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Introduction

At a Film Financing session as part of a recent Los Angeles Film Festival, a panel of five global film industry professionals convened a session intended for independent producers entitled ‘Crossing Borders: Global Film Markets’. Throughout the discussion, the panellists, including a representative for international buyers and specialists in selling international distribution rights of Hollywood productions, painted a picture of a global system of media sales: rights being sold under similar terms to virtually identical buyers who happen to represent different territories which all function under the same system, and all operating under similar logics. They discussed the rationality, for instance, of splitting theatrical rights from television, online and DVD rights on the global film market; the global decline in DVD watching they attributed not only to piracy and other online viewing, but also to rising global consumer preference for one-time viewing. The picture they painted was of the world as a global market, split into territories for convenience of sales negotiations.

In the question and answer session, one attendee who did not identify herself rose to ask a question: ‘What about Africa?’ She noted that panellists had discussed distribution in the Americas, Europe, Asia and Australia, but hadn’t mentioned Africa. The response from the five panellists was unanimous. ‘We really don’t sell to Africa,’ said the moderator. She noted that theatrical rights might sometimes be sold in South Africa, but usually for a pittance, a drop in the bucket compared to sales made in other territories. Other countries in Africa, she noted, might get television sales, but probably would not. There is not enough infrastructure in any other countries in sub-Saharan Africa, she said, to guarantee making any money at all in those territories, rendering distribution efforts there pointless.

The moderator’s and other panellists’ comments in answer to this question were echoed at a banquet that same evening by Rashid Bahati, Senior Vice President of Business Development and Acquisitions for LeadDog Entertainment, a distributor of Black and African film. He also mentioned the lack of infrastructure in countries like Nigeria as a reason he had never sold distribution rights to Nigerian entities, nor bought them. Bahati said he once sent screeners (advance copies of a film meant for review purposes only) of three films to a distributor in Nigeria who had requested them. He never saw the screeners nor heard back from this distributor again, leaving him to believe the screeners may have been ‘pirated’ or otherwise distributed without his authorisation. ‘How can anyone enter into business deals with “unreliable” partners?’ he asked.
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One view of the world as a potential global film market for formal DVD distribution



These comments illustrate the experience of dominant global cultural industries from the perspective of what has traditionally been referred to as the ‘global South’. The majority of the entire continent of sub-Saharan Africa, for instance, is mostly considered to be outside and tertiary to the well-oiled functioning of a global Hollywood, both as a source of production and as a site of distribution. That which emerges in the gaps between, in the absence of connectivity to global networks, will have no easy path to connect with, for instance, the complex funding and distribution networks of the dominant global cultural industries in a quest to grow. If we think of one dominant cultural industry network, with global Hollywood as its hub and other corporate national film industries as its nodes, we can also see the informal alternative cultural industry networks that exist on the flipside of and in gaps between those networks. This book interrogates the position and rise of new cultural industry hubs outside the traditional core networks in global cultural industries through an in-depth look at one case study: Nollywood, the burgeoning Nigerian movie industry that has taken off in sub-Saharan Africa and the diaspora.

NOLLYWOOD, THE CULTURAL PRODUCT

Nigeria is a vast and diverse nation, with over 250 languages spoken and approximately 170 million people, or a fifth of the total population of sub-Saharan Africa, living within its borders. The Hausa, the dominant ethnic group in Nigeria, populate the northern parts of the country, while the south, where Nigeria’s largest metropolis, Lagos, is located, is dominated by the two next largest ethnic groups: the Igbo towards the east and the Yoruba, the larger of the two, towards the west. Since the early 1990s, Nigeria has come to be known for its prolific local production of ‘video films’, or movies made independently using video technologies and distributed for home viewing. There are similarly structured and interlinked video-based movie industries associated with all three ethnic groups, but the term ‘Nollywood’ is most usually used to refer to English-language movies, which are made in the south.

Unlike the tradition of African celluloid film, or Hollywood and Bollywood films, Nollywood movies are shot using video technologies (first analogue, now digital), and are primarily intended for popular home viewing on small screens, as opposed to theatrical (or film festival) distribution. Most are long – at least three hours in length – and many consist of at least two parts (e.g. Part I and Part II or more, purchased separately). Profits are usually made en masse over a catalogue of titles as opposed to from individual movies. Nollywood movies are a distinct cultural form, with, many argue, more of a connection stylistically to soap operas than to the sorts of cinema one might find at the international art film festivals that dot the sub-Saharan Africa cinemascape.

Nollywood may be unknown to much of what has traditionally been referred to as the ‘global North’, but throughout sub-Saharan Africa and the global African diaspora, Nollywood is not just known but is known as a ubiquitous dominant force. In Nigeria and in countries throughout sub-Saharan Africa, Nollywood has come to dominate screens, a move that has caused complaints of oversaturation of local screens in some smaller sub-Saharan African countries (see Ondego, 2008; The Economist, 2010). And, in some places, Nollywood has spurred local production in the ‘Nollywood style’ (see Krings, 2010, for example, on Nollywood’s influence on Tanzanian video production). Nollywood’s business model, a key focus of this book, has in some ways proved to be just as popular an export as the movies themselves.

NOLLYWOOD IN THE CONTEXT OF GLOBAL MEDIA FLOWS

While Nollywood is certainly a product of southern Nigeria, circulating first in the Nigerian market, nation-based classifications of media industries can be problematic. Critical enquiry into international communication has, for years, addressed direction in global media flows. Does media flow north–south, dominating world audiences? What about media that flow in the opposite direction, from south–north, via diasporic, niche, or other global flows? Or media that circulates intra-regionally, geolinguistically or via another south–south configuration? Media scholar Daya Thussu has termed these latter flows ‘contra-flow’, and argues for the increasing importance of such flows in understanding the dynamics of media production and distribution on a global scale. While acknowledging the multi-directionality of global media flows, I argue that differentiating between media industries based on nation-based classifications of origin (e.g. is this entire nation in the global North or global South?) is inherently murky and will begin to lose meaning the deeper one investigates ownership and investment networks.1 If industries become ever more incorporated into ‘global Hollywood’s’ corporate structure through investment and co-productions (see Arsenault and Castells, 2008), how ‘contra’ can this flow be? Instead, I argue that the economic and institutional structures producing media are the best way by which we can classify them, determining to what extent these industries are – or could be – a part of dominant global cultural industry networks.

If we think of movie production on a global scale, we can see that it is diverse, both culturally, in terms of production content, and economically, in terms of business structures and profit structures. Audiovisual entertainment industries exist worldwide, some quite robust, some quite profitable and some quite popular – and with varying degrees of connection to dominant global cultural industry networks, from dense to incredibly sparse. Mumbai, for instance, is the hub of a robust production, distribution and exhibition network specialising in ‘Bollywood’-style films. Mexico City and Sao Paolo are hubs in the global telenovela industry, producing television content that rules prime-time in countries spanning five continents. And, of course, Los Angeles is the dominant industrial hub of a global network of film and television production and distribution. The production and distribution networks of these industries do not stand completely alone – all are globally linked in a number of ways. And, as any emerging hub becomes more popular, it is in the interest of the global film industry known as Hollywood to invest in and otherwise financially integrate it into their global interests: emergent cultural industry hubs vary in their level of official Hollywood connections and their own self-forged alternative global connections. Yet, while each hub is globally linked, it also represents a specific local creative milieu, responsive to local domestic (and regional) exigencies, and reflective of a number of very specific local conditions that have helped shape it.

Nollywood, the industry, reflects an extreme of disconnection and exclusion from these networks (though, of course, it is neither wholly disconnected nor wholly excluded) and serves as a site to explore the strength of what are arguably increasingly more important alternative global networks of production inputs and distribution: networks in which ‘black’ markets both feed and distribute content and networks in which opacity and informality both delimit potential Hollywood-driven growth and investment and simultaneously power the industry. Nollywood is an ideal case study in alternative media networks – for the level and breadth of its disconnect with dominant global networks of formal capital and cultural production, as well as its global profile and notable productivity.

Even as we look at the alternative global networks of Nollywood, the industry is clearly place-based, and the significance of location in Nigeria and in the global mega-city of Lagos can’t be overstated. Lagos is simultaneously an overcrowded under-organised rapidly growing mega-city and a symbol of cosmopolitan wealth, global connections and the fast life in West Africa. Nollywood movies are, first, a local production of southern Nigeria and of Lagos, reflecting local culture in very specific ways – from its aesthetic to its industrial structure. And Nollywood movies are distributed globally and are connected to a number of globally linked networks, for both distribution and production inputs. Unlike many other global media industries, however, these networks are almost exclusively informal, and Nigeria (like most of sub-Saharan
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