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Abstract 

This essay studies Nollywood texts as aesthetic cultural products 

which shape and direct current transglobal film discourse. It 

explores the space of Nollywood in transglobal film discourse 

through a review of the industry’s practices. Furthermore, the active 

role of viewers especially Africans both home and abroad in the 

production and consumption of Nollywood films is highlighted. 

This critical paradigm is vital in view of the positive projections of 

the cultural products of Nollywood in the nearest future.  
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Introductory Thoughts 

One of the most popular art forms in Nigeria has left its marks in the history 

of global film culture. A review of the industry’s long history shows proofs 

of the proliferation of Nigerian culture in the films consistently produced 
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by Nigerians, both home and abroad. Perplexed by the seeming popularity 

of these films and the industry at large, scholars and other stakeholders 

continue to gain interest in Nollywood with the view to investigating its 

paradigms of culture. “Literature on Nollywood ranges from the historical 

aspects of the industry to the themes, plots, production and distribution of 

films for local and global audiences” (Giwa, 2014, p. 4). Haynes (2012) has 

compiled an all-inclusive list of scholars who have written on Nigerian film 

culture in “A Biobliography of Academic Work on Nigerian and Ghanaian 

Video Films” published in the Journal of African Cinema. Even though this 

bibliography is comprehensive enough to cover the length of thirty-six 

pages, it still does not capture all the works of these authors, let alone the 

emerging scholars in the field. This strongly points to the fact that the 

industry has fully evolved a political economy ripe for inexhaustible 

academic discoveries, and also shows that the industry is no more what it 

was over eight decades ago when the industry emerged, and when 

academic reviews on the industry started trickling in.  

Shaka, Uwah, and Uchendu (2014) have provided an articulate and 

detailed account of the Nigerian film history, highlighting the 

transformative moments of film practice in Nigeria, down to the context of 

current discourse on the industry ranging from production, distribution, 

legislation, censorship, to the contemporary methods of film consumption 

in Nigeria. This article entitled “The Motion Picture Industry in Nigeria: A 

Critical Appraisal” published in African Communication Research is arguably 

one of the most comprehensive essays on the Nigerian film industry. 

 

A General Overview of Nigerian Cinema 

The history of cinema in Nigeria began 12 August, 1903 with the restricted 

commercial exhibition of the documentary; Coronation of King Edward VII at 

Westminster, at the Captain Memorial Hall in Lagos. This signaled the first 

time film was ever shown anywhere in Nigeria. In the same year 1903, film 

had only gained its entrance to the public domain globally, so, the British 

colonial masters introduced it to their colonies as a way of driving home 
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their ideologies. Edwin S. Porter, an engineer with Thomas Edison’s 

company had just released the earliest silent film, The Great Train Robbery. 

This film paved the way for what is now known as Film Noir. As a result of 

the technological fascination of the film to the local audience, the colonial 

masters projected the Coronation of King Edward VII at Westminster to other 

geopolitical zones of Nigeria. Mr. Herbert Macaulay a leading nationalist 

who fought for Nigeria’s independence invited film exhibitors like Mr. 

Balboa as well as other European merchants to Nigeria. A year later, in 3 

August, 1904, Mr. Balboa left Nigeria for other West African countries, and 

another film was exhibited at the Glover Memorial Hall. When the title of 

the film was displayed on the screen, there was great excitement amongst 

the audience. The film was the “Aleke of Abeokuta” (Shaka, Uwah & 

Uchendu, 2014, p. 201). 

The success of the Nigerian government’s experimentation with film 

as a medium of public enlightenment and instruction, led to its adoption of 

film as a propaganda strategy (Shaka, 2002, p. 12). In 1931, they took film 

round the country to instruct the people on the styles of the colonial 

masters, thus the creation of Mobile Film Units (MFU). As a result of the 

success recorded by this unit, documentary films began to be produced in 

Nigeria. These films were based on real life footages of social events around 

the country. Some of these films include; Anti-Plague Operations (1937), 

Empire Day Celebration (1948), Smallpox (1950), Port Harcourt Municipal 

Elections (1950), Leprosy (1950) and Queen Elizabeth II’s Visit to Nigeria (1956).  

During and after the World War II, film exhibition came through the 

Colonial Film Units (CFU) which was later renamed the Federal Film Unit 

(FFU) in 1946. Shaka, Uwah, and Uchendu (2014) argue that; 

As part of the effort to realize this dream of setting up 

a local film industry, the British Colonial Government 

in Nigeria at the time decided to send the cream of 

indigenous manpower for training in the arts of film 

production to the Gold Coast now Ghana (pp. 204-

205). 
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Those who went to Ghana and returned back with the knowledge of 

filmmaking became the first set of trained cinematographers the country 

ever had. These include; Adamu Halilu, A. A. Fajemisin, J. A. Otigba, and 

Malam Yakubu Aina who worked under the supervision of N. F. Spurr, the 

Chief Film Officer of the Federal Film Unit (FFU). This led to the first 

notable feature film Fincho (1958) made by a Nigerian called Sam Zebba. 

Also, Nigeria: Culture in Transition (1963) which was produced by the Shell 

BP Oil Company operating in Nigeria was exhibited to audiences in 

different parts of Nigeria to showcase the rich cultural heritage of Nigeria.  

In 1975, Ola Balogun and other independent filmmakers like Eddy 

Ugbomah, Sanya Dosumu, Jab Adu, and Francis Oladele who represent the 

second set of film makers in Nigeria, started producing films that later 

formed the African film canon. “The year 1975 is significant because it was 

in that year that truly indigenous full-length feature films began to emerge” 

(Shaka, 2002, p. 12). Two films were finished and released the same year; 

Amadi (Ola Balogun, 1975), and Dinner with the Devil (Sanya Dosumu, 1975). 

Amadi was shot in Igbo language and produced by Ola Balogun’s 

production company, Afrocult Films, while Dinner with the Devil was 

produced by Starline Films. Within a decade, Nigerian filmmakers had 

churned out over fifty films, an average of five per year. This period became 

the era of transition from stage to film productions. The major contributor 

to this era was Ola Balogun who trained at the famous French Film Training 

School, Institut de Hautes Etudes Cinematographiques in Paris. Amongst 

his works are; Alpha (1974), Amadi (1975), Ajani Ogun (1976), Music Man 

(1977), Black Goddess (1978), Cry Freedom (1981), Money Power (1982), 

Jaiyesimi (1979), Aiye (1979), Aropin N’yenia (1982), Ija Ominira (1982), 

Kadara/Destiny (1982), Orun Mooru (1984), and Mosebolatan (1985). Another 

director worthy of note is Eddy Ugbomah whose production company, 

Edifosa Films released The Rise and Fall of Dr. Oyenusi (1979), The Boy is Good 

(1979), The Mask (1979), Oil Doom (1980), Bolus ’80 (1982), Vengeance of the 

Cult (1982), and Death of a Black President (1983) (Shaka, 2002, p. 13). 
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Following the introduction of the Structural Adjustment Program 

(SAP) in 1985, film production began to trickle down. The fallen value of 

the Nigerian naira made it difficult for independent producers to purchase 

production equipment. In addition to this anomaly, the post-civil war 

decade of oil boom witnessed a phenomenal rise in urban crime, making it 

impossible for middle class families to continue their film patronage. 

Furthermore, soap opera producers who took a foothold of family 

entertainment in the mid-1980s had now turned to video film production. 

This in turn led to the production of a series of commercial videos like 

Living in Bondage (1992) produced by Kenneth Nnebue. The success of this 

film can be attributed to its bare and identifiable storyline, and swift 

distribution round the country. “One can argue that the factors that led to 

the collapse of the cinema industry in Nigeria also led to the emergence of 

the new Nigerian video-film industry popularly called Nollywood” (Shaka, 

Uwah, & Uchendu, 2014, p. 209). 

The prolific indigenous filmmaker Kenneth Nnebue’s early films 

which were shot and finished in Yoruba language such as; Aye Ni Iya Mi 

(1989) and Ina Ote (1990), and his turn to Igbo language films with English 

titles point to the fact that Nigerian films of the late 1980s and early 1990s 

quickly became commercially viable and fashionable amid growing 

technological advancements. His subsequent films namely; Living in 

Bondage 1 & 2 (Vic Mordi &Christian Onu, 1992), Glamour Girls 1 & 2 (1994), 

and True Confession (1995) shot by his production outfit, NEK Video Links 

formed the crux of what is now referred to as Nollywood and its history in 

entirety. Shaka critically evaluates the style of visual composition/shooting 

referred to as “static camera positioning” (Shaka, 2003, p. 43) in early 

Nollywood films of 1990s. Some of these films include; Living in Bondage I 

& II (Vic Mordi & Christian Onu, 1992), Circle of Doom I & II (Okechukwu 

Ogufiofor, 1993), Jezebel I & II (Francis Agu, 1994), Nneka: The Pretty Serpent 

(Zeb Ejiro and Bolaji Dawodu, 1994), The Battle of Musanga (Bolaji Dawodu, 

1996), Ikuku (Emeka Ani, 1996), King Jaja (Harry Agina, 1999), and Out of 

Cage (Ndubusi Okoh, 1999). 
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Most of the films were faulted for their obvious poor production 

quality. According to Elizabeth Giwa (2014), 

The Nigerian film industry is viewed in both positive 

and negative ways. Some find the plots to be highly 

repetitive and unrealistic, while others see them as 

expressions of the African culture. Despite the many 

perceptions Nollywood carries, the industry manages 

to defy the odds with new thought provoking films 

and high production quality (p. 5). 

 Shaka states that “these problems still persist in many of today’s better 

financed video films shot with professional standard cameras such as Beta 

Cam, U-Matie, Super VHS cameras . . . and digital cameras” (2002, p. 16). 

However, the commercial success of Living in Bondage gave birth to a whole 

new video film industry comprising professionals and non-professionals 

alike. Since 1992, the industry became the now famous Nollywood ranked 

the second-most productive movie industry in the world, ahead of 

Hollywood and behind only India’s Bollywood- according to 2006 

UNESCO study. Nollywood has in no doubt grown from low-budget 

movies sold on VHS tapes to a $5 billion movie industry (Hoije, 2015, p. 1). 

The rise of Video films brought a cinematic revolution to the Nigerian 

popular culture, thereby contributing to the economic gains of Nollywood. 

The conversion from celluloid to VHS, and then to DVD made it easier for 

viewers to have access to films even in the convenience of their homes. This 

transition also opened up new vistas for the rise of online distribution and 

exhibition platforms. 

 

Nollywood in Transglobal Film Discourse 

Nollywood, the multi-billion dollar movie industry continues to produce 

films with stories that touch the heart of viewers. In the form of a ‘new 

Nollywood’ movement, these filmmakers have managed to strike the right 

connection between their work and the global audience, and the audience 

responded favourably to this Nigerian example, vis-à-vis the commercial 
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nature of the industry. Arguing optimistically about the future of the 

industry, Shaka, Uwah, and Uchendu (2014) project that the Nigerian 

cinema “is a story as well as a journey in progress that would continue to 

cut across generations in order to assuage the thirst of its audiences divided 

by worlds apart” (p. 213). From film to film, these filmmakers experiment 

with developing forms of digital technologies, making the Nigerian culture 

popular, and contributing to the global film scene. Some examples include 

the following, Irapada (Kunle Afolayan, 2006) The Amazing Grace (Jeta 

Amata, 2006), Through the Glass (Stephanie Okereke, 2008), The Figurine 

(Kunle Afolayan, 2009), Ije, The Journey (Chineze Anyaene, 2010), Married 

but Living Single (Tunde Olaoye, 2010), Maami (Tunde Kelani, 2011), The 

Mirror Boy (Obi Emelonye, 2011), Last Flight to Abuja (Obi Emelonye, 2012), 

Mr. and Mrs. (Ikechukwu Onyeka, 2012), Weekend Getaway (Desmond Elliot, 

2012), Phone Swap (Kunle Afolayan, 2012), Half of a Yellow Sun (Biyi Bandele, 

2013), Flower Girl (Michelle Bello), Onyi Ozi (Obi Emelonye, 2014), October 1 

(Kunle Afolayan, 2014), 30 Days in Atlanta (Robert Peters, 2014), Invasion 

1897 (Lancelot Imaseun, 2014), Fifty (Biyi Bandele, 2015), Road to Yesterday 

(Ishaya Bako, 2015), ’76 (Izu Ojukwu, 2016), Wives on Strike (Omoni Oboli, 

2016), The CEO (Kunle Afolayan, 2016), Okafor’s Law (Omoni Oboli), A Trip 

to Jamaica (Robert Peters, 2016), It’s Her Day (Aniedi Anwah, 2016), The 

Wedding Party 1 & 2 (Kemi Adetiba, 2016, & Niyi Akinmolayan, 2017), Make 

Room (Robert Peters, 2018), and several others of these kinds. These popular 

films have attained transglobal heights as a result of the Nigerian cultural 

aesthetics (re)presented in them. 

The popularity of Nigerian films grows in preponderance of the 

Nigerian population spread globally. According to a recent statistical 

estimation of the Nigerian population released in April, 2018, the Nigerian 

Population Commission (NPC) and the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 

have put Nigeria’s current population at One Hundred and Ninety-Eight 

million (198m) people, with urban population growing at an average 

annual growth rate of about 6.5 per cent. The NPC Chairman Mr. Eze 

Duruiheoma released this in New York while delivering Nigeria’s 
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statement on “Sustainable Cities, Human Mobility and International 

Migration” at the 51st Session of Commission on Population and 

Development (Adeyemo, 2018 & News Agency, 2018). With a population 

as this, it is easier for anything pertaining to such a people to be popular, as 

Nigerians constitute a larger population of blacks in the Western world (7th 

largest in the world).   

The practice of film production, distribution and consumption in 

Nigeria has contributed towards a new facet of African film. Tunde Kelani 

in the documentary “Red Hot Nigerian Creativity” expresses the view that:  

At first, the western audiences looked at us 

[Nollywood] from the primitive kind of medium, but 

today all that is changing, as Nigeria has continued to 

prove that we have a reason to be here, and we have 

a responsibility to showcase our own and to 

contribute in the global scene (Communication for 

Change, 2011).  

Today, Nollywood is often been compared to Hollywood in the number of 

viewers affected directly and indirectly. The blockbuster success of 

Nollywood movies now compete against most Hollywood films. The New-

Nollywood films listed above have raised the artistic and economic bars of 

the African film market especially since the past decade. Take for instance 

The Wedding Party 2; this cinema movie is rated the highest-grossing 

Nollywood film of all time in 2018 (Izuzu, 2018). Few weeks after its release 

in cinemas across Nigeria, the movie raked in over Five Hundred million 

naira ($1.7m) according to the Nigeria Film Portal. Comparing this box office 

success to Hollywood movies like The 13th Warrior (1999), Allied (2016), and 

Ben-Hur (2016) that became ‘box office bombs,’ without been able to even 

recover invested capital, corroborates this argument. These Nigerian 

movies have all vividly advanced western influences on African creativity 

in terms of form and content. The ‘new cinema’ of Nollywood is comprised 

of improved quality over quantity, and the technical form reflects the 

western method. According to Shaka, Uwah, and Uchendu (2014), “they 
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[new Nollywood films] are mostly co-produced with non-Nigerian 

nationals, especially people of European and American origin, and by the 

merits of their standard help to propel the Nigerian film industry to greater 

heights” (p. 211). The hallmark of new Nollywood or Neo-Nollywood as 

one may choose to call it is that films are first released theatrically (in 

cinemas) before either been massed produced or pirated. But no matter the 

distribution framework, Neo-Nollywood films stand out amidst the 

plethora of video films that have dominated Nigerian filmmaking for the 

past 25 years. Their critically acclaimed success has brought an optimistic 

projection on where Nollywood is headed in the soon coming years. 

The place of Nollywood in transglobal popular cinema culture and 

history is constantly shifting, creating new dimensions of cultural hybridity 

in global symphony. Arguing for the interchangeability of 

transglobalization with three argots, Abdalla Uba Adamu (2007) is of the 

view that “no social system can remain insulated or isolated from the 

dynamics of global media eddies, especially a society making a transition 

from a traditional society to a cosmopolitan one” (p. 4). He further opines 

that in understanding how media practices transfuse from one location to 

another, “four distinct terms often used interchangeably emerge: 

globalization, transglobalization, transnationalism, and . . . glocalization” 

(p. 4). Without the baggage of economic forces, transglobalization is the 

intersection of diasporic cultures across national and cultural boundaries 

aimed at amalgamating media representations and matrixes within 

radically different societies. According to Julia Thomas (2001); 

We live in a visualized world, a world in which we 

are bombarded every day and everywhere with 

images that appear transglobal, capable of crossing 

geographic and racial divides, or as one famous 

advertisement implied, of uniting, hand in virtual 

hand, people of different age, sex and ethnicity (as 

cited in Adamu, 2007, p. 5). 
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Following this position, Nollywood has come to be a transglobal hegemony 

in the ideological landscapes of people spread all around Africa and in the 

Western diaspora. Take for instance Kenya and Barbados who identify 

keenly with Nigerian video films, Ugor and Santanera (2012) argue that “it 

has become cool to dress according to the Nigerian fashion on the screen, 

whereas in South Africa, Nigerian English has taken on a prestige similar 

to American English in other parts of the world” (p. 21). Transglobal film 

discourse therefore can be taken to mean a “phenomenon that spans the 

gaps of distance, culture, race, language, economics, and heritage. It is a tale 

of twentieth century cultures mixing with each other in an unprecedented 

way” (Karin, 2000, p. 3, as cited in Adamu, 2007, p.5). The Nigerian cinema 

culture now assumes a similar ideology to Hollywood’s in repositioning 

other African filmmakers to draw inspiration from its form and aesthetic 

content so as to attract a larger local audience. “Those video films that are 

not conformed to the Nollywood iconography are likely to be seen by 

African viewers as “accented,” in Hamid Naficy’s sense of the term” 

(Adejunmobi, as cited in Ugor & Santanera, 2012, p. 21). 

 Furthermore, the impact of Nollywood on transglobal film discourse 

has also repositioned viewers as moviemakers. This is the case in most 

diasporic cultures where Nigerian films are consumed; as people get easily 

inspired and spurred into developing talents that may never have existed. 

Rather than watch and analyze these films alone, there is evidence of cases 

where viewers now turn around to make their own films by reproducing 

the domestication routines of the Nigerian popular film culture. Ugor and 

Santanera (2012) argue with empirical substantiation that Nigerians 

abroad, especially in the US, United Kingdom, and Europe have started an 

informal film production practice analogous to the Nollywood model. 

These films are an indirect transnational cultural exchange between 

Nigerians at home and those overseas. 

The particular case of the production of Nollywood-

style videos in Turin, Italy, highlights the significance 

of such cinematographic practice in the lives of 
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Nigerian migrants. On the one hand, Nigerians in 

Turin consider making movies as a way to earn a 

living in a host country that offers them few 

opportunities. The Nollywood dream of fast wealth 

looms large in their lives. On the other hand, they see 

in the cheap but effective Nollywood production 

methods a way to fulfill their “desire for self-

documentation” . . . . To some Nigerians in Turin, 

Nollywood’s cheap and easy-to-learn methods of 

production carve out a new discursive space where 

they can document their experiences and fill the gap 

of information between home and abroad. Indeed, it 

is fairly common to meet people who are working on 

scripts that they guardedly store away on their 

memory sticks (Ugor & Santanera, 2012, pp. 22-23). 

 Overseas, these films are consumed by both blacks are others, 

making it a transglobal expression of popular culture. Africans abroad for 

instance, rely on these films to keep tab on topical happenings in the African 

continent. Nigerians in the diaspora see Nollywood as an easy-to-access 

proof of cultural existence in their homeland. They go about the internet 

searching for platforms to find these films, download, watch and even share 

to friends and family around. Most often, these films are viewed on IrokoTv, 

YouTube, Ibaka-TV, NaijaPals, Nollyland, Realnolly-TV, TVNolly, 

NigerianFilmz, Netflix, CodedWap, WapBaze, Nollyloaded, Video Moja, 

9jadownload, NetNaija, Nigerian Nation, Nigerian Movie Network, Buzz Nigeria, 

etc. A majority of these platforms are internet based, with mobile and 

software apps available for either free or paid downloads, and are also 

available on YouTube as channels where viewers can easily search to find 

these films in split parts or complete movies based on the data capacity of 

the admin who uploads. A few others like IrokoTV combine this internet 

distribution and consumption framework with a physical office or kiosk 

open for customers to enter and purchase these films in hard copy or file 
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copies. As a matter of fact, you can download thousands of these films on 

PC, Macbook, Ipad and other mobile devices. IrokoTV was founded and first 

launched in 2011 by Jason Njoku, while IbakaTV was founded by Blessing 

Idornigie as a part of Ibaka Entertainment. These films are even more 

popular as a result of their noticeable presence in most satellite and cable 

decoder television carriers that provide Direct-To-Home (DTH) channel 

packages like DSTV, GOTV, CTL, CMTV, CONSAT, etc. For instance, 

Africa Magic, which started off in July 2003 by M-Net as a single channel of 

the same name available only to paid subscribers of DSTV or GOTV, with 

the aim of showcasing African entertainment contents especially Nigerian 

films now has eight channels. These include Africa Magic Family, African 

Magic World, Africa Magic Showcase, Africa Magic Epic, Africa Magic 

Urban, Africa Magic Yoruba, Africa Magic Igbo, and Africa Magic Hausa.  

Several film festivals now feature Nollywood films in highly 

competing categories side by side other country films. These film festivals 

are primarily concerned with the celebration and promotion of different 

caliber of filmmakers, budding producers and talented actors/actresses. The 

first credible international film festival in Nigeria was the Lagos 

International Forum on Cinema, Motion Picture and Video in Africa, which 

attracted local and international filmmakers. It was supported by the 

Nigerian Film Corporation and French Embassy in Nigeria. Although this 

award has now been abandoned since the last edition, it lasted from 2001 

to 2006, and was organized by Independent Television Producers 

Association of Nigeria (ITPAN). Other film festivals are the Pan-African 

Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou (FESPACO) founded in 1969; 

The Zuma Film Festival organized biennially by the Nigerian Film 

Corporation; the annual Abuja International Film Festival which started in 

2014 and was founded by Mr. and Mrs. Fidelis Duker and their NAFIFO 

Ventures; the annual Africa International Film Festival (AFRIFF) founded 

in 2010 by Ms. Chioma Ude; Lights, Camera, Africa Film Festival founded 

in 2011 by Mr. and Mrs. Dayo Adegoke; iREPRESENT (iREP) International 

Documentary Film Festival founded in 2010 by the troika of Femi 
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Odugbemi, Jahman Anikulapo and Makin Soyinka; Africa Movie Academy 

Award (AMAA) founded in 2005 by the Africa Film Academy; African 

Magic Viewers’ Choice Award (AMVCA) founded in 2013 by Multichoice 

the owners of Africa Magic channels, and a few others (Ekenyerengozi, 2015 

& Shaka, Uwah & Uchendu, 2014). 

What all of these indicate is the fact that Africans globally now 

identify closely with Nollywood. Literate and non-educated viewers draw 

different meanings from these film contents. Even in tertiary institutions 

abroad, Nollywood or Nigerian cinema as the case may be, has gained its 

way into the academic curricula of film and media studies. There are 

numerous academic essays and projects done on Nigerian cinema overseas, 

and this goes to proof that indeed, Nollywood has had tremendous 

influence on the global film history. World renowned film scholars make 

reference to academic works by Africans in their books, essays, journals and 

lectures. Frank Ukadike, Brian Larkin, Hyginus Ekwuazi, Jonathan Haynes, 

and Femi Shaka are examples of such internationally celebrated Nigerian 

film scholars. This case is the same in Nigeria as many higher institutions 

of learning have adopted film as an independent field of study. A few of 

these schools include; the University of Port Harcourt, Kwara State 

University, Pan-Atlantic University in Lagos, National Film Institute in Jos, 

African Film and Media College in Lagos, International Film and Broadcast 

Academy in Lagos, PEFTI Film Institute Limited in Lagos, etcetera. That 

most of these schools centre in Lagos maintains the point that although 

Lagos is no longer the epicenter of film production in Nigeria, it still 

remains the commercial hub of Nigerian entertainment. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the history of Nigerian film industry has gained global 

recognition since the past decade. The monumental presence of the 

industry in the face of domestic, political, religious and economic 

challenges has produced a viable African cinema for blacks all-round the 

universe. Who can talk about a history of African cinema today without 
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making reference to Nollywood? Who can trace African cultural evidence 

in the diaspora without borrowing heavily from the rich cultural contents 

of Nollywood films? This is the ‘positive’ place Nollywood currently 

occupies in transglobal media flows, and it has gained some balance as a 

major source of African popular culture. 
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