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INTRODUCTION 

In its formative years, there was a great divide in the United Nations between the 
Eastern and Western Countries. As decolonization began, a second kind of divide 
appeared in the organization – this time it was along the North and South lines1. 
This divide is still prevalent in most part of the United Nation’s intergovernmental 
system – primarily the General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council as well 
as a number of other functional committees and executive boards2. As would be 
seen through the course of the research, references to this divide have become 
increasingly uncommon in the discourse of the United Nations. Instead, the UN 
bodies are now focusing on the notion of ‘global poverty’ and the debates 
surrounding that. Even so, the United Nation’s experience with Africa presents a 
contradictory stand from what is being otherwise projected, i.e., the fading away 
of the North-South divide. The paper also explores this aspect of the problem. 

HISTORY 

When the United Nations was founded in 1945, it comprised 51 member states, 
with most of them belonging to the industrialized northern hemisphere of the 
world. In the end of 1940’s, the decolonization process that was encouraged and 
augmented by the UN, led to the increase in the membership of the organization.3 
In an organic manner, the focus of UN debates shifted to the concerns of the 
recently decolonized countries.4 In 1956, the Non-Aligned Movement was flagged 
off from the Bandung Meeting. The focus of this movement was geopolitical issues 
and providing practical alternatives to the stance taken by the then superpowers 
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and their corresponding allied blocs.5 A large number of the newly freed countries 
also set up the Group of 77 (G-77, as 77 was the original count of nation-states, 
though currently, the group consists of 133 members). The agenda of the G-77 
was to pursue economic and social progress through the redistribution of wealth, 
frequently with assistance from the Eastern Bloc countries.6 Both these factions 
together have often successfully lent a robust and effectual voice for the Southern 
Nations. In the early days post decolonization, especially the 1960s and 1970s; the 
international climate was that of guilt and unease from colonization among the 
Northern countries and optimism among the Southern countries. 7  This 
encouraged narratives of grievance as well as assertions for redressal and assistance. 
A large number of the deliberative activities of the UN swiftly wound themselves 
around the demands being raised by the South that were being resisted less 
enthusiastically by the North.8 Bowing down to the pressure of the developing 
economies that were unsatisfied with the policies of liberal democracies that were 
supported by the IMF and World Bank, the UN set up the United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in 1964. The deliberations 
that took place in the UNCTAD were heavily persuaded by the G-77 nations.9 
These countries raised demands for heightened developmental assistance as well 
as trade cuts from the developed countries in order to accentuate development in 
the developing and underdeveloped countries. Such claims found their origin in 
neo-Marxist and as well as dependency philosophies of development, which were 
sprouting at that time. 10  These philosophies signaled at the lopsidedness that 
existed in international capitalist economies in which developing nation-states, that 
relied on export of primary supplies, stood at a serious disadvantage vis a vis the 
developed and diversified economies of the Northern countries.11  

The finale of this North-South relationship occurred in the 1970s, when the G-77 
made an attempt to establish a New International Economic Order in order to give 
a new shape to the international power relations.12 By planning apparent global 
negotiation as well as a gamut of UN deliberations, the Southern countries tried to 
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attain a modification in the arena of trade through price stabilization, monitoring 
transnational corporations, increasing foreign aid and decreasing foreign debt.13 
The early successes of the OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries) in bumping up oil prices in the middle of the 1970s compelled Northern 
countries to pay attention the schemes of the South.14  

ADVERSE IMPACT OF THE NORTH-SOUTH DIVIDE ON UN 
ACTIVITIES 

The diplomatic processes at the UN, particularly in the General Assembly came to 
a standstill for a considerable number of years because of the effects of the 
decolonization, disabling many fundamental deliberations and trivializing 
important issues by making them about unequal bargaining power and tactical 
advantage.15 As a result of this, negotiations that took place behind closed doors 
on crucial resolutions of the General Assembly consisted of a few delegations 
debating over the EU or G-77/NAM positions.16 These negotiations also had 
space for more neutral players who could suggest an outcome that would be most 
acceptable to all countries. It was in negotiations such as these that the North-
South divide in the framework of the United Nations would emerge very starkly.17 
More often than not, success is evaluated not by palpable outcomes but by being 
able to negotiate a certain position and record it in documents that do not affect 
the outside world. This happens especially in cases of economic debates, wherein 
the UN has much less say than the IMF, World Bank or other regional 
development banks. 18  Without recognizing this, delegates carry on tactically 
engaging on ideologically arraigned issues, despite the fact that this would alleviate 
the problems of the outside world.19 Even though the General Assembly discusses 
many agenda items, most of them do not culminate into speeches or resolutions.20 
Those who know little or nothing frugally argues debates on socially and 
economically relevant issues like the destructive debt burden in most of the 
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developing countries about these matters. Parties do not cooperate with each other 
as a result of which the progress made by the UN is nil.21  

During the 2001 World Conference Against Racism in Durban, the European 
Union countries advocated unsuccessfully for bridging the gap between the North 
and South by mediating between the Arab countries and its allies on one side and 
USA and Israel on the other side.22 The controversy at hand was a declaration that 
branded Israel as being a racist country.  However, similar to previous 
confrontations on resolutions that put Zionism and racism at the same pedestal, 
the entire conference was a washout and ended with the US and Israeli 
representatives walking out of the conference.23 This demonstrates that war-lines 
do not always relate to the North-South divide. Another instance to show so are 
the developments in the field of population and development in which abortion 
has played the father of all controversies. In this matter, the US allied with Catholic 
and Muslim developing countries to oppose the majority view that contraceptives 
are a boon to reproductive health.24 The North-South relationship has also taken 
different shapes in different UN bodies. In the Security Council, the NAM 
coalition has frequently played a persuasive role, especially in issues pertaining to 
the Middle East and Bosnia, many a times working with the US while favoring the 
latter and opposing the former.25 In the recent times, a USA-NAM confrontation 
on the Middle East took place in early 2001 when the NAM members of the SC 
tabled a resolution for setting up a force to protect the Palestinians.26 In this case, 
the USA decided to veto the resolution. In early 2002, Syria along with few NAM 
members of the SC did not manage to gather positive votes that were imperative 
to denounce Israel for stalling a fact-finding UN force to Jenin, subsequent to 
powerful conflict in Jenin between the Israeli army and Palestinian troops.27 The 
fact that NAM countries do not possess a veto, impedes NAM’s ‘blocking power’ 
(although it may be able to field almost half of the SC’s 15 members). While voicing 
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solidarity with NAM, China has never been willing to exercise its veto on behalf 
of NAM.28  

FADING AWAY OF THE DIVIDE 

The fiasco of the Cancun Summit in 1981 marked not only the downfall of the 
North-South divide29 but also the inception of a decade of slow development. 
From then on, a large number of structural as well as ideological factors have 
contributed to the loss of vigor of the North-South divide and the influence it has 
in shaping international deliberations on inequality and poverty. As far as structural 
changes were concerned, the decline on economic conditions internationally gave 
rise to a renewed balance of power amongst the developed and developing 
countries. Specifically the ‘debt crisis’ played an important role in decreasing the 
bargaining power of the Southern countries as compared to the Northern ones.30 
Owing to financial distress, the North was faced with increasing social unrest, 
incredible pressures on the governments as well as the potential for revolution and 
chaos.31 Apart from these structural factors, the significant ‘ideological’ shifts also 
led to the blurring of the North-South divide.32 These shifts were a result of the 
fact that certain principles that were at the root of the conventional North-South 
politics came into question. Amongst these principles was the fact that the South 
comprised comparatively well-known and homogenous faction of countries. 
However, even such a view could not withhold the shock of the years from 1980-
2000. Since the past fifteen years, the flaring gulf between the well-performing 
economies of Eastern Asia and the dormant markets of sub-Saharan Africa has 
reduced to a large extent, the analytical and politically useful picture of the 
Southern countries being united by the shackles of underdevelopment. 33  This 
disintegration of the South is mirrored in the drifting of particular nations from 
South to North. For instance, Mexico as well as South Korea are now part of 
OECD. Further, recently Turkey has also discussed a customs merger with the 
European Union.34 On the flipside, it also needs to be considered that certain 
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countries, that were previously part of the Soviet Union and were included in the 
list of developed countries, had started receiving official developmental assistance. 
Thus, it is evident there is an evolution in the nature of Third World countries that 
obviously puts their solidarity at stake. Consequently, the descriptive meaning of 
the expression ‘North-South’ seems increasingly disputable.  

A second fundamental feature of the North-South chasm came into question 
during the 1980s. This was the generic assumption in view of the difference in the 
economic structure of the two blocs of countries; they would no doubt have 
different needs.  Effectively, in the present climate of ‘globalization’, developing 
countries are rarely be considered exceptions.35 This change in notion manifests 
itself in numerous ways. Most notably, it has led to an intense reorientation of 
economic strategies in the developing nations. A large number of analysts have 
argued that the uniform view in today’s world is that the most ideal manner of 
achieving development is by increasing the functions of the market while at the 
same time withdrawing that of the State.36 The Bretton Wood twins expressly 
encourage such a policy. This renewed economic orthodoxy has paved the way for 
a change in the public-private equation towards the direction of enhanced support 
for the private players. It has led to a change from inward-focused import 
substitution to export promotion.37 This exclusive union of developing countries 
with the laissez faire economic policies has profoundly changed the conventional 
North-South dynamic.  

THE NORTH-SOUTH DIVIDE TODAY: SHIFTING OF THE 
FOCUS TO ‘GLOBAL POVERTY’ AND THE ROLE OF UNDP 
IN DOING SO  

The United Nations has been more unwilling than the Bretton Woods Twins to 
forego the traditional North-South dynamic. The reason for this could be that this 
world-view formed one of the primary reasons for the existence of the UN for 
over twenty years. However, as has been demonstrated above, the post-cold-war 
era saw the fading away of the North-South divide from the UN’s discourse. To 
plug this vacuum, a new school of though and reflection has arisen in the form of 
‘global poverty’, even though this notion of the UN on poverty is an analytic 
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construct.38 The reason being that the UN is still too divided, albeit along other 
lines, to be united on various fronts. Instead, it is other UN bodies like the 
Economic and Social Council, United Nations Development Fund, United 
Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund and International Labor 
Organization that have provided an innovate and strongly assimilated view on 
international poverty.39 Out of all the UN bodies, the UNDP contributes most to 
the research on poverty. In its reports on domestic poverty, the UNDP has 
analyzed how the income distribution patterns are different across countries. In 
nations as disparate as Bangladesh, United Kingdom and Brazil, the inequalities 
are becoming worse while in Colombia, Canada and India, these inequalities are 
being tempered. While considering the diversity of the economic conditions in 
different countries, the UNDP also highlights the accentuated divergence of 
incomes at the global level. It reports that between the 1960s and 1990s, the 
difference in the yearly per capita income increased from $5700 to $15401 40 
between the developing and developed countries. Further, as per UNDP analyses, 
in this period of time, the percentage of world income held by the richest 20% 
went up to 86% from 70%. On the other hand, the percentage held by the poorest 
20% decreased to 1.1% from 2.3%. The prevailing proportion between the two 
sets of countries thus went up to 78:1 from 30:1.41 A more remarkable example of 
the extent of worldwide inequality is the UNDP’s estimate that 447 of the world’s 
richest individuals hold a net worth that is equal to the income that 50% of the 
poorest (more than 2.5 billion people) in the world hold.42 From a geo-political 
point of view, the examination of global poverty put forward by the UN contains 
dual elements of continuity as well as change relative to the conventional North-
South approach. The UN paradigm has suggested in sync with this approach that 
developing countries are often at the receiving end of the adverse effects of 
globalization as their economies are more susceptible to external tremors that find 
their origin in the goods and finance markets. As a result of this reasoning, poverty 
is still conceived to be a Third World peculiarity. However, generally the United 
Nations leans towards not treating developing countries like a harmonized group 
that is faced with the same economic problems.  Even though Asia is still home to 
the most number of poor individuals, its economic ‘ascent is more and more 
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emphasized. The UN specifically emphasizes on the fact that the income growth 
graph of East Asia has set an unseen record and that till the middle of 1990s, the 
number of poor people as compared to the entire population was decreasing only 
in Asia among all the other countries of the South.43  In this way, the United 
Nations North-South paradigm drifts away from the traditional North-South 
interpretation by highlighting the increasing differentiation among the Third 
World countries themselves. Even so, the UN has also been innovative in 
portraying poverty as a disease that has inflicted the developed nations as well. In 
the last part of the twentieth century, it was observed by the UNDP that in OECD 
nations, there were 37 million people who were unemployed and 100 million 
people who were not above the poverty line.44 Thus, it is evident that it is not just 
poor nations that are plagued with the problem of the widening gap between the 
wealthy and the poor. This issue is now global in character and has an impact on 
all countries. The UN does not deny the fact that these despite these statistics, the 
South is more severely afflicted by poverty than the North. 45  Moreover, the 
denigration of lifestyles in the developed countries is rooted in very specific causes, 
particularly from the divide in the job market between jobs that pay well and 
require highly skilled labor and those jobs that pay lowly and require low skilled 
labor.46 Even while recognizing these differences, the UN reiterates that both in 
the North and South, it is the phenomenon of globalization that primarily impacts 
women and children and also leads to social breakdown. Therefore, this portrayal 
of the of the parallel between the poor in the developed and developing countries 
provides a fresh dimension to the world poverty scenario and further brings into 
question the validity of the previously popular North-South regime.47 Apart from 
its focus on the transforming geographical dimension of poverty, the UN 
perspective also focuses on a idea of the world that is less focused on the nation-
state per se and the economic aspect of social practices.48 The earlier North-South 
paradigm viewed richness and poverty as national concept, it presumes that there 
is a systematic oppression of the poor countries by the rich countries, thus 
picturizing states as solitary categories. However, in the modern world, the UN 
views poverty as a disease that is affecting people and not states.49 During the 

                                                             
43 supra at 40.  
44 supra at 41.  
45 United Nations, Global Summit Report on Social Development, 1997 
46 United Nations, Plan for Development, 1997 
47 Id. 
48 supra at 38   
49 Id. 

353

                                       INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LAW & JURISPRUDENCE      



 

Copenhagen Summit, Denmark’s Prime Minister, Poul Nyrup Rasmussen declared 
in his opening speech that in earlier times protecting the State was given more 
importance than protecting the people. However, now, it has been recognized that 
the latter is the primary theme of international dialogue.50 The ‘individual centered’ 
idea of poverty is furthered in various other UN conferences such as that on 
children in 1990, human rights in 1993, population in 1994 and women in 1995. 
This realignment of the UN regime should not be taken lightly as Mahbub ul Huq, 
one of the foremost conceptualizers of the UN paradigm, has said that by focusing 
more on individuals, we are reforming the traditional approach towards 
development.51  

FADING AWAY OF THE DIVIDE: A FARCE? 

The UN agencies project that the organization is working towards curbing the 
differential treatment between North and South nations, certain instances show 
that it is still an active contributor in perpetuating this divide, especially in the 
context of Africa, which constitutes a large chunk of the South. This is made 
evident by the minimal representation of the African countries in the UN and the 
failure of the organization in intervening in domestic African conflicts.52 Three 
situations that illustrate the presence of this divide even today are mentioned 
below. Firstly, the UN operates based on an outdated system and its agencies have 
not incorporated all those means that are necessary to bring into existence the 
concept of a world order. The permanent members of the Security Council have 
remained the same since its inception with each of them possessing a veto power. 
This veto power gives rise to circumstances wherein the political interests of the 
permanent five influence important decisions.53 This was the case in 2008 during 
elections in Zimbabwe were resorting to fore and corruption enabled Robert 
Mugabe to secure a seat. To condemn this act, the UN members formulated a draft 
resolution to censure the censure this violence but it was vetoed by Russia and 
China. It is obvious that the organization was a failure in their duty to defend 
freedoms and right of the citizens of Zimbabve, thus carrying on the North-South 
divide. Second, Africa has always had very less representation in the United 
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Nations because of which they have not been able to voice their opinions.54 The 
whole of the continent hasn’t ever got permanent representation in the Security 
Council. Further, nations such as South Sudan and Central Republic of Algeria 
have never got representation even for one term. Lawson has said that 
democratization must be ensured and the membership of the Security Council, 
both permanent and temporary, should be revised to include severely 
underrepresented nations, particularly Africa. Third, the UN has failed to intervene 
in situations that aggravate the critical conditions of the South.55 This is most 
evident in the 1994 Rwandan genocide in which there was methodized murder of 
a particular ethnic group. The UN mission in that country was reduced from 2000 
to 270 forces due to casualties but new military forces did not replace them as the 
SC rejected this proposal. Thus, not only did the UN fail in securing the lives of 
innocent people but also stop the destruction of a nation, that would in turn carry 
on exacerbating its economic problems.  

CONCLUSION 

This paper has tried to show that the notion of poverty is a social construct as its 
meaning has been evolving with the events of social significance in the world. For 
over two decades, the North-South divide is the primary analytical framework that 
is used to explain the concept of global poverty. International relations are less 
afflicted by poverty than they earlier were and now more importance is being 
ascribed to recently emerge global power structures.  In order to achieve world 
peace, barriers in the form of social constructs need to be destroyed. Even though 
the progress made by the UN is recognized, it is obvious that there are some glaring 
differences in the North and South. A sure step forward would be to reform the 
composition of the Security Council in order to include more members belonging 
to the Third World countries. A direct consequence of this would be to include 
them into the mainstream policy and decision-making processes of the United 
Nations. It is the need of the hour for the major players of the organization to 
realize that the fight against poverty is not restricted to economic growth. This 
fight needs to be founded on the enhancement of social cohesion, which can be 
achieved only be granting equality before the law as well as granting all neglected 
stakeholders a voice against any suppression.  
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