the future and the pride of one’s own efforts were truly 

captivating.  

Nollywood films are a big part of the Naija culture but the films are also changing it, 

evolving together with Naija; in part making people to want more and to try harder. Naija 

culture is Nigerian culture, which the Nigerian people have themselves remodeled, 

intertwining the local they know with the fascinating global. Naija is a cultural sphere, with 

its own behavioristic rules. On the other hand Naija has created Nollywood, and on the 

other hand Nollywood is an actor in the creation of Naija. Together they create a base and 

give invisible cultural guidance for the modern agents in Nigeria.              

Chapter 8. Conclusions 

When I first started to have an interest in Nollywood, I thought that it was an industry still 

in its early days, looking up to Hollywood’s quality standards. I was reliant on the 

stereotype of bad quality filmmaking. Jonathan Haynes has acknowledged this problem: as 

the size and undeniable significance of the film industry have grown, many people – film 

scholars and others, Africans and others – have hovered at the edge of the video 

phenomenon, repeating the same things over and over: it is a fine thing that Africans have 

finally managed to create a popular, successful film industry and the filmmakers must be 

applauded for doing so, but the films are embarrassing in terms of quality and mentality 

(Haynes 2010, 106). The reality of present-day Nollywood filmmaking was different from 

what I expected. Nollywood might be one of the youngest mass producing film industries 

in the world but its practitioners have much pride over it; they are not looking up to 

anybody. They want to learn and take influences from movie practitioners all over the 

world, but in the end, Nollywood will remain Nollywood. The practitioners seem to know 
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Nollywood’s strengths and its downsides. Nollywood clearly does not want to become 

something it is not, instead it wants to be creating something new while staying true to its 

natal home, Nigeria.  

I highlighted a few theoretical themes in the chapter of theoretical framework that arise 

throughout the thesis. These themes are hope, mediation and modernity. The theoretical 

themes and arguments show how the popular media constitute and affect the surrounding 

society and what ‘the popular’ is in a more modern and urban environment. My deductions 

from the data show that Nollywood is a product of the global and the local. In the case of 

Nollywood, the global is indigenized in order to create something local (see Appadurai 

1996). In this case ‘global’ means the technicalities of filmmaking and also, the global 

‘messages’, a stream of global information so to say, of the globalized world. Nollywood is 

an apt example of a local media’s wellbeing in the globalized world of today. Nollywood 

also functions as a mediative power in the Nigerian society. On one hand Nollywood makes 

the global more intelligible locally and on the other hand it reflects and mediates the local 

cultural and societal entities. In one way Nollywood acts as a translator of the world for the 

Nigerian population. Consequently this thesis backs the theoretical writings of William 

Mazzarella (2004): media is not a separate entity in a society, but rather the media and the 

society mutually reproduce each other. In order to understand what is being reproduced, we 

need to understand the actions and the ideologies of cultural producers working in media 

(see Mahon 2000).   

In the following paragraphs I intend to conclude how the local and the global, the 

traditional and the modern co-constitute Nollywood and the Nigerian society.  

Similar to its surrounding society, Nollywood as well is going through a fundamental 

change: while the people watching Nollywood are gaining more control over their social 

and economic statuses, the demand for a better quality film is apparent. The Nigerian 

people ask more of their local films than they did in the 1990s; the new and surprising 

images of that time no longer have the same x-factor than they did in the early days of 

Nollywood. The informal, low-budget and fast-paced film production still applies to the 

film production in Nollywood, but the aspirations and the hopes have changed. Filmmakers 

now look to cinema distribution, to better quality cinematography and audio recordings. 

Stories are becoming more varied and more ambitious when there is more money to spend, 
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like Last Flight to Abuja and Half of the Yellow Sun show us. In order to make these hopes 

and aspirations benefit the whole Nollywood, the industry needs to shift from its shadow 

structures; funding needs to become more structuralized and available, piracy needs to be 

tackled and the practitioner guilds need to settle their feuds. To me, it looks like Nollywood 

is fighting the same fight as the Nigerian people; big dreams clash against the lack of 

infrastructure forcing the people to act partly in the shadow structures themselves. But there 

is always hope and Nollywood might just be the party to keep the hope alive with creating 

images of a more understandable society where it is easy to choose between right and 

wrong. As Maureen Mahon (2000, 470) writes, cultural producers and production sites both 

reflect and construct consciousness, identities, social categories and histories.   

Nollywood is not its own entity. The whole industry of filmmaking, meaning the films and 

the practitioners’ way of being, mediates the global and the local. Nollywood remodels the 

collective sphere of Nigerian aspirations and hope with its films and the storylines it creates 

outside the films. The Nigerian media reports not only about the films but also about the 

real lives of the people seen in the films. These ‘real-life stories’, although mainly 

consisting of gossip, show that the happy endings in the films might come true. 

Backgrounds and social statuses have no true saying in the possibility of being successful 

in Nollywood: no matter where the practitioner is coming from, s/he can create a 

sustainable livelihood for himself/herself and even, become a star. The old traditions and 

structures of patron-clientism (see Smith 2001) do not matter so intensely in the world of 

films. Nollywood has created its own ‘shadow structure’ of making it, located outside the 

official governmental structures of being in Nigeria.  

Nollywood needs to deliver to its audience by telling stories the audience wants to hear. 

After talking with many filmmakers, it was apparent that the Nigerian audience wants 

African stories. It seems that the audience needs to see the Nigerian-ness with all its voodoo 

related stereotypes becoming alive in the modern day. Nollywood tries to make sense of 

what it means to be Nigerian today by intertwining traditional and global forces together, 

creating its own style of storytelling. On many levels, Nollywood is a perfect example of 

indigenization of global influences. Filmmaking, with its roots strongly in the Western 

hemisphere has become a counterforce to the globalized mass media in the Nigerian 

context. Nollywood filmmakers use Western technologies and modes of cultural creation 
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by indigenizing them to adapt to the filmmakers’ own cultural and societal ways of 

creativity. The localized is the basis for the adaptation of the global. Nollywood is created 

from the bottom up, with locality being its strongest point, but it also mediates the global. 

This new modern Nigerian-ness could be described with one word: Naija.  

In the era of attempts to rebrand Nigeria, “Naija” is a word that holds all the positive 

connotations of Nigeria. It is a word of pride, positivity and the future. Like Nollywood, it 

is a phenomenon that has been born among the Nigerian people. “Naija” defines the new 

Nigeria on the grass roots level of cultural being. Naija is a place of opportunity; a place 

where, despite all its deficiencies, success is possible anyhow.               
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