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The North-South Dialogue   
  

The North-South Dialogue refers to the process through which the developing 

and newly independent nations of the "third world," predominantly in Asia, 

Africa, and Latin America, engaged the industrialized countries of North 

America and Western Europe in negotiations over changes to the international 

economic system during the 1970s.      

After World War II, many nations of Latin America became increasingly 

frustrated with U.S. trade and tariff policies. At the same time, nationalist 

movements in Asia and Africa helped lead to widespread decolonization. 

Membership in the United Nations had risen from 51 countries in 1945 to 100 

in 1960 and 150 by 1979. The sudden influx of new countries changed the 

balance of power in the General Assembly and made possible the 

establishment of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 

or UNCTAD, in 1964. UNCTAD created a forum through which the "southern" 

or "third world" nations could propose economic policies, engaging industrial 

democracies of the "north." The term "North-South Dialogue" was used to 

distinguish this dynamic from the East-West conflict of the Cold War, and to 

stress the point that development issues were just as pressing as the 

ideological conflict between communists and capitalists.   

Several factors increased the willingness of the industrialized nations to 

negotiate. One was the rising power of oil-producing countries in the Arab 



world, and another was the U.S. loss in the war in Vietnam, which 

demonstrated to both the world and the industrialized North that not even 

wealth and power were enough to guarantee military victory. Both of these 

issues drew Western attention toward the global balance of economic power. 

Additionally, the dialogue began in a period of relaxed East-West tensions, 

which meant that the industrialized world could give more attention to issues 

like development. The Newly Industrializing Economies, meanwhile, believed 

the entrenched international economic system benefited developed countries 

at the expense of the developing world. They hoped to facilitate a 

reorganization of the international economic system to rectify this imbalance. 

The North-South Dialogue addressed issues pertaining to trade and tariffs, 

international finance, foreign aid, and the governance of multinational 

companies and institutions. During the era of dtente in the 1970s, when 

EastWest tensions were more relaxed, there was a willingness among 

industrialized nations to cooperate. Even as dtente began to falter in the mid-

1970s, the parties to the North-South Dialogue continued their discussions.   

U.S. policies and relations with the other Northern powers inevitably served to 

help or hinder progress in the dialogue. For example, changes in trade policies 

between the United States and Western Europe could serve to distract these 

countries from their negotiations with the industrializing countries or cause 

them to extend new levels of control over their interactions within their 

respective spheres of influence in the developing world. Late in the 1970s, the 

increasing conflicts between the United States and the Soviet Union finally 

served to sour the prospects for continuing North-South discussions, as the 

industrialized nations renewed their focus and redirected their resources to the 

Cold War and paid less attention to development issues. By September of 

1980, the discussions in the United Nations that had characterized this 

dialogue had lost their momentum. Although some dialogue on these issues 

continued, it remained a series of discussions on economic issues and never 

presented the workable solution that its proponents had hoped it would. There 

are many ways to interpret the high point of the North-South Dialogue in the 

1970s. Some economists have reviewed the southern proposals for broad 

changes in world economic policy and concluded that they were either 

fundamentally unworkable or designed to benefit only certain segments of the 

Third World; others counter that the proposals were necessarily extreme in 

order to establish a firm position from which to open negotiations with the 



industrialized North. Either way, the exact implementation of the proposals 

presented through UNCTAD was always unlikely, because they centered on the 

Southern ideal and would have required the economically-powerful North to 

concede every point. The North-South Dialogue can also be viewed as a  

political struggle between the world's "haves" and "have-nots." In this view, 

the discussions became a vehicle through which the South could unite and 

assert power within the United Nations and other international organizations 

to counter the ability of the North to dictate the course of world affairs.   

 In economic terms, as of the early 21st century, the North—with one quarter 

of the world population—controls four-fifths of the income earned anywhere 

in the world. 90% of the manufacturing industries are owned by and located in 

the North.[1] Inversely, the South—with three quarters of the world 

population—has access to one-fifth of the world income. As nations become 

economically developed, they may become part of definitions the "North", 

regardless of geographical location; similarly, any nations that do not qualify 

for "developed" status are in effect deemed to be part of the "South".[3]   

     

   

   

   

               Challenges   
  

   

Countries by total wealth (trillions USD), Credit Suisse   

The accuracy of the North–South divide has been challenged on a number of 

grounds. Firstly, differences in the political, economic and demographic 

makeup of countries tend to complicate the idea of a monolithic South.[4]  

Globalization has also challenged the notion of two distinct economic spheres. 

Following the liberalization of post-Mao China initiated in 1978, growing 

regional cooperation between the national economies of Asia has led to the 

growing decentralization of the North as the main economic power.[20] The 

economic status of the South has also been fractured. As of 2015, all but 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North%E2%80%93South_divide#cite_note-Mimiko_2012_47-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North%E2%80%93South_divide#cite_note-Mimiko_2012_47-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North%E2%80%93South_divide#cite_note-beyond-3


roughly the bottom 60 nations of the Global South were thought to be gaining 

on the North in terms of income, diversification, and participation in the world 

market.[19] Globalization has largely displaced the North–South divide as the 

theoretical underpinning of the development efforts of international 

institutions such as the IMF, World Bank, WTO, and various United Nations 

affiliated agencies, though these groups differ in their perceptions of the 

relationship between globalization and inequality.[9] Yet some remain critical 

of the accuracy of globalization as a model of the world economy, emphasizing the 

enduring centrality of nation-states in world politics and the pro minence of 

regional trade relation.   

Conferences related to north south dialogue   

1Paris conference 1975-77  2Brant 

commission 1977   

3 Kankun conference 1981   

4 Urugvay Round and Dunkel proposal1986-1991   

5 Prithivi conferences 1992 & 1997   

6 International Human Rights Conferences -1993   

Future development   
  

Some economists have argued that international free trade and unhindered 

capital flows across countries could lead to a contraction in the North–South 

divide. In this case more equal trade and flow of capital would allow the 

possibility for developing countries to further develop economically.   

   



As some countries in the South experience rapid development, there is 

evidence that those states are developing high levels of South–South aid. 

Brazil, in particular, has been noted for its high levels of aid ($1 billion 

annually—ahead of many traditional donors) and the ability to use its own 

experiences to provide high levels of expertise and knowledge transfer.This has 

been described as a "global model in waiting".   

   

The United Nations has also established its role in diminishing the divide 

between North and South through the Millennium Development Goals, all of 

which were to be achieved by 2015. These goals seek to eradicate extreme 

poverty and hunger, achieve global universal education and healthcare, 

promote gender equality and empower women, reduce child mortality, 

improve maternal health, combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, 

ensure environmental sustainability, and develop a global partnership for 
development.   
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