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Abstract 

This project examines the way that development discourses affect the conception, production, 

and distribution of “appropriate” technologies for the Global South, exploring why so many 

appropriate technology cookstoves fail to become successful with the local populations they are 

designed for. I argue that the developed world incorrectly imagines the Global South as a 

homogenous collection of nation states, uniform in circumstance and need. Technological 

“solutions” to development “problems” are therefore disproportionately targeted towards these 

imagined places and constructed problems, and fail to meaningfully address the real challenges 

of the Global South. I offer an ethnographic assessment of alternative-fuel biogas systems from 

Betafo, Madagascar as an example of the gaps between these local spaces that appropriate 

technology programs like biogas imagine, and local realities. I conclude by examining the way in 

which these imagined spaces are reified and constructed as they become more prevalent in 

Western discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Along the shoulder of Madagascar’s National Highway No. 7, large “gony” sacks of 

charcoal perch as if mimicking the passengers that wait for the taxi-brousses (bush taxis) 

speeding along the poorly paved road that connects Antananarivo and Antsirabe. Each gony is 

maybe two feet in diameter and three and a half feet high, and they cluster in groups of five to 

twenty, waiting for that week’s buyers to come along and take them away. These intermittent 

charcoal outposts are emblematic of many things central to this island nation – its flourishing 

informal economy, extreme underdevelopment, and rampant deforestation.  

The issue of deforestation in the Global South is a high-profile problem. Rainforest 

destruction in Asia and South America in the 1980s and 1990s became a rallying point for a wide 

swath of Western activists at that time (Brosius 1999; Domingues and Bermann 2012). More 

recently, in 2016, the New York Times published an article about what they deemed “booming” 

rates of charcoal-driven deforestation in Africa, using Madagascar as their key example (Onishi 

2016). Lots of international organizations work on lots of solutions to this problem: reforestation 

programs, commodity substitution initiatives, protected areas and fortress conservation, and 

alternative fuel (non-wood-burning) cookstoves (The Eden Projects; Busch 2012; George Parkes, 

Personal Communication, 7 October 2015). The last solution is the best-known among 

academics, development professionals, and the general public alike. The prominence of 

alternative stoves peaked in the 1970s, but although scholars’ enthusiasm has cooled somewhat 

since then, cookstove projects remain central in many different development organizations 

(Bailis et al 2009:1694). In 2011 they even got an exciting new ambassador when actress Julia 

Roberts signed on to represent the United Nation’s Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves as a 
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celebrity sponsor (for more on celebrities in development see Brockington 2014) (Washington 

DC: Office of the Spokesman). 

Despite all this buzz, cookstove projects don’t have the rates of success we would expect 

to see in such a highly touted development solution (Silk et al 2012; Rehfuess et al. 2014; 

George Parkes, Personal Communication, 7 October 2015). In the face of mounting evidence that 

cookstove distribution actually has very little impact on forest degradation the stated focus of 

many stove projects has shifted to health impacts, but stoves are still failing to catch on with 

local communities (Bailis et al 2009:1695). During my 2015 fieldwork in Madagascar I heard 

numerous stories about alternative stoves being well-used while the distributing organization was 

still in the field but then repurposed as flower pots or doorstops several weeks after the 

organization’s departure. Despite these challenges to retention of the technology, many 

Malagasy people I spoke with were excited about the idea of an alternative-fuel stove and my 

assertion that the sun could be used as cooking fuel was regularly met with astonishment, 

followed by enthusiasm for the idea. This begs the question: if people are so excited about these 

sorts of alternative technologies, why aren’t they using them? And why don’t the “appropriate 

technologies” that are designed specifically for these kinds of spaces endure? 

This paper seeks to answer that question by asserting that appropriate technology projects 

fail because they fail to completely apprehend and design for the realities of the spaces in the 

Global South where they envision seeding their technologies. Instead, they design for a Global 

South that exists in the Western imagination, created by the discourses and historical projecesses 

that have been described by Arturo Escobar and others, and that have created an oversimplified 

and – in many cases – inaccurate image of the Third World (Escobar 1995; Gardner and Lewis 

1996; Paiement 2007; Gronemeyer 1992; Gramsci et al 1971). It is in this “imagined Global 
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South,” a place of poverty, victimization, and physical barriers to development, that development 

organizations envision their technological solutions to pre-identified problems and barriers 

taking flight. The resulting dissonance between this imagined Global South and the realities of 

the local spaces where these technologies are implemented accounts for the fact that these 

technological solutions have a disproportionate tendency to fail to be adopted, fail to meet local 

needs, or fail to meaningfully address the problem that they are intended to solve. Furthermore, 

by interacting with those imagined spaces as if they are real, these projects contribute to the 

reification of those spaces, moving from the Imagined Global South to the Constructed Global 

South. In order to demonstrate this process, I will situate appropriate technology in the context of 

other technological development initiatives; explore the gaps between the imagined space that 

biogas alternative fuel systems are designed for and the reality of the local context in Betafo, 

Madagascar; describe the historical processes that have formed the Imagined Global South (and 

demonstrate the way it is maintained); and describe the reification and construction that occurs 

when we interact with these imagined spaces as if they are real.  

TECHNOLOGY IN DEVELOPMENT 

Even prior to the surging prominence of appropriate technology in the 1980s, technology 

in some form has played a role in international development since the field’s beginnings. Most 

critical development theorists date the concept of “development” to President Harry Truman’s 

inaugural speech in 1949 where, among other things, he charged America with “making the 

benefits of [its] scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and 

growth of underdeveloped areas” throughout the world (Truman 1949). This idea caught on, and 

it inspired the first widespread approach to doing development by distributing technology, an 

attitude that was concurrent with the prominence of modernization theory in development. 
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Modernization theory’s seminal text is a book published by W.W. Rostow in 1960 where he 

argues that development is a teleological process and that a country passes through a series of 

fixed ‘steps’ (Traditional society, Preconditions to Take-off, Take-off, Drive to Maturity, Age of 

High Mass Consumption, Beyond Consumption) on its way to attaining “developed” status 

(Rostow 1960).  

In Rostow’s model the preconditions to this take-off rely on the spread of technology – 

particularly agricultural technology – within a country in order to create these preconditions 

(Rostow 1960). It’s here that developed countries found the best foothold to answer Truman’s 

charge, and the World Bank, USAID and other development organizations seized on this idea 

and began distributing various technologies en masse to these countries. In Egypt in the 1970s 

and 1980s USAID implemented an agricultural industrialization program in response to 

perceived overcrowding and lack of arable land, and delivered fleets of tractors, combines, and 

other forms of technology in an attempt to help Egypt achieve “takeoff” (Mitchell 1995). The 

approaches popularized under the rubric of modernization theory problematized the Global 

South by suggesting that its challenges were quantifiable, physical deficiencies that could be 

overcome by technological influxes. 

This reaction to the failings of modernization theory was swift and predictable – if 

uniformly transferring “inappropriate high technology from economically developed countries to 

less economically developed countries” didn’t work, it was theorized that designing technology 

specifically for those less economically developed spaces would more effectively develop them 

in the Western model (Williams 2013:2013). In E.F. Schumacher’s 1973 treatise Small is 

Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered he introduced what he called “intermediate 

technology”:  designs that, in their complexity, fit somewhere between the “primitive and 
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poverty reinforcing tools” of the Global South and the “large, powerful technological systems” 

of the Global North (Schumacher 1973; Pursell 1993:631). At heart, this was an economic 

approach that aimed to make use of the large labor surpluses characteristic of low income 

countries by “facilitating the design of small, low-cost, locally produced technologies” that 

would provide economic opportunities in rural areas and limit migration to cities (Williams 

2013:451, Adams 1984). Although Schumacher’s intent was economic, his ideas about 

intermediate technology shifted the role of technology in development from modernization 

theory’s model of industrial distribution designing technologies that make use of specific local 

attributes. This signaled a change in development that foregrounded appropriate technology: 

shifting away from the fetishization of technology as a means to replicate Western 

industrialization, and towards an attempt to ground technological solutions in local conditions in 

the Global South. 

Over time, these core qualities of intermediate technology developed into the idea of 

“appropriate” technology (this is also sometimes called “alternative” technology and I’ll use 

these terms interchangeably). Appropriate technology retained Schumacher’s idea of designing 

economically suitable technologies for local spaces, but viewed this philosophy more as a way to 

make technologies culturally palatable – and therefore less likely to fail – than as a form of 

economic stimulation (Pigg 1997:263; Hazeltine and Bull 2003:3-4). Since its inception the term 

“appropriate technology” has become wide-ranging, and includes everything from alternative-

fuel cookstoves to hydropower programs to aquaculture to soil fertilizer to water pumps, 

bicycles, and composting toilets (Hazeltine and Bull 2003). It should be noted, however, that 

although appropriate technology programs distinguish themselves from their predecessors by 

asserting that making technology “appropriate” should include cultural considerations so as to 
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increase adoption and retention rates, as with modernization theory and intermediate technology 

appropriate technology programs nevertheless predicate themselves on the notion that 

technology represents a solution to the problems of the developing world,(Hazeltine and Bull 

2003:4).  

One of the primary critiques of appropriate technology programs is that “appropriate 

technology is often defined as unsophisticated low-tech for the Third World”. Appropriate 

technology therefore disproportionately involves making rudimentary modifications to existing 

technologies in order to try to make them “better” (greener, healthier etc.) (Hazeltine and Bull 

2003). Notably, there are some high-technology appropriate technology projects that have 

succeeded, such as a Nepalese project that manufactures intraocular lenses within Nepal, but 

across the board these projects tend to identify low-technology as most appropriate for local 

spaces in the Global South (Williams 2013: 466; “Cookstoves”). Although this disproportionate 

association of “rustic” or “simple” with “appropriate” and “local” is clearly established, there’s 

no evident reason why low-technology programs should be more appropriate in these spaces than 

high technology ones. 

LOCAL REALITIES AND STOVE PREFERENCES IN BETAFO 

Many of these appropriate technology programs are being implemented in across 

Madagascar. Restricting ourselves to the idea of alternative cookstoves still offers selections of 

the Zahana project (an NGO that makes low-tech modifications to existing cookstoves to 

increase their efficiency and vent smoke more safely), parabolic solar cookers, commodity 

substitution programs, and cattle gasification systems like biogas (Cookstoves; George Parkes, 

Personal Communication, 7 October 2015). 
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 In 2015, I conducted a four week rapid appraisal ethnographic assessment of stove use 

patterns in Betafo, a town in Madagascar’s south central highlands, as a portion of a four month 

stay in Madagascar. Betafo is a town designated “urban commune” in Madagascar’s 

Vakinankaratra region, located about a half an hour by taxi-brousse (bush taxi) from the regional 

capital of Antsirabe.i As towns in Madagascar go, Betafo is fairly large, with a substantial 

weekly market and many sprawling fokontany, some of which are an hour’s walk or more away 

from the center of town.ii Nearly everyone in Betafo who possesses any amount of land practices 

subsistence agriculture, an activity which is occasionally supplemented by various other 

activities such as raising chickens, rabbits, pigs, omby (Malagasy cattle), owning and operating 

an épicerie (corner store), or, for those lucky enough to be in possession of a working vehicle, 

driving a taxi-brousse.  

It is also noteworthy that there is very little French (the colonial language) spoken in 

Betafo. Of the five families that I focused my investigation on, only two of ten adults spoke 

enough French for us to have a fluid conversation, a third spoke broken and halting but 

comprehensible French, and the remaining seven spoke only the few words of French that have 

been assimilated into Malagasy. All of these families were headed by two parents, and they all 

maintained at least some agricultural land. Often this is family land (“tanindrazana” or “land of 

the ancestors” in Malagasy), which has been passed down for generations and may be shared 

with some extended family that lives nearby. Four of the five families had at least a few omby 

(Malagasy cattle), two had pigs and all maintained flocks of chickens. Generally, families’ 

incomes came from their work as small-scale subsistence farmers and keeping small numbers of 

livestock. None of the families had indoor plumbing, and only a few had intermittent electricity 

from batteries or solar panels. All of these characteristics are fairly typical of the type of 
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household that might engage with an NGO: they have enough resources to able to access and 

advocate for the kinds of resources that these projects distribute, but have significant enough 

need to merit assistance from an NGO. 

In many senses, Betafo is fairly representative of contemporary rural Madagascar, but in 

other ways it is quite different from an “average” Malagasy town. One difference of particular 

note is Betafo’s proximity to the regional capital Antsirabe. This is a notable amenity. Betafo has 

no internet access but cyber-cafés proliferate in urban Antsirabe, which also has a fairly well-

equipped hospital, several permanent markets, and a not-insignificant international presence both 

of tourists and of NGOs. Although cost of travel to Antsirabe (roughly 1,000 ariary or $0.30 

USD) is a prohibitive factor, these attributes allow Betafo’s residents access to a variety of 

services, and means that state policies and programs reach Betafo fairly quickly after their 

implementation. Similarly, international organizations have fairly easy access to Betafo and the 

surrounding areas, and many development programs proliferate here. 

These have included a handful of alternative cookstove projects, including intermittent 

work done by Les Enfants du Soleil, a private French NGO, a parabolic stove program that 

maintains a storefront in Antsirabe, and a biogas (cattle gasification) program funded and 

managed by the Lutheran church.iii Although not all of these programs reach Betafo itself, they 

all maintain a presence in Antsirabe. Before I proceed to a case study of the alternative fuel 

system biogas, I will outline family stove preferences as a yardstick against which biogas may be 

measured. In brief, families in Betafo generally want low-cost stoves that either work quickly or 

allow the cook to be mobile, and that don’t damage pots or utensils. I will address each of these 

points separately in the following paragraphs.  
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The low-cost requirement is, I hope, fairly self-evident: you can’t buy something if you 

don’t have the money to pay for it. In Betafo, afo kitay (wood fires, also sometimes called three 

stone stoves) remain popular largely because – if you’re gathering the wood yourself – they 

don’t cost anything. Similarly, the other most common local stove, the charcoal burning 

fatapera, is popular because although regular charcoal purchases can get expensive, the initial 

cost of the stove itself (2,000 ariary to 4,000 ariary) is fairly low ($0.62-$1.25 USD). Families 

are also concerned about keeping operating costs low. This is another benefit of afo kitay – if 

there’s wood available to gather, doing so is cheaper than buying charcoal or wood. As Claudeiv, 

a local farmer, told me his family considers wood a better option than charcoal because “the cost 

of charcoal is higher than the cost of wood” even if you’re buying both from a third party, and 

especially if you’re gathering the wood yourself. 

However, there were indications that if fuel costs were low or non-existent families 

would be willing to pay a slightly higher price up front. Endor, another farmer, told me that he 

liked the idea of a solar stove very much because “you have to buy charcoal every month, but 

sunshine is free”. Families also want stoves that maintain the appearance of their pots and 

utensils. I heard repeatedly that a benefit of fatapera over afo kitay was that pots “become very 

black with kitay!” (Holisoa). This is also a cost issue – cookware is expensive, and families want 

to keep their pots and pans looking nice. In addition to being strictly an issue of funds, there is a 

status and pride issue at play as well: maintaining these possessions looking nice is understood as 

an important part of keeping a home.  

Women in particular want stoves that allow them to get up and walk away while their 

meal cooks. This is another reason why fatapera are often more popular than afo kitay: fatapera 

allow the cook to attend to other things without the fire going out, a factor that’s particularly 
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important for women such as Voahirana and Lalao who run épiceries (corner stores) out of their 

homes. In fact, although Voahirana used afo kitay when she was growing up, she chose to use a 

fatapera after her marriage to facilitate her work in the store, saying: “before I got married, when 

I was living with my parents, we used afo kitay for the rice, and the fatapera only for the other 

aspects of the meal. But when I married I chose to use the fatapera for everything because of my 

work in the épicerie”. For her this is a clear benefit to fatapera use and man other women echoed 

this, but this efficiency comes with a cultural cost. One of the upsides to the unpredictable 

temperature fluctuations of the wood fires is that cooking rice with afo kitay often results in a 

burned layer of rice on the bottom of the pot, which is used to make the distinctive Malagasy rice 

tea ranomapangy.  

 Many alternative cookstove projects seek to address these, or similar, issues and they take 

many different forms. Improved biomass stoves like rocket stoves or the Kenyan Ceramic Jiko 

(KCJ) are engineered not to use an alternative fuel, but to burn more efficiently so that they’ll 

consume less over time than a standard wood or charcoal stove (Kammen 2006; Partnership for 

Clean Indoor Air). Alternative fuel models like any sort of solar cooker, or Jet City Stoveworks’ 

jiko safi use non-wood based fuels to generate heat. The jiko safi is specifically engineered to 

burn jatropha, a fast-growing weed, and is being field tested in Tanzania and Uganda. Solar 

cookers, obviously, use the sun as their energy source and do not require any additional fuels. 

(Jet City Stoveworks Website). 

 Although I encountered evidence of many different types of alternative-fuel cookstoves 

in the Vakinankaratra region (particularly in Antsirabe), the only alternative fuel stoves in use I 

encountered in Betafo proper were biogas systems, and so that’s the example I will focus on here 

to demonstrate the divide between the imagined spaces these solutions are designed for, and the 
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realities of the local space and needs in Betafo. Biogas is an alternative-fuel system that relies on 

the aneorobic digestion of organic wastes to produce methane rich gas that can be used to power 

rice cookers, lightbulbs, and simple Coleman-style gas stoves (Biogas 2016). Most materials 

promoting biogas claim that a variety of organic wastes can be used in the digesters, everything 

from “animal and kitchen wastes [to] some crop residues” but in Betafo biogas fuel sources were 

only ever described to me as cattle, and occasionally pig, dung (Biogas 2016). While this 

certainly doesn’t mean that families there never used kitchen or crop wastes to power their 

digesters, they clearly aren’t meant to be the primary fuels (a factor borne out by the way the 

technology is framed by development organizations) and cattle play a significant role in the way 

these systems are marketed and understood. 

News about biogas has traveled fast, but it is still fairly new to the Vakinankaratra region. 

Although to my knowledge only two systems had actually been installed in this immediate area 

by the end of 2015, many people knew about these systems, and neighbors frequently dropped in 

on their owners to observe the system working. Despite the interest surrounding it, the cost of 

materials for the system is staggering, and having a working biogas system requires cattle, 

another indicator of at least moderate financial comfort. Both systems that have already been 

installed were donated: one by the FAFAFI (associated with the Lutheran church) and the other 

by a biogas company based in Fianarantsoa, to the South, and donated to the man who is acting 

as their regional representative in the Betafo area. Lacking these kinds of beneficiaries, the 

monetary requirements for biogas mean that this system is financially out of reach for most 

Malagasy: as Endor told me “I would like to have a biogas system, but I don’t have a lot of 

money”. For families who can afford these high initial costs, biogas makes a lot of financial 

sense: if you already have the cattle, it’s essentially a free fuel source. It also lasts a long time. 
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Claude told me that he wasn’t very concerned about the cost because the system, “lasts about 

fifty years”. Apart from concerns about cost, no one expressed any other reservations about 

biogas to me. I heard nothing but enthusiasm from people who had heard about the system from 

their neighbors and friends, or had seen it in action, and at least two of the five families I worked 

most closely with were actively interested in getting the system installed (although no one had a 

concrete plan for doing so).  

Biogas, in short, seems like a great solution to a pressing issue. It makes use of a locally 

available resource (cattle), provides a needed resource (gas that can power stoves and 

lightbulbs), and is renewable, clean, and safe. I have no quarrels with the legitimacy of any of 

these benefits. Biogas does provide a creative solution to a tangible problem (deforestation and 

fuel accessibility) in this area. However, it also makes several assumptions that don’t quite line 

up with local context, and it overlooks several factors that people in Betafo consider important in 

their existing stoves. I will go on to outline these in detail as an example of the way that these 

sorts of problem-based solutions can suffer from gaps between their assumptions about the 

Global South and the realities of the local spaces in which they are installed. 

The first and most important point of dissonance comes down to cost. This was 

unequivocally the single most important consideration families had when choosing a stove, and 

biogas is extraordinarily expensive – 1,400,000 ariary in a country where most people live on 

roughly 4,000 ariary a day. (For context, a thirty-minute taxi-brousse ride to Antsirabe costs 

about 1,000 ariary.) The initial costs for a biogas system are so high that I find it difficult to 

imagine a family obtaining biogas any way other than a donation. Furthermore, the assumption 

that a family will have cattle from which they can collect dung also presumes a certain level of 

economic comfort. Omby are expensive (depending on region, season, size, and health their 
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prices can vary from 200,000 ariary to close to one million), and as a resource that multiplies and 

can be liquidated at nearly any time they act as a sort of “mobile bank” in case their owners fall 

on hard times (Myers 2015:31). This, and other roles for omby in Malagasy life are universally 

acknowledged: “the [omby] is used to work the land for crops, to fertilize the fields, and to pull 

carts… [Furthermore] if you have [omby] and you need money for medicine or school fees, for 

instance, you sell one” and recoup the cash (Myers 2015:31). Omby are also a not-insignificant 

marker of social status: to have many omby is to command respect, and the size of one’s herd 

often dictates social hierarchies (Myers 2015:31). In general, having many cattle (and therefore 

access to lots of dung for fuel) is emblematic of an elevated socioeconomic status, and thus 

means that to some extent biogas’ fuel needs restrict it to these groups.v 

In addition to this assumption about the availability of cattle is the assumption that the 

dung is collectable, that is to say, in a central enough location so that it may be collected. If you 

pasture your cattle this is no problem – you can simply walk out to the pasture each day, shovel 

up the dung and transport it to the digestors. For some people in Betafo – those who can graze 

their cattle close to the house, or keep them chained inside a shed to provide theft – this isn’t that 

impractical. Most families, however, have mobile cattle that graze all day long across the 

surrounding hillsides, supervised by small boys. In these cases, staying alert for dung, collecting 

it, and transporting it back to the biogas system at the end of the day would be both impractical 

and needlessly complex, and challenges the seeming convenience of this system in a local 

context. 

Further problematic is the fact that biogas doesn’t offer a heat source. One of the reasons 

that afo kitay are traditionally popular is that they are not only stoves, but also act as sources of 

heat and light in a way that fatapera can’t.vi Although this is somewhat problematic in and of 
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itself (see Smith 2015 for health impacts of traditional stove models), since these are considered 

positive attributes of afo kitay, it’s logical to assume that they would be valued in alternative 

models as well. Biogas has addressed one half of these issues by powering several light bulbs, 

but to my knowlege there’s no way for the existing systems to heat a house, which is a strike 

against biogas when compared to traditional models. It is also interesting to note an attempt these 

programs made at local cultural awareness – the biogas systems that were installed in Betafo and 

Andranomafana both came equipped with rice cookers in a nod to a culture where the 

centerpiece of every meal is a bowl of rice. However, while rice cookers, like the rest of the 

biogas system, are clean, safe, and efficient, they miss a nuance of rice consumption that has 

been mentioned previously in this paper: rice cookers cannot be used to make ranomapangy, the 

distinctive rice tea in which the cook burns a layer of rice to the pot and then boils water with the 

burnt rice to flavor it (this is particularly important because boiling the water to imbue it with 

flavor also makes it safe to drink). 

 As I have demonstrated here, there are several not-insignificant gaps between what 

biogas offers and what the local context in Betafo demands. Biogas has clearly been designed for 

a space that comes close to accurately apprehending Betafo, but which misses important local 

nuances. This imagined Betafo is one with a deforestation problem, a plethora of cows, a 

preference for rice, and a lack of widespread technological training. Biogas seems like a great 

answer to this: it stems from a problem (the lack of renewable fuel and deforestation in 

developing countries), offers a seemingly sensible solution that makes use of an existing resource 

(cattle dung), can be built using materials available in the country it’s designed for, and meets 

many local needs (a fuel source for cooking, a nod to the importance of rice, a source of light). 

However, biogas – as has been demonstrated – is predicated on a generalized vision of those 
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needs and resources, and neglects to note important local distinctions including the cost and 

symbolic value of cattle, grazing habits and patterns, and the diverse cooking methods and uses 

of rice in Malagasy cuisine. Given that these development organizations are in reasonably close 

proximity to the communities they seek to serve and understand, this dissonance is particularly 

surprising, and it begs the question: where do these imagined spaces come from?  

THE IMAGINED GLOBAL SOUTH 

 “Africa” in the American imagination is both static and homogeneous.vii Despite the fact 

that it is a continent home to fifty-four countries, three thousand languages and enough square 

footage to fit China, Europe and the United States with room to spare, American high school 

students still identified “straw huts and zebras as Africa” when asked to locate a series of images 

that also included beaches, tall buildings and mountains (Wass Van Ausdall 1988:38). (Although 

all of the pictures were taken in various African nations, the students identified the last three as 

Hawaii, New York and Colorado, respectively) (Wass Van Ausdall 1988:38). Similarly, 

American elementary school children on a field trip to a “contemporary Africa” museum exhibit 

were asked to draw pictures of Africa “the vast majority of the drawings depicted elephants, 

giraffes and monkeys, as well as Africans dressed in grass skirts and holding spears” (Magee 

2012:7). None of these images were displayed in the exhibition the children had been visiting – 

in fact, it was an exhibit intended to counteract these stereotypical assumptions – so the fact that 

these children nevertheless drew these sorts of images demonstrates just how deeply the idea of 

Africa as a primitive, underdeveloped place is engrained in the American subconscious (Magee 

2012). 

Many of the origins of these tropes and images can be mapped onto the same processes 

that inform orientalism, a term reframed and popularized by Edward Said in 1978 to refer to the 
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ways that Western imaginings of Asia and the Middle East in that era reflected “pre-existing 

Western ideas overwritten and imposed upon the Orient” (Said 1978; Sardar 1999:9). Although 

Said’s work focuses specifically on Asia and the Middle East, his ideas about discourse and the 

production of an imagined Other can be extrapolated to the rest of the Global South and remain 

relevant today. Although Said’s formulation of Orientalism is complex, at its core Orientalism 

describes “the fabulation of pre-existing Western ideas overwritten and imposed upon the 

Orient” that allow Europe and European culture “to manage – and even produce – the Orient 

politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively” (Sardar 

1999:9; Said 1978:3). Through these processes the West is thus constructed as an unmarked 

category, a universal standard that stands in stark contrast to an Other that portrayed as exotic, 

sultry and – in some cases – simple. It is not difficult to imagine that this process of othering the 

Orient happened in Africa as well, particularly when we consider the historical processes that 

designated “Third World” countries an interchangeable and homogenous bloc.  

That tendency to treat Third World countries as a bloc is also evident in development 

theory. Carl Pletsch traces the term “Third World” to the Cold War, arguing that it is an artificial 

categorization not intended to indicate any similarities between the so-called “third world 

countries” but which instead referred to the assorted nation-states unaffiliated with either the 

First World (USA) or Second World (USSR) (Pletsch 1981). Once the Cold War ended and the 

second world effectively disappeared, the distinctions between the First and Third Worlds 

primarily became questions of science and culture and the third world thus increasingly and 

overwhelmingly became known as “the world of tradition, culture, religion, irrationality, 

underdevelopment, overpopulation, political chaos and so on” (Gardner and Lewis, 1996:104; 

Pletsch 1981:574). In this way, Orientalist depictions and narratives became interchangeable 
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across a vast, heterogeneous collection of nation states that grew to be shorthanded as one 

homogenous group, uniform in circumstance and need (and that justified management and 

intervention by the first world).viii 

The websites and produced material of development agencies offer another insight into 

how these “established stereotypes of nonwestern ‘others’” manifest themselves in the Western 

imagination (Pigg 1997:264). I have focused on the websites and documents of USAID and the 

World Bank largely because of how strongly Arturo Escobar and other critical development 

theorists have argued that these institutions have significant power to construct and legitimate 

ideas about development and the Global South (Escobar 1995; Mitchell 1995). Furthermore, as 

promotional materials, their websites are also representative of public ideals and expectations 

about the spaces in which they work, and the programs they offer. 

The promotional materials most prominent on the websites of both USAID and the World 

Bank reproduce several common themes and images. They all disproportionately depict black 

and brown bodies (primarily women and children) in rural settings or engaging in physical 

activities (farming, wading through hurricane detritus etc). Although not all of the images 

represent these tropes, the majority of the pictures on these websites represent an Other far from 

the contexts and identities we associate with the industrialized West. On these websites the 

Global South is the Imagined Global South (and then the Constructed Global South) embodied – 

a particular place inhabited by a particular kind of person. 

The World Bank’s one-hundred-and-thirty-one page “Systematic Country Diagnostic” for 

Madagascar also problematizes Madagascar as a place of physical challenges. It focuses on 

numbers, specifically economic challenges including unemployment rates, purchasing power 

parity levels, and per capita consumption (Kubota et al 2015). Although there are nods to the 
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influence of governance and political stability on economic outcomes, the overwhelming focus 

of this report is economic factors ranging from risk factors for poverty (such as agricultural 

employment and low education levels) to national tax and royalty rates (Kubota et al 2015). It is 

notably lacking in context: the report includes no descriptions of Malagasy language, cultural 

norms, or habits. There are some lists of resources, but they don’t include any description of 

local populations’ attitudes towards them. Rather, the resources listed are quantifiable – either 

agricultural outputs, or measures of the island’s biodiversity (Kubota et al 2015). 

For a concise example of the way that this sort of physical and quantifiable imagining of 

place and problem is perpetuated elsewhere in development we will return to Egypt. In his article 

“The Object of Development: America’s Egypt” Tim Mitchell uses the history of US 

development interventions in Egypt to demonstrate how international development constructs 

problems and places in the Global South so that Western interventions appear necessary, 

positive, and useful. He also uses this example to demonstrate the ways that “objects of 

development” (what I refer to as “imagined spaces”) come to be seen as something external to 

the development project even as the Western imagining of them is “generated inside 

organizations such as the World Bank and USAID” (Mitchell 1995:130). 

Mitchell argues that development understands and constructs Egypt’s challenges as 

physical, and stemming from geography and demography – in particular as the problems caused 

by the limits of the fertile, habitable land that surrounds only the Nile, and the tandem issue of 

overpopulation – when in fact they are the result of the externally-encouraged switch from the 

traditional Egyptian grain and legume based diet to a meat and wheat centered one (Mitchell 

1995). He also suggests that these problems didn’t call for technological solutions, as 

development organizations suggested, but could be resolved politically, by setting new ceilings 
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on maximum land holdings in order to reduce social inequality and allow for a more equitable 

redistribution of arable land (Mitchell 1995: 131-139). 

As we can see from Mitchell’s analysis, Egypt’s challenges are not simply the result of 

undue stress on a finite resource. This is, however, the way that the World Bank and USAID 

characterized these problems, in part because casting them as natural limitations of the landscape 

makes the introduction of technologies seems less ideological and more like a “common sense” 

solution. The problems of contemporary Madagascar are similarly constructed by World Bank 

reports as physical, the sorts of quantifiable challenges that technological interventions can help 

to circumvent. The USAID interventions in Egypt that Mitchell describes are characteristic of 

programs formulated under the rubric of modernization theory, and as his example demonstrates, 

the fact that “modernization theory is almost inextricable from the idea of the three worlds” 

created strong and enduring ties between technology and development in the Global South 

(Pletsch 1981:571). Even as intermediate and appropriate technology movements pushed against 

much of the core of modernization theory, these ties remained, continuing to position technology 

as the solution to the problems of the Global South. 

This sets the stage for the well-intentioned development and aid organizations of today, 

who find themselves deploying technologies in attempts to solve the assumed problems of the 

imagined Global South. While these imagined spaces often come close to apprehending the 

realities of a local context, they also overlook nuance, and presume certain conditions. Imagined 

Betafo is a place with an abundance of cattle, a deforestation problem, an affinity for rice, and 

the need for cooking fuel; as this paper has shown, these are basically correct characterizations, 

but they overlook several different important realities about life in Betafo. We therefore return to 
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the question of why appropriate technology, intended to be responsive to local conditions, has 

neglected to fully account for local context.  

FROM IMAGINED TO CONSTRUCTED SPACES: REIFYING THE IMAGINED OTHER  

Development programs are physically present in Betafo, yet they continue to design for 

“Imagined Betafo,” a place that doesn’t quite match up with the reality. What it does match, 

however, is the images of the Other that the West has variously imagined throughout history, 

images that remain prominent on development websites and reports. As development 

organizations build these imagined spaces into constructed spaces, technology programs run with 

them: biogas is designed for a place that – like imagined Betafo – is fundamentally agricultural, 

with little technological expertise and physical, quantifiable challenges and resources.  

As we’ve seen previously in this paper, the West has a long history of effectively 

imagining and repositioning the Other. Modernization theory problematized the Global South as 

a place of lack and challenges, Orientalism essentialized the Global South as a sultry and exotic 

(and sometimes simple) contrast to the West, and critical development theory argues that 

development both essentializes and problematizes the Global South by treating these imaginings 

as factual and by suggesting that the West can resolve the purported challenges of these spaces. 

But what are the outcomes of these narratives and the shifting spaces they describe? Is it 

merely that many appropriate technology programs are either inaccessible or fail to endure? 

While that is certainly an important consequence of these approaches, my argument extends 

beyond biogas and similar programs, for as these imagined understandings of the other are 

reproduced and normalized, the imagined Global South becomes a constructed Global South, 

couched in details and statistics that cloak the hands that construct it. I will devote the remainder 
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of this paper to a discussion of the process and implications of that reification of a constructed 

Global South. 

The post-structural shift in development theory turned academic discourses towards 

investigations of language, meaning, and the origins and implications of power (Foucault 1979). 

These theorists examine the way that development discourses reflect and reproduce global power 

structures, and through their lens development is understood to be a “third wave” of western 

hegemony which succeeds colonialism and imperialism (Escobar 1995). Where the former two 

used force to assert Western power, development relies on narrative, language, and discourse to 

normalize the Western experience.  

What is absolutely crucial to understand is that these narratives don’t just quietly imagine 

the world in a way that undermines technology programs like biogas, and otherwise do nothing 

else. By interacting – even unintentionally – with these narratives and imagined spaces as if they 

are real (designing technology that aims to uniformly address challenges across large swaths of 

the Global South, for example) we bring them into being. In plainer terms, if we repeat 

something (“Developing nations are poor, needy, rural” etc.) as if it is true for long enough then 

for all intents and purposes it becomes that way, and we will continue to interact with it without 

challenging the assumptions it makes about the world. In fact, these narratives of othering in the 

Global South are so pervasive that they are eventually reproduced even within the spaces they 

seek to describe.  

In Betafo, people interacted with the idea of the West and embodied the spaces the West 

imagines for them without ever challenging or questioning the origins of the narratives that made 

them think they have a fixed – and low – position on the “ladder of ‘development’” (Ghosh 

1992:201).ix Many Malagasy understood and articulated their lived experiences to me relative to 
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how they understood these other places to be. This manifested itself in mournful declarations 

from various people that “Madagascar is an underdeveloped country” or that “here isn’t like 

where you live [in America]”. At time these were tempered by statements that “Madagascar isn’t 

a poor country. There are [natural] resources that are badly managed” but even these stabs at 

assertions of worth were colored by the implication that there are tangible ways in which 

Madagascar isn’t measuring up.  

Amitav Ghosh offers another great example of this reproduction of narratives of Western 

superiority within the Global South in his book In an Antique Land: History in the Guise of a 

Traveler’s Tale, which describes the journey Ghosh – who is Indian – takes to Egypt to try and 

trace the pathway of an unknown slave. The book itself hovers somewhere between nonfiction 

and memoir, but Ghosh is trained as an ethnographer and one particularly rich ethnographic 

section demonstrates how narratives of Western technological superiority are repeated in the 

Global South. In it, Ghosh recounts a heated argument with an Imam about whether Egypt or 

India is superior, using Western standards as a yardstick. I will quote it at length: 

“Then suddenly [the Egyptian Imam] spun around to face me and cried: ‘Why do [Indians] 

allow [burning of their dead]? Can’t you see that it’s a primitive and backward custom?... They 

don’t burn their dead in the West. They’re not an ignorant people. They’re advanced, they’re 

educated, they have science, they have guns and tanks and bombs.’ ‘We have them too!’ I 

shouted back at him. ‘In my country we have all those things too. We have guns and tanks and 

bombs. And they’re better than anything you’ve got in Egypt – we’re a long way ahead of you.’ 

‘I tell you, he’s lying!’ cried the Imam, his voice rising in fury. ‘Our guns and bombs are much 

better than theirs. Ours are second only to the West’s.’” (Ghosh 1992: 235-6). 

This exchange demonstrates how firmly entrenched the narrative of Western superiority 

(and the need for countries in the Global South to compare themselves to the West) is across the 

globe. Neither Ghosh nor this Imam is arguing on behalf of a Western nation, yet the monolithic 

“West” is still held up, unchallenged in this conversation, as the ultimate normative culture. Even 
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without a western actor present, this conversation is framed by pervasive western notions of what 

is desirable (western technology such as guns and bombs) and what is backward (non-western 

customs such as the burning of dead) in ways that seem so much like givens that neither Ghosh 

nor the Imam ever thinks to challenge them. 

None of these issues exist in vacuums. Appropriate technology takes an admirable stab at 

accommodating difference in local spaces, but is hampered by the inescapable fact that these 

programs reinforce the somewhat arbitrary value placed on technological “solutions” (like 

biogas) to development “problems” (like deforestation) that are then “massaged into preexisting 

development agendas” (Hanson 2007:245). Furthermore, as misapprehend the local context for 

which they are designing – even slightly – they contribute to the production and reification of 

narratives about the world that reinforce both Western normativity and particular images of the 

other. 
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i The “urban commune” administrative designation indicates that Betafo has a population higher than 5,000.  
ii The smallest Malagasy administrative designation, a fokontany is perhaps slightly smaller than an American 

neighborhood in size, although the designation is more formal and serves a state-based administrative purpose. 
iii And – since my focus was on non-alternative stove models currently in use – these are just the programs that I 

encountered casually in Antsirabe or Betafo. I’m sure that there are many more that keep lower profiles than these. 
iv All names are pseudonyms used to protect the identity of participants and ensure the reliability of results. 
v The astute reader may note that this means that the sale of a cow or two could cover the cost of a biogas system. 

While this may be true in some cases, in general families that have cows in this area only keep 2-6, so the sale of 

one would be a significant financial impact (and, of course, the loss of a fuel producer). It’s also important to note 

that the most significant price increases come when cattle have been transported from the South of the country to 

near Antananarivo in order to compensate their owner for the significant risk of cattle theft along this route. 

Transporting a cow from Betafo to Tana does not merit such a significant price increase. 
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vi Fatapera can’t be used inside because they produce carbon monoxide gas. I heard many, many stories (although 

unclear what the ratio of truth to urban legend was with these) of families who lit a fatapera inside, went to sleep and 

failed to wake up. While afo kitay shouldn’t be used inside, since they’ll kill you slowly rather than overnight they 

appear more versatile (sources of light and heat, not just energy) and this makes them a popular choice relative to 

fatapera. 
vii The reader should note that although I’m using specific examples from Africa, these general ideas, tropes, and 

depictions can be extrapolated to many other places in the Global South as will become clear through subsequent 

discussions of orientalism and the homogenization of the “Third World”. 
viii The reader may note a difference between the use of the term “Third World” and the term “Global South”. 

Although these terms are functionally identical, referring collectively to a group of low- and middle-income 

countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America the distinction is one which avoids the cultural homogeneity implied by 

the term “Third World”, and which instead recognizes the geographic similarities between these countries. 
ix Note that this fixed assumption of what “better off” means also goes unchallenged. While some things are 

indisputable (clean drinking water is better than not) other considerations are more mutable, but they typically don’t 

come up in these conversations. 


