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Witchcraft, Violence, and Democracy: The Role of Media and Culture in Africa

The media, technology, and pop culture of Western civilization have continuously depicted African society as a place of violence and war; a place of despair and lost; a place of disease and sickness; and a place of famine and suffering in their society today. In the book, “Witchcraft, Violence, and Democracy,” Adam Ashforth writes about the rise of violent crimes; the increase in black socio-economic inequality; and the growing concerns of AIDS in Africa to inform to the readers the insecurity amongst many citizens in Soweto, South Africa. Ashforth, a visiting Associate Professor in the School of Social Sciences at the Institute for Advanced Study, outlines how the problems that has continued to persist and facilitate their country today has created several misconceived notions about the contemporary life in Africa, specifically the role of violence and the allocated resources (food, water, clothes) that are available in their society. These two misconceptions today have led many Westerners to believe that there is an insufficient amount of resources available for individuals to survive, and that there is no safe place for any tourists to travel in Africa. Although these stereotypes are consistently depicted in mass media and pop culture, the stereotypical statement that ‘Africa does not have enough allocated resources (food, water, clothes)’ and that ‘Africa is society of just war and violence’ is merely a misconception. Rather, Ashforth presents his text to defend how these two misconceptions are merely prerequisite judgments made by several Westerners through their own understanding with the media and technology. Nevertheless, the author use images of witchcraft, violence, and democracy to represent the contrast between the obvious and the misconception that continues to evolve in many parts of African society today.  
 

So the question arises: are there enough resources (food, water, clothes) available for each individual to survive, and if so, is Africa now a safe destination for other countries to visit? After reviewing the entirely of Ashforth book, I have come to a consensus that the amount of food available in Africa is rich, abundant, and plentiful. In our culture today, many American people have a misconception that there is absolutely not enough food available to accommodate every people in Africa. Although it is true that many people in Africa do suffer from hunger and starvation, the notion that Africa does not have enough allocated resources for people to survive is merely a political and social problem. Those in positions of power use food to their advantage, both directly and indirectly. In Ashforth’s article, he writes “People with access to money in a context of generalized poverty such as Soweto find themselves in positions of significant power, whether they wish to be or not” (Ashforth 33). In other words, those who are in power have easier access to acquiring food than those who are not in power.

Additionally to those people with position in power, those who have very close friends and ancestors around their community can also obtain food very easily at no cost. Many African people, particularly the homeless, are able to obtain food from the circle of friends they make within their community. In Ashforth article, many Africans use networking as a fundamental component of survival. He writes, “Anyone with a reasonable wide circle of friends in Soweto can find a feast for ancestors most weekends where they can enjoy free food and drink” (Ashforth 196). Moreover, the author describes how sharing resources to other African brothers and sisters is an obligation to the social norm in their society. Ashforth states, “Most people survive because others feel obliged to share and support them as members of their families, as neighbors, and as friends. Reciprocity is a norm that has been handed down in the name of ancient “African tradition” (Ashforth 32).  In other words, those who have an ancestor or close friends can easily obtain food in their family house, and that the amount of food that is readily available is not just a quantity problem rather a political and social situation.

Similar to the amount of resources available, the common misconception that Africa is a dangerous place for foreigners to visit and live is also generating a big confusion in America’s pop culture. Through today’s media and culture, one can fully attest that violent crimes have been growing concern in their society. Ashforth states, “I had never encountered a world where violence everyday injustice had to be suffered without reference to a meaningful idea of Law standing above all” (Ashforth Xii). Although violence still is a common theme in Africa, one need to understand that violence and the role of criminal behaviors can be almost found everywhere in our society today. Many American people see Africa as a very dangerous place because our media and pop culture has constantly portrayed images of their society as a negative subject. By showing to the audience violent images that are present in Africa on national television, Westerners has continue to view Africa as a country of war and violence, all of which have alter the way how we interpret and perceive their society as a whole.

Both misconceptions that ‘Africa does not have enough allocated resources (food, water, clothes)’ and that ‘Africa is just a society of war and violence’ are completely ignorant concept depicted by the media and pop culture of Western society. The first assumption that Africa does not have enough resources for people to survive in their society is a mere understatement. Rather than the lack of resources available, Africa really have enough food, water and shelter for any individual to survive through the process of sharing goods that they have developed within their family. Ashforth writes, “The stresses and the strains of securing food, clothing, and shelter shape every aspect of life within households, families, and communities” (Ashforth 32).  The second assumption that Africa is a society of war and violence is also a prerequisite judgment. Majority of Western media press have portrayed Africa as a place of war and violence. Through these still images, many Westerners have this misconceived notion that Africa is all about crimes and violence, and that there are no safe place for tourist to travel. 

The scholarly research by Ashforth reminds me of Brian Larkin’s book in “Signal and Noise,” where he writes how the most dramatic change that will occur in Nigeria, Africa within the next ten years is the fundamental role and advancement of technology and its relationship and impact it has for 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 the media and technology over the last decade has dramatically changed and shaped the way how the African society function, behave, communicate, and interact with other cultures today. Like Larkin argument how the advancement of technology has dramatically changed Nigeria’s economy, Ashforth similarly paints how the media, technology, and pop culture has also fundamentally changed the way Westerners perceive the world of Africa, specifically the amount of resources that are available as well as the amount of violence and crimes that exist in their country today
In conclusion, I believe that there are two common misconceptions held by Westerners that still exist in Africa today: 1) Africa does not have enough allocated resources (food, water, clothes), and 2) Africa is society of war and violence, and that there is no safe place for foreigners to travel. These two misconceptions are not only commonly held by Western society viewpoint but also in European and Asian countries as well. I believe that in order for these misconceptions to flatten out, our educational system must educate more Westerners on the cultural, political, and social differences of the African society. 
Looking back at my decade of schooling, I have noticed that I have rarely learned much about the significance of the African culture until I took an Anthropology class at UCI. Many schools here in America do not talk much about African society because many teachers are afraid to teach the students about the real dynamic issues and global problems that persist in Africa today. During my high school years, I have never learned anything about African-Americans or the African society in my History, English, or Social Science classes. I believe that my lack of knowledge about other people’s culture have made me held numerous misconceptions and stereotypes of African society. With the continue reliance of media and pop culture as means to educate the public about Africa, I believe that many Westerners including I have created numerous stereotypes and misconceptions of Africa that are largely untrue or bias. To alleviate the misconceptions, I believe there needs to be more outreach to the public in regards to the concerns of African society and how the media and our educational system can be used to alter those misconceptions in our society today.
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