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Media and the Urban Culture in Nigeria, Africa: The Dangers of Technology and the Cinema

Throughout the 21st century, the world is undergoing a series of rapid changes, in the ways how people, think, work, and interact with one another in our society today. In the book, Signal and Noise, Brian Larkin believes that the most dramatic changes that will occur in Nigeria, Africa within the next ten years is the fundamental role and advancement of technology and its relationship and impact to their society, particularly the development of radio networks, mobile cinema units, and the cinema theaters. Larkin, an Associate Professor of Anthropology at the Columbia University outlines how media and technology over the last decade has dramatically changed and shaped the way how Africa function, behave, communicate, and interact with other cultures today. The author portrays in his research how cinema theaters and cinema unit in general help raise socio-economic status in Nigeria; improve the quality of transportation and health care systems for the Africans; as well as decrease the congestion of overpopulation in all parts of the African society. In other words, Larkin believes that media technologies and its relations to the cinema help operate Nigeria into a wider infrastructure society both national and transnational. Nevertheless, the author use images of media technologies and the cinema to represent the contrast between signal and noise in Nigeria, ultimately suggesting that the author use images of media technologies and the cinema in similar ways, but that he perceive the effects differently, or that the views are different in the way of neo-liberalism, the informal economy, and the Nigerian politics between infrastructural technologies and the modes of rules in African society.

So the question arises: what is the relationship between infrastructural technology and the cinema in Africa? According to the book, the author outlines that ‘infrastructural technology’ is defined as, “This totality of both technical and cultural systems that create institutionalized structures whereby goods of all sorts circulate, connecting and binding people into collectivities” (Larkin 6). He suggests that infrastructure technology allow materials to create channels to other urban places both national and transnational. In addition, the author emphasizes that infrastructure are technical systems of transport, telecommunications, urban planning, energy, and water that create the urban life of African society (Larkin 5). Moreover, Larkin believes that infrastructure technology help connect urban areas into wide cultural religious and economic networks within their society. In other words, he believes that the media simply operates as a part of a wider infrastructure that facilitates the foods that travel from one end of to another (Larkin 6). 


Like infrastructural technology, the cinema theaters in Africa are seen as a kind of social space. In the chapter, “Colonialism and the Built,” Larkin illustrates how the cinema is a place where people can reaffirm forms of belonging as well as make mobile people, ideas, and commodities. He states, “Cinema theaters were part of a much wider transformation of the restructuring of urban space and leisure practices under colonial urbanism (Larkin 144).” In addition, the author outlines how the cinema is seen as a universal technology that promotes the modes of leisure as well as the standard of cultural experiences (Larkin 145). In other words, Larkin believes that cinema theaters have the power to place African audiences into the imagined realities of American, Indian, and British Culture.

Aside from how the cinema and technology can promote better social life, Larkin also demonstrates in the chapter “Immaterial Urbanism and the Cinematic Event” how the cinema is a place where the African society and the people can do immoral activity that involves illicitness, eroticism, danger, and excitement (Larkin 149. He emphasizes that the cinema and technology has the capacity to assist a society to new modes of modern mixed-sex. Larkin states, “Cinema is a dangerous place for many reasons beyond the spiritual and can teach many children many lessons parents would rather they did not know (Larkin 153).” In other words, he believes that going to the cinema can teach any children a bad way of to live life in Africa. Moreover, the author believes that going to the cinema can dramatically increase of gender and racial tensions amongst children as well as increase aggressive behaviors within the community all of which can increase the crime rates, deviances, and prostitutions in all parts of the African society.  

Larkin writes in both chapters the relationship between infrastructural technology and the cinema to highlight the overall implication media technologies has within the African community, friend and family. Like the African culture, the American culture between technology and the cinema is also viewed to be very similar. The continuous portrayal of aggressive behaviors and sexual activities within the American cinema has dramatically changed and idealized the way how we perceive and participate in our culture today. An example is in the classic film “The Illustrated Man,” where director Jack Smith utilizes Rod Steiger and Claire Bloom as the main actors to display how technology can ruin the social structure and social relationship in a family, friend, or community context.  For instance, one scene entitled “The Veldt” describes two children selecting an African veldt as their favorite virtual playground in order to trap their parents in a place of deadly danger. The “veldt,” written by science fiction writer Ray Bradbury, depicts how technology has the power and influence to break down a family unit structure in a home. Moreover, Smith illustrates how there the moral consequences of substituting technological marvels for self-satisfaction. Within the film, the director depicts the house as an object of technology that literally controls the emotions and attitudes of the family. In other words, the film illustrate how the children lives become less than human because they turn into cold and emotionless beings in their house.


Similar to the film “The Illustrated Man,” Larkin writes in “Immaterial Urbanism and the Cinematic Event” to describe how technology and the cinema has the power to dictate the African society actions, thoughts, and behaviors in Nigeria. He believes that the cinema is becoming to be seen as a place where the African people can attend to receive moral instruction in order to conduct immoral behaviors in the future. The author states, “Cinema stands both inside and outside the moral boundaries of Hausa society, a marginal space that transgresses orthodox norms yet strangely becomes a site where those norms can be intensified (Larkin 149).” In other words, Larkin believes that the cinema is a place where social norms can transform people to different social subjects within the African society. 


Larkin’s book in Signal and Noise reminds me of Filip De Boeck article in, “Kinshasa: Tales of the Invisible City and the Second World,” where the author writes to discuss how the people in Kinshasa are beginning to invent new cultural strategies and structures to handle the harsh reality many people face in Central Africa today. Boeck, a Professor of Anthropology at the University of Leuven, believes that there are two cities in Kinshasa: 1) the current physical reality that Kinshasa presents today (first world), and 2) a second city that exist underneath the visible world of Kinshasa within the imagination thoughts of the Congo (second world). Like Boeck’s belief that Kinshasa society are inventing new cultural strategies to handle the harsh realities of Central Africa, Larkin’s belief is similar in that Hausa society are also inventing new cultural strategies to handle the prostitution and sexual activity in Nigeria through the utilization of technology and the media. The author states, “Technology were first introduced in order to foreground the material and epistemic instability of media (Larkin 3).” Moreover, he states that “Media systems are built to effect social action, to create specific sorts of social subjects (Larkin 3).” In other words, Larkin believes that infrastructural technology and the media has the authority to influence new cultural strategies to handle the harsh realities of Nigeria.

In conclusion, Larkin believes that technology and its relations to the cinema have the ability to operate Nigeria into a wider infrastructure society both national and transnational.

I believe that Nigeria one day will be a highly technological advanced world where everything and anything they touch, do and act upon will involve some parts or functions of technology. From purchasing human goods to interacting with customers, the fundamental role and advancement of technology in Africa would highly alter their living standards, goals as well as their expectations by the year 2030. Since the rise of the cinema, the economy as well as the productivity has significantly changed the way how they see and participate in the world today. I believe that the role and advancement of media technologies in the next ten years will completely modify the way how they view public service; family; religion; migration; urban issues; environment; law; education; as well as globalization. In short, there continuous reliance on media as well as technology will completely alter the essence of what makes African society human beings today.
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