
    Jonathan Haynes and the Rise of Nollywood Studies 

 

I first met Professor Jonathan Haynes about 15 years ago at the first international conference on 
Nollywood, which was held at the University of Bayreuth in Germany from June 8-9, 2001. The 

Okome. At the time, I was a naïve young man pursuing a m in Theatre Studies and Film 
at the University of Ibadan, Nigeria. There were several firsts at that occasion: it was my first time 
boarding an airplane; the first time out of Nigeria; and the first time as a presenter at any academic 
conference, whether local or international. I was totally racked by nerves! Soon after my presentation 
the Germans started throwing tough questions at me like Nazi bombs. It was Jon that saw through 
my struggles: an ambitious young man from Nigeria trying hard to make the best of what was clearly 
an important career opportunity, but totally ill-prepared for occasion. Perhaps moved by compassion, 
he came to my rescue: Jon 
articulate properly; he augmented my answers with hints that gave me cues on how to respond to 
aspects of my presentation.  

Six years after the conference, by which time I was already a doctoral student in Canada, the paper I 
presented at that conference came out in the special issue of Postcolonial Text edited by Onookme 
Okome. It was Jon again that reviewed the paper, weeding out some of the redundancies in the piece 
and rescuing whatever was left of what was clearly an ill-conceived juvenilia. Already beginning to 
form my own distinct identity as a junior scholar, I was shocked that he graciously recommended the 
piece for publication, although with very tough comments. I recount these events in my opening 
remarks only to call attention to the extraordinary ways in which Jon Haynes has been enormously 
gracious, generous and supportive of junior academics doing research on Nollywood and African 
literatures and cultures in general. So, I am indeed extremely pleased and honored to be celebrating 
the work of a scholar of towering international reputation whose patience, persistence, hard work, and 
thoughtful and methodical research has secured legitimation for a field of study now called Nollywood 
studies. 
years ago, Nollywood was a cultural industry disparaged by elite scholars in established fields such as 
film studies, Postcolonial literature, and English Studies. Today, it is at the heart of such prestigious 
scholarly fields such as global media studies, popular culture, film/video studies, African popular arts, 
anthropology, English, cultural studies, linguistics, and other such elite disciplines in the humanities.      

 

was celebrated as a remarkably insightful contribution to African cultural studies, and indeed, African 



Studies in general. Recognized internationally as the pioneer theoretical work to map out the field, not 

g claim to a central 
1987, 01). In that pioneer canonical 

cannot be understood by a vague 
general explanatory appeal to colonialis  new 
consciousness they articulate is highly specific and their meanings must be read through the details of 
local (ibid). 

grid and tool with which Jon Haynes and 
Onookome Okome worked hard to make sense of Nigerian video films and to defend the legitimacy 
of the emerging industry as a remarkable mode of African self-expression worthy of critical attention, 
in his latest work, Nollywood: The Creation of a Nigeria Film Genre (2016), Haynes takes 
counsel by being the bearer and chronicler of the unique and complex contexts that have shaped the 
crystallization of Nollywood as a popular cultural expression in Nigeria, and indeed in Africa.  

 

Figure 1: At the DVWorx Studio in Lekki Phase 1, Lagos. From left to right is Femi Odugbemi, 
Adeora Bhadmus, Jonathan Haynes, and Kolade Bhadmus. 

 

 



Perhaps disappointed that his repeated and loud calls for a more detailed and systematic account of 
the history of Nigerian video industry was never picked up by Nigerian scholars themselves (See 

 2010), he pursued the project himself, spending 
countless hours on sets, interviewing Nollywood directors/producers, talking with the stars of the 
industry, and almost anyone that bears the name of a Nollywood scholar. What Haynes offers us, 
then, is 
rough cement, the turbulent, disrupted circulations of vehicles, electricity and trade goods the whole 
mass of motives, high and low, th xxvii-xxviii), and the aesthetic 

filmic outputs. Haynes leaves no one in doubt that he is 
a first-rate cultural historian, a consummate scholar with an eagle-eye for detail. From his detailed 
account of chronic power failures in Nigeria and the resulting roar of power generators on streets in 
urban spaces; the ambient chaos that is life in Lagos as a postcolonial megacity; the paradoxes of 
everyday life in Nigeria where egregious poverty lives side by side with stupendous wealth; the 
postmodern sophistication of Victoria Island, Ikoyi and Surulere marked by palatial edifices, cyber 
cafes, internet phone call centers, laptops and smart phones, and ubiquitous cable television in plush 
hotels; contrasted by the screams of area boys dangerously perched on Molue buses that are nothing 
short of contraptions, conveying desperate citizens through potholed streets littered with police officers 
who do not protect but rather extort money from innocent and defenseless citizens; the rich history of 
incalculable oil wealth wasted away by profligate politicians and the ensuing hardships that followed 
marked by high unemployment rates, the collapse of social and economic services, the general rise of  
social crisis and insecurity; all combine to reveal how, what he calls 

the , and indeed the 
fabric of other bustling urban centers in Nigeria. Nollywood films not only convey the chaos of 
postcolonial urban life in Nigeria and Africa, they embody the scars of that chronic and irredeemable 
disorder. My point here being that w on Nollywood reveals is that the films are texts 
in both content and form.    

What Nollywood  claim about his 
Nigerianness, for no Nigerian has such deep knowledge of the natio . Indeed, no 
other work on Nollywood that I know embodies the rich history of the evolution of the Nigerian video 
industry, and the minutest details of its inner workings like Haynes  latest work. Appropriately, it 
should have been entitled The Encyclopedia of Nollywood Cinema. What Haynes accomplishes with his 
latest book, then, is not just a blow-by-blow account of the history of Nollywood, its inner workings, 
and some of its canonical texts, but a convincing rationale of why the films produced by the industry 

genres arise out of Nigerian societ  



What Jon Haynes accomplishes with his latest work is remarkable in many ways. As a pioneer, perhaps 
like Karin Barber did for the broader field of African popular arts three decades ago, he has not only 
made a powerfully convincing claim for Nollywood films as authoritative narrative texts deserving of 
study, he has secured legitimation for Nollywood studies as a distinct field of African studies. And this 
is truly remarkable and unprecedented, for very few people who invented a discipline still live amongst 
us in flesh and blood, occasionally sipping a glass of that iconic American liquor, Jack Daniels, as Jon 
does. Jon and other Nollywood pioneers literally picked up the art and stories of ordinary people from 
the streets, traced their social sources, made sense of their narrative logic, theorized their cultural and 
philosophical foundations, and convinced the global academic community that these new and 
iconoclastic texts deserve scrutiny because they hold the secrets of contemporary postcolonial life in 
Africa.     

The claim Jon 
chronicler of social history, as an organ of cultural and moral response to the extreme provocations 

(xxviii). If this claim he makes for Nollywood is remarkable, what is even more astonishing is the 
extraordinary ways in which the work marks Haynes as a noteworthy public intellectual, that kind 
advocated by Antonia Gramsci inks between 
ideology, hegemony and what he called the organic intellectual,  Gramsci pushed further the 

the imperative for a moral and intellectual leadership in class struggles. In advocating for a powerful 
social role for the organic intellectual, Gramsci was making clear the moral responsibility of public 
intellectuals to stand with and for the people and work not just as a part of the collective of 

 and powerful. My 
key point here is that while everyone else dismissed Nollywood as a tacky genre invented by 
uneducated and unemployed urban youth seeking quick avenues to make a buck, Haynes stood with 
the people, insisting that there was something there  there,  that the films were saying 
something crucial and meaningful, and that we needed only to pay attention to the unique cultural 
logic of the emerging artists and their iconoclastic texts. And by standing with the people, rather than 
the traditional elites in world cinema and African film studies, Haynes has demonstrated convincingly 
how Nollywood films function as new and alternative cultural texts that manage, in spite of the 
enormous odds against the industry  and the extraordinary 
work it does to sustain an image of the nation as resilient, grounded, tolerant, plural, certainly 

Although the 
ear artistic visions, 

they were at least certain about their social roles as the chroniclers of unfolding history, as the bearers 



of the sordid details of the treacherous and tortuous life in Nigeria and other postcolonial climes 
saturated by neoliberal logic.  

Taken together, H work and conclusions on Nollywood are interesting in many ways because 
they are reminiscent of the submission Emmanuel Obiechina made regarding 
the Onitsha market pamphlets, noting how the pamphlets played a cru  
in the hearts of their local audiences as  (30). 
What Jon offers the global community of Africanist scholars in his new work, then, is a powerful 

in the African postcolony. The term as Raymond Williams used decades ago is somewhat elusive, but 
could be equated to mean the zeitgeist, the spirit of an age, because it captures the particular mood 
or flavor of a given culture and the ways that this is experienced by people at a particular moment in 

 If Haynes has solved any equations for us about Nollywood, it is about 
how the films the industry produces codify the ruffle and tumble of life resulting from the extreme 
rascality and carelessness of political elites in Nigeria and other postcolonial nation states in sub-
Saharan Africa.    

There are two crucial points that I want to make about Haynes
scholarship on Nollywood in general. The first point is that his work on Nollywood in general is a 
concrete attestation to Stuart Hall s powerful argument about the centrality of culture in making sense 
of modern life. R
new significance of culture, especially from the last quarter of the 20th-Century onwards. Such Scholars 
include amongst others, Zygmunt Bauman, Culture as Praxis (1973); David C. Chaney, The Cultural 
Turn: Scene-setting Essays on Contemporary Cultural History (1994); 

The Cultural 
Turn: Selected Essays on the Postmodern (1998); and David Held and Henrietta L. Moore (Eds.). 
Cultural Politics in a Global Age: Uncertainty, Solidarity and Innovation (2008).  All these scholars 

They now 
use the enormous expansion of everything which has 
to do with culture in the second half of the twentieth century and its constitutive position today in all 

The cultural turn suggests a paradigm shift within the traditional 
concept now carries, 

expanded to include a whole range of artifacts, practices and institutions traditionally outside of the 
cultural sphere. But does 

relates to meaning; consequently, that culture is one of the constitutive conditions of existence of that 
 

 



culture is the varied processes of meaning-making. Both for 

systems of meanings which human beings deploy to define what things mean and to code, organize 
, as a process of meaning-making, 

, then, 

relationships of society at any particular 

culture is used to transform our understanding, explanations and theoretical models of the wo
(208-9). The cultural turn thus designates a new global revolution, especially in the extraordinary and 

of late-modern society, in the process of the development of the global environment and in the 

circulation and exchange have dramatically been expanded through new media technologies and the 
implosion of novel information systems. In fact, more than anything else, we now live in a world in 

on which the world movement of information, knowledge, capital, investments, the production of 

our lives: how we live, how we make sense of life, and our aspirations for the future. Culture thus is 

increasingly take a symbolic and discursive rather than simply a physical and compulsive form, and 
I offer these 

exegesis about the centrality of culture only as a way of making my first argument, which is that what 
Jon Haynes s work on Nollywood reveals is the powerful ways in which culture now 
seeps/permeates/creeps into all aspects of social life in Nigeria/Africa. It is this process that makes 
Nollywood cultural representations important because they function as an important site of struggle 
over meaning, ideology and power. thus a remarkable 
contribution not just to African cultural studies, but to the humanities as a field of inquiry, for it has 
reinforced once again how culture is a crucial barometer for measuring and making sense of modern 
life, not just in Africa, but the world over. 



Figure 
2: Femi Odugbemi, Nollywod director and producer, on the set of Battleground.   
 
Karin Barber has made the significant point that what makes African popular arts important as cultural 
texts and mode of representation is that they convey the collective anxieties, hopes, fears and dreams 
of common people (1997). But I do want to draw on Stuart Hall again in making my second point 

argues that what is important about popular culture is not really that it expresses popular sentiments, 
but that it functions mainly as the site of social and ideological struggle. Popular culture is important 
because it is the arena where meanings that shape the organization of society are constituted. I want 
to argue that it is precisely this social constitutive function of popular culture that Haynes elaborates 
for us in the diverse genres of Nollywood films he examines. Haynes of course makes the point that 

 
(207). 
mode is capable of an unusually stro

 In other words, what might be misread as depoliticized narratives are indeed 
political in their own unique way.  

 



 

Figure 3: At the LSA conference in UniLag. L-R Paul Ugor, Jon Haynes, Anulika Agina, and 
Connor Ryan 

Beneath the façade of the personal and melodramatic, is the subtext of the political. So, the stories 
estic 

spaces are not insulated from external political-economic forces. What ruptures the domestic realm of 
in Living in Bondage is the rush of vicious neoliberal economic policies that make 

it impossible for him to get a job and cater for his wife. Cultural epics might be set in a distant past 
which has no bearing with the crisis and contradictions of contemporary postcolonial living, but the 
moral discourses the epics formulate have a strong resonance and bearing on the concrete abuse of 
power and the domination of powerless people in everyday life in Africa today. Campus films might 
offer banal narratives of young people jostling for recognition in university campuses and struggling 
to formulate urban identities in a postcolonial world without guarantees (also see my Chapter on Face 
of Africa, Ugor 2016), but those seemingly depoliticized narratives have strong roots and connections 
to material struggles of young wo/men in everyday life struggling to make sense of their lives in the 
context of global neoliberal economics which have weeded away the hopes of a decent life where the 
state offers social and economic services to its young citizens. The ritual/occult films might be bleak, 
marked by Mephistophelian stories of wo/men who sell their souls to the devil in spiritual adventures 
to secure wealth in precarious postcolonial conditions the context of a 



global neoliberal order in which the odds are stacked against Africa, and in which the backs of its 
people have been pushed against the wall without any hint of sympathy from international neoliberal 
technocrats, nor from the local postcolonial ruling elites who are now beneficiaries of the remnants of 
an exploitative global political-economic regime.  

What Jon Haynes reveals to us is that the likes of Andy (Living in Bondage), Chief Ogbu-Orie (Circle 
of Doom), and Don Pedro (Rituals) are creative emblems of how a vicious global neoliberal ethos has 
bred w otion of compassion 

If the characters in the ritual films are mean and deadly to the point 
of endangering the lives of their loved ones mothers, wives and children they too are victims of a 
mean, dubious and callous local elite and a vicious global order in which their lives amount to nothing 
but disposable pawns in a global-local chess game. If the theme of serial evildoers is a staple of 
Nollywood films, it is because the industry itself is the byproduct of an evil global political-economic 
order, and Nollywood artists and their audiences are as equal victims as the ones in their films. If the 
way Nollywood films resolve their narratives seem mechanical and unconvincing, it is because the 
solutions that Nigerians/Africans often find to deal with the relentless difficulties confronting their 
lives are at best temporary because the global system is permanently rigged against them.  

alent in 
Africanist scholarship. It is rather an account of stunning social and cultural change in Africa. Here is 

current Nigeria is indeed changing fast. The economy has 
been growing at nearly 7 percent a year for a decade not quite a Chinese rate, but truly impressive. 
The telecommunications sector is the largest in Africa and one of the fastest growing in the world. In 
1999, less than 1 percent of the population had access to a telephone; now there are 116 million active 
cell phone subscriptions. Forty-
(Nollywood 301). This is not the record of a nation in misery; it is a fabulous story that shows irrefutable 
evidence of social change, innovation, creativity, and resilience, all happening in the face of near 
insurmountable odds against a people and their culture. From the desperate efforts of Okechukwu 
Ogunjiofor strutting the streets of Lagos and thinking of what to do with his newly acquired skills in 
television and film production in the late 1980s, to the mercantilist instincts of Kenneth Nnebue in 
the 1990s, through to the savvy artistic sensibilities of Amaka Igwe, Tunde Kelani, Jeta Amata, Bond 
Emeruwa, Andy Amenechi, Emem Isong, Lancelsot Imasuen from the 1990s to the late 2000s, and 
the now sophisticated directors/producers of New Nollywood such as Kunle Afolayan, Femi 
Odugbemi, Obi Emelonye, Stephnie Okereke Linus, Mahmood Ali-Balogun from 2010 to the 
present, what Haynes uncovers about Nollywood cinema is an incredible history of a dynamic nation 
constantly in the process of reinventing itself, and doing so in the face of near impossible conditions 
of survival mostly brought about by a mean global neoliberal political-economic order and the crass 



idiocy and ineptitude of local ruling elites in Nigeria. What his work on Nollywood unravels is 

by the hard work, creativity, patient, and dedication of ordinary people, but that the creative power of 
a disempowered people, however feeble, should never be underestimated! If anyone is in doubt about 
this conclusion, read Haynes  book and check out the statics he has on an industry that started three 
decades ago with an investment of a mere $200. Nollywood is now worth $3.3 billion and produces 
roughly 1500 films annually! (Nollywood 302). This incredible story of grass to grace should give the 
whole world pause!                    

 

Figure 4: Like most Nollywod enthusiasts, Jon Haynes looks to the future of the industry with 
optimism. 
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