FILM AS A VEHICLE FOR CULTURAL PROMOTION 

AND UNITY IN NIGERIA.

By Mrs Alice Aladi Jonah AMIM

Department of Mass Communication

The Federal Polytechnic, Bida 

E-mail elsiejones2005@yahoo.com

Abstract. 

Film is one of the channels of mass communication which has grown over the years. It started as cinema and later grew into home video which many Nigerians patronise today. This study looked at the evolution of film in Nigeria and how far it has gone in promoting our cultural heritage and fostering unity among Nigerians. The cultivation theory and cultural norms theories were used and discussions were made based on peopleâ€™s views on how film has fared so far. Conclusions were drawn from the discussions and it was observed that film has not done too well in cultural heritage and unity and that film has as its ultimate goal, financial gains. Nigerian culture is not often projected positively. Some recommendations were given among which is for the film sensors commission to scrutinise what the public watch and that film contents should reflect our culture.

INTRODUCTION.

Over the years, Nigerian films or movies have become extremely popular among Nigerians at home and abroad and a growing number of foreigners too have developed great love for Nigerian movies. Through these movies Nigerians are experiencing a cultural tie worldwide. However, the growing influence of the Western media and the concept of globalization seem to be creating a transition of Nigerian culture to the Western culture, especially in the urban areas and cities. A trend that is fast growing and eating deep into every facet of our system.

Most of the films shown in commercial theatres are meant primarily to entertain and they are fictional rather than factual and where they are based on facts, events that have actually happened are dramatized. Many entertainment films duel on sex, crime, rituals and so on. 

Films are rated based on certain audiences that they are meant for. Some are strictly for adults and are marked â€˜xâ€™ while others are for the general public of all ages.

Mgbejume (1989) opines that the immense potential of film was recognized even during colonial times. The Federal Information apparatus earlier acknowledged film as the most effective medium for internal and external publicity.
This paper x-rays the potentials of Nigerian film or movie in upholding Nigeriaâ€™s rich and diverse culture as well as a panacea for unity among Nigerians in spite of tribe, culture, religion or ethnic differences. 


In the past, film was known as cinema which was shown across the big cities in Nigeria upon payment for tickets by interested audience members who could afford the pay. These films were shown at night following an earlier advertisement of the film to be shown for the day through posters mounted at the entrance of the cinema houses. 

Sambe (2008:142) defines film as â€œa series of motionless images projected into a screen so fast as to create in the mind of anyone watching the screen an impression of continuous motion.â€� 

The films which were popularly watched by adults attracted a lot of population and they were shown using projectors. People at that time depended on the cinemas as their major source of entertainment but as development engrossed Nigeria, the film industry emerged with popular Yoruba films which were later followed by the Hausa films, and lgbo films, and today, we have plenty of home videos which dwell on diverse topics and culture. Some are for entertainment, others for the purpose of information and education while others still are for cultural transmission.

Culture is said to be peopleâ€™s way of life. However, the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English defines culture as â€œthe beliefs, way of life, art and customs that are shared and accepted by people in a particular society.â€� 

Culture is also defined as â€œthe achievements and productions in Art, literature and music.â€�(Billington et al 1991:1)

According to Azuh (2011) Cultural heritage is widely recognized as the most important input in defining the national and ethnic cultures in Nigeria. The National Archives, the National Museum, the National Library and all tertiary institutions have taken over the task to work on research, restoration and preservation of the cultural heritage. There is a need for well established documentation on cultural heritage, as well as a need for a well organized service for its restoration and preservation. This can be done through Nigerian movies.

EVOLUTION OF FILM IN NIGERIA.
During the colonial days when the Christian Missionaries arrived in Nigeria during the second wave of Missionary Enterprise from Europe about 1860, the missionaries introduced Christian concerts and musicals to promote religion, education, faith and values.

Bittner 1980 traced the evolution of film to the beginning of civilisation when some drawings depicted a moving horse with 8 legs or a king with one foot stretched out to suggest a walking motion. 

Film (as cited in Sambe 2008) came during the time of the colonial government as a unit under the information department of the ministry of information in 1954. The function of the film unit was to show documentary films and newsreels on local events of great importance, health issues and the importance of education among others, using school premises, village centers e.t.c. as improvised theatres. This was heavily dominated by foreigners. 

However, the indigenization decree of 1971 gave Nigeria total control of the film industry but soon after the colonialists left, Nigeria was flooded by Chinese and Indian films. Then in 1979, Nigerian government recognised the importance of the indigenization decree and organised a seminar on film and its relationship to cultural identity in Nigeria that was sponsored by the Nigerian National Council for Arts and Culture.

Consequently, the federal government promulgated decree No. 61 of 1979, which established the Nigerian film corporation to develop the film industry during ex-president Shehu Shagariâ€™s regime.

Late Herbert Ogunde promoted Yoruba culture through dance drama which informed the viewers then about the various types of dances by the Yoruba people, thereby promoting the Yoruba culture. 

THE GROWTH OF FILM IN NIGERIA.

Over the years, the Nigerian film corporation became a profit making industry and as time went on many people ventured into it. Today, we have Teco Benson, Andy Best productions and a host of others who are popular names in Nigerian film productions.

Film is a great potential in promoting Nigerian culture which includes transmission of social and cultural heritage from one generation to another which could be achieved through drama, documentaries, festivals and so on. However, with the advent of modernisation, a lot of our cultural values and traditional ways and beliefs have given way to western cultures and other social vises. What we see more often on Nigerian films include: quest for money, lack of respect for elders, extra â€“ marital affairs, rituals (juju), e.t.c. 

We also see stereotype especially of women for instance Nneka the pretty serpent and Glamour girls did not capture the exclusivity of the African woman who is accommodating and endowed with perseverance, hard work and love.

Nigerian movies should showcase the lives of great Nigerian women who have made meaningful contributions to the success and growth of the country while maintaining that culture is the main vehicle for national unity and development. 

Film is meant for every audience depending on the content or message. Asemah (2009:28) confirms this saying that, â€œfilms may be classified as adult films, general audience films, and teenage films.â€�
Film or movie making existed in Nigeria since the early 1970s and it was largely championed by the Yoruba school of playwrights and actors due to the regionâ€™s strong theatre tradition. The movies were products of individual efforts who had the impetus for promoting their cultural heritage. It took a long time to establish film equipment and processing laboratories in Nigeria. And following the various military regimes that took over the reigns of power, filmmaking was not given adequate cultural priority as it did in other countries. Nigerian filmmakers have always done it alone. 

In the 1980â€™s, the television series of Chinua Achebeâ€™s â€œThings Fall Apartâ€� proved to be a huge success that stimulated a hunger for culturally sensitive movies. Other movies such as popular Hausa comedy Karkuzu and Karambana just to mention a few were popular soap operas on the national television. These used to draw viewers attention as they always glued their eyes to their television sets. 

These films reflected a true picture of Nigeriaâ€™s culture in the aspects of dressing, language, feeding and so on. Second Chance for instance was hilarious and featured Nigerians from various tribes uniting together in a class to acquire adult education each character dressing in his or her own traditional attire. The features of madam Kofo cannot be easily forgotten. The movie portrayed our oneness to attain a common goal. 

These movies were indeed instrumental to the revival of the local film industry and hence the birth of the home video culture in Nigeria. The release of the film Living in Bondage in 1992 by NEK Video Links set the stage for Nollywood as it is known today. The huge success of this film set the pace for others to produce other films or home videos. Today, we see the progress of Nollywood as it has grown into a booming industry that has pushed foreign media off the shelves, an industry now marketed all over Africa and the rest of the world.

The use of local languages, posters placed on sign posts and moving vehicles such as trailers, and television advertisement also served to increase the market for Nigerian movies and played a role in Nollywoodâ€™s success. As it is today, Nollywood has gradually become a regular feature on satellite television channels such as Multichoice/DSTVâ€™s Africa Magic channel which shows mostly Nigerian movies to millions of its subscribers in Africa, Europe and the Middle East. This could be a step in boosting our cultural resilience.

Neill (2006) opines that Cultural resilience refers to a cultureâ€™s ability to maintain and develop ethnic and cultural identity, as well as promote cultural awareness, pride and practices. Despite challenges and difficulties, a resilient culture is capable of maintaining and developing itself, while engaging other cultures and exigencies. 

Cultural resilience is the capacity of a distinct cultural system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as to retain key elements of structure and identity that preserves its distinctness. This will go a long way in preserving our cultural heritage.

STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

Nigerian movies have come of age and the industry is growing from strength to strength across the globe. Day in day out, Nigerian movies flood the global channels with series of movies which dwell on various aspects of life. 

The number of viewers that watch these Nigerian films have risen to a greater height over the years so much so that Nigerian film stars are becoming more and more popular in other countries rather than showcasing Nigeriaâ€™s rich and dynamic culture.

Arulogun (1979: 26) submits that â€œfilm is a powerful tool for the transmission of cultural values.â€� 

Most of the time, these films do not reflect the actual and true culture of Nigeria. Rather, our culture is being adulterated by alien culture which is characterized by use of guns, kidnapping, nudity, disrespect for elders and other social vises. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE PAPER

To examine the role of film or movies in promoting the culture of Nigeria.

To ascertain the need for cultural promotion and unity.

To suggest ways through which film can be used to promote culture and bring about unity in Nigeria.

DISCUSSIONS
A renowned Nigerian actor cum producer, Jide Kosoko, recalls that: 

All the records at our disposal show that a Yoruba movie was the first to be made into home video. We started from the stage when our fathers, Herbert Ogunde and others started the travelling theatre groups entertaining people with drama, dancing and other things. From that point we graduated to television productions where we improved on things that cannot be achieved on stage.

Agwu (2010) a leading scriptwriter based in Lagos in his contribution on the internet stresses that, People are really keen to see their amazing history relayed on video. There were so many stories to tell that are important for Nigerians. Film producers saw a gap and jumped straight in, making low-cost films which were marketed directly to viewers. Even today, television stations in Nigeria want local producers to pay them to broadcast their movies. As a result, television has become a way to promote the release of a new video title instead of a viable distribution outlet.

These film producers as we can see were only out to make financial gain and never had the culture of Nigeria at the back of their minds. For them, it was an opportunity to make money. Kosoko added that: 


Most of the people that make Nigerian videos do not have any training whatsoever in filmmaking, neither in the art nor the techniques. Even the related arts such as literature, painting, sculpture or even acting have not been well reflected with any level of structure in these films. Yet we Nigerians love our films because they portray our familiar instincts even if in the form of a caricature.

He believes that the so called culture that is portrayed by some Nigerian films is often being misrepresented. 
In the views of Nosa Owens-Ibie, 

In Nigeria the prohibitive cost of producing films and other economic considerations have led producers to resort to video films. This boom has caused a general drop in quality and fuelled intense competition to promote their commercial appeal. In spite of the powers conferred on it by statute, the censors' body appears unable to stem the tide of this commercialism in a way which might effectively promote the country's rich cultural heritage.

Owens-lbie summits that the rush for economic considerations in film making brought about competition and this has caused the quality of film productions to drop. 
FILM AND CULTURE

Over the years, the medium of film has come to be closely associated with the culture industry. In Nigeria, such a role for the film industry is still evolving although certain factors are altering the profile of what could be regarded as the country's culture, while the film industry itself is undergoing a crucial transition from analogue to digitization. 

In the views of Mgbejume, (1989), the immense potential of film was recognized even during the colonial times. The Federal Information apparatus earlier acknowledged film as the most effective medium for internal and external publicity.

Before a handful of indigenous film makers in the late 1970s took up the challenge to fill the void in local participation in the film business, the market was dominated by films from China, India, Hong Kong and England and America. This was evident in the number of Chinese and Indian films that dominated our television screens. The Anglo-American films offered a variety which included cowboy, horror, war and adventure films, among others. (Adesanya, 1984). This was evident especially at weekends when these foreign films were shown on Nigerian television. Bruce Lee was one of the most popular Chinese film then. 

There was a strong competition between these films and the success and growing popularity of Indian romance and Kung Fu films with segments of the Nigerian audience, gave rise to the gains of this period. However, the Anglo-American film marketers, apart from having the advantage of the English language, regularly screened their films free of charge, using mobile cinema units in different parts of the country. Marketers of Chinese and Indian films somehow restricted their activities to movie theatres in the towns.

Since most of the films screened in the country were imported from various sources, the only areas that could have been controlled by Nigerians were the distribution and exhibition of films. These were however, firmly in the hands of Indians and Lebanese who managed to hold on to ownership of movie theatres and the distribution of films at that time. 

Each television station broadcasting in Nigeria has a mandatory 40% local programming requirement, which is reduced to 20% for pay-TV (Cable/MMDS and satellite) retransmission stations. 
However, producers are not about to champion the cause of cultural purity since the elements of local cultures are daily refined by influences which dictate the mainstreaming of values to fit global prescriptions. Popular culture projection appears to be a fixation for these producers who continue to be propelled by the profit motive. Packaging of films for export is also influencing the force to satisfy criteria rooted in Western commercial standards in the scripting, characterisation and production of films. 

Local cultures in their original form have therefore become secondary considerations in film content. Local cultures are, of course, in transition all over the world. Globalisation is setting the pace in the interaction of cultures with the consequence that local cultures are weighed down.

The lasting contribution of video films to Nigerian society will depend on how the movie industry responds to the challenge to stay profitable without compromising the rich cultural heritage of our country Nigeria and the unity that binds us together. 

According to Arulogun (1979: 26) film is a powerful tool for the transmission of cultural values. He identified four main areas where film could further the cause of cultural identity. 

1. As a propaganda tool. Film remains a vehicle employed by governments and others interested in the art of subtle diplomacy. Because of its popularity as an entertainment medium, it easily becomes a means of relaying and reinforcing information meant to promote a certain reality.

2. Film also plays the role of stereotype: helping to shape perspectives on a people's culture. The impressions which viewers develop about a people and their cultural values are greatly influenced by film portrayals.

3. Film as an educational medium: film covers issues in the school curricula or things about their country of origin which tell viewers about different countries and peoples.

4. Film also plays a role in promoting commerce. Where this character of film has developed, it is a major source of foreign exchange. 

As Opubor and Nwuneli (1979: 13) noted, â€œfilm exposes Nigerians and outsiders to 'the diverse (and) rich cultural heritage' of the country.â€�

As for Opubor and Nwuneli film is expected to expose its viewers both within and without to the rich culture of its country. 
Okoye, (1993: 69-71) states that: 

â€œIt is almost certain that the video culture will create Nigerians who will completely repudiate their cultural heritage, thereby complicating further the problem of national development.â€�

If we look at what our films present to us today, Okoye will not be far from the truth. There is indeed a complication of national development. 

As Adeiza (1995: 6) noted, most film makers turned to video as a survival option. She added that: 
Adeiza agrees that film can contribute immensely to the challenges of our rich cultural heritage and concludes that:

While it may be safe to classify video films produced by private producers for the mass market as commerce driven, the levels of experimentation with popular themes also vary. There are some which also try to promote values of a better society and responsible citizenship. Films by Mount Zion Faith Ministries led by Mike Bamiloye are, for instance, devoted to promoting the Gospel using common themes like the eternal battle between the forces of good and evil. 

In these films, evil is consistently portrayed as unprofitable and dangerous. Such films apart from promoting our cultural heritage have also imparted positively on the lives of viewers especially deviating their minds from evil to doing good. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is hinged on cultivation theory and cultural norms theory

Cultivation theory

As cited in Anaeto, Onabajo and Osifeso (2008:103), Cultivation theory was propounded by George Gabner, L. Gross, M. Morgan, and N. Singorielli in 1976. The theory is based on the assumption that: 

 Cultivation analysis basically means that heavy television viewers will cultivate the perception of reality portrayed by the television.

 People predict their judgments about their actions in the world on the cultivated reality provided by television.

 Television major cultural function is to stabilise social patterns; it is a medium of socialisation and acculturation.

Cultivation theory suggests that communication, especially television, cultivates certain beliefs about reality that are held in common by mass communication consumers.

Cultural Norms theory: As cited in Okenwa (2000:22), the cultural norms theory postulates that the mass media through selective presentations and emphasis of certain themes create impressions among the audiences that common cultural norms concerning the emphasised topics are structured or defined in specific ways.

According to the theory, the media can:

    Potentially influence behaviour by reinforcing existing norms

   Create new norms

 Modify existing norms.

Okenwa (2000:22) asserts that, the media can be adequately utilised for the transmission of culture both internally and externally.

According to Folarin (1998:69) 

The theory charged that, through selective presentation and tendentious emphasis on certain themes, the mass media created the impression among their audience that such themes were part of the culture or clearly defined cultural norms of society. As a result, impressionable members of the public tend to pattern their behaviour along the line of such media presentations.

CONCLUSION

From the foregoing, we can deduce that Nigerian films started well by promoting our rich cultural heritage but somewhere along the line deviated to accommodate financial gains. This became prominent when the viewers of home videos increased drastically thereby giving rise to competition among film producers who were ready to pay heavily to get stories that would move and increase sales. 

As Gerbner and his team observes, â€œmost of what we know or think we know, we have never personally experienced.â€� We know these things because of the stories we see and hear in the media.
This implies that the media (television) has a way of teaching us things we do not know and these things should be based on facts and the true teachings of our culture. 

Film is a mass communication medium that can be used to bring about unity and promote our cultural heritage and this can be done by the kind of messages portrayed. By and large, Nigerian films have gone to the far ends of the earth and it should be a medium for show casing our rich cultural heritage. The unity of this nation can be enhanced through the packaging of films or movies which is being watched by Nigerians at home and abroad.


The cultural world view of Nigerians is grounded in fundamental beliefs and values which guide and shape life experiences. In spite of the ethnic differences, there are core values that transcend ethnic and regional boundaries. These include: religiosity; extended family; tradition and rituals; community; respect for elders; decent dressing; tolerance; hospitality; peace and so on. These values must transcend our national boundary and film or movie is the right path that can help us achieve this aim. 

The emphasis here is that culture is condensed human experience; a set of values, ideas and norms expressed in varying categories which is both rooted in history and tradition; dynamic and changing; past as well as future. Some cultural expressions are passed on from one generation to the other such as traditional dresses, food, and folktales while others are being transformed through encounters with other cultures and through technical developments such as music and dramatic arts as well as through the media, including film.

RECOMMENDATIONS. 

Following the trend of all that is going on in the film industry, I thereby make the following recommendations:

1. The Nigerian films censors commission should scrutinise films before they are sent out for viewing by the larger audience.

2. Script writers should always have at the back of their minds that Nigeriaâ€™s cultural heritage should be foremost on their minds when they are writing any script.

3. Henceforth, village heads should be contacted to get actual story lines that would reflect their culture.

4. Producers should use film as a medium to first and foremost promote unity among Nigerian communities as they have done in very few films to reiterate our oneness in spite of our cultural, religious or ethnic differences.

5. The talents (actors and actresses) chosen should be compelled to dress and speak like real Nigerians.

6. Filmmakers should explore the lives of great African women who have made meaningful contributions to the success of the family and the country, and whose stories are both powerful and compelling to promote unity. 

7. There should be an analysis and understanding of the Nigerian cultural life, cultural values and cultural needs and expectations of people.
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