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In 2006, Madonna started the foundation Raising Malawi together with Kaballah centre leader, Michael Berg, to “put an end 
to the extreme poverty and hardship endured by Malawi’s 2 million orphans and vulnerable children once and for all”.  As 
part of this effort, Madonna embarked on a prestigious 15 million dollar project to builds a Girl’s Academy, just outside the 
capital of Lilongwe. In April 2010, Madonna laid the first brick for the Academy. But by March 2011, reports that very little 
of the raised money had actually gone to the construction of the school, while the staff of her Raising Malawi office 
apparently had ‘lavish expenses’, meant that Madonna abandoned the project all together.  
This event has came to shape the popular perceptions of Madonna’s actions in Malawi ever since. In Malawi, the popular 
perceptions of Madonna revolve around how she has cynically ‘used’ poor Malawians to improve her own brand as a 
celebrity, how she makes grand promises that raise people expectations only to run away from her commitments and that she 
deliberately exaggerates her charitable accomplishments.  The controversy surrounding Madonna’s orphan projects in 
Malawi has furthermore been used by President Joyce Banda (whose personal interest in the matter is not insignificant, since 
her sister was supposed to the manager of the Girl’s Academy) to distract attention away from widespread dissatisfaction 
with her own regime.  
This paper will discuss the popular perceptions of Madonna’s actions in Malawi, and particularly how the abandoned Girl’s 
Academy project is discussed, as a window into the experiences of celebritized development from the Global South 
perspective. What can these perceptions tell about how celebritized development is different from past forms of 
development? What can they tell us about the practice and experience of development aid in Malawi more generally?  
 
 


