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ABSTRACT

The popularity and viewership of Nollywood films have expanded
across African and Western cities especially those with considerable
Diaspora population. This study seeks to investigate whether watching
Nollywood films is likely to lead to cross-cultural transmission of
Nigeria’s cultural heritage to audience members in South Africa.
Data for the study were collected using observation and surveys
with Likert-type scales involving participants from a South African
college. Results show that watching Nollywood films was significant
in increasing participants’ knowledge and appreciation of Nigerian
culture. Observed patterns indicate that a small portion of participants
could mimic or reproduce some common Nigerian expressions and
exclamations while a negligible percentage of participants could
actually speak a smattering of Igbo, one of Nigeria’s three major
languages.
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Introduction
Nigeria’s film industry, popularly known as Nollywood, has emerged as one of the most
influential cultural products out of Africa in the last two decades (Haynes, 2007). As a media
agency, Nollywood has endeared itself to audience members across Africa and beyond with
its enthralling and culturally infused narratives that have, willy-nilly, thrown up a couple
of characters with cult following in Nigeria and many African countries (Onyenankeya,
2013). Like in most African countries, Nollywood films and stars are popular in South
Africa especially among rural black South African youths. In the winter of 2013 one of
the authors experienced the first real encounter with a South African audience interaction
with a Nollywood film when she paid a visit to a friend at a rural location in the outskirts
of Alice, Eastern Cape. As the author was ushered into the living room that cold Sunday
evening, she noticed a pin-drop silence even as the television was screaming. Nestled in
the far end of a couch were the two siblings of the author’s friend, while an elderly man and
woman whom the author reckon, were her friend’s parents, sat on two mahogany chairs
straddling the sitting room. They were all engrossed watching a Nigerian movie ikuku
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(hurricane) airing on the DSTV African magic channel. For the one and a half hours that
the author spent in the friend’s house, she could hardly manage a three minutes sustained
conversation with her friend as she too was following the drama passionately. It was only
after the movie had ended that the author had the opportunity to exchange pleasantries with
the rest of the family. The author observed that her friend bent down to serve her a drink
while her sibling sauntered past whispering “Igwe”.1 Apparently, the friend and her sibling
were mimicking or reproducing what they observed from the film they had just watched in
which, one of the characters, Osuofia, insisted that a waitress in a restaurant should bend
down to serve him in deference to his rank as an elder in the society. This episode resonates
with the author’s experience in her first few weeks at the University of Fort Hare, where
she encountered a number of students and staff who were not only eager to learn more
about Nollywood films, but initiated discussions about Nigeria that invariably gravitated
to Nollywood and its coterie of stars.
The events above underscore the inroad Nollywood films have made in the South African
media space. There is a widely held belief that Nollywood has helped in popularising
Nigerian rich cultural heritage across Africa and beyond (Haynes, 2007). Nigeria, a nation
of over 182 million people (National Population Commission, Nigeria [NPC], 2016) with
more than 250 languages and great religious and cultural diversity, presents a kaleidoscope
of cultural heritage in its food, music, dance, arts, literature and dressing. This rich repertoire of cultural heritage is represented in Nollywood settings, storylines and dramatisation.
Essentially, Nollywood “stories are deeply rooted in Nigerian cultural traditions and social
texts that focus on Nigerian community life… the stories are told using African idioms,
proverbs, costumes, artifacts, cultural display, and the imagery of Africa” (Onuzulike, 2007,
p. 233). The Nigerian Nollywood films, in its many genres, may not meet typical western
expectations in terms of content and aesthetics, but they do provide sociological mapping
or glimpses of the Nigerian people:
Taken together, they give us something like an image of the Nigerian nation, not necessarily
in the sense of delivering a full, accurate, and analytical description of social reality, but in
the sense of reflecting the productive forces of the nation, economic and cultural. (Haynes,
2000, p. 4)

While numerous authors have written extensively on Nollywood’s evolution (Haynes &
Okome, 1998; Larkin, 2000; Ogunleye, 2003), and popularity within and outside Nigeria
(Abah, 2008; Okuyade, 2011), scholarship on the cultural dynamics between Nollywood and
its viewers, especially its southern African audience remains scanty. This study therefore,
seeks to determine the role Nollywood films play in the transference of Nigerian cultural
heritage or way of life across other cultures using South Africa as a point of departure.
Specifically, the study attempts to ascertain whether watching Nollywood films is likely to
lead to cross-cultural transmission of Nigeria’s cultural heritage or way of life to audience
members in South Africa, and to establish the aspect of Nigerian culture that Nollywood
films transmit to South African audience. Literature suggests that Nollywood fans tend to
mimick Nollywood characters, their speech and dress. The article therefore uses Nollywood
mimicking and the assembled data as a case study for the theory on social learning and
examines the impact of content, context and mode in ensuring cultural transmission. The
next section presents an overview of the video film in Nigeria leading to the emergence of
Nollywood.
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The Video Film Phenomenon in Nigeria
The emergence of indigenous video film production evolved out of the desire to domesticate
the film business and engender the infusion of local content that not only tells the people’s
story but also projects their culture (Onyenankeya, 2013). From 1903 when film made a
grand entrance into Nigeria with the screening of a documentary at the Glover Memorial
Hall Lagos (Uchegbu, 1992), up till the late 1950s, the film business was dominated by
British and Lebanese merchants. The films were essentially educational materials sponsored
and sustained by the colonial administration and missionaries as part of the “civilising
mission” (Ekwuazi, 1987 as cited in Ogunleye, 2003). By the early 1960s however, the film
industry had taken on a radically different outlook reflecting a broader local participation
in content and production.
Early Nigerian video films were mostly dramatic features shot on video and sold on
Video cassettes and later Video Compact Discs (VCD) (Haynes, 2000). Today’s version of
the films is increasingly being shot on celluloid and shown on cinemas across the country.
This development is not unconnected with the sudden but steady re-emergence of the cinema culture in Nigeria. In the main, Nigerian video films remain historically and culturally
different from traditional western films. Haynes (2000, p. 1) posits that Nigerian video films
straddle between television and cinema in that, although some of the films may have some
thematic semblance to Western and American mainstream films, they are diametrically
antithetical in the aspect of form, style and rendition.
Breaking the Mould and Dismantling Barriers in Filmic Entertainment
With its unique selling proposition of convenience and access, the VCD powered films
presented a radical departure from the norm in that it brought entertainment to the door
steps of the audience. It has been argued that the convenience of watching video films at
one’s space, speed and time might be one of the overarching factors that endeared video
films to its many followers and, to a large extent, the hard fact that underpinned its establishment as the primary medium of entertainment and relaxation in Nigeria in the early
1990s (Onyenankeya, 2013). The arrival of video films “democratised” filmic entertainment
in Nigeria, enabling low income families to enjoy theatre in their homes as well as opened
up a new vista of media environment that was previously closed to a considerable chunk of
the population. Prior to the advent of video films, the only access people had to watching
movies were at the cinemas, even so it was considered an expensive pastime and something
of an exclusive preserve of men. In the northern part of Nigeria for instance, seeing a female
in a cinema was considered not only undignifying but a cultural anathema (Larkin, 2000).
Video film broke this barrier and made cinema accessible to everyone. The widespread
acceptance of video films and the attendant marketing successes albeit modest, provided
the building blocks and impetus for an indigenous film industry that is Nollywood.
The Making of Nollywood and the Recreation of Oral Tradition
Nollywood represents the recreation of indigenous theatre and a continuation of the oral
tradition in which history, stories, folktales and religious beliefs are passed on from generation to generation. The concept or idea behind Nollywood is that every day experiences
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and common concerns could become a cultural product when weaved in an entertaining
and didactic manner using local settings and artists (Onyenankeya, 2013). Expectedly, early
Nollywood products were delivered essentially on oral story telling methods such as songs,
dance, masks, legend and myths, which were also in the centre of the travelling theatre
productions (Onyenankeya, 2013).
The early forays into video making in Nigeria has been traced to the Yoruba travelling
theatre artistes in the 1960s and 1970s (Barber, as cited in Ogunleye, 2003). These pioneer
video film producers who emerged from the traveling theatre groups, leveraged on the
nascent video technology platform to repackage their art and to reach a wider audience.
The rise of the video film industry, now referred to as Nollywood however, is linked to
some businessmen of Igbo extraction, particularly Kenneth Nnebue, who is said to have
suspended his lucrative electronic trade to become film promoter and producer (Haynes,
2000). The success of his foremost film production “Aje Ni Iya Mi” (my mother is a witch)
not only unveiled the enormous retail market potential of local films but also the huge profits
to be made through the sale of videos. But it was Nnebue’s blockbuster film in 1992 titled
“Living in Bondage” scripted and performed in Igbo language and subsequently translated
in English and featuring iconic actors like Kenneth Okonkwo, Kanayo O Kanayo and BobManuel Odogwu, that opened the floodgates for sustained video film production in the
country (Haynes & Okome, 1998).
By the turn of the century in 1999 Nigeria had become one of the world’s prolific centres
of video film production, notwithstanding that a bulk of the flicks were considered lacking in contemporary cinematic ingredients (Haynes, 2007). In spite of its inadequacies,
Nollywood films have become the principal family entertainment staple for many rural
homes in Nigeria, in some instances, the films have supplanted television viewing for some
folks (Abah, 2008; Okuyade, 2011). As Haynes and Okome (1998, p. 106) aptly stated,
“Nowhere else in Africa has a domestic market been captured so successfully” as in the
iron grip of Nollywood on the Nigerian market. But Nollywood is also making impressive
inroads beyond Nigeria.
Nollywood’s African and Global Appeal
Across Africa especially in east, central and southern Africa, Nollywood is reported to enjoy
enormous popularity. Nollywood films have also gained massive traction with African
immigrant community around the world (Haynes, 2007). The African and global appeal
of Nollywood is reinforced by its ability to navigate through Nigeria’s cultural milieu and
“social text” to present narratives that are able to capture the attention of a variety of global
audience. Nollywood’s thematic thrusts and plots are underpinned by socio-cultural dynamics which appear putatively in congruence with everyday experience of most Africans.
Nollywood films typically portray Nigerians in general African environments to different
degrees (Onuzulike, 2014, p. 292). Some scholars attribute Nollywood’s popularity to its
ability to portray Africa’s everyday life in terms of storylines, settings and casting (Dekie,
Meers, Winkel, Bauwel, & Smets, 2015). The characterisation of daily practices and “common concerns” and the opportunity it offers for people “to express opinions and commentaries on the society” appear to resonate with the African audience (Abah, 2009, p. 733).
Although Nollywood showcases Nigerian and African environments (Alamu, 2010;
Okome, 2007; Omoera, 2009; McCall, 2004), it has, in a bid to widen its African and global
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appeal, been incorporating and emulating western culture in its recent productions (Abah,
2008). Many current Nollywood films are shot in standard film formats just like Bollywood
and Hollywood ostensibly to meet with the demand of its universal fans (UNESCOPRESS,
2009). However, in spite of the fact that Nollywood cultural production has become progressively transnational in scope, it has, in many respects, managed to preserve its unique
Afrocentric bent from being emasculated by mainstream global cultural productions
(Adejunmobi, 2007).
Overall, Nollywood has evolved from the riotous all-comers era characterised by badly
scripted, poorly produced films and convoluted distribution system to become a global
brand (Onyenankeya, 2013). As noted earlier, Nollywood films may not compete with
Hollywood in terms of cinematic production and accoutrements, but its stories and settings
to a large extent, reflect the Nigerian cultural context even if it is sometimes embellished to
meet commercial and entertainment needs. Nollywood offers not only a unique popular
culture but presents African stories and values in a perspective that is entirely different
from stereotypical western slants (McCall, 2004). Nollywood is particularly proficient at
dramatising everyday lives especially pressing social challenges and, is also very successful
in providing those “outside its cultural context with a sociological mapping or glimpses of
the Nigerian people” (Haynes, 2000, p. 4).
Negotiating Nigerian Culture in a South African Environment through Nollywood
South Africa’s relationship with Nigeria and indeed the rest of Africa was largely frosty
during the apartheid era. Nigeria was one of the frontline states that supported the black
nationalists group, the African National Congress (ANC) in its fight to dismantle the
apartheid regime especially at the UN where it chaired the UN Special Committee against
Apartheid for 25 years until the end of Apartheid in 1994 (South African foreign Policy
Initiative [SAFPI], 2013). Until the advent of black rule in 1994 little or no cultural exchange
existed between the two countries. Majority of South Africans are not aware of the pivotal role Nigeria played in ending apartheid. South African mainstream media during the
apartheid era had little or no cultural content on Nigeria and the rest of Africa. Majority of
the population only saw the world from the prism of the single narrative presented by the
media. Prior to the entrance of Nollywood movies, there were very few movies by African
filmmakers available to South African college students – who prior to Nollywood’s rise in
the 1990s were nearly all white.
Although films made by a select few of African directors were able to penetrate the global
market and featured in some private film shows, and theatres in western countries, viewing
of Nigerian films at home, or cinema was largely uncommon in South Africa. However,
with the introduction of satellite television and the liberalisation of the media space, South
Africans were gifted a window to learn about what was going on in the world. Most South
African students and indeed the rest of the black population, were encountering the Nigerian
people and culture for the first time through Nollywood. Some authors have linked the
popularity of Nollywood in Southern Africa and the rest of Africa to its propensity for
choosing topical and localised themes that capture the interests of its regional diaspora
audiences. Like the audience members in the Diaspora, South African audience appear to
be attracted to Nollywood films because it reminds them of their own cultural traditions.
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Nollywood film evokes not only nostalgia but also accentuates the feeling of cultural affinity
(Onyenankeya, 2013).
Cultural Transmission
Over the years, social interactions, interpersonal relationship and oral tradition including
mythology, have featured as vehicles through which human beings transmit cultural heritage
from one generation to another. In African societies for instance, traditional oral forms of
communication such as music, masquerades, dance, and related abstractions provided the
platform to pass on cultural materials, religious beliefs and traditions from generation to
generation (Ugboajah, 1982). Oral tradition served as a method to receive, transmit and
maintain social order and, to a large extent, reinforce values and norms of behaviour which
helped to ensure continuity of the people’s way of life (Ansu-Kyeremeh, 1998).
Many sociologists hold the view that cultural transmission occur through a combination
of individuals “experimentation” and social learning that develop gradually from social
interactions (Brinkerhoff, Ortega, & Weitz, 2013; Eerkens & Lipo, 2007). Bandura (1997)
posits that individuals learn by observing others or models which include characters on
television and films. In the twentieth century, oral traditional forms are increasingly being
embedded in both documentary and feature films, whose array of models or characters,
have become veritable channels for demonstrating, inculcating and transmitting a people’s
way of life or social experiences across generations.
Film as an Agent of Cultural Transmission
Film and television have become not just some of the main sources of storytelling in
today’s society but also important art forms, sources of popular entertainment and escapism (Altheide & Snow, 1979; McQuail, 1987). Film is seen as a powerful vehicle for transmitting or mediating culture (Brinkerhoff et al., 2013). It has been argued that film plays
an important sociological function in that it shapes contemporary religious beliefs and
practices as well as document social and cultural history (Robert, 2007). As a “cultural
artefacts created by specific cultures” film not only mirrors the cultural beliefs and values of
the society where it originates from “ but in turn affect them” (Robert, 2007, p. 112). Some
scholars consider film an important platform for learning and socialisation. Tibus, Heier,
and Schwan (2013) argue that film, as an artistic expression, entertains as well as serves as
a rich vehicle for educating the people. Bandura (2001) explains that film is able to perform
this role through the instrumentality of models who “exemplify the cultural patterns” (p.
6). Individuals ideas of “social reality” are significantly swayed by “vicarious experiences”,
which they obtain from what they read, hear or see “without direct experiential correctives” (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976). As a medium of mass communication film has the
ability to mediate between the individual and her culture (Biagi, 2005). Bandura (2002)
argues that cutting-edge technology communication such as the film media, is reshaping
the “nature, reach, speed and loci of human influence” and profoundly altering the process
of social diffusion.
The video system feeding of telecommunications satellites has become the dominant vehicle
for disseminating symbolic environments. Social practices are not only being widely diffused
within societies, but ideas, values, and styles of conduct are being modelled worldwide. (p. 5)
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A number of studies have established film as a rich and effective tool for educating people
(Merkt, Weigand, Heier, & Schwan, 2011; Tibus et al., 2013). However, the ability to learn
and reproduce images from other cultures is predicated on the content, cultural context and
mode of transmission of the information. Content denotes the concrete information that
is exchanged between individuals (Eerkens & Lipo, 2007). It covers the density and form
in which the information is being transmitted. It describes how often the information is
presented, and the structure of the information (Eerkens & Lipo, 2007).
The form in which information is presented, that is whether the information is in a
written, verbal or visual format, affects the content of cultural information. The more
multifarious information is, “the longer it takes to describe its properties whether done
mathematically, pictorially, or verbally” (Eerkens & Lipo, 2007, p. 247). Empirical finding
shows that the chances of error in transmitting complex information in a written form is
minimal than when it is conveyed verbally to a recipient “or if the recipient is able to only
visibly watch someone perform an activity” (Eerkens, 2000, p. 35). Similarly, information
repeated severally is likely to be transferred or copied with minimum error than those that
occur only once (Combet, Jaussaud, & Martin, 2005). In all, how information is structured
influences its final transmission. Experiments conducted by Mesoudi, Whiten, and Dunbar
(2006) show that some details of social information are lost during transmission resulting
in what is considered “low-level information”.
Context is another factor that affects cultural information. Context represents the physical
and social setting in which cultural information is transmitted. It has been suggested that
the physical and social context of cultural do have moderating effect on the content of information being transferred (Eerkens & Lipo, 2007). The transmission of verbal information
in a noisy setting, for instance, a market, could impinge on the “clarity” of the information,
which may lead to higher margin of error as against a quiet background like a courtroom.
The result of transmitted events could be affected also by the by the credibility and status
of a carrier of information (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001) and, the likelihood of its being
accurately transmitted (Rowlands, 1993).
Equally, the mode of transmission in cultural information also affects its outcome. Mode
refers to the process (cognitive and cultural transmission) by which individuals transfer
and obtain information. There are diverse rules that shape how individuals receive information, and every one of these rules has the capacity to shape the outline and sharing of
“traits in a population”. The mode of transmission varies and is contingent on the number
of individuals participating in the transmission. It can also vary due to the “direction of
transmission” “packaging of information”, and of course, the predispositions that underlies
information acquisition (O’Brien & Lyman, 2003).
But as noted by Carey (2009) communication goes beyond “transmitting,” or “giving”
information to audiences across geographical divides. Communication is a ritual that
involves creating symbolic reality. Carey argues that the ritual of communication whether
in print or visual form, seeks to present, preserve, and adapt the common beliefs of a society
in a particular moment in time. Here, communication is underpinned by “sharing, participation, association, fellowship … the maintenance of society in time; not the act of imparting information but the representation of shared beliefs” (Carey, 2009, p. 5). Carey’s ritual
model however is not antithetical or dichotomous to the transmissive model but provides a
nuanced understanding of human communication because “neither of these counterpoised
views of communication necessarily denies what the other affirms” (Carey, 2009, p. 17).
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Nollywood’s content, social setting and mode of transmission help to reproduce Nigerian
cultural heritage which present entertainment and escapism for many viewers. Even though
what is presented before them may not be “pure information but a portrayal of contending forces in the world” (Carey, 2007, p. 6), Nollywood viewers are able to represent and
replicate images observed in Nollywood as implicated in Bandura’s social cognitive theory.
Situating the Social Cognitive Theory
Albert Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1997) was used in this inquiry to provide interpretative framework on how people learn or acquire behaviour as a result of constantly watching a particular kind of film over a period of time. The theory suggests that individuals are
capable of changing behaviour by merely observing other people and, in most cases, people
tend to imitate behaviours of role models (Wardell, Read, & Coldera, 2013). According to
Bandura (1997, p. 22) “most human behaviour is learned observationally through modelling:
from observing others, one forms an idea of how new behaviours are performed, and on later
occasions this coded information serves as a guide for action”. The individuals or models
that provide behaviours that can be observed and imitated include characters on television
and films. Individuals learn and engage in behaviour by observing models projected in the
media such as television and films (Byrant & Oliver, 2009). The mass media film inclusive,
provide models for a vast array of people in many different environmental settings and people tend to accept and digest what the media offer and, often build their belief, perception
and stereotype on it without often verifying the fact. The social cognitive theory holds that
the individual’s cognitive perspective is vital in his “learning” and behaviour, but acknowledges however, that behavioural and environmental factors contribute to human behaviour.
In summary, the social cognitive theory posits that the ability of an individual to observe
and imitate behaviour depends on the degree of exposure to that behaviour, how well the
behaviour is recalled, the physical ability to reproduce that behaviour and of course, the
strength and direction of vicarious reinforcement (McLeod, 2016).
Bandura’s social cognitive theory therefore, provides interpretative framework for understanding the psychosocial mechanisms through which symbolic communication influences human thought, affect and action. This theory helps to explain the thought process
underpinning social and psychological dynamics that influence how audience members
learn and imbibe and even demonstrate what they see from films, in this case, Nigerian
Nollywood films. It gives a deeper understanding of the role that film play in shaping and
reflecting culture.

Method
Data for this study was collected using surveys and structured observations involving participants from a medium-sized college in Eastern Cape South Africa. The structured observations were carried out throughout the period of field work to observe and understand
how participants interacted with Nollywood films and to gain insight into how they mimic
Nollywood characters in speech and dress. First a preliminary investigation was undertaken
in which a male volunteer was clad in traditional Igbo attire known as Isiagu2 (lion head).
The model wore a sleeved top costumed isiagu with black trousers and a red cap according
to the rank and standing of a typical Igbo chief or “Igwe” (as he would usually be depicted
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Nollywood films). He then paraded in and around strategic places on campus every Friday
for three weeks. The chief was accompanied in his outings by a female volunteer dressed in
a puffed sleeve blouse tucked inside two layers of wrappers with a matching head tie or gear
(as is the manner of dressing for a chief ’s wife in the Igbo ethnic group). Another female
volunteer was dressed in Iro wrapper and buba (blouse) with a head gear known as gele. The
Iro is made with “adire” fabric, a locally woven textile that is a popular traditional outfit for
occasions among the Yoruba women of South West Nigeria. Her male counterpart dressed
in a two-piece dress comprising trouser (sokoto) and inner shirt (buba) with an over flowing
gown known as agbada and a fila (a cap made with local textile). Both attended a function
organised to mark the 2016 Heritage Day3 on campus.
The objective of the observations was to see if participants could link the dressing to
people of Nigeria and Nollywood films. We also looked out for gestures and exclamations
that participants will display as they encounter these characters. Two research assistants
trailed each character asking participants the following questions: “Do you recognise that
outfit these guys are wearing?”, “Which country do you think they could probably come
from?” And, where did you first see these costumes? The observation covered other behaviour of interest (for instance, whether participants hailed or courtesied to the “Igwe” in
ways and manner Nollywood characters behave as well as imitation of slangs and speech
mannerisms that are frequently exhibited by Nollywood characters (such as “chineke m o”,
ewo ooo h! “Tufia kwa”).
We then detailed four research assistants to randomly patrol the campus for another
30 days including weekends to observe the dressing patterns around the campus in order to
see if any staff or student would dress in an outfit that resembles dresses worn by characters
in Nollywood films. Basic information, such as time, date, place and any other information
related to the behaviour of interest were systematically recorded in pre-structured observation schedule.
Participants
Sample for the survey were drawn from the register of students for the 2015 academic year
at the Alice campus of the college. From a total student population of 6087 spread across
five faculties namely; Law, Management & commerce Science & Agriculture, Education
and Social Science, a sample size of 370 was chosen using the stratified random sampling technique. Of this number, 12% (849) was drawn from Faculty of Education; 34%
(2380) from Faculty of Science & Agriculture; 32% (2275) from Social Science; 22% (1571)
from Management & Commerce and Law 0.2% (12). This was calculated using the Raosoft
Calculator at a confidence level of 95% with a margin of error of 5%.
Measures
The survey contained questions in the Likert scale format. The scale for each variable
measured ranged from 1strongly agreed to 5stongly disagree. Cronbach’s alpha was used
to estimate the reliability of individual scale and only the items with the strongest Alpha
were included. Altogether, (n-400) questionnaire were distributed. Out of the 400 copies
of questionnaires administered, 384 was returned, representing 96% response rate. Out
of this, 368 representing 92 % were found usable for data analysis. The high response rate
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was achieved by fact that the distribution was compartmentalised and respondents were
followed up by two volunteers in each faculty. Data was analysed in SPSS and presented in
simple frequency and cross tabulation.

Discussions
Negotiating Nigerian Culture through Nollywood Film
Generally, Nollywood represents an important platform for encountering Nigeria’s cultural
heritage for many respondents. As can be seen in Table 1, nearly 37% of respondents agreed
that they were first exposed to Nigerian languages, traditional music and food by watching
Nollywood films. Similarly, 37.3% acknowledged that Nollywood was the primary source
of information concerning Nigerian culture. On whether Nollywood films help in the diffusion of Nigerian cultural heritage to other cultures, a sizeable number of respondents (153
or 41.4%) strongly agreed that Nollywood do play an influential role in the transmission
of Nigerian cultural heritage. Nearly 46% agreed that exposure to Nollywood films have
influenced their appreciation of Nigerian culture especially its richness, diversities and
similarities with other African cultures. About 39% of respondents consider Nollywood
films important vehicles in showcasing Nigerian and African culture to the outside world
while almost half of the respondents think Nollywood films are entertaining (49.5%). The
findings show that Nollywood films enabled many respondents to learn about Nigerian
customs and traditions. More than a quarter of the respondents (27%) say they appreciate
the way family is highly regarded in the culture but find it difficult to differentiate between
nuclear family members and extended family members because everyone is portrayed as
brother or sister. The portrayal of customs and tradition in Nollywood films finds traction
with many respondents. A plausible reason for this could be because the customs and traditions portrayed in the films are somehow congruent with respondents’ own reality. For
instance, for many black South African audience, the marriage ceremonies – the haggling
over bride price particularly, can be related to the “lobola” ceremonies in the Xhosa and
Zulu traditions.
When asked the attraction Nollywood films hold, more than a quarter of respondents
(40% or 147) cited Nollywood’s “Africaness” or Afrocentrism, as the major reason why
they watch the films (Table 2). This is not surprising given that Nollywood narratives and
plots are weaved around issues and settings that are common experiences in most African
countries. The finding aligns with Dekie et al. (2015, p. 306) study which suggests that the
popularity of Nollywood films is fuelled by “the Afrocentric character of the films”. As
highlighted by Onyenankeya (2013), Nollywood through its imagery and setting, presents
a kind of cultural similitude that panders to and resonates with the “Africaness” of many
of its African audience. The “characters and stories of Nigerian films do not as much represent Nigeria, but are rather believed to portray an image of Africa”. Interestingly, over a
quarter of respondents (28%) stated that the inclusion of some star actors and actresses in
the films were the most important reason for watching the films suggesting that the star
power of most Nollywood characters are helping in marketing and popularising Nigerian
local films in South Africa. Almost a quarter of the respondents (24%) were able to recall
leading comic characters like Mr Ibu (John Okafor), Osuofia (Nkem Owoh), and Mama
Gee (Patience Ozorkwor) to mention a few. Less than 15% of respondents said they watch

Nollywood films is entertaining and enjoyable
Nollywood films echoes the culture of Nigeria
Nollywood film has increased my knowledge of Nigerian culture
Exposure to Nollywood films have influenced my appreciation of
Nigeria culture
Nollywood films help in transmitting Nigerian cultural heritage to
other cultures
Watching Nollywood films has helped me to learn the Nigerian language, music, and dance and ways of greeting
Nollywood films exposed me to the richness, diversity and similarities
of African culture
I consider Nollywood films important instrument of showcasing
Nigerian culture
In Nollywood films reflects everyday experiences in Africa

Table 1. Respondents attitude towards Nollywood film.
%
–
2.2
6.2
3.8
4.3
1.6
2.2
–
1.6

F
–
8
23
14
16
6
8
–
6

Strongly disagree

23

8

23

15

48

F
28
20
14
24

6.2

2.2

6.2

4.1

13.0

%
7.6
5.4
3.8
6.5

Disagree

111

116

132

112

62

F
88
73
76
113

30.0

31.4

35.7

30.3

16.8

%
23.8
19.7
20.5
30.5

Neutral

90

143

71

101

153

F
71
148
138
170

Agree

24.3

38.6

19.2

27.3

41.4

%
19.2
40.0
37.3
45.9

140

95

136

136

91

F
183
121
119
49

37.8

25.7

36.8

36.8

24.6

%
49.5
32.7
32.2
13.2

Strongly agree
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Table 2. Respondents stated reasons for watching Nollywood films.
Statement
Because Nollywood stories reflects everyday experience
Because of the African setting
The stars or actors are my major attractions
I love the dance and singing
It gives me a glimpse of Nigerian society

Agreement, % frequency
10 (37)
28 (103)
40 (147)
7 (26)
15 (55)

Table 3. Influence of Nollywood film on cultural transmission.
Learning Nigerian language, music, dance and ways of greeting
Increasing knowledge of Nigeria
culture
Increasing appreciation of Nigeria
culture

Between groups
Within groups
Total
Between groups
Within groups
Total
Between groups
Within groups
Total

Sum of squares
63.310
275.800
339.110
48.165
395.219
443.385
29.637
281.505
311.143

df
4
359
363
4
359
363
4
359
363

Mean square
15.828
.768

F
20.602

Sig.
.000

12.041
1.101

10.938

.000

7.409
.784

9.449

.000

Nollywood films because they help them to learn about social life in Nigeria, while a small
percentage (7%) stated that they watch Nollywood films because of the dancing and singing.
In all, the results as shown in Table 3, indicate that watching Nollywood films is significant
in increasing participants’ knowledge and appreciation of Nigeria culture (p = .000).
Aspects of Culture Transmitted by Nollywood Films
A small portion of the respondents (7%) stated that they speak Igbo, one of the three major
Nigerian languages although just a smattering of the language is spoken. Roughly 5% of
respondents admitted that they could easily mimic common Nigerian speech mannerisms
especially the stressing of “o” sound in greetings and social expressions (such as “kedu”
“ibulachi”; Ewo ooo! Chineke ee!), which are expressions commonly depicted in most of the
films. The results of observation reveal that a few respondents were able to demonstrate some
Nigerian ways of greetings (such as prostrating, stooping and kneeling), even though many
could not accurately tell which ethnic group the greetings belong to. Nigeria’s diverse ethnic
groups are distinguished not just in their language but also in their ways of greetings. In the
South west of Nigeria where the Yoruba ethnic group predominates the young male prostrate
while greeting an elderly person while the female kneel down. But in the south eastern part,
the young ones stoop to greet their elders. And a young person will never first stretch forth
his hand to shake an elder. It was observed that while the model who was dressed in the
chieftaincy regalia paraded the campus some participants bowed to greet him while others
screamed “Igwe” “Mazi” “Oga” (names and titles frequently used for chiefs and important
people in Nollywood films). Four out of seven participants were able to skilfully imitate
the voice or actions of some of the characters in Nollywood film. The result also shows that
respondents could identify certain music and dance steps unique to Nigeria. A negligible
number were able to demonstrate a few dance steps like wriggling their waist. Like in most
African cultures, most dances in Nigeria is characterised by waist movement, bent knees,
angular arms and isolation of body parts. The finding is not surprising, South Africans like
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many other Africans are very fond of music, dance and singing (Mbiti, 1975). As noted
by Washburn (2001) similarity and familiarity with the culture from which the images are
derived may be a plausible reason why participants are able to replicate some elements of
the culture accurately and in details. As can be seen in Table 3, watching Nollywood films
was statistically significant in transmitting Nigerian language, music dance, and ways of
greetings to participants (p = .000)
One aspect of Nigerian culture that appears to resonate with viewers is Nigerian clothing
and dressing. As the result of the observations indicate virtually all the participants could
identify the models as Nigerians by virtue of their dressing. Participants admitted that after
watching a number of Nollywood films they could easily pick a Nigerian in the crowd by his/
her dressing. With regards to mimicking the dressing portrayed in Nollywood, six people
were seen wearing dresses made in typical Nigerian Ankara and designs. Participants agreed
that they were influenced to buy or make the attires after seeing them in Nollywood films.
Further analysis of the result show that exposure to Nollywood films, has triggered a
hunger for Nigerian delicacies (such as goat meat pepper soup and Jollof rice, although many
complain of the hot spices). It was also observed that there is desire among participants
to visit Nigeria especially, the countryside, to interact with the people and see some of the
natural habitats portrayed in the films.
Situating Nollywood Films with the Social Learning Theory
The social learning theory suggests that individuals are capable of learning a behaviour by
simply observing how that behaviour is performed by other people and this serves to guide
their subsequent behaviour (Bandura, 1997). The theory suggests that people, in most cases,
tend to copy behaviours of role models (Wardell et al., 2013). By applying Bandura’s social
learning theory in terms of the Nollywood film as it relates to transmission of Nigerian
cultural heritage in South African environment, it is reasonable to conclude that participants are able to learn or acquire aspects of Nigerian culture by copying or mimicking the
behaviours of the role models in the films. As the result indicated a number of participants
are able to reproduce the common social expressions and greetings by just observing characters projected in Nollywood films. By watching the performance of this activity repeatedly, participants are able to imitate or copy the information with minimal error (Combet
et al., 2005). Participants’ ability to learn and reproduce images from Nollywood appear
to be enabled by the content or structure of Nollywood’s cultural information. As Eerkens
and Lipo (2007) observed, the structure or form in which information is communicated
as well as the frequency and density of the information, determine how individuals are
able to learn and reproduce the information. The fact that Nollywood’s cultural heritage is
packaged in a filmic format and relayed through highly admired individuals allows participants to visibly see the performance of these behaviours and therefore are able to easily
remember and possibly retransmit the new culture or information with greater accuracy.
And because participants watch these films repeatedly they are able to copy the actions of
Nollywood actors with greater accuracy (Combet et al., 2005). As can be seen Nollywood
social information on language, traditional music and food emerged the most aspects of
cultural heritage participants were most acquainted with and could easily recall. Mesoudi
et al. (2006) posit that individuals are more likely to transmit some social information more
accurately than similarly structured “non-social information”.
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The context of Nollywood films, that is, the setting appears to be a plausible reason why
participants are able to learn and copy these aspects of Nigerian culture. As stated by participants, the ability of Nollywood films to dramatise issues of common concern around
familiar African settings emerged the major attraction for watching Nollywood films and
recalling the images observed. Schlag (1998) argues that individuals, under some settings,
tend to give greater attention to information coming from “someone like themselves” or
from similar cultural milieu. The finding of this study suggests that the mode of transmission of Nollywood’s cultural information may have influenced how participants acquired
Nigerian culture. Nollywood’s cultural heritage (content) is typically presented as information in the form of visuals and are relayed through a film idol or prestigious individual
(social context) who is regarded with greater admiration.
The success of Nollywood has provoked new thinking about media reception within the
African continent. Over the years media production in Africa especially film and television,
has been confined to meeting the needs of local audience. The popularity of Nollywood
across Africa indicate that there is a huge market for indigenous media productions. Today
there are numerous terrestrial and satellite channels dedicated to beaming African entertainments. As the result shows media productions can be a veritable tool to accentuate our
common cultural heritage and affinity. Film particularly, remains a potent tool to encourage
cultural tourism and forge a united Africa. Nollywood for instance, is increasingly co-opting actors of other African countries or and shooting parts or whole of the film in other
African countries including South Africa as part of efforts to reinforce its regional appeal.

Limitations
The study is limited by its scope and location. By focusing on students from a predominantly
black institution situated in a culturally homogeneous environment, students from other
races are somewhat left out. It is likely that selecting participants from all races given the
multi-cultural and racial diversity in South Africa would have presented a more nuanced
perspective. It is possible that some socio-cultural dynamics inherent in a homogeneous
cultural environment may have influenced the results. The findings from this study therefore
may not be sufficient to generalise to the rest of the country. To enhance the generalisability
on the influence of Nollywood films on college members it will be useful for future research
to employ a sample that is inclusive of all races and social class.

Conclusion
This study explored the role Nollywood films play in the transference of Nigerian cultural
heritage across other cultures using South Africa as a case study, in the context of Bandura’s
social learning theory. The result shows that Nollywood films provide examples of social
experiences and behaviours to observe and imitate. By watching Nollywood films participants are able to replicate behaviours copied from models or characters on the films. As
the results indicate, a reasonable number of participants stated that they are able to speak a
bit of Igbo language, and easily reproduce some common Nigerian social expressions and
ways of greetings. The result shows that Igbo language, traditional music and Nigeria food
were the aspects of Nigerian cultural heritage learnt by significant number of respondents.
By applying Bandura’s social learning theory, it is reasonable to infer that Nollywood films
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present veritable platform for people to learn or acquire knowledge. By frequently watching a particular kind of film over a period of time participants are able to copy or imitate
behaviours of the role models and able to reproduce such actions. Clearly, Nollywood
films do exert significant impact on viewers. The effect of Nollywood films on audience
members can be seen in the increasing number of South Africans wearing Nigerian styled
dresses and sampling Nigerian delicacies. Based on the findings of this study, it can safely
be concluded that Nollywood films in spite of their shortcomings, hold a great potential in
popularising Nigerian people and culture and, represent a veritable agent of transmitting
Nigerian heritage across cultures.

Notes
1. 
The title or name used to address a King or paramount ruler in eastern Nigeria.
2. 
The isiagu is woollen fabric overly emblazoned with lion’s heads embroidery, hence the name
isiagu.
3. 
Heritage Day is a public holiday usually 24 September when South Africans celebrate the
diverse cultural heritage of the nation. People typically dress in traditional attires and such
paraphernalia.
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