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Abstract

This study examined the prevalence and distribution of hypermasculine traits in 55 selected Nigerian films using quantitative content analysis. Drawing on the stereotype and gender hierarchy theories, the study analysed 7,498 instances of male character behaviour across five key indicators: violence as manly, callous attitudes toward women and sex, danger as exciting, toughness as emotional self-control, and additional hypermasculine cues. Findings show that hypermasculinity is strongly embedded in the films. While violence, callousness, toughness, and other hypermasculine behaviours appear relatively evenly distributed, “danger as exciting” is markedly less exhibited. Analysis of gender equitability revealed that films represented more gender-equitable than non-equitable traits (mean = 1.14, SD = .35). The study concludes that although Nigerian films depict substantial hypermasculinity, they simultaneously incorporate pockets of gender-equitable representation, suggesting a complex negotiation of masculinity within contemporary film narratives. Therefore, future studies should explore how such representations influence societal attitudes toward gender and masculinity.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, Nigerian researchers have been monitoring media portrayal especially with respect to social roles relating to gender.  In particular, most of the attention had focused upon media portrayal of women. For instance, several textual, content and discourse analyses of Nigerian films (Martins et al., 2025; Duru, 2008; Ogunleye, 2003; Okunna, 1996, etc) have argued that Nigerian films portray and position Nigerian women stereotypically and negatively. 

In line with a feminist ideological perspective of the media, the researchers argue that the films position women at the bottom of the power hierarchy in a way that reinforces their domination, objectification and suppression. Researchers have argued that gender studies and women are synonymous. The motif of genderisation and social themes in most studies is the female gender (Mary & Aksharagovind, 2022; Wariboko 2019). The issue of female representation in the media was (and still is, in some countries like Nigeria) been so over-studied that we often forget that there are two genders, the male and the female. For the reason that studies on gender perspective and gender mainstreaming had too often ignored the gender of men and boys, the application of a more sophisticated gender analysis that also includes men and youth has been argued (Scott-Storey et al., 2023; Synnott, 2024). 

However, in recent years there has been a great flowering of empirical research on masculinities. Connell (2001) gave an account of why there has been an upsurge of concern with issues about men and boys, and noted that in the public realm there have been social movements focused on the reform or restoration of masculinity. There is also a contention that academic interest in masculinity has grown considerably across a number of disciplines including literature, cultural studies, and sociology as well as film and media studies (Reeser, 2023; Mellström & Pease, 2022; McGlashan & Mercer, 2023).

Many of the studies, which are mostly of foreign origin, have great sophistication and complexity, and are not easy to summarize. The major problem of early masculinity research is that of definition. Hearn (1998) spelt out the very diverse and, to some degree incompatible, positions that have been adopted in men's theorizing of men. Also, working through definitions of masculinity, researchers have found them mostly vague, circular, inconsistent, or in other ways unsatisfactory (Peltola & Phoenix, 2022; Kimmel, 2018; Connell, 2006). 

Attempts have however been made by some authors to define masculinity. The only snag is that most of the definitions are old and are of foreign origin. Masculinity refers to social and cultural roles, personal traits, and behaviours, such as aggression and dominance, which are deemed acceptable for men (Knox 2025; Mosher & Tomkins, 1988). According to the Women's Commission for Refugee Women and Children (2005), masculinity means the many socially constructed definitions for being a man; a construction which can change over time and from place to place. The term relates to perceived notions and ideals about how men should or are expected to behave in a given setting.

When masculine ideology becomes over-valued by a man, hyper-masculinity may result (Mosher & Tomkins, 1988). That is, hyper-masculinity consists of an exaggerated expression of masculine gender ideology; the exaggeration of male stereotype behaviours, derived from the constellation of masculine stereotypes that are readily drawn on as a frame for gender comparison (Hickey, 2016). Hyper-masculinity is an extreme form of masculine gender ideology that is comprised of four traits, namely, calloused attitudes toward women, violence as manly, danger as exciting, and toughness as emotional self-control (Zaitchik & Mosher, 1993). Other characteristics central to hyper-masculinity include toughness, strong disdain for 'inferior' feminine traits and effects, and lack of emotional expression other than anger (Karlsson, 2023; Thomas & Kopel, 2023; Mosher & Tomkins, 1988).

More recent studies content that we are regularly bombarded with messages in mainstream media selling the idea that masculinity is violent, physically aggressive and sexually domineering and that anger and stoic toughness are the only appropriate emotions for men to display (Metzler, 2026; Conway, 2022; Oliffe et al., 2023). As a result, it seems that many men look to popular culture for sources of information about what male behaviour is supposed to be and how they are supposed to display it. Ukozor (2019) asserts that a certain image of men is created as an insensitive, wicked and uncanny group of people which does not augur well for societal growth. She insists that there seems to be discrimination or marginalization in terms of excluding the voices of men that are ordinary or poor. In the same vein, Pahang (2025) quotes Baber (2002), who questions the representation of men in population and the under-discussion of men's right. Baber accused media elites as being feminists or are afraid of offending women, which accounts for the lot of attention that women receive in popular culture at the expense of men. However, one of the landmarks of gender studies in the 21st century is that the scope of gender studies has significantly broadened to not only be about women, but also include men and multiple other ideas, like race, ethnicity, sexuality and ability (Launius & Hassel, 2022; Bondy, 2011). 

There is scarcely a shred of empirical evidence to confirm the hypermasculine ideologies or representations of media content in Nigeria and Africa at large. UKaid (2014) stresses that what exist are mere theoretical postulations based on the implications of the patriarchal African society. Nigeria film industry emerges as a particularly significant case to study the hypermasculinity tendencies because men have traditionally been in power in the Nigerian film industry, thus theorists believe that their camera showed us the world through the stereotyped eyes of the ‘male gaze' (Dhar, 2025; Fan, 2023). Based on that, it was suggested that film producers/directors churned out films in line with a domineering male status that emanate from the patriarchal school of thought (Olujinmi, 2008).

At present, scholars and activists are increasingly recognizing the importance of explicitly investigating men as gendered beings (Laar et al., 2024; Synnott, 2024). It has been established that the media misrepresents women and society largely accepts this fact, but, other than mere arguments and suggestions in some media platforms and in academic discourse, have we given enough practical thought to how men are portrayed? Therefore, the aim of this study was to analyse the distribution of hypermasculine traits in Nigerian films, compare the trait-level mean and variability, and ascertain the relative amount of gender equitable and non-gender-equitable masculinities. 

2. Theoretical Framework

This study was anchored on the stereotype theory and the gender hierarchy theory. The stereotype theory was first conceived by Walter Lipmann (1965) to refer to images individuals have in their minds about certain things or categories, and most specifically, the typical picture that comes to mind when thinking about a particular social group. Lipmann argues that the dominant group perpetuates the inaccurate images in the minds of the marginalized. 

The stereotype theory explains how the perceived image people have of the female or male gender could translate into the type of role they are assigned as characters in home video films. It emphasizes the view that the mass media reinforce the dominant segment of society's existing patterns of attitudes and behavior toward minorities by perpetuating rigid and usually negative portrayals, which can have the result of keeping minorities in subordinate positions.
The theory proposes that in entertainment content, and in other messages, the media repeatedly present portrayals of various categories of people; those portrayals tend to be consistently negative, showing people as having more undesirable attributes and few positive characteristics than members of the dominant groups; such portrayals are similar among the various media--providing corroboration; these portrayals provide constructions of meaning for members of the audience, particularly for those who have only limited contact with actual people of the relevant categories; and thus, members of the audience incorporate those meanings into their memories as relatively inflexible schemata--stereotypic interpretations – that they use when thinking about or responding to any individual of a portrayed category, regardless of his or her actual personal characteristics.

The gender hierarchy theory, propounded by Wood and Eagly (2002), is based around the belief of male dominance in the society and the discrimination of women (Holter, 2005). The basic categories which are associated with this theory are those of gender (in)equality. It is assumed that male domination and the resulting forms of inequality are of structural nature. Inherent for this approach is the conviction that women and men constitute “competing groups with different chances in the market” (p. 17). Within this tradition, categories of masculinity and femininity are of static character, which is internally integrated (at times, differing natures of men and women are adduced, as if referencing biological determinism). 

The implication is that the portrayals of hypermasculine traits in Nigerian films are only a reflection of the belief of male dominance in the society and the discrimination of women. The portrayals of male dominance reinforce the patriarchal ideology and the tenets of hegemonic masculinity. As the gender hierarchy theory assumes, male domination or projection of hypermasculine traits and the resulting forms of inequality are of structural nature. 
3. Methodology

Design

The study employed a quantitative content analysis of male characters in 55 selected Nigerian films.  The objective of quantitative research was to quantify data and generalize results from a sample to the population of interest. Akinfeleye and Amobi (2011) explain that in analyzing the content of popular culture (such as film), the questions that are being raised are primarily those relating to the amount and nature of the content i.e. the quantity and quality of variables that make up the entire content. 

Population and inclusion criteria

The researcher focused on Nollywood films produced from 2015 to 2025 that have men playing leading or supporting roles. The inclusion criteria were that (a) the films are on YouTube or iROKOtv (b) they are 5 most viewed films for each of the 11 years, (c) they are feature-length films, and (d) they were done in English language.  The specific period was chosen as this was when scholars and activists started recognizing the importance of explicitly investigating men as gendered beings (Peretz, 2016); even though research efforts in masculinity had since started, the study received renewed attention following microeconomic shifts mostly in the 2000’s when machines replaced muscles and women became more relevant (Katz, 2011). More so, women’s rise in power at this period in various sectors of the economy has created a crisis in gender studies and inspired insight into masculinity all over the world (Gray & Ginsberg, 2007). It is said that it is in the 21st century that the scope of gender studies significantly broadened to not only be about women, but also include men and multiple other ideas, like race, ethnicity, sexuality and ability (Laar et al., 2024; Launius & Hassel, 2022; Bondy, 2011).

Instrumentation

The code sheet was used to record depictions of hypermasculinity in the selected Nollywood films. The researcher was guided by the various content categories and units of analysis that are indicative of hypermasculinity in the selected Nollywood films. The coding sheet that was developed for this study is a modification and extension of various other coding instruments used in previous related studies (Hibbeler, 2009; Luther & Legg, 2010; Burk et al., 2004; Zaitchik & Mosher, 1993). 

Content categories 

The content categories in this study are those things that the researcher considers markers of hypermasculinity which relate to the male characters in the selected Nollywood films. Just like the coding sheet, the content categories that guided this study are a modification and extension of the ones used in previous related studies. Those include the three hypermasculinity traits identified by Mosher (1984) and others (Candrilli, 2025; Rottweiler et al., 2025; Burk et al., 2004). 

Five hypermasculine indicators were operationalised:

Violence as manly

Callous attitude towards women and sex

Danger as exciting

Toughness as emotional self-control

Other hypermasculine traits

Data were drawn from 7,498 coded instances of male character behaviour. Additional coding was undertaken to identify gender-equitable versus non-equitable traits. 

Reliability

To ensure reliability for this study, the researcher employed an independent coder that was trained and provided with the coding scheme. The independent coder was asked to code a random representative sample of ten percent of the films. Thus, a total of 6 films were randomly selected for inter-coder reliability. The results of the independent coder were examined against the researcher’s coding to test for an acceptable level of reliability. The coefficient of the intercoder reliability was calculated using the Cohen’s Kappa based on the SPSS, and it yielded a significant coefficient of .878.

4. Results

Distribution of Hypermasculine Traits in Nigerian Films

Table 1: Hypermasculine traits exhibited by male characters in coded films

	
	Frequency 
	Percent
	Mean
	SD

	Valid
	Violence as manly 

Callous attitude towards women and sex 

Danger as exciting 

Toughness as emotional self-control 

Other hypermasculine traits
Total       
	1543

1497

408

1906

2144

7498


	20.6

20.0

5.4

25.4

28.6

100.0
	3.21
	1.54


Data in Table 1 show that four of the five hypermasculine traits are almost evenly represented in the films. Violence as manly (20.6%), callous attitudes toward women and sex (20.0%), toughness as emotional self-control (25.4%), and other hypermasculine traits (28.6%) appear with relatively similar frequency. The only exception is danger as exciting, which accounts for only 5.4% of all hypermasculine portrayals.
Fig. 1: Histogram showing normality of the data on hypermasculine traits exhibited in coded films
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The overall mean score of 3.21 in Fig. 1 with a standard deviation of 1.54 indicates a high level of hypermasculine enactment across films. With a skewness value of 0.231, the distribution is fairly symmetrical, further suggesting that hypermasculine expressions are consistently present across samples rather than being driven by outliers.

These results demonstrate that hypermasculinity is not only present but pervasive, with male characters frequently embodying aggression, dominance, emotional detachment, and gendered callousness.
Trait-Level Mean and Variability

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics showing the distribution of each of the hypermasculine traits in the select films

	
	Frequency 
	Mean
	Std. Dev

	Valid
	Violence as manly 

Callous attitude towards women and sex 

Danger as exciting 

Toughness as emotional self-control 

Other hypermasculine traits
Total       
	1543

1497

408

1906

2144

7498


	2.35

2.22

1.17

3.50

4.27


	1.62

1.60

.45

1.66

4.54


Descriptive statistics in Table 2 reveal the individual mean scores for each trait. While most traits exhibit comparable means (violence as manly = 2.35; callousness = 2.22; toughness = 3.50), “danger as exciting” remains substantially lower (mean = 1.17, SD = .45). Conversely, “other hypermasculine traits” emerge with the highest mean of 4.27, though accompanied by a large standard deviation (SD = 4.54), suggesting variability in how these additional behaviours manifest.

The implication is that no single trait overwhelmingly dominates the filmic landscape. Instead, hypermasculinity emerges as a composite structure, with aggression, emotional control, and gendered callousness collectively contributing to characterisation. The significantly lower representation of “danger as exciting” indicates that thrill-seeking or risk glamourisation is not a major narrative device in the films studied.
Gender Equitability of Male Characters

Table 3: Equitability of traits exhibited by male characters in coded films

	
	Frequency 
	Percent 
	Mean
	Std. Dev

	Valid
	Gender equitable traits

Non-gender equitable traits

Total       
	8954

1497

10451
	85.7

14.3

100.0
	1.14


	.350


Table 3 presents further insight into gender portrayal by distinguishing between gender-equitable and non-equitable traits. Surprisingly, gender-equitable traits (85.7%) far outweigh non-equitable traits (14.3%) across the coded instances, with a mean of 1.14 (SD = .35).

This finding introduces a nuanced dimension: despite strong evidence of hypermasculinity, Nigerian films also depict significant elements of gender equity. Male characters in the sample therefore occupy a dual representational space – at once reinforcing traditional hypermasculine norms while simultaneously engaging in behaviours aligned with contemporary gender-equitable values.
5. Discussion

The study found that four of the five hypermasculine traits are almost evenly represented in the films. Violence as manly, callous attitudes toward women and sex, toughness as emotional self-control, and other hypermasculine traits appear with relatively similar frequency. The only exception is danger as exciting, which accounts for only 5.4% of all hypermasculine portrayals. The data suggested that hypermasculine expressions are consistently present across samples rather than being driven by outliers. These demonstrated that hypermasculinity is not only present but pervasive, with male characters frequently embodying aggression, dominance, emotional detachment, and gendered callousness. These are clusters of traits that comprise hypermasculinity in various bodies of literature (Zaitchik and Mosher, 1993; McIntosh et al., 2025; Bavré & Janssen, 2025). 

It is, therefore, inferred that no single trait overwhelmingly dominates the filmic landscape in Nigeria. Instead, hypermasculinity emerges as a composite structure, with aggression, emotional control, and gendered callousness collectively contributing to characterisation. However, the significantly lower representation of “danger as exciting” indicates that thrill-seeking or risk glamourisation is not a major narrative device in the films studied. The relatively low representation of danger-seeking behaviour further supports the idea that hypermasculinity in Nigerian films is less about reckless bravado and more about emotional suppression, dominance, and gender hierarchy. This pattern of representation is reflective of the thoughts that hypermasculine archetypes abound in the media, particularly, in films (Craig, 2019; Harriger et al, 2022), but the most emphasis of hypermasculinity are usually physical strength, aggression and sexuality, exhibition of emotional self-control as sign of toughness as well as composure and impassiveness in times of great stress (Ankita-Siddhanta & Singh, 2015).

The study further provided insight into gender portrayal by distinguishing between gender-equitable and non-equitable traits. It was found that gender-equitable traits (85.7%) far outweigh non-equitable traits (14.3%) across the coded instances. Thus, introducing a nuanced dimension: despite strong evidence of hypermasculinity, Nigerian films also depict significant elements of gender equity. Male characters in the sample therefore occupy a dual representational space – at once reinforcing traditional hypermasculine while simultaneously engaging in behaviours aligned with contemporary gender-equitable values. 

The results illustrate the coexistence of two competing understandings of masculinity within Nigerian films. On one hand, hypermasculine portrayals remain strongly embedded. Violence, emotional stoicism, and callousness toward women are consistently represented, reaffirming long-standing cultural scripts that position masculinity as dominant and emotionally restrained. These findings align with broader scholarship suggesting that African popular media frequently emphasise male authority, toughness, and sexual entitlement. However, the strong presence of gender-equitable traits suggests that Nigerian films are not monolithic. Instead, they appear to be negotiating evolving social attitudes, presenting male characters who also demonstrate supportiveness, respect, and fairness. This simultaneous depiction of hypermasculinity and gender equity may reflect Nigeria’s shifting sociocultural environment - where traditional patriarchal expectations persist, yet contemporary discourses on gender equality increasingly shape public life (Ayodeji et al., 2022; Yusuff & Ajiboye, 2014).

Researchers have noted that equitable and inequitable masculinities are not mutually exclusive in individual men (Moura, 2024; UKaid, 2015). This is the basis for the feminist masculinities theory which proposes equitable versions of masculinities as the opposite of hypermasculine ones in the context of gendered expectations and norms around masculinity (Flood, 2015; Moura et al., 2021; Borde et al., 2020). This is further buttressed by UKaid (2015) who explains that in some areas of life and relationship, with regard to violence for example, a man may manifest attitudes and behavior that are gender equitable. The same man, however, on sexuality issues, may adopt some attitudes and behaviour that are non-gender equitable. Similarly, gender equitable attitudes related to a particular issue in an individual man, may not always be reflected in his behaviour. A man might consider violence against women to be wrong but simultaneously use emotional violence in his own intimate partner relationship, or decide not to intervene when faced with other men’s violence against women.

Research shows that socialization in patriarchal societies facilitates sex-typical role performances by enabling men and women to develop appropriate personality traits and skills that are perpetuated by the cultural institutions such as films (Baral, 2023; Civelek, 2023; Sen, 2022). This is also true for the stereotype theory which explains how the perceived image people have of the female or male gender could translate into the type of role they are assigned as characters in home video films. This situates the role of Nigerian films in constructing and transmitting gender ideology and influencing gender attitudes, values, and beliefs; while also reflecting real-world nuances of patriarchal society such as Nigeria. 

6. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that hypermasculine representations are pervasive within Nigerian films, evidenced by high frequencies and means across most indicators. Nollywood films significantly sell hypermasculine ideologies as a collective character of the male human. The male characters commonly embody traits such as toughness, aggression, and callousness towards women. Yet, these portrayals coexist with a substantial presence of gender-equitable behaviours, suggesting a complex and transitional gender narrative within Nigerian cinema.

The findings point to the need for continued interrogation of media portrayals of masculinity, particularly within cultural contexts grappling with both traditional expectations and emerging gender norms. Future studies may explore how audiences interpret these conflicting portrayals and how such representations influence societal attitudes toward gender and masculinity.
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