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ABSTRACT

This article critiques the prevailing North-
South divide within the discourse on
decolonizing design, recognizing its historical
significance while exposing its limitationsin
advancing decolonial agendas. The uncritical
adoption of this di€Chotomy often leads to
oversimplification, exclusion, and isolation,
limiting the practical impact of decolonizing
efforts. Drawing on insights from a global
design anthropological Study on energy ex-
¢hange, we advocate for a posSt-development
perSpective that transcends the North-South
divide. Our Study presents three key insights:
colonizationisrooted inideology and
requires global reform for decolonization;
mutual learning between the Global North
and South is essential; and infrastructure
plays a crucial role in envisioning and
implementing decolonial alternatives. This
work aims to Stimulate further discourse
toward a dialogic, contextual, infrastructural,
and comparative post-development
paradigm in decolonizing design.
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TOWARDS A NEW PARADIGM

Many anthropologists and historians identify neoliberal capitalism as a perva-
sive global ideology that has significantly influenced societal norms and cultural
landscapes (Harvey, 2005; Kipnis, 2010). In recent decades, however, academic
discourse, including within the field of design, has witnessed the rise of diverse
movements actively challenging this dominance and advocating for alternative
worldviews (Escobar, 2021; Julier, 2013; Kaszynska, 2023). Central to these ef-
forts is the global North-South divide (Davis, 2012), which serves as a conceptual
framework for transformative movements such as decolonizing design (Escobar,
2018; Onafuwa, 2018). While this dichotomy has effectively raised awareness
about the unjust status quo and recognized alternative worldviews for design
(Gutiérrez Borrero, 2021), it faces significant barriers that must be overcome to
advance toward a more just, pluralistic, dialogic, and sustainable understanding
and practice of design (Tsekleves et al., 2020).

This article argues that decolonizing design scholars should
engagein self-critique and openness informed by an ununified post-development
theory (Escobar, 1995), which challenges three main development movements
correspondingto three contrasting theoretical orientations: modernization theory
(19508/19608), Marxist-inspired dependency theory (196 0s/1970s), and critiques
of development as a cultural discourse (1990s/2000s) (Demariaetal., 2023). We
share insights from an exploratory approach aimed at overcoming the inherent
barriers in the decolonizing design movement, drawing inspiration from design
anthropology discourse (Otto & Smith, 2013). Rather than perpetuating the
dichotomy between the so-called developed Global North (GN) and developing
Global South (G s) regions, which often emphasize awareness-raising and alter-
native worldviews through an oppressor-oppressed lens, we advocate for a shiftin
focus. Our proposal focuses onidentifying and transforming colonizingideologies
embedded across global designs, aiming to decolonize them through a post-devel-
opment perspective.
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Asdesign scholars from the G s (I. R. of Iran and India) working
inthe GN (Canadaand the Netherlands), we aim to bridge the North-South divide
by sharing insights from a global energy transition project. This project involved
adesign anthropological study focused on energy exchange in Gaya, India, and
Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Through our expertise in identity and design
anthropology, we contribute a post-development perspective that challenges
the prevailing North-South divide in decolonizing design discourse. The project
exploresvarious possibilities of human relationships with energy and emphasizes
the integration of social and cultural values into human interactions with energy
infrastructures.

THE NORTH-SOUTH DIVIDE IN DECOLONIZING DESIGN

The North-South Divide
Sincethe1960s, the terms ‘North'and ‘South’ have been pivotal in discussions on

international political economy (Davis, 2012). These labels differentiate econom-
ically developed countries—typically industrialized with high per capitaincome—
primarily located in the northern hemisphere, from economically disadvantaged
countries—characterized by high poverty rates and lower levels of industrializa-
tion—predominantly in the southern hemisphere, with notable exceptions such
as Australia and New Zealand.

This divide underscores a significant international political and
economic cleavage rather than mapping global poverty accurately. The South is
often portrayed as a bloc of low-income nations united by poverty, colonial oppres-
sion, and exclusion from global political and economic systems. This exclusion
stemmed from the dominance of former colonial powers in the North, which estab-
lished international structures and institutions and disproportionately benefited
from them, showinglittle inclination to address this inequality or alleviate poverty
in the South (Davis, 2012). The North-South divide has undergone three para-
digm shifts: beginning with the development or modernization paradigm, chal-
lenged by the dependency/liberation paradigm, and culminating in the post-devel-
opment paradigm (Litonjua, 2012).

Decolonizing Design through the North-South Lens

Discussions from a decolonial lens point to the manifestation of this divide in de-
sign through monological etymology, language, ontology, and epistemology (Guti-
érrez Borrero, 2021; Sloane, 2019). Modern design tends to monopolize the future
via the concept of the ‘project’, viewing the present as defective and the past as ir-
relevant, leaning toward discriminatory biases (Papanek, 1971; Tunstall, 2023;
Van Amstel, 2021), and marginalizing G s design practices by dismissing them as
underdeveloped (Gutiérrez Borrero, 2021). In recent years, design literature has
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increasingly addressed the harmful legacy of colonial design in both the GN and
GS (Escobar, 2021). The decolonizing design movement, which emergedin 2016
and gained momentum through diverse voices (Schultz et al., 2018)—especially
Black, Indigenous, South American, Asian, and other non-Christian voices (Tun-
stall, 2023)—aims to expose and rectify the colonial legacy of Northern hegemo-
ny in design (Schultz et al., 2018; Shvartzberg Carrié, 2022), advocating for the
incorporation of Gs worldviews (Ansari, 2019, 2021; Escobar, 2021; Taboada et
al.,2020; Vatsyayan, 1996).

Within the North-South divide framework, one strand high-
lights the white supremacist underpinnings of design (Tunstall, 2023) and its
brutal history, including the lingering trauma (Menakem, 2017); while another
emphasizesvaluing the pastas a guide for understanding the present and future,
challenging the modern notion of the past as fixed and gone (Vazquez, 2017).
While some scholars emphasize inclusivity, equity, empowerment, culture, and
pluralism in design practices (Smith et al., 2021), others advocate abandoning
design as a GN-centric concept, calling for alternative etymologies and linguistic
frameworks from the Gs (e.g., Escobar, 2018; Gutiérrez Borrero, 2021). Addi-
tionally, some seek to reform design by embracing a post-development paradigm,
considering cosmological ontologies (e.g., Ansari, 2019) or interrogating the
conflation of design with scientific thinking, which prioritizes universality over
individual and cultural identity (e.g., Bahaetal., 2018; Diethelm, 2016).

Barriers to Decolonizing Design
Although the global North-South framework on which post-development dis-
courserests hasincreasingly influenced the design discourse, decolonizing design
still faces major challenges (Abdulla, 2021). Under the North-South framework,
the decolonizing design discussion often risks oversimplification by monolithi-
cally categorizing the GN as the colonizer and equating white or Western people
and designersas colonizers. Simultaneously, it positions the G s as the sole space
of colonization. This reductive framing tends to overgeneralize and impose a uni-
versal perspective, disregarding nonconforming insights and alternative view-
points that challenge the North-South divide. Consequently, such framings fail as
theyinadequately examine and address the fundamental presuppositions within
design practices, leading to tokenistic rather than transformative design efforts.
A simplistic critique of Western scholarship, design practices,
and institutions—often privileged and powerful—risks alienating potential allies,
including scholars from the Gs. This exclusion impedes decolonization efforts.
Althoughthe G s canbe envisioned as a space for materializing certain experiences
and autonomous thoughts, itis essential to recognize that design practicesin both
the GN and Gs mayshare similarities, alongside their differences. Moreover, these
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practices do not always reflect a totalizing view of their respective regions (Guti-
érrez Borrero, 2021; Patil, 2024). Besides, effective resistance against oppres-
sion requires engaging all parties in critical dialogue (Freire, 1970). Conversely,
design interventions are only effective when they respect and recognize identity
(Diethelm, 2016).

By labeling designers as colonizers (Diethelm, 2016; Gutiérrez
Borrero, 2021), current decolonizing design approaches often focus on isolated
roles and contexts, without addressing how indigeneity manifests in broader
settings, such as urban environments or interactions with colonizers, where
indigenous recognition or autonomy is not championed. This gap limits nuanced
comparative studies and systemic solutions for global challenges like climate
change, which require systemic and nuanced post-development approaches that
transcend geographical and ideological divides—somethingimpossible to achieve
without understanding and recognizing the coloniality still practiced through
monological Western-Anglo-Eurocentric design (Vazquez, 2017).

Asaresult, the decolonizing design movement struggles to extend
its influence from academia to professional practice (Tunstall, 2023). Theoret-
ical academic literature is often inaccessible to practitioners (Zielhuis, 2023), a
first step required for real-world application, especially by those unfamiliar with
decoloniality (Fryetal., 2015; Geib, 2023). This inaccessibility perpetuates colonial
infrastructures in both the G N and G s contexts (Diethelm, 2016). After all, deco-
lonial design practitioners must combat colonial design tendencies to effectively
engage the broader design community pivotal to decolonization (Torretta et al.,
2024). The barriers presented by the North-South divide are summarized in Table1.

Table 1: Barriers of the North-South divide to decolonizing design and their consequences

Barrier Consequences

Oversimplification — Results in superficial solutions due to a simplistic understanding of
colonial issues.
Fails to address foundational ideologies in design practices, leading
to tokenistic efforts.

Exclusion Creates a divisive atmosphere that prevents potential global alli-
ances from forming.
Emphasizes individuals over systemic issues.

Isolation Focuses excessively on Indigenous communities without a compre-
hensive view of how indigeneity manifests in broader contexts.
Lacks comparative studies that bridge Global North and Global
South experiences, hindering global achievements.

Limited influence Renders academic knowledge inaccessible and impractical for prac-
titioners, restricting broader engagement and real-world application.
Results in insufficient decolonial practice, perpetuating entrenched
colonial infrastructures.
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THE INTER-HOUSEHOLD ENERGY EXCHANGE PROJECT

This section introduces the ‘Inter-Household Energy Exchange Project’, which
serves as a case study for exploring a post-developmental perspective on decolo-
nizing design. This project contributes to global energy transition efforts aimed at
shifting from centralized to decentralized energy systems. This transition is facil-
itating a global shift away from traditional large-scale, fossil fuel-based, passive
energy models toward localized renewable energy production, storage, and man-
agement (Adamsetal., 2021; Singh, 2019; Singh et al., 2017). By emphasizing
active community participation, this transition promotes the integration of so-
cio-cultural elements into energy exchanges between households and neighbor-
hoods, moving beyond purely technological systems. Such transformative chang-
esare particularly pertinent to a post-development perspective, as they represent
aglobal phenomenon intertwining the GN and G s through shared infrastructural
and climate challenges, emerging energy technologies, and international policy
actions driven by various global organizations.

Initiated in 2014 by author Abhigyan Singh as part of his
doctoral research on energy exchanges in India, this ongoing global project —
that represents a crucial step toward decolonizing the design of energy exchange
systems— critically examines the meanings, theoretical foundations, and values
underlying energy exchanges. In this paper, we focus on insights from a longi-
tudinal design anthropology study conducted by Singh at two specific locations:
the Gayadistrictin India and the Amsterdam Southeast area in the Netherlands.
For further details on the research approach and methods, interested readers are
encouraged to consult previous publications by Singh (2019), Singh etal. (z021),
and Van Leeuwen and Singh (2023, 2024).

As part of the design anthropology approach in India, Singh
conceptualized, designed, and installed energy kiosks—an off-grid energy infra-
structure—in the villages of Rampur and Manpur (Figure 1). These villages were
not connected to any electrical grid. The energy kiosks, equipped with solar panels,
power banks, and solar lamps, were provided as infrastructure to facilitate diverse
forms of energy exchange within the villages (as detailed in Singh, 2019; Singh
etal., z021).

Since 2021, Singh, in the role of a designer-anthropologist (Singh
etal., 2021), has continued to explore opportunities for energy exchange in the
Netherlands by participating in a multidisciplinary energy innovation project
in Amsterdam Southeast. This region is characterized by significant ethnic
and cultural diversity, with residents from 170 nationalities. The area includes
a dynamic mix of large businesses such as a football stadium equipped with
over 4,000 solar panels, a 3 Mw battery bank, commercial zones, and neighbor-
hoods facing socio-economic challenges, with residents living in social housing
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Figure 1: Energy exchange
infrastructure and its compo-
nents: solar panel (1), energy
router (2), power banks (3),
solarlamps (4),and a LED bulb
connected to a power bank
atavillager's home (5). Photo-
graphs: Abhigyan Singh.

Figure 2: Scenes from Amster-
dam Southeast. Amsterdam
Bijlmer ArenA train station

(1), Johan CruijffArena (JcA)
football stadium (2),and a
streetview of a social housing
neighborhood (3). Photo-
graphs: Abhigyan Singh.

CHALLENGING THE NORTH-SOUTH DIVIDE IN DECOLONIZING DESIGN

(Figure 2). The design anthropological research in the Netherlands is ongoing at
the time of writing this article. For further details, readers may refer to recent publi-
cations stemming from it (Van Leeuwen & Singh, 2023, 2024).

EXPLORING COLONIZATION AND DECOLONIZATION IN ENERGY

EXCHANGE

Colonization as Driven by Ideology and Decolonization by its Global Reform
Employing a post-development perspective through field research in both rural
Indiaand the Netherlands hasilluminated several intriguing insights into how an
ideological frame influences the design of energy exchanges, and how the same
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ideological notion is colonizing energy exchange in both the GN and the Gs. In
this context, we understand ideology through the lens of social sciences as hav-
ing two primary dimensions. Firstly, ideology encompasses a multifaceted pro-
cess involving the production, reproduction, and transformation of meaning that
manifests power and domination (Silbey, 2006). Secondly, ideology represents a
system of socialand moralideas and values that constrain, confine, and dominate
(Bloch, 2z010).

A key realization is that neoliberalism (Harvey, 2005; Kipnis,
z010)influences and constrains efforts to design energy exchangesinboth the G N
andthe gs. Asadominantideology, it produces, controls, and limits the meaning
of energy exchange to market-based energy trading, where market mechanisms
drive transactions and energy is commodified (Adams et al., 2021; Singh et al.,
2017, 2018). Such an approach not only endorses and moralizes market struc-
tures as the normative framework for orchestrating energy exchanges, but also
casts participants—individuals, households, or communities—as actors driven
solely by economic self-interest. This ideological frame prioritizes values of effi-
ciency, resource optimization, and financial gains, often at the expense of social
and cultural dimensions, which are relegated to the periphery.

Neoliberalism, though originating in the GN, assumes diverse
forms that shape various human experiences worldwide, including in the Gs
(Centeno & Cohen, 2012; Connell & Dados, 2014; Ganti, 2014). Neoliberal
ideology has deeply permeated the mindsets of designers, engineers, businesses,
and governments involved in developing energy exchange systems, leading them
to avoid questioning and exploring alternatives to energy trading. As a result,
design solutions—such as infrastructures, technologies, services, and business
models—across both the GN and the G s are predominantly oriented toward facili-
tating energy trading while simultaneously limiting the exploration of alternative
energy exchange possibilities.

In India, energy exchange designs notably exhibit minimal
engagement with indigenous theories and concepts. We contend that energy
exchange design is not colonized by any single institution, region, or even the GN,
but rather by the pervasive ideology of neoliberalism. Intriguingly, this ideolog-
ical colonization affects design in both the Gs and GN. Therefore, a decolonizing
design approach necessitates a global reassessment and reform of the dominant
ideology’s influence.

Mutual Learning between the Global North and the Global South

The design anthropology fieldwork in India identified three practices that exem-
plify alternative energy exchange modes, challenging the dominant neoliberal
energy trading model. The first practice is bartering energy, where households ex-
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Figure 3: Handmade tools used
in energy barter: two spades
crafted by a household in
exchange of energy (1),and a
ladder made by a local car-
penter in return for energy (2).
Photographs: Abhigyan Singh.

Figure 4: Village youth and
children preparing for Saraswa-
ti Pooja. The unveiled idol of
Goddess Saraswati is illumi-
nated by an Lep bulb powered
by a donated power bank for
the festivities. Photograph:
Abhigyan Singh.
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change energy resources, such as charged batteries and solar lamps, for goods
and services, bypassing traditional currency (Singh et al., 2018). Ethnographic
instances of this practice include bartering energy for agricultural products—like
rice, milk, grains, and vegetables—and labor and handmade tools such as spades
and ladders (Figure 3).

The second practice is donating energy, representing a form of
energy exchange rooted in gift-giving and charity. This practice was particularly
evidentduring cultural and familial gatherings, such as the socio-religious festival
of Saraswati Pooja, where community members—especially children and youth—
collected energy donations, including charged batteries, LED bulbs, and solar
lamps, to illuminate celebration spaces (Figure 4).

10
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Figure 5: Renting energy exam-
ple.Villagers mounta rented
loudspeaker, battery,and audio
amplifier onto a bicycle fora
wedding procession. Photo-
graph: Abhigyan Singh.

CHALLENGING THE NORTH-SOUTH DIVIDE IN DECOLONIZING DESIGN

The third practice is renting energy, an economically rational yet
deeply socio-culturally embedded form of exchange. Ethnographic observations
reveal thatrented solar energy systems—comprising solar panels, batteries, loud-
speakers, and microphones—facilitate significant community events. A notable
example was a wedding procession where a bicycle equipped with a loudspeaker
and amplifier served as a mobile music unit, demonstrating the adaptability of
energy systems to enhance social rituals and meet local needs (Figure 5).

The insights gained from the study in India led to Singh being
invited to participate in discussions and collaborations with various stakeholders
in the Netherlands, including energy companies and think tanks. The energy
exchange practices observed in rural India served as valuable boundary objects
(Star & Griesemer, 1989), facilitating collaboration, communication, and cooper-
ation among diverse stakeholders. These practices not only provided inspiration
but also a practical framework for exploring alternative energy exchange possibil-
ities in the Amsterdam Southeast area of the Netherlands.

Although the design anthropology explorations in Amsterdam
Southeastare ongoing at the time of writing, these have already revealed the poten-
tial for diverse forms of energy exchanges. Many residents informally engage in
various exchanges in their daily lives, such as sharing goods within close relation-
ships and bartering locally produced items and services within their ethnic and
religious communities and networks (Toellner, 2023). These seemingly mundane
and informal practices are crucial for residents to cope with economic challenges
and maintain social relationships. Despite being overlooked by designers and
engineers in Dutch energy industry and governmental agencies, these practices

11
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highlight the potential for designing decolonial energy exchanges that go beyond
neoliberal energy trading models.

Counterintuitively, this comparison demonstrates thatthe s, as
exemplified by insights from these Indian villages, can inspire and inform alter-
native decolonial design practicesinthe GN. This caseillustrates the potential for
mutuallearning between the Netherlands and India—and, by extension, between
the GN and the Gs—fordecolonizing design. Such mutuallearningis particularly
crucial for addressing emerging global challenges, such as the energy transition,
which have far-reaching and interconnected impacts for both the N and the Gs.

Furthermore, the alternative energy exchange practices in the
villages were made possible through the energy kiosk infrastructure, which relied
on globally sourced components—power banks from a Dutch company, solar
panels from a Chinese manufacturer, and solar lamps from an Indian firm. This
scenario reflects many other locations in the Gs, where the infrastructure neces-
sary to support decolonial designs cannot be produced locally and requires global
sourcing.

Role of Infrastructure in Imagining and Practicing Decolonial Alternatives
Although both rural India and the Netherlands possess the potential for alterna-
tive forms of energy exchange, our comparative fieldwork revealed that infrastruc-
ture playsacriticaland contrasting role in either supporting or hindering the imag-
ination and development of decolonial alternatives.

Inthe Netherlands, the energy grid infrastructure is highly devel-
oped, incorporating the latest ‘smart’ technologies and offering convenient energy
access. Thisinfrastructureisinstitutionalized and heavily dominated by the state
and market forces through strict regulations and integration into various energy
markets. Traditionally, people and households have been passive consumers of
energy, typically considering the state and businesses responsible for shaping
their energy. The complexity and invisibility of this energy infrastructure to the
general public significantly diminish opportunities for active engagementinimag-
ining, experimenting with, and generating decolonial energy alternatives.

The notable absence of practices engaging with energy infrastruc-
tureled tovarious challenges during field research in Amsterdam Southeast, partic-
ularly in engaging residents and local communities in discussions about alterna-
tives to neoliberal modes of energy exchange (Van Leeuwen & Singh, 2023, 2024).
Despite experiencing energy poverty, many residents considered energy trading
the norm and were skeptical of alternative possibilities. This skepticism reinforces
our earlier point (discussed in Section ‘Colonization as driven by ideology..."), high-
lighting how global neoliberal ideology has colonized societal norms and cultural
landscapes, shaping people’s relationships with energy even in the GN.

12
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In contrast, the villages in India were off-grid, disconnected
from any large-scale energy infrastructure or centralized grid. Even basic elec-
trical appliances, such as fans and televisions, are absent, making life with such
limited energy setup challenging. This situation compels people to think, imagine,
and take action regarding their energy needs, well-being, and futures. Villagers
acquire and install small-scale energy equipment, such as solar panels and LED
lights. The energy infrastructure in these villages remains visible, simple, and
understandable. Consequently, the energy setup is not controlled by the state and
remains outside the bounds of any energy market. Interestingly, the absence of
large-scale, hidden, and complex energy infrastructure, coupled with the absence
of state and market control, fosters active engagementand provides creative space
for people to think, imagine, and develop alternative energy exchange practices, as
demonstrated in the previous section.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

By critically examining the historical significance of the prevailing North-South
divide, we highlighted how the uncritical adoption of this frameworkleads to over-
simplification, exclusion, and isolation, ultimately limitingits practicalimpact on
advancing decolonial agendas. Drawing from our global design anthropological
study on energy exchange, we identified three key implications for decolonizing
design, while advocating for a post-development perspective.

First, while the North-South divide was initially intended as
a framework to highlight global economic inequities, our insights suggest that
decolonization must transcend this binary to be global. Our study uncovered that
energy exchange is globally driven by neoliberal ideology, challenging the conven-
tional GN-G s framework. We emphasize the necessity to critically examine the role
ofideologies in both the colonization and decolonization of design, advocating for
aperspective thatrequires anon-hierarchical, global approach thatintegrates both
the GN and s within aninternational post-development context. Reforming the
ideologies underpinning colonization is essential for advancing the decolonizing
design discourse, highlighting the potential of a post-development approach to
enable a dynamic interplay between the global and local.

Second, as the North-South divide increasingly fails to capture
the dynamics of international political and economic cleavages, it becomes an
inadequate framework for understanding colonization and decolonizing design.
While regions possess different capabilities and face distinct challenges, decol-
onizing within the context of emerging global issues, such as the energy transi-
tion, requires dialogue and mutual learning between the GN and G s. Insights from
Indianvillagesin our study, for example, demonstrate thatalternatives toideolog-
ical dominance are bothimaginable and possible. The G N can benefit significantly

13
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by engaging with and closely examining these innovative alternatives emerging
from the Gs, promoting a reciprocal learning process that enriches design prac-
tices across contexts. Design practitioners and researchers rooted in both the G s
and GN can strategically foster this mutual learning to address global challenges
effectively and advance a post-development paradigm for decolonizing design.

Third, adopting a post-development perspective deepened our
understanding of colonization within the context of decolonizing the energy
exchange practice. A comparison of insights from India and the Netherlands high-
lighted the profound influence of infrastructure on imagining and implementing
decolonial alternatives. This comparison underscores how the material condi-
tions of infrastructure can either constrain or enable practices and visions that
challenge dominant neoliberal designs. Understanding this dynamic is essen-
tial for advancing decolonizing efforts. Our research suggests that flexibility,
visibility, and simplicity of the infrastructure are pivotal in developing decolonial
alternatives in both the GN and the Gs. Therefore, mutual engagement between
the GN and the Gs is imperative: the GN can enhance its understanding of infra-
structural constraints and create spaces for creative exploration, whereas the Gs
can draw valuable insights from the GN's infrastructure provisioning. This recip-
rocalengagement holds the potential to confer benefits upon both regions. Conse-
quently, the role of the market and state in decolonizing design warrants greater
attention in future research and practice.

It is essential to clarify that our research neither diminishes
the historical ramifications of colonization nor the significance of distinct prac-
tices and outcomes within the Gs. Future research should focus on comparing
global and local insights, addressing infrastructural influences, and enhancing
the dialogue between the GN and G s to promote effective, contextually relevant
decolonizing design practices. [1
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