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Globalization processes produce dilemmas in different economic, social, cultural, 
political and environmental perspectives, thus calling into question the assumptions 
and instruments that have supported the understanding of and the action on the 
reality of development. “Development” and “progress” promised by multilateral 
and bilateral cooperation agencies have proved limited, exclusive, and sometimes 
perverse (Naylor, 2011; Pankaj, 2005). The “crisis of development” results from the 
unequal integration of individuals and classes in national society, but also from 
inequalities amidst nations in the international system. Moreover, this crisis stems 
from disappointment with what the North-South Cooperation (NSC) had promised 
to its beneficiaries worldwide, and also from a deep contradiction between the 
commitments from the North and their international practices in the actual promo-
tion of the development of the South. 
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Diagram 1. Human development and inequalities, 2013 
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North-South development cooperation has built its main institutions during the 
Cold War. USA’s strategic interests, the expansion of capitalism, and the need to 
fight against communism in a context of decolonisation have been its main drivers. 
That is to say that NSC has its own geopolitics and its political economy, both 
based on known socioeconomic asymmetries and political hierarchies (Hayter, 
1971). Moreover, this mix of West-East and North-South geopolitics has produced 
systemic incentives for more developed countries to engage in international devel-
opment cooperation (IDC), and thus establish their bilateral agencies and commit 
national funds to the “development” of other economies and societies (Lancaster, 
2007). Its symbolic regime (superiority of the West/North, unreciprocated gift, 
politics of pity, new forms of imperialism) has been widely criticized, and continues 
to be a major source of legitimation of IDC’s maintenance and reproduction both at 
the global and state levels (Escobar, 1994; Rist, 1996; Wallerstein, 2007). 

However, IDC has never been universal either in its institutions (OECD’s De-
velopment Assistance Committee could be seen as a selective club of member-
states), or in its definitions of roles (those who can give aid, and those who can 
receive it) and rules (former metropolis aiding former colonies, export of models, 
tied aid, etc.). NSC institutions have not considered “beneficiary” countries as full 
agents of their own development. More than that, developing countries have not 
taken part in the definition of rules and roles when it comes to OECD, the World 
Bank or the International Monetary Fund (Milani, 2008; Pereira, 2010). Only within 
the United Nations General Assembly have they been able to defend their own 
interests and agendas (creation of CEPAL in Latin America, new trade rules within 
UNCTAD, the New International Economic Order, the Buenos Aires Plan of Action 
on Technical Cooperation among Developing Countries, etc.), but the actual chang-
es stemming from these processes have been timid and partial. As Diagram 1 shows, 
current differences between North and South are very clear in terms of human 
development and inequalities. Contrary to what many analysts may defend, the 
world is still geopolitically and geoeconomically divided into North and South, or if 
one wants to take into account stratifications within countries, one could still see a 
Centre and a Periphery in the world-system. The nature of dependences and the 
scope of asymmetries may change, across and within borders, but they always 
reflect a particular order of global affairs. 

Therefore, history shows that NSC institutions, both hard (formal rules and or-
ganizations) and soft (practices, political culture), have reflected a particular status 
quo. One must always recall that institutions, and their discourses, norms and 
strategies, are the foundation of political behavior of states in the international order. 
Institutions define those who are able to participate in politics; what their particular 
rights and obligations might be; or how citizens can influence policy outcomes 
(Echart, 2008). Nonetheless, institutions are not aseptic rules but structures that are 
permeable to history, economics and power relations. The same institutional struc-
ture may produce different effects in different historical periods, which shows the 
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interest for comparisons (Badie & Hermet, 2001; Bara & Pennington, 2009; Dogan 
& Kazancigil, 1994; Hassenteufel, 2005; Mény & Surel, 2009; Schmitter, 2009). 

Taking this long history into account, South-South Cooperation (SSC) has 
emerged as an attempt for changing the state of affairs, but also as a promise of 
solidarity among developing countries (Ayllón, 2009). Large countries (Brazil, 
China, India, Indonesia, Mexico, South Africa, Turkey) but also smaller ones (Cuba, 
Ecuador, Uruguay) have engaged in SSC, and have begun to invest as “emerging 
donors”, both quantitatively and qualitatively, in several development sectors 
(public health, formal education and university cooperation, non-formal education, 
technical assistance projects, agricultural development, etc.). It is true that SSC has 
started with decolonisation processes: China in the fifties, Cuba, Brazil and India in 
the sixties, Turkey in the seventies, and so on. South-South relations are interesting 
processes of articulation among Global South countries beyond exclusively institu-
tionalised forms of SSC (Cairo & Bringel, 2010). It is also true that experiences 
vary among developing countries, and their sorts of engagements in SSC (Alexan-
droff & Cooper, 2010; Narlikar, 2010; Nolte, 2010). Moreover, this agenda is not 
empty of strategic, political and economic interest: SSC is also a platform for soft 
power projection, gains in terms of multilateral support, energy resource negotiation, 
trade and investment deals. In the particular case of SSC in the African continent, 
some authors have even started to discuss what they currently call “a new scramble 
for Africa” (Carmody, 2011). 

Therefore, it is clear that a systemic transformation that characterizes the turning 
into the twenty-first century (economic crises North and South, diffusion of power, 
the emergence of a Chinese superpower) creates incentives for developing countries, 
particularly the large ones, to seriously engage in international development, thus 
projecting their own internal contradictions into their SSC agendas. The main 
objective of this dossier is to discuss some features of SSC, without any intention of 
exhaustiveness, and with a particular focus on Brazil and Mexico. The central 
contribution of these papers roots in case studies, which can shed light on the reality 
and some of the impacts of SSC. 

The two first articles debate the financial dimension of SSC. The article on “The 
Reduction of Asymmetries in MERCOSUR as a Way of Development Aid and 
South-South Cooperation: the Case of FOCEM”, by João Carlos Amoroso Botelho, 
assesses South-South financial transfers within MERCOSUR as a mechanism for 
reducing asymmetries. Elsa Sousa Kraychete and Rômulo Carvalho Cristaldo’s 
paper on “The National Bank of Economic and Social Development on the Brazili-
an Development Strategies: From the Internal Articulation to the Expansion to Latin 
America” reveals the trajectory of the BNDES in two distinct moments of Brazilian 
economic development, developmentalism and current neodevelopmentalism.  

Then two papers focus on institutional processes of SSC, how countries build 
coalitions and eventually vote accordingly in the multilateral system. In “Mercosul 
and BRICS: Convergence at the General Assembly of the United Nations”, Amân-
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cio Jorge de Oliveira and Janina Onuki analyze how Brazil’s multilateral votes 
converge or not with votes coming from MERCOSUR, BRICS and nuclear powers. 
The fourth article, by Juan Pablo Prado Lallande and Rafael Velázquez Flores, 
assesses Mexico’s participation in international development cooperation, also 
focusing on institutional building and domestic policies and politics. 

In the concluding article, Rubens de Siqueira Duarte analyses Brazilian coopera-
tion in the midst of interests and solidarity announcements. Using the case of 
Mozambique and the cooperation programs Brazil has been implementing in the 
African continent, the author argues that Brazil’s SSC is also based on economic, 
multilateral and geopolitical interests. The two regions where SSC projects con-
ducted by the Brazilian Development Cooperation (known as ABC) are concentrat-
ed, South America and Africa, correspond in fact to the two priority areas in Bra-
zil’s defence policy, forming the Arch of the South Atlantic, where the Blue 
Amazon and its oil-rich resources are geographically located. 

The five articles show that developing countries share the historical legacy in 
terms of participation, between the years 1950 and 1970, in discussions about the 
center-periphery relations, non-alignment, Third World and the new international 
economic order. Some of them manifest a sort of geopolitical dissatisfaction with 
the status quo. They showcase regional and international leadership and negotiation 
capabilities, and all have traditional foreign services and a history of national di-
plomacy. As Vicky Randall (2004: 46) recalls, these are some features that help 
“justify studying the politics of Third World countries together as a separate group”. 
Moreover, many developing countries and emerging powers are still both recipients 
and donors of development cooperation. They give greater importance to the di-
plomacy of south-south cooperation in their official discourses, through the setting 
up of institutions, development of projects, and allocation of resources (Lima, 2005). 

Based on this need for academic research to deepen the analysis on SSC diverse 
realities, this dossier steers reflection on the roles “new powers” resume, on the 
ways they conceive and implement their SSC strategies. How are these develop-
ment cooperation strategies linked to foreign policy agendas? Can rising powers, 
through their SSC strategies, step up and accept leadership, as well as collective 
commitment and decision-making? Do these countries challenge the cooperation for 
development system with innovative practices and new rules of the game? Have 
they learned from past mistakes made within the framework of traditional NSC 
strategies? Viable answers to questions of this sort require serious attention to the 
contexts in which the crucial political processes operate. As Charles Tilly and 
Robert Goodin (2006) recall, it is fundamental to collect and organize systematic 
political knowledge of different contexts that are compared and analysed. Rising 
powers and developing countries all present domestic political cultures that profile 
their own national interpretations of history; they have had their respective encoun-
ters with the West and colonization, and situate their experiences at the margins of 
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the liberal international order. This issue is but a modest contribution to the under-
standing of such issues. 
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