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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: South–South Cooperation 
Beyond the Myths—A Critical Analysis

Isaline Bergamaschi and Arlene B. Tickner

I. Bergamaschi (*) 
Department of Political Science, Université libre de Bruxelles, Belgium
e-mail:  isaline.bergamaschi@ulb.ac.be 

A.B. Tickner 
School of Political Science, Government and International Relations, Universidad 
del Rosario, Colombia
e-mail: arleneb.tickner@urosario.edu.co

The authors thank Danilo Marcondes, Mehmet Ozkan, Daniele Benzi, and 
Camille Laporte for their comments on earlier drafts of this chapter.

The Rise and Fall of SSC
The concept of South–South cooperation (hereafter SSC) covers many 
layers of economic initiatives and political realities. In common parlance, 
it can include political, military, economic, or cultural relationships; 
humanitarian assistance and technical cooperation between developing 
countries; the allocation of financial resources for development projects 
and regional integration as well as the constitution of blocks—a common 
position and agenda in multilateral negotiations.1 Historically, however, 
the concept finds its roots in the struggle for independence of Asian and 
African countries during the 1940s and in the Non-Aligned Movement 
(NAM) a few years later. The ideas of a common identity, equality, and 
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solidarity between less-developed countries; the defence of the sovereignty 
of newly independent states; and opposition to the “North” are thus core 
elements of SSC. From an economic perspective, development planning, 
state intervention in the economy, and import substitution through the 
consolidation of local production influenced the strategies of developing 
countries to varying degrees during the 1950s and 1960s.

The spirit of SSC materialized in the creation of coalitions among 
developing countries—the Group of 77 or G77 within the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and, as of 1995, the World 
Trade Organization (WTO)—and led to some concrete achievements. 
The United Nations Conference for Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 
was calling for a New International Economic Order (NIEO) and prod-
ucts from developing countries were granted privileged access to Northern 
markets (e.g. the Lomé agreement between the European Community 
and the Africa–Pacific–Caribbean countries) as well as exceptions to the 
free-trade regime. The Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) united countries around a common agenda and successfully man-
aged to put pressure on Western economies by increasing international oil 
prices during the 1970s. As recalled by Sachin Chaturvedi (2012, 18), the 
South Conference (now South Centre) was created in 1987 and identified 
the following major areas of SSC: finance, trade, industry and business, 
services, transport, information and communications, and people-to-
people contact. SSC also covered Cuban or Chinese military support to 
governments or armed movements on the African continent.

As of the 1980s, SSC as a political project progressively lost momentum 
as a result of a number of factors. The spread of Cold War politics led gov-
ernments in developing countries to progressively seek out international 
patronage and align with one of the two superpowers. The debt crisis dur-
ing the 1980s forced Southern governments to accept the loans, advice, and 
conditions attached to assistance from International Financial Institutions 
(IFIs)—that is, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF). The ideological shift in developed countries (with Ronald Reagan 
in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom) cre-
ated a context less favourable to the negotiation of a New International 
Economic Order wooed by developing countries’ governments. The frag-
mentation of the global South, with the “take-off” of East Asian countries 
and economic development in Latin America, also challenged the identity 
of a united “Third World” and impeded the establishment of a common 
agenda around shared economic and diplomatic interests in instances such 
as the United Nations (UN) or the WTO.2
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Only during the 2000s did South–South links revive and gain strength 
because of economic growth and the consolidation of regional integration 
in some parts of the world, the election and ambitions of “revolutionary” 
or left-wing leaders in Latin America, the growing frustrations regarding 
North–South relations, the unpopularity of the reforms, and the austerity 
imposed by the Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs). Such devel-
opments have triggered high expectations and a couple of myths.

SSC Rises Again? Potential, Expectations, 
and Myths during the 2000s

One, if not the most important, feature of contemporary international rela-
tions and political economy is the (re-)emergence of the “global South” in 
world politics. During the 2000s, developing and emerging countries had 
begun to form coalitions in multilateral organizations and establish ad hoc 
forums, such as the BRICS or the CIVETs,3 to promote their interests, agen-
das, and visions for global governance and international development.4

Accordingly, a marked rebirth of SSC has taken place. While Chinese 
cooperation and investments in Africa have multiplied in the past decades 
and surpassed those of many of the so-called traditional powers,5 Brazil 
(with the ABC, since 1987), the Republic of Korea (KOIKA in 1991), 
and more recently Mexico (AMEXID in 2011), India (the Development 
Partnership Administration in 2012), and South Africa (the Development 
Partnership Agency or SADPA in 2013), now have cooperation agen-
cies of their own and are sometimes adapting their laws to scale up—that 
is, projecting new development practices in their respective regions and 
beyond. Through South–South diversification, emerging and middle-
income countries (MIC) have seen their roles as regional leaders catapult 
them into positions as potential global leaders.

According to information gathered by Chaturvedi et al. (2012, 255), 
the volume of SCCs doubled in one decade and reached US$20 billion 
in 2010, accounting for 9.5 % of the total amount of foreign aid in 2008. 
Although this is a very modest share of the total aid that flows worldwide, 
the qualitative, symbolic, and political impact of SSC has been consider-
able. Indeed, the categories of “North” and “South,” “donors” and “recip-
ients,” and “developed” and “developing” countries are being blurred and 
challenged. At times the terms “North–South partnerships” or “multilat-
eral arrangements” are renegotiated as traditional powers and international 
organizations feel the necessity to catch-up with ongoing shifts.6
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The momentum gained by SSC, particularly in the 2000s, has had 
important implications for the restructuring of development agendas 
and aid practices, both globally and in developing countries. Venezuela 
under President Hugo Chávez (1999–2013) encouraged and financed 
policy change for neighbouring like-minded countries led by leftist leaders 
(e.g. Bolivia, Ecuador, Cuba) in order to promote “socialist” develop-
ment projects while allowing these countries to bypass IFI loans rife with 
conditionalities. Meanwhile, African governments have been welcoming 
financial support from donors, such as China, that typically do not impose 
conditions regarding governance and macro-economic choices. In Sub-
Saharan Africa and Central America, competition between new and tradi-
tional donors in the “aid cartel” (Easterly 2003) has given aid-dependent 
governments strategic advantages and manoeuvring room to negotiate aid 
on better terms and to select their international partners.7

This book explores the aid policies implemented by donors of the global 
South in other developing countries. In doing so, it adopts a restricted 
definition of SSC, which as seen earlier, has represented broader realities 
historically. As a result, issues related to the impact of emerging donors on, 
and insertion (or lack of) into the global governance of aid, are only con-
sidered as secondary matters; and Southern diplomacies in distinct mul-
tilateral arenas (within the UN system or at the WTO level) and “clubs” 
(e.g. the BRICS, the G20, etc.)—that have already received wide coverage 
in the media and academic literature—are also not taken into account.

Expectations resulting from the revival of SSC are high, multifaceted, 
and have nurtured some myths about its potential benefits and dangers. 
Some nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and alter-globalist activ-
ists see it as an opportunity to pursue the interests of developing countries 
and to advance progressive policies that counteract the neoliberal order 
espoused by Western governments and the IFIs.8 They also see potential 
for the revival of the assertive nonaligned and Third Worldism movements 
of the recent past, which were more effective at taking into account the 
interests, agendas, and aspirations of governments and populations in the 
global South.

Following George W. Bush’s decision to invade Iraq in 2003 as part of 
the broader “war on terror,” the limitations of US leadership in the world 
became clearer, highlighting the importance of alternative cooperation 
strategies. The instabilities and inequalities triggered by contempo-
rary globalization were violently underscored by the 2008 financial and 
economic crisis, and the global justice movement has burgeoned and 
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multiplied pledges for a change in the world economic and political order. 
Seeing Southern experts and civil servants engaging in capacity-building, 
experience and knowledge-sharing for development has been appealing 
to many—especially since Western economies have lost their legitimacy to 
“teach” the South economic lessons after the onset of the 2008 crisis—
because it has borne the promise of a transfer of successful models to the 
poorest countries.

High expectations regarding SSC also come from recipient govern-
ments. South–South cooperation is a source of inspiration for replicating 
successful development models and serves as a wellspring of resources that 
traditional donors do not provide. This has been the case for loans pro-
vided by China for infrastructure projects in Africa. Traditional donors are 
concerned about creating “white elephants” and thus rarely finance such 
endeavours, which are used to build everything from airports to roads, to 
government buildings, to stadiums. Rwanda and Ethiopia explicitly claim 
to replicate the Chinese development “model” and Ecuador’s President 
Rafael Correa receives advice from Ha-Joon Chang, a UK-based hetero-
dox economist whose academic work is mostly inspired by the experiences 
of late industrialization in East Asia.9

From an academic point of view, general interest in Southern diploma-
cies has evolved in tandem with that of private actors (i.e. banks and inves-
tors) in emerging economies and the diplomatic ambitions of the BRICS 
and MICs to increase their global influence. The topic has brought not 
only some fresh air into the international aid field as a set of practices but 
also as an object of study, including because it has led to an increase in the 
number of publications by scholars from the global South. The SSC con-
cept has been seen as having the potential to introduce some diversity into 
development models and to contribute to a shift in the balance of power 
in decision making within an increasingly multipolar world.10

In the global North, it has led to concern and curiosity about changes 
in the international system, the role of new development cooperation 
actors, and the involvement of the global South and emerging powers. 
Interest in South–South relations indeed spans the globe—so much so 
that special summer courses, graduate programmes, and think tanks are 
being created to study Southern diplomacy and SSC in both developed 
and emerging countries specifically.11

This book seeks to respond to the growing call within both academe 
and practitioner circles for more systematic analyses of current trends 
in international development cooperation. The following discussion of 
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the literature on SSC attempts to show that existing works have yet to 
explore its specificities and implications fully. The authors then present 
the innovative analytical framework used by the various contributors 
to this book.

Contemporary SSC: The Existing Literature and Its 
Limitations

Together with the diplomacies of Southern countries,12 contemporary 
SSC has been the subject of renewed academic interest and enthusiasm, 
especially during the 2000s. The specialized literature on SSC highlights a 
number of characteristics and weaknesses exhibited by this kind of coop-
eration, which the following subsections discuss.

Focus on the BRICS

The SSC literature is dominated by the BRICS.13 In the development 
of specific case studies, China’s foreign policy in Africa has undeni-
ably drawn the most attention,14 due both to the volume of its aid and 
growing interest in this powerful global political and economic actor. 
This has sometimes obscured the activities and paradigms deployed by 
China in other regions, or by other Southern donor countries. Topping 
the list of the most attractive topics for scholars, China has been fol-
lowed by Brazil; this is especially so since former President Lula’s SSC 
policy was characterized by an Africa focus and the country generated 
high expectations regarding its domestic development records and its 
regional leadership before the economic slowdown and social protests 
became clear during the FIFA World Cup competition in 2014. India 
also has produced considerable interest, while South Africa’s diplo-
macy has been studied not mainly through its aid policy—because it 
has not flourished in a way as linear and spectacular as other emerging 
countries (see this book’s Chap. 6)—but through its diplomatic con-
tribution to alternative multilateral debates and fora, such as IBSA (a 
diplomatic club gathering India, Brazil, and South Africa since 2003), 
or the creation of the New Development Bank (NDB), which is a bank 
created in 2015 by the BRICS as an alternative to the IFIs. The focus 
on the BRICS is problematic to the extent that they are not always 
representative of all Southern diplomacies and policies,15 and it leaves 
aside other donors.
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Seeing SSC Through the Eyes of Donors: Emerging Countries 
and the International System

When authors apply the tools of International Relations (IR) to the study 
of SSC, they usually refer to realist theory’s core notion of “national 
interest,” understood as the geostrategic or economic motivations driving 
SSC. Several works have questioned the nature of the SSC concept as a 
public policy, and its links with foreign policy considerations, highlighting 
the gap between claims and “real” interests to engage more actively in 
other developing countries.16

With emphasis placed largely on Southern donors, SSC often is por-
trayed as a symptom and a sign of the “emergence” of middle or great 
powers (i.e. China, India, and Brazil in particular) at the expense of more 
detailed accounts of the potential effects of SSC in recipient countries 
informed by in-depth field research.17 The attention thus is placed on the 
role of emerging donors on the international scene and the “geopolitics” 
of SSC.18 By doing so, existing works reproduce a bias found in most 
classical works within the field of IR—that is, the focus on donor motives 
(cynical or altruistic depending on the school of thought) to send human, 
technical, and financial support to developing countries19 at the expense of 
its meaning for, uses by, and insertion into recipient societies. Nowadays, 
many studies still envisage the aid policies of emerging powers from the 
perspective of their potential impact on the global aid architecture and 
landscape, and thus insist on its macro-effects on world politics (i.e. the 
challenges to the Western promotion of “liberal democracy” all over the 
globe) or on the international system itself—that is, the rise of multipolar-
ity in world politics at the expense of US dominance.20

Generalizations Versus Diversity

It cannot be denied that Southern donors share a number of common 
characteristics, some of which distinguish them from traditional ones. 
Financial support is not necessarily the biggest share of their aid—techni-
cal assistance usually plays a key role—and is delivered mostly through 
bilateral, rather than multilateral, channels. Aid projects, instead of aid 
programmes or budget support, are the dominant aid modality in SSC. In 
addition, its providers claim that SSC is different from the North–South 
by nature, as it complies with the principle of horizontality, solidarity and 
reciprocity and mutual benefit. Moreover, while in the past decades the 
conditionalities attached to traditional aid have proliferated and expanded 
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to cover not only every aspect of policy (e.g. economic reforms, good 
governance, institutional and social development) but also its process of 
elaboration and implementation (e.g. civil society participation, trans-
parency, introduction of results-based management techniques), SSC 
claims to respect sovereignty, to adhere strictly to the principle of “non-
interference” in domestic affairs, and to be devoid of conditionalities 
(Gould 2005). China, however, asks recipient governments to recog-
nize the doctrine of “One China” against Taiwan’s diplomatic efforts for 
international recognition.

It would be erroneous to consider Southern donors as a homogenous 
category.21 Although they all claim to act out of horizontality and mutual 
benefit, these principles in reality have a variety of meanings and practical 
implications in each SSC scenario. The notion of “China’s exceptional-
ism” in Africa, a prominent feature in Beijing’s current engagement on the 
continent, seeks to structure relations such that they remain asymmetrical 
in economic content but are nonetheless characterized as equal in terms of 
recognition of economic gains and political standing (i.e. mutual respect 
and political equality).22 Southern donors are not equally “new” in their 
engagement with other parts of the global South. Even though China has 
a long tradition of cooperation with African countries, Turkey is fairly new 
to the game. China mostly is interested in extracting the natural resources 
present on the continent so as to feed its own industries at home; whereas 
this is not an objective for the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Cuba, or the 
Republic of Korea. Brazil and Cuba are not similarly “powerful” or, on 
the contrary, horizontal in their relationships with poverty-stricken, aid-
dependent countries. Despite a common rhetoric, each Southern donor 
uses specific resources and references to justify its actions, and does not 
equally claim to be different from its Northern counterparts.

Normativity and the Economic Focus

The topic of contemporary SSC has often been addressed by aid and 
development institutions and policy actors themselves,23 along with schol-
ars located within the fields of IR and development studies and frequently 
enmeshed in policymaking circles.24 This has had the positive effect of 
providing dense descriptions of official initiatives and ongoing policies;25 
however, it has at times also held the risk of a lack of critical distance 
vis-à-vis the claims of Southern donors themselves and of the perpetration 
of some myths associated with SSC.
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An additional difficulty (i.e. the lack of public data on SSC) has 
stalled the production of both detailed and critical analyses. To date, 
many analysts have relied extensively on official discourses and policy 
documents produced by Southern governments as well as scarce quanti-
tative data, as nontraditional donors are not committed to the norm of 
transparency instilled by the OECD–DAC,26 often lack the institutional 
capacity to collect and systematise data, and are reluctant to publish 
information about their aid policies for fear of raising social contesta-
tions in their own societies. Because emerging economies are very 
unequal (i.e. between rural and urban areas, coastal and hinterland 
regions, educated-formal and illiterate-informal workers), the number 
of poor in these countries also tends to be high—arguably, most of the 
world’s poor live in emerging and underdeveloped countries. This is in 
contrast to some developed countries where there is a political base and 
social constituencies that favour sending aid abroad. The lack of quan-
titative data available sometimes has not been compensated for by use 
of consistent qualitative empirical fieldwork in the form of ethnographic 
and onsite observations by scholars.

A fair number of academic pieces adopt a normative or prescriptive pos-
ture, assuming the desirability of SSC a priori. Many are oriented towards 
an evaluation that emphasizes the benefits of SSC as well as the “limits” 
and “challenges” it faces27 or the persistent “gap” between rhetoric and 
reality. They are interested in learning “lessons” from traditional aid or 
in offering policy recommendations for improving the implementation, 
coordination, transparency, or accountability of SSC.

The literature also suffers from an economic bias. When the effects of 
SSC are under scrutiny, it is mostly as a threat or opportunity in reference 
to economic development, and sometimes the discussion is being held in 
the absence of a multifaceted debate about its definition and the diverse 
ways of achieving it. This is a topic of immense controversy not only in 
the specialized literature but also in the policymaking world; historically, 
it has led to development strategies ranging from socialist, to protec-
tionist projects inspired by dependency theory, to import-substitution 
strategies, to neoliberal structural adjustment during the 1990s or micro-
finance.28 Such normative concerns and ambitions are absent from this 
book because its contributors do not work on the basis of a specific, 
preconceived definition of development; and the individuals do not feel 
the urge to improve the practice or effects of SSC but rather to unpack 
and interpret them.
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Overall, there is a vacuum of critical knowledge informed by fieldwork 
regarding SSC. As highlighted by Chaturvedi et al. (2012, 6), “SSC is not 
exposed to global scrutiny in the same way as are development aid flows 
from the OECD-DAC.” Benzi and Lo Brutto add that there is a lack of 
dialogue between works looking at North–South cooperation and SSC, 
and that the latter is often “excessively idealized.”29

Structure and Rationale: A Critical SSC Research 
Agenda

Given that most existing works on SSC are descriptive (not ana-
lytical) in nature and often are incomplete, this book builds on and 
complements them through a critical approach. The word “critical” is 
used here for three main reasons. First, it refers to the book’s objec-
tive to provide an independent and informed analysis through a non-
economic lens. As such, SSC is not considered here as desirable or 
dangerous, but as one among many subjects of international study that 
must be approached and explained with existing theoretical and meth-
odological tools. Therefore, the various chapters in the book look at 
the politics of SCC—that is, its political foundations, assumptions, and 
articulations with domestic politics in provider countries—and assess 
its sociopolitical effects in recipient countries through a dense, context-
specific, and interactional account of its inner workings. The chapters 
also pay special attention to the ideas and ideologies, norms and insti-
tutions, bureaucratic categories and practices, professional representa-
tions, cultural bonds, and popular imaginaries that underlie and sustain 
SSC practices.

Second, “critical” is used in reference to those vital trends within IR 
that fuel our analytical framework, including critical (as opposed to con-
ventional) constructivist thinking, inspired in particular by development 
anthropology and international political sociology. In line with some clas-
sical contributions in the field of development studies,30 SCC is treated 
throughout the book as the outcome of a social construct—shaped by the 
dialectical relationship between knowledge and power—and as a project 
aimed at governing poverty, the global South, and/or international politics. 
In doing so, the authors build on existing sociological and anthropological 
works that address traditional foreign aid and that have explored 
knowledge and beliefs, evidence, representations and interactions, daily 
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practices and habits, and institutional and bureaucratic routines that drive 
long-established development policies and aid programmes.31 In the same 
vein as for traditional donors, SSC providers are “part of a political process 
in which the issues of development and politics are closely interwoven”;32 
thus, there is an interest in the strategies that the providers deploy in order 
to gain and sustain legitimacy.33 Surprisingly enough, similar socioanthro-
pological analyses of SSC are few and far between (Brotherton 2008),34 
especially if one compares it with other topics.35

Finally, the book heeds international political sociology’s invitation to 
look at the characteristics of professionals, the distribution of resources, 
and the power dynamics within political fields. Thus, an attempt is made 
to incorporate such approaches—elaborated mostly in reference to law 
or security in European and North American contexts36—into the study 
of contemporary SSC policies. It is important to note that despite their 
diverse disciplinary origins, the scholarly works mentioned previously are 
not contradictory but rather complementary. The main reason for this is 
that they share a Foucauldian (and sometimes Bourdieusian) approach to 
power, and they pay great attention to the articulation between knowl-
edge (including the form adopted by expertise) and practice and to the 
competition for resources and legitimacy as driving forces within the field 
of international aid. Constructivism also provides tools for unveiling the 
(self-)perceptions and (mutual) representations at play, as well as the roles 
and division of labour organizing the relationships between actors in the 
field of SSC.

In brief, this book sets forth a critical research agenda that aims to do 
the following:

•	 Produce innovative insights on SSC practices, norms, and profes-
sionals beyond an assessment of the donors’ motivations and of the 
policies’ impact on “development.”

•	 Shed light on SSC’s site-specific and localized meanings and out-
comes in recipient contexts (instead of SSC’s articulation with, and 
impact on, aid’s global architecture).

•	 Take the diversity of SSC experiences seriously, including profession-
alization and politicization, legitimation and implementation, and 
to offer hypotheses and plausible explanations to account for the 
differences observed.

•	 Highlight the political—not mainly economic—underpinnings and 
effects of SSC in both donor and recipient countries.
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•	 Include understudied SSC providers, such as Colombia, Turkey, the 
Republic of Korea, or the UAE, in order to turn attention away 
from just the BRICS. However, when the BRICS are studied, they 
are approached in a way that is uncommon in the literature. Chinese 
aid is examined through its actions in Laos (see Chap. 8) instead of 
Africa, on which numerous studies already exist. Brazil is explored in 
two distinct chapters, but through varied and original lenses: the role 
of civil society organizations in protests against its agricultural coop-
eration in Mozambique (see Chap. 11), and a sociological analysis of 
its cooperantes in the health sector (see Chap. 5).

•	 Incorporate aspects and actors of SSC, such as civil society move-
ments (e.g. the case of Mozambique) and the private sector, that are 
rarely taken into account—because of an almost exclusive focus on 
diplomatic developments—but that play an essential role in SSC of at 
least India, Brazil, China and, to a lesser extent, Turkey.

In pursuing these objectives, the editors were fortunate enough to draw 
on a diverse array of analytical assets. The book brings together contribu-
tors based at institutions and/or coming from countries in the North (i.e. 
Université Libre de Bruxelles, SciencesPo in Paris, Middlesex University, 
University of Cambridge, the German Institute of Global and Area 
Studies – GIGA) and the South (i.e. Universidad del Rosario in Colombia, 
Universidad de los Andes in Venezuela, Qatar University, the Instituto de 
Estudos Sociais de Moçambique – IESE, the Pontifical Catholic University 
of Rio de Janeiro, the Universidad Andina Simón Bolívar in Ecuador, the 
Institute for Global Dialogue (South Africa)).

In addition, contributors include junior scholars, returning from the field 
with fresh information and ideas, and established scholars with more experi-
ence and knowledge about development, the International Political Economy 
(IPE), and South–South issues. A number of the authors are experts on the 
societies they describe (i.e. both donor and recipient countries). Although 
all of the chapters draw on original materials and empirical evidence that 
is not available in existing works, several contributors have been directly 
involved as civil servants in SSC agencies in the policymaking processes 
that they describe (e.g. Mehmet Ozkan at TIKA and Jimena Durán at the 
Colombian Agencia Presidencial de Cooperacion), and they adopt a reflective 
posture towards the categories and assumptions that dominate their profes-
sional milieu. Finally, the language skills of the book’s editors and authors 
allowed them to tap into the diverse array of literature produced on SSC in 
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