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South
Atul Kaushik*

Introduction
The poly-crises of climate change, 
conflicts, pandemics, and food insecurity 
the world faces today need consummate 
action by everyone living on planet 
earth. There is a common view that the 
Global South is particularly impacted 
by these crises but does not have the 
resources to address them. There have 
been well-thought suggestions for 
transfer of greater power to the South 
even during the Cold War days, an 
endeavour that has been taken up 
in right earnest by several Southern 
initiatives that profess inclusive and post-
Washington Consensus approaches to 
development. The concept of inclusivity 
demands shedding the development 

divide, focusing on all the peoples of the 
world and evolve development solutions 
that positively impact all of them. Does 
it also call for widening the definition of 
the Global South?

This paper essays the concept of 
the Global South through the decades 
and attempts to instil such inclusivity 
by including all the poor based on their 
socio-economic situation, whether 
they reside in developed or developing 
countries. It begins with charting the 
evolution of the term Global South 
and goes beyond the lexicology debate 
towards focus on the horizontality of 
the development dimension, which is 
the most frequent reason for the use 
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of the term. It then takes Sustainable 
Development Goals as an example of 
a global campaign applying to both 
sides of the development divide and 
suggests collective action to address 
several of them, but particularly SDG 
12, through Mission LiFE - Lifestyle 
For Environment.

Evolution of the Global South
The term Global South has come 
into frequent use in recent years since 
its synonyms like ‘Third World’ and 
‘developing’ countries are not considered 
value free and indicate hierarchy. Also, 
in the post-Cold War scenario, ‘Third 
World’ seems passé, and ‘developing’ 
has been truncated into various sub-
divisions.1 It has also been used in an 
internationalistic sense to address spaces 
and peoples negatively impacted by 
contemporary capitalist globalisation.2 
Although the term was first used in 
1969 by Carl Oglesby to distinguish poor 
countries from their antonymic ‘western 
empires’, it has reincarnated many times 
over the last five decades acquiring 
multiple meanings. More recently, 
western journalists may be getting tired 
of it, as is demonstrated by Alan Beattie 
of the Financial Times.3   Without 
going into the various theories4 of this 
development divide, the terminology has 
had traction for other reasons as well.

The term has been seen in the 
context of the endeavours of developing 
countries in the post-colonial world 
order to chart their own pathway to 
development and economic growth. 

India has had a significant role to play 
in these endeavours. The Agreement 
on Trade and Intercourse between 
the Tibet region of China and India 
signed on April 29, 1954 enunciated 
Panchsheel, the Five Principles of 
Peaceful Co-existence, as an example of 
an initiative by two developing countries 
to manage their bilateral relations.5  
Two months later, leaders of the two 
nations envisioned Panchsheel as a 
framework for relations not only between 
them but with all other countries. 
The Asian-African Conference held a 
year later, well known as the Bandung 
Conference, built upon Panchsheel to 
forge solidarity, sovereignty, peaceful 
co-existence, and non-interference 
among the 29 participating newly 
independent nations from Asia and 
Africa. It also laid the foundation for 
the Non-Aligned Movement to avoid 
partisan politics of the Cold War and 
consequent bipolarisation. 

The first formal conference of non-
aligned countries was held in Belgrade in 
1961. A year later, a Conference on the 
Problems of Developing Countries was 
held in Cairo where, going beyond the 
Asian and African regions represented at 
the Bandung Conference, several Latin 
American countries also participated. The 
first seeds of development cooperation 
among developing countries were sown 
in the Cairo Declaration6 that came out 
of it. Issues of economic development, 
trade, technical assistance and regional 
economic groupings were also addressed. 
The entire Global South was now 
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debating development together. Recently, 
the Minister for External Affairs of India 
S. Jaishankar gave a conceptualisation of 
the Global South that may prove longer-
lasting. “Contemporary challenges 
emanate from old forms of domination 
as well as new economic concentration…
Global South is about a mindset, a 
solidarity and a self-reliance”. The 
transformation over the last decades 
has “enabled India to be an example, a 
partner and a contributor” to the overall 
needs and demands of the Global 
South.7 The establishment of United 
Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) in 1964 
provided a permanent forum for North-
South dialogue and negotiations on 
issues of interest to developing countries. 
At the same time the Group of 77 was 
established as the common voice of the 
South. The New International Economic 
Order, and cooperation among and 
between developed North and developing 
South became the key discourse on 
development in the decade that came 
after UNCTAD. The following two 
decades were christened the First and 
Second Development Decades in the 
United Nations system, but development 
aid was a part of this discourse primarily 
as aid from the North to the South.8 
Given the questions being raised on the 
effectiveness of such development aid, in 
1968 former Canadian Prime Minister 
Lester B Pearson accepted an invitation 
from the World Bank Chairman Robert 
McNamara to form a commission 
to review the previous 20 years of 
development assistance, assess the results, 
and make recommendations for the future. 

The Pearson Report9 found more critics 
than supporters in the next few years. In 
1977 Willy Brandt, former Chancellor 
of Germany, was appointed chairman 
of the Independent Commission on 
International Development Issues, 
again by the World Bank President. The 
Brandt Report importantly suggested a 
new arrangement to meet the central 
objective of a transfer of greater power 
to the South, justifying it on the basis 
of ‘mutuality of interest’.10 While the 
fate of the Brandt Report was not much 
better than the Pearson Report, its 
creature, the so-called Brandt Line, has 
survived the following four decades.11 
The Brandt Line circuitously divides the 
global North and Global South based 
on per capita GDP, defining the Global 
South as countries below the latitude 
of 30° N, passing between North and 
Central America, north of Africa, the 
Middle East and most of East Asia, but 
lowered towards the south to include 
Japan, Australia, and New Zealand above 
the line.12 

The Cold War not only divided the 
world into the West and the East but 
secured this division for countries rather 
than their peoples. The post-Cold War 
and post globalization discourse has 
changed the lexicon; people, along with 
their countries, have started mattering. In 
addition, the computer and the internet 
have brought the world’s people and 
their ideas and thoughts together in one 
intellectual cauldron, scaling all man-
made borders. The seemingly pejorative 
term Third World has fallen as much in 
disuse as use of the term Global South 
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has risen. Yet, the meaning ascribed to 
it remains coated with development 
parameters, even though the question 
whether emerging countries are North 
or South13 muddies the waters.

People of the Global South may now 
also be defined in transnational social 
terms14 thus transcending the nation-
state related divisions. The complexity 
of the situation of poor people in the 
southern countries may not equally apply 
to the poor in the North as they are far 
less heterogenous culturally and socially. 
Can the term ‘Global South’, then, 
capture them and lead scholars to explore 
equity problem that can and should be 
taken care of through people-to-people 
transactions? 

The developmental 
horizontality
The chimera of economic development 
th rough  s t r uc tu r a l  ad ju s tment 
programmes coupled with despondence 
about lack of anticipated benefits15 
from official development assistance 
provided by the North to the South 
led many experts to look for succour 
elsewhere, whether they belonged to 
the neo-Marxist camp, or post-colonial 
populists or neo-liberalists, particularly 
since the 2002 Monterrey Conference 
on the challenges of financing for 
development.16 There is enough literature 
demonstrating that ODA is not only 
inefficient17 but harmful18, as it allows 
recipient governments to delay necessary 
policies19. The impact of such aid on 
poverty alleviation or general wellbeing 
of the Southern populations left several 

unanswered questions. There is also 
a view that globalisation challenges, 
such as violent conflicts, increasing 
migration and numbers of refugees, 
as well as climate change as a global 
challenge, have turned discourses on 
development cooperation away from 
development-oriented motives towards 
strategic interests of aid providers.20 Aid 
for managing disasters and migration 
has taken a major portion of ODA in 
recent times with increased climate, 
conflict and migration crises: for example, 
the plausibly impressive 13.6 per cent 
growth in ODA in 2022 compared to 
the previous year goes down to 4.6 per 
cent if aid for in-country asylum seekers 
is excluded.21 Aid to Ukraine sliced off 
another 7.8 per cent of ODA in 2022. 
The ODA aid matrix is changing.

The current disillusionment of 
development cooperation scholars with 
ODA is compounded by the North’s 
own problems, not only of handling 
in-country refugees, but an ageing 
population and near-stagnant growth 
coupled with multiple crises such as 
the financial crisis of 2008-0922 and, 
more recently, the crises of Covid, the 
Russia-Ukraine and Israel-Hamas 
conflicts, and climate change. Several 
developed countries are also struggling 
to meet their Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) agreed to in 2015. Social 
inequalities, waste management, and 
environmental responsibility are high on 
their agenda, but even basic needs like 
poverty and hunger affect them. While 
the recent decline of San Francisco may 
be attributed to a mix of post-pandemic 
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degeneration, fentanyl and street-crime, 
the United Nations reported back in 
2006 that indigence levels have risen 
in the most affluent countries.23   The 
discourse is increasingly factoring in 
the global population rather than the 
now seemingly artificial East-West and 
North-South divisions. Is it time to 
widen the definition of Global South? 
A casual examination of some of the 
SDGs seems to suggest so. There are 
several SDGs of interest and concern to 
the citizens of both the developed and 
the developing countries in terms of the 
challenges that need to be addressed to 
achieve them. The next Section examines 
a few.

SDGs and the Global North
One would not be faulted for thinking 
that the top two SDGs are targeted at 
developing countries, not the rich. But 
look at goal one: ending poverty; it is rising 
across the developed world and the depth 
of poverty is increasing due to stagnating 
wages, long-term unemployment and 
rising prices of essentials such as food 
and fuel.24 According to the International 
Labour Organization, in 2012, 300 
million people were living in poverty in 
the developed world.25 Both the depth 
and breadth of poverty has increased in 
OECD countries in recent years.26 While 
comparing poverty in Tamil Nadu, India 
with Glasgow, Scotland, Mari Marcel-
Thekaekara, the human rights activist 
and journalist based out of the Adivasi 
terrain in the Nilgiris, says we should 
not look at poverty only from the point 
of view of material benefits.27 Joblessness 
leads to social deprivation and mental 

health problems much faster in the North 
due to inadequate cultural and familial 
affinities compared to the South.

Then look at goal two: zero hunger. 
The challenge in developed countries 
may be more of undernourishment in 
terms of nutritious food rather than its 
availability,28 but pictures of the poor 
living on footpaths in Los Angeles or 
Chicago or Barcelona scrounging for 
food in dustbins are not uncommon. The 
contemporary framing of the solution to 
food insecurity in developed countries 
is that of diverting food waste to the 
hungry, but an estimated 60 million 
people or 7.2 per cent of the population 
in high income countries used food 
banks in 2013. 29 Recent studies have 
highlighted how food poverty is a rising 
problem in affluent societies, ranging 
from 8 per cent to 20 per cent of the 
population.30 In the European Union 
(EU), one of the wealthiest regions on 
Earth, 22 per cent of its population–95.3 
million people–are classified as at risk of 
poverty.31 

Goal three – good health and 
wellbeing – has its importance for the 
developed world in different dimensions, 
from drug abuse in San Francisco to 
mental health elsewhere. Goal seven 
– affordable and clean energy – has 
surfaced as a major objective post 
Ukraine crisis, and goal ten – reduce 
inequality – is a growing concern as since 
1990, income inequality has increased in 
most developed countries.32 Goal eleven 
– making cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable – 
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may have appeared a typically southern 
problem in the past, but recent evidence 
points to increasing homelessness in 
developed countries as well. Recent data 
indicates that about a million people are 
living rough, in shelters, or temporary 
accommodation in Europe every night.33 
The people in the developed world, thus, 
need to address SDGs as much as those 
living in the developing world. 

Goal twelve: responsible consumption 
and production, is particularly relevant 
for this discussion. Consumption habits, 
particularly in industrial and developed 
countries, are unsustainable because they 
have a greater culture of consumerism. 
It is easy and expected to purchase 
goods and services that require too 
many resources to produce. Affluence, 
amplified by ease of consumer credit, 
results in levels of private material 
consumption that impose pressure on 
the planetary boundaries. This behaviour 
applies to the very affluent and the 
moderately affluent in all countries, and 
also to some of the less affluent people 
in the wealthy countries, contributing 
most to the globally unsustainable 
consumption levels.34 Consumerism, 
widely prevalent in developed and 
industrialised countries, is spreading 
among the wealthy in developing 
countries, and is unsustainable.35 

A Global Solution from the 
South
The rise of the Global South is reflected 
by the major shifts in the international 
economy particularly since the end of 
1990s. The average growth of real GDP 

by decades (%) of the Global South 
has outperformed the economies of the 
Global North by a factor 2 in every decade 
since the 1990s.36  The economic success 
of emerging economies in the Global 
South, particularly Asia, has largely 
increased its relevance of its markets. 
It is expected that by 2030, the Global 
South share of global consumption will 
increase from today’s 33per cent to 40per 
cent.37 Establishment of G20 in 1999 
and BRICS in 2009 are testament to 
the growing Global South. In 1994, the 
G7 countries (Canada, France, Germany, 
Italy, Japan, U.K., U.S.) constituted 
45.3per cent of world output, compared 
with 18.9per cent of world output in 
the BRICS countries (Brazil, China, 
Egypt, Ethiopia, India, Iran, Russia, 
South Africa, United Arab Emirates). 
The tables have turned. The BRICS now 
produce 35.2per cent of world output, 
while the G7 countries produce 29.3per 
cent.38 The institutionalisation of the 
New Development Bank, and special 
funding arrangements like the India-UN 
Development Partnership Fund, and 
the IBSA Fund for Poverty Alleviation, 
for development projects in the Global 
South at the behest of the Global South 
has also led to a greater and a meaningful 
presence of the South in global affairs. 
Apart from the rise of the Global South, 
it is now a global solutions provider as 
well.  

In the Global South, economic 
rather than environmental considerations 
are the prime mover towards sustainable 
consumption and production39; people 
want cheaper products that last longer to 
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suit their pockets. Lifestyle practices in 
most developing countries demonstrate 
attachment of their people with nature, 
leading to a life that is naturally conducive 
to protecting the environment. Currently, 
only 7.2 per cent of used materials are 
recycled back into our economies. At 
the same time, material consumption has 
risen by over 65 per cent globally in the 
past two decades.40

Environmental degradation and 
climate change are global phenomena 
where actions in one part of the world 
impact ecosystems and populations 
across the globe. Estimates suggest 
that if requisite action is not taken 
against the changing environment, 
approximately 3 billion people globally 
could experience chronic water scarcity. 
The global economy could lose up to 18 
per cent of GDP by 2050.

Over the last two decades, several 
macro measures have been implemented 
globally to address environmental 
degradation and c limate change, 
including policy reforms, economic 
incentives and regulations. Despite their 
enormous potential, actions required at 
the level of individuals, communities 
and institutions have received limited 
attention. It is in this context that the 
concept of ‘Lifestyle for the Environment 
(LiFE) was introduced by the Prime 
Minister of India at the 26th Conference 
of Parties of the United Nations 
Conference on Climate Change in 
Glasgow in 2021 (COP26), calling upon 
the global community of individuals 

and institutions to drive LiFE as an 
international mass movement towards 
mindful and deliberate utilisation, instead 
of mindless and destructive consumption. 
India’s Mission LiFE initiative is a 
well thought step to move away from 
consumerism and towards a circular 
economy that is more sustainable.41

Mission LiFE contributes directly 
and indirectly to almost all the SDGs and 
is in sync with the global commitment 
to achieving the SDGs by 2030. The 
SDGs focused on sustainable cities and 
communities (SDG 11), responsible 
production and consumption (SDG 
12), climate change (SDG 13), life on 
land (SDG 15), and life under water 
(SDG 14) emphasize that all individuals 
ensure that their lifestyles are in sync 
with the resources available on the 
planet. Further, research from the New 
Climate Economy highlights that bold 
environmental action could create as 
many as 65 million jobs by 2030 (SDG 
8: Decent Work and Economic Growth).

The redefined Global South that 
includes the poor from both the North 
and the South can benefit from adopting 
the principles and practices of the LiFE 
programme.

Conclusion 
Though a very useful one, Mission LiFE 
is just one example of approaches that 
can be taken to address the challenges 
in meeting SDGs by 2030. In turn, 
SDGs is but one set of goals that needs 
prioritization in order to better address 
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the poly-crises the world is facing. But it 
does demonstrate that global goals need 
to be inclusive, and take into account 
all on the globe, not just a fraction, 
howsoever large.

It also points to the need to take into 
account the situation and the challenges 
of all people in the world, whether in 
developed or developing countries. The 
development dimension is a concept that 
often connotes a situational consideration 
meant to discuss challenges faced by the 
developing countries, or the Global 
South. However, there is a need to 
broaden this connotation to capture 
all similarly situated people, whether 
in the North or the South so that 
the development dimension becomes 
more inclusive, and actors get a greater 
agency to the search for solutions. If 
the poor of the developed countries feel 
their concerns are also in the minds of 
the policy community, there would be 
a better buy-in for the solutions that 
policies suggest.
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