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Chapter 8. Popular culture and representations of addiction: understanding Malawi 
urban music in the narratives of drugs and sex 

 
Dave Mankhokwe Namusanya 

Abstract  

Music in Malawi has been used to inform, communicate and educate. Thus, it has a central 
place in the shaping of attitudes as well as reflecting perceptions. From the early 2000s, a 
new genre of music commonly called ‘urban music’ started commanding a huge influence 
among Malawian youth. As of now, it is a celebrated genre with dedicated programmes, 
concerts that are full of people and celebrated producers. Much as the themes of urban music 
have been varying, key themes have come to be based on drugs and sex. Urban music has 
mostly glamorised the drugs and sex in its narratives. This Chapter aims to discuss how 
urban music fits in the narratives of drug addiction and sex addiction especially as it relates 
to young people. The Chapter will specifically discuss such narratives in the music of Mafo 
who is a ‘celebrated’ producer of urban music especially among young people.   
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8.1. Introduction  
At the turn of the century – or just at the close of the last one – a new genre of music appeared 
in Malawi. At a loss as to what to call this type of music, for it could not be properly categorized 
as it did not belong to any of the genres that Malawians were used to, it was called urban music. 
It remains unclear as to who did this christening, whether the producers of the music, the 
audience or the media. Nevertheless, in the years, it has been identified as urban music. It is 
not that this new genre of music is just for ‘urbanites’ or the ‘elites’ for it to be called thus. It 
might, however, be that it was due to its producers’ intent to divorce from the ‘local’ that got 
it the name (if it was labelled by the musicians) or it might be that commentators assumed that 
the music appealed to an urban populace (if the labelling was by the audience) or even that the 
way the producers carried or conducted themselves especially in videos of the songs had more 
of an urban tilt (if the media did the labelling).  

In the years that have gone, the term urban music has come to be understood as a blanket 
description of the new genre of music that cannot be identified as ‘local’. It is important, 
however, to highlight that in more recent years, urban music has been a genre that is neither 
foreign nor local as it has enthused its foreign rhythmical approach with local instrumentation 
to create a genre one would hardly call Malawian but also would not call non-Malawian. Even 
the videos made of the music are mostly divorcing from that urban tilting and are mostly 
showcasing people in what is considered ‘traditional attire’ in rural settings.  

Spurred by the rise of internet usage and music sharing sites, urban music has asserted 
itself as one of the most valuable music genres in Malawi (Mughogho, 2017). It now commands 
a huge listenership1, a significant amount of downloads from music websites and its producers 
are regarded as celebrities and influential such that companies and organisations have started 
courting some of them for advocacy as well as brand promotion (Chavi, 2017; Kumwembe, 
2017; Music in Africa, 2015).  

                                                           
1MBC Radio 2 has a Programme, Made on Monday, specifically dedicated to urban music. The contents of the 
programme generate a healthy discussion on social media (mostly driven by hashtags) 
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At the same time, however, urban music has largely been unregulated. As most of it is 
not produced for the radio but for the audience – and can be directly delivered to them through 
Messaging Apps as well as music download websites that can sometimes have untraceable 
owners – censorship of the music has been weak. It is usually self-censorship that hugely drives 
the tone and approach of urban music. This has, in turn, left urban music as a place in which 
raw, undiluted and unedited perspectives of Malawians are portrayed.  

This Chapter aims to discuss how urban music presents addictions in Malawi – specifically 
of sex and drugs (alcohol and marijuana). It will focus on an urban musician, Mafo, as its 
subject. Mafo has been selected having noted that he is among the urban musicians that have 
hardly been tampered with by institutional/organisational affiliation or support and is, 
therefore, well placed to provide an unedited mirror into the situations of addiction of drugs 
and sex in Malawi; also, as one of the most followed among young people – especially those 
hard to reach in areas fondly called the ‘ghettos’2  – his music does not only reflect the 
situations of the people who like the music but also has the ability to have a significant 
influence on them, especially young people at that stage of charting their own attitudes and 
perspectives to life. The Chapter, in concluding, will also argue on the hypothetical impact that 
the music might have on the young people who are its chief consumers and regard Mafo as a 
celebrity and, arguably, a role model.   

8.2. Understanding urban music in Malawi 
As already highlighted in the introduction, the term ‘urban’ in the new genre of Malawi music 
does not imply that the songs are only associated with ‘urbanites’ or ‘elites’ in Malawi. The 
music, although mostly produced by urban-dwelling young people owing to their ability to 
access recording and distribution points, has a following among young people across the 
country (Gondwe, 2017) – with even more appeal to those in rural areas who have little access 
to other types of music from other sources (e.g. foreign television or radio stations).  The 
observed common characteristics of urban music apart from the demographics of its producers 
or consumers include its borrowing from a ‘western’ (mostly African American culture) of 
music and its ability to violate norms as it is beyond or below the reach of censorship; of note, 
it is also the fact that the producers of urban music trade under stage names. Critics of urban 
music abound, with people mostly labelling it as ‘bubble-gum’ and ‘noise’ music owing to 
what would be understood as its irrelevancy (Gondwe, 2017; Ndebvu, 2017).  

However, urban music remains a cultural space for young people and as a popular 
culture product, it can be argued that it still functions within the spaces of young people as 
other popular culture products.  

Popular culture, Malawi urban music and the youth: Young people have been 
shown to represent the biggest producers and consumers of popular culture (Newell, Okome & 
Forster, 2014; Dioby, 2006; Chirwa, 2001). This is also applicable to urban music in Malawi 
where it has shown that its main consumers remain young people (Gondwe, 2017). Diouf 
(2003) makes a specific case regarding the youth of Africa, analysing their position at the 
confluence of global and local cultures and how this is reflected in their intimate relationship 
to popular culture (see also Ansell, 2016; Kraftl et al., 2012; Ansell et al., 2011); these global 
cultures are the ones that birthed urban music in Malawi; thus, also, its appeal to the youth. 
Newell, Okome and Forster (2014) argue that it is precisely popular culture, with the youth as 
its producers, which symbolises an eclectic response to change by harnessing both 
conservatism and rebellion at the same time. In relationship to urban music in Malawi, its 
ability to enthuse local and foreign elements, advocate for youth causes while using language 

                                                           
2 Usually parts of a city in which most economically disadvantaged families live  
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that might otherwise not be acceptable within the frame of ‘conservatism’, makes it an 
attractive genre to young people who are already at the confluence of the ‘local’ and ‘global’ 
cultures and are having to adjust in a conservative society while challenging it at the same time. 
It is no wonder that others have suggested that popular culture – urban music in this regard – 
shares many traits and characteristics with youth culture (Newell, Okome & Forster, 2014; 
Dioby, 2006). 

It is nevertheless important to indicate that popular culture, in which urban music is a 
product, is not simply a product of the youth. It is, as Miller (1998) argues, a formative space 
that has implications on the society. It is a space of struggle and negotiation (Storey, 2014), in 
which youth conceptualisations are created and/or reinforced. As Dioby (2006) asserts, popular 
culture has the power to affect public spaces and the social fabric of society by influencing the 
ways youth conceptualise various issues. This, in turn, does not only apply to the youth but 
also to the foundational societal structures (Barber, 1987; Fabian, 1978). Hence urban music, 
rather than merely reflecting its consumers, also has the power to shape them, the normative 
underpinnings of their society and would have a significant impact on the conceptualisations 
in societies as well as policy reaction to issues – addiction in this case.  

It is the power of popular culture to ‘ask questions and create conditions’ (Fabian, 
1978:319) that makes it a vehicle through which ‘future alternatives and possibilities are 
expressed’ (Newell, Okome & Forster, 2014). These alternatives and possibilities are usually 
identified and shared by the masses that would otherwise have been excluded from ‘modern 
elite’ or ‘tribal traditional’ spaces (Fabian, 1978:315). In this context, it is the ability of urban 
music to point to a future just as it challenges the present that makes it an interesting aspect to 
study and understand if one is to ably establish a conceptualisation of addictions that is relevant 
for the current times and the future.   

In Africa, popular culture has been used to relay information as well as maintain or 
challenge the status quo (Newell, Okome & Forster, 2014; Chirwa, 2001). It has been used in 
political, social, economic and religious contexts and with manifold motives and agendas 
(Barber, 1987). Some of this is due to what Vail and White (1991) define as the ability of such 
forms of art to violate normal conventions; such are features that are hugely prevalent in urban 
music. Thus, as an urban musician, one has the ability to challenge status quo using a platform 
that would resonate with most people – the youth in this case.   

Popularly known just by his first name, Mafo Kamwendo is training as a Primary 
School teacher at Blantyre Teachers’ Training College. He is one who has attracted some 
respectable level of attention among music critics and fans – especially of urban music. He 
came to the limelight in 2013 which is the year that he released his first song. His music releases 
have generated a considerable attention and controversy in the public space owing to their 
content and, also, his common ability of ‘stealing’ songs from other musicians so that he can 
redo them, usually replacing the original words with new words that mostly glorifies smoking, 
sex and beer. Of prominence is the song that led to his fame, Mowa, which in brief (and as the 
paper will later discuss) is a glorification of beer over women – or sex.   

8.3. Understanding addiction  
Room (2003) highlights that addiction is a social construct. Nevertheless, the DSM Manual V 
(2013) indicates that in most societies, there is reference to addiction. Addiction, however, in 
this sense is understood as the compulsive and habitual use of substances with consequences 
coming from such a use. Jacobs (1968) citing the Standard Medical Dictionary has held that 
addiction is “the state of being given up to some habit, especially strong dependence on a drug” 
(p. 18). In this context, the addictive state has been presented to be this four step process: 

(1) an overwhelming desire or need (compulsion) to continue use of 
the drug and to obtain it by any means;  
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(2) a tendency to increase the dosage;  
(3) a psychological and usually a physical dependence on its effects; 
(4)  a detrimental effect on the individual and on society. 

In this case, addiction is not just a case of an overreliance on a drug or a substance, it is 
also the effects that arise from the use of such a substance and the subsequent dependence. This 
is also the reason why there should be interest in addiction, considering that it ceases being an 
individual action as it has repercussions that impact on the collective.  

8.4. Representations of addiction in popular culture  
Literature on popular culture and addiction has mostly focused on visual representations of 
addiction (see Johnson, 2006; Hilton, 2000; Hirschman, 1995). Much of it has also been of 
other contexts, not Africa (see Nichter, 2003). A discussion of addiction weighing heavily on 
addiction as portrayed in soap operas or video games and music videos might not accurately 
depict the Malawian situation where only few people can access such products. Room (2003) 
argues on the need of understanding addiction within the cultural context in which it is 
experienced and described; thus, his argument that addiction is a social and cultural construct 
presents an opportunity to initiate a discussion on addiction from products situated within a 
specific culture, the Malawian culture in this context.     

In line with understanding addiction experiences within a context in which the addict and 
the community exists, the Chapter will discuss the presentation of addiction in Malawian urban 
music, specifically focusing on the music of Mafo. The music will be discussed on how it 
presents addiction of alcohol, Marijuana and sex.  

The alcohol in Mafo’s songs  
Released in 2013, Mowa is arguably Mafo’s song that catapulted him to fame. As of 

July, 2018, the song had over 52,000 views on music website, malawi-music.com3. It is one of 
the songs that can be sung along by most young people who are his fans – and even those who 
are not. The title of the song itself betrays the message: the focus on beer.  

Thus, at the crux of the song is the glorification of beer. Beer consumption, in itself, 
does not pass for an addiction. However, on the last verse of the song Mafo sings: 

Ife bawa timachita kusambila 
(We actually swim in beer) 
Tikamayenda daily tikuzandila 
(Every day we have to stagger after being intoxicated) 
Mumtima timakhala tikunyadila  
(Yet that gives us joy) 
   (Mafo, 2013b) 
In the words above, Mafo does not just sing of a person who occasionally drinks. He 

sings of one who does not only glorify beer over women, but also takes it as a daily thing. Or, 
in brief, one whose existence centres on beer. Using an imagery of swimming in beer, one can 
conclude that the way Mafo presents the subject’s (of the song) relationship to beer is that 
which exists between fish and water – the former can hardly survive out of the latter. In this 
regard, by inference, the subject can hardly survive without taking beer. This, as Herman and 
Roberto (2015) point out, it is the first step in the journey towards addiction which, they call, 
is the stage of preoccupation in which a user anticipates the consumption of the addictive 
product and is preoccupied with its use.  

Room (2003) in arguing on the interpretive framing of addiction asserts that an addict 
reaches a stage where the craving for the addictive product is huge such that they disregard 
                                                           
3 Malawi-music.com is the major website distributing Malawian music. Most of its uploads are of urban music 
and its major consumers are young people with access to the internet.  



5 
 

some other barriers to accessing the drug just to satisfy this craving. In this regard, a beer addict 
would get to drink even if their situation and context is one which would discourage an 
occasional drinker from having to drink. Mafo, in the same song, Mowa, propagates this idea 
of addiction, glamorising it in a way. In further lines of the song, his portrayal of drinking is of 
a subject who, at all costs, has to be drunk – even in bad weather. This is also regardless of the 
consequences.   

It is more intriguing as the song goes on that Mafo highlights that even clothes are not 
something that the subject in the song is bothered with because they are expensive. Underneath 
this declaration might be a criticism of the capitalistic economy that would place a higher price 
on clothes while making beer affordable; of course, it is also a highlight of addiction in which 
to the addict what matters is to satisfy the craving for the addictive product – beer in this case 
– even if it is at the expense of his own well-being.  

This glorification, not just of beer but addiction to it, appears to be a recurring theme 
across Mafo’s music. In 2017, he did a cover of Nigeria’s P Square song, Bank alert. He titled 
it Bawa which is slang language for beer. It is more of the 2013 Mowa story, this time further 
highlighting that he does not just glorify beer consumption but an overreliance on beer which, 
according to the seminal work of Jellinek (1952), is a sign of addiction to beer. In the song, to 
further highlight that it is addiction the voice romanticises, Mafo sings: 

Ine ndi wa ma blunder 
(I am always making mistakes) 
N’kona ndimangoyaka 
(So, I just drink) 
Kuyenda sober zimanyazi mbwembwembwe 
(If I try to walk around without drinking, I am anti-social) 
    (Mafo, 2017) 

In the lines above, Mafo portrays a situation in which the subject is one who can hardly 
function without beer. Thus, the person has internalised that he is a person who makes a lot of 
mistakes and the only way to survive through such a tumultuous lifestyle and struggle with the 
community is to go through life as a drunk. In addition, this person actually says that he is anti-
social yet when he is drunk, he becomes courageous. This might indeed be misconstrued for 
Dutch courage but those in need of Dutch courage have to take beer that moment they want the 
courage (Room, 2003; Jellinek, 1952), not every day as Mafo is portraying the subject in this 
context. 

This beer addiction was carried through to a 2018 release of Mafo and a colleague, Gibo 
Lantos, Okondedwa merchant. As highlighted, Mafo’s career has mostly thrived on having to 
redo songs done by others. This is a remake of prominent musician-cum-politician Lucius 
Banda’s 1998 song, Kuno zavuta. Whereas in the original song, Banda uses the voice of a 
young nephew writing to an uncle in the diaspora of the events back home that include deaths, 
diseases and hunger, Mafo and Lantos use the song to write to a ‘friend’ who took them out for 
beer drinking. That Mafo would hijack a song which had commented on disparate socio-
political themes just to use it for a commentary on beer drinking habits might also be stretched 
to highlight further the obsession that Mafo’s art has on beer. Even the lines below further 
buttress the point: 

Sungatitenge ku bawa ndikupezeka watithawila 
(You can’t bring us over to a beer drinking joint and leave us stranded) 
………………………… 
Apa tili sober mpaka Gibo akufuna kulira 
(Look, we are sober and my friend is about to have a mental breakdown) 
(Mafo & Lantos, 2018) 
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In that unsuspicious manner of singing about beer addiction in a glamorising way, Mafo 
highlights a person – referring to his colleague Gibo Lantos – who is about to have a break 
down because ‘enough’ beer has not been made available to them.  

It is so huge an addiction that Mafo glamorises, for beer, that even when he sings a song 
glorifying Malawian Pastor based in South Africa, Shepherd Bushiri4, in a 2016 release 
Akadipweteka maluzi, Mafo makes references to beer. Thus, he sings: 

Ndimamuganizila Bushiri ndikati ndapsa 
(I think about Bushiri when I am broke) 
Koma ndikasanja ndimayaka mpaka thapsya 
(Yet when I have money, I get drunk until passing out) 
(Mafo, 2016) 
In the lines above, the voice narrates of a character notorious for his drinking. 

Although Room (2003) argues that addiction has to be understood within a cultural context, 
the Malawian society is replete with historical and current examples of people obsessed and 
renowned for beer drinking who would be on a similar level with the voice in the above lines 
who are known by all that they are drunkards. Such characters are not just drunkards, they are 
addicted to beer. 

The Marijuana in Mafo songs  
In 2017, Mafo together with his friends operating under the group ‘Gud shudren’5 did a song 
titled Sufuna. It was, as per Mafo’s reputation, a redo of another song; only this time it caught 
much flak with music columnist Gregory Gondwe (2017) labelling it ‘folly play’. The song, 
originally a Christian hymn6 and popularised by Christian music singer Elton Kazembe, was 
remade to celebrate three things: beer, Marijuana, women (sex). In the song, the group asks 
colleagues to join them on the journey to drinking, smoke with them or go looking for ladies. 
However, it should be highlighted that there are three musicians on the song – all urban music 
artists – who have a thing each to celebrate of the three: beer, Marijuana, women. Thus, the 
part that celebrates Marijuana was not, at least in the song, done by Mafo. Nevertheless, as this 
Chapter is largely discussing urban music in Malawi while zeroing in on Mafo who also 
appears on the song, it will have to draw the words not directly sang by Mafo.  

Mesa unkati Chamba chimapengetsa 
(You used to say Marijuana causes mental illness) 
Bwanji ukufuna kusuta nawo 
(Why do you want to smoke with me?) 
Ine ndi wa ganja olo Bae amadziwa 
(I like Marijuana, even my lover knows) 
(Gud Shudren, 2017) 

In subsequent lines, the musicians mock their friends that they are not smoking because 
they do not have access to the Marijuana (perhaps because they do not have money). Thus, to 
Mafo – and his urban music colleagues – an explanation for one not smoking at that particular 
moment might be understood through the lens of lack: they do not have the Marijuana. As 
Miller and Gold (1989) argue, the first critical element of Marijuana addiction is the 

                                                           
4 Arguably one of the most renowned Malawian pastors, Bushiri is assumed to be the richest Pastor in Malawi. 
He claims to own businesses and personal jets and does a good number of charity works in Malawi and beyond. 
He is based in South Africa. 
5 Together with Legnz boy and Nyasa B, Mafo formed the group which in traditional English would be 
ironically called ‘Good Children’. They usually sing in a religious choral fashion although the themes they sing 
of are divorced from religious messages.  
6 The original Sufuna song is about a Christian leader asking a colleague/congregation if they want to join him 
on the journey to Paradise 
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preoccupation with the consumption of Marijuana; this is the initial phase of all addictions as 
well. Thus, one has to be consuming or, if they are not, it is because they do not have it – not 
because of self-restraint.  

On the same note, as the above lines show, despite being aware of the negative 
consequences that Marijuana might have (i.e. triggering mental illness), they still have to 
smoke. Citing the 1952 seminal work of Jellinek in discussing addiction, Room (2003) 
highlights that addiction is manifest through a loss of control. This loss of control might be in 
the consumption of the addictive drug. Thus, despite knowing the negative effects of the 
addictive product, an addict will still consume the product. In the song, the subject is one who 
smokes regardless of the awareness of the consequences of smoking.   

In Bawa, Mafo also mentions – mostly in passing – his fondness for Marijuana. It is 
just a line, almost seemingly callously thrown in, but then the line talks of the intensity of the 
smoking (i.e. every day); this points to that naturalised desire to consume Marijuana and the 
loss of control that the subject has in regards to Marijuana. This idea is reinforced in a 2015 
release, Tetelitete, in which he features two friends: Zafrey and Nyasa B. In the song, Mafo 
sings: 

Anandilodza ndani ine kuti n’zingobanda 
(Who bewitched me so that I can always be smoking Marijuana?) 
Kuipitsa mbiri ya achinyamata 
(And in the process, I ruin the reputation of young people) 
(Good Shudren, 2015) 
Invoking witchcraft, Mafo presents the subject as incapable of controlling his desire for 

smoking. Thus, the subject is convinced that someone cast a spell on him to be consuming 
Marijuana on a daily basis. Room (2003) argues that addiction is a cultural construct. Thus, in 
some other contexts, what might be construed as addiction might be referred to other reasons 
and might be conceptualised differently. This appears to be the line of reasoning in the above 
lines that evokes witchcraft. However, the lines as well project an image of a person feeling 
guilty for the consumption. The work of Jellinek (1952), using a case of alcohol addiction, 
argues that when an addict discovers that their consumption of the addictive product is outside 
of the ordinary, they develop guilty feelings about their behaviour. This appears to be the 
situation of the subject in the above lines. This guilt, in the above lines, is being placated by 
the allusion to witchcraft.  

Sex addiction in Mafo 
As already highlighted, the song that propelled Mafo to fame – Mowa – might appear as if his 
glamorising ends at beer. As if he is one who is not bothered with sex. His portrayal of beer as 
a favourite over ladies might be misconstrued; when understood within the context of 
addiction, it is as if the running theme across Mafo’s music is of a subject suffering from the 
addiction of beer and Marijuana such that the person cannot even hold a relationship. However, 
Mafo’s career has also been built around the objectification of women and, in the long run, the 
glamorising of sex. This glamorisation, when understood in context, pinpoints to an obsession 
that would in the end be understood as sex addiction.  

His first traceable song to be released to the public which of course had less success 
than Mowa, was titled Zako. It is a song that celebrates the body of a woman. However, it is 
not just a celebration. It is the celebration of a woman’s body – parts mostly – from the eye of 
a sex addict for, beyond or below anything, the voice does not sing of anything else that would 
not make sex more pleasurable for the voice. Thus, the words: 

Koma ndimakonda maonekedwe ako 
(I love the way you look) 
Basitu, mwina ndi thupi lako 
(Just the way you look and maybe your body) 
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Kupanda apo panalibe chako 
(If it wasn’t for these two, there was nothing for you) 
(Mafo, 2013a) 
Goodman (1990) highlights that frequent occupation with sexual activities would pass 

for a spectrum of sex addiction. This view is echoed by Zapf et, al (2008) who argue that to 
understand sexual addiction is to understand preoccupation with sex in the same way one would 
understand preoccupation with a drug, alcohol for instance. As it has been argued, addiction to 
alcohol also implies a preoccupation with it (Jellenik, 1952). In the lines referred to, the persona 
in the song is one whose relationship with a lady revolves around sex; thus, the obsession with 
the body and the physical outlook of the lady. This can implicitly be understood to be a 
preoccupation with sex such that the subject in the song cannot look beyond the physical 
attributes of the lady to be with her.  

The verse in which Mafo sings in Sufuna is a glorification of sex, albeit couched as an 
admiration of women and dangerously presented as love. In the lines that he sings, the 
presentation of the voice in the song is that of one with an uncontrollable desire to ‘love’ every 
other lady that he comes across. This love, when weighed from the context of Mafo’s 
presentations of love, which will be highlighted in the course of this Chapter, pinpoints more 
to ‘sex’. An understanding of the lines in the song without all the civility that Mafo uses to 
communicate in the lines would be of one who claims that he has an insatiable appetite to have 
sex with every other ‘good lady’ that the person comes across. It is promiscuity on another new 
level. This would pass for what Goodman (1990) argues is sex addiction. Thus, he argues that 
sexual addiction is characterised by a recurrent failure to resist the impulse to have sex. This 
sex is not just done with one partner, but a number of partners (Carnes, 2001). 

In what can be equated to a hunter going about in a jungle to hunt for game, the chorus 
has the persona inviting friends to follow him on a ‘hunting’ trail for ladies to ‘love’, as per his 
modus operandi of ‘loving’, any good lady that he comes across. The persona further mocks 
his friends who are not willing to go with him on the trail of ‘hunting’ for ladies as failing to 
join him because they have nothing to tell the ladies – they are not good with ladies.   

As highlighted in the discussion on Marijuana; for the addict, his understanding of the 
world largely rests on the addictive product and is convinced that such is the reality of the 
world. Thus, to the addict, whoever is not like him in pursuing the addictive product, is lacking 
and not self-restraint. Addiction, in itself, is characterised by the lack of self-control (Jellinek, 
1952). Specifically arguing on sex addiction, Carnes (2001) claims that sex addicts have a 
belief system which affects how they perceive reality and leads to an impaired thinking which, 
in this case, can be argued to be in how the addicts perceive those who opt to exercise self-
reliant.  

In Okondedwa Merchant, Mafo continues with this portrayal of sex addiction. Thus, 
weighing it in line with beer, the voice in the song sings: 

Wati: ‘ndikubwela kaye, ndapana winawake ndikufuna kuufila’ 
(You have excused yourself to go and have sex) 
… 
Koma yemwe wapanayo 
(But the lady whom you have left with) 
Nafe tikufuna titapanako 
(We also would like to have sex with her) 
(Mafo & Lantos, 2018) 
Thus, regardless that another person has a lady, the voice in the song still wants to get 

that lady. As an addict, there is no respect of boundaries (Carnes, 2001). It is, of course, an 
objectification of women, portraying them almost as a bus seat: in which when one takes leave, 
another should come in to replace that person. Addiction to sex, for the male, usually has that 
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point in it: the objectification of women. This makes it easier to ascribe the consequences of 
the addiction to other factors; so, as Carnes (Ibid.) highlights that a sex addict would dismiss 
concerns from the conscience or other people with rational justification, he would also dismiss 
it here by objectifying women. In context, an addict would justify his promiscuity as one who 
is just ‘dealing with object (s)’ and his actions therefore do not have any consequences. Zapf, 
et al. (2008) has also argued on the nature of sex addicts to be ‘avoidantly-attached’  in 
relationships, such people are mostly afraid of intimacy and are emotionally cold; such people 
would feel less guilty by viewing their partners as objects.  This objectification is also there in 
the song, Samalani ma babe anu. This is a song Mafo does with friends under the same banner 
of Gud Shudren. In the song, the voice advises other men to take care of their women because 
once they lose them and are picked up, the team (behind the voices in the song) will not give 
them (the women) back to the rightful owners (the other men).  

As a property, a woman can be lost and picked up by another and that other person can 
refuse to give it back to the ‘original owner’, that’s the concept of the song. This objectification 
of the many things it can communicate, sex addiction is one of them. 

8.5. Conclusion 
Addiction has become a health hazard with a significant impact on global health and the 
economy of countries as money has to be spent on rehabilitating addicts and there is a loss of 
manpower owing to it. At the worst, addiction also leads to death leaving a significant cost on 
families, communities and the state as the number of people in need of state support might go 
up. There is a need for a holistic approach in dealing with addiction. However, to ably deal 
with addiction, one needs to understand the nature of it. It is through understanding the 
communication around addiction that one gets an opportunity to understand the narratives 
around addiction and can, therefore, devise effective strategies to use in countering the 
problem. One such communication avenue through which addiction is discussed is music. This 
Chapter has shown that urban music in Malawi is a significant carrier of messages of addiction, 
however instead of challenging behaviours that would lead to addiction, there is a celebration 
and glamorisation of such behaviours. Using Mafo’s songs, the Chapter has highlighted how 
beer, Marijuana and sex are glamorised.  

As the music is widely enjoyed by young people, it might be argued that young people 
are more likely going to shape their attitudes towards addictive substances/behaviours from the 
songs and this would pose a huge impact in challenging such attitudes. 

The field of urban music in Malawi is just developing. Yet, in its development, it is one 
that is carrying varying messages and arguably having an impact in shaping realities mostly of 
young people. However, it is imperative to highlight that there has not been much research on 
the interaction of the messages with the youth and how young people negotiate with the 
messages. Hall (1973) and Storey (2014) have argued on the processes of message 
deconstruction and consumption in popular culture, highlighting that people do not consume 
popular culture mindlessly and passively. It would, thus, be interesting to establish how people 
consume urban music. Of interest would also be the processes of producing urban music and 
the sources of knowledge for the producers of popular culture; further research can question if 
producers reflect their societies or challenge their societies. At the same time, in pertaining to 
addiction, a Malawian conceptualisation of addiction is something that is of interest; this might 
create pathways to managing and rehabilitating addicts using local resources. 
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