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Abstract 
The North-South divide is one of the contending issues in modern world politics. 

It implies a bipolar representation of the world into two unequal parts; the North 

(otherwise regarded as the First World or the Core) comprising of the developed 

nations of the world, and the South (also referred to as Third World or the 

Periphery), otherwise, encompassing the underdeveloped nations of the world. 

Capturing the relationship that exists between these two worlds as uneven, many 

scholars have advanced reasons for why the North is developed, and why the 

South remains underdeveloped despite the numerous efforts to advance it. Using 

the multi analytical approach, this paper analyzes the geographical positioning of 

the North-South, and earmarks the characteristics that differentiate them. 
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Introduction 

The concept of the North-South represents the disparities that exists in the political, 

economic, social and cultural lives of the peoples of the North, consisting of countries of 

Western Europe, the United States of America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Japan etc, 

and those of the Southern pole, comprising of countries of Latin America, the Caribbean, 

Asia, the Pacific and Africa. These disparities can be clearly seen in the quality of lives of 

their peoples, the advancement in technology, stability in their political ethos and in 

virtually all spheres of their human endeavor. 

 

The concept North-South, when employed in global context, depicts developed countries 

and the underdeveloped/developing ones. The North-South together, comprises of the 

world’s population. As a term, the North-South emerged in the 1970s in acknowledgement 

of the Third World’s rising economic and political influence, as well as in response to 

growing discontent with prior terminology, which were widely perceived as derogatory. 
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Although the South has long been home to the majority of the world’s population, its share 

of the global population is increasing since fertility rate in the North have fallen by a high 

amount. As a result, the South is sometimes commonly referred to as the majority world 

(International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 2021). 

 

Conceptual Clarification 

National Geographic defined geography as the study of places and the relationships that 

exist between people and their environments. It seeks to understand where things are 

found, why they are there and how they develop and change over time. 

 

Accordingly, Johnson (2020) defined geography as the study of the earth’s surface and 

their interactions. It aims to answer why things are the way they are and where they are. 

The term is based on ancient practice, and is concerned with the features of places, 

particularly their natural environs and peoples, as well as their interactions. 

 

Rosenburg (2018) argued that the term geography is complex to define. He stressed that 

the term does not only connote the study of map; neither does it only capture the physical 

features of the land because, people are influenced. He however divided geography into 

two, namely; human and physical geography. On the one hand, human geography studies 

people in relation to the space they inhabit, while physical geography encompasses the 

whole process of shaping the earth’s land surface and its envelope, emphasizing the 

geographical variations that occur as well as the temporal changes required to comprehend 

the earth’s modern surroundings. 

 

The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, defined geography as areal character 

of the earth in which man lives, the content and function of the areal component, region, 

or place, as well as the pattern and interactions between the areal parts. 

 

Global North 

The North is a term used to depict the industrialized countries of the world, situated in the 

Northern hemisphere. They represent the technology hub of the world. These countries 

are wealthy, with high expectancy rate, low levels of corruption etc. 

 

Characteristics of the Global North 

The Global North is characterized by the following features. They include but not limited 

to: Technological advancement, democracy/political stability, GDP growth, High per 

capita income, low population, high levels of employment, literacy. 
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• Technological Advancement 

The countries of the North, happens to be the most technologically advanced 

region of the world. According to Kegley (2009), differences in technology have 

separated the global North countries from those of the South. The southern 

countries have not advanced or progressed from their primitive indigenous 

cultures. This means they have to depend on corporations from the North rather 

than developing their own industries and economies. The North is home to the 

world’s technology. High levels of technological and scientific revolutions have 

positioned the Global North as the hub of the world’s most sophisticated 

technologies. This has also manifested in the rapid industrialization of the North. 

• Democracy And Political Stability 

Countries of the North have a very stable democratic practice. There are hardly 

any incidences of disobedience to the rule of law, nor is there political upheaval or 

unrest. Due to the presence of strong institutions of state, there is strict adherence 

to tenets of democracy. Politically, countries of the North wield so much power 

and affluence in the global community. Robinson (2008) argues that, the North 

enjoy political stability, which have resulted in them channeling their energies to 

critical sectors in dire need of attention. 

• Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Growth 

One of the glaring characteristics of the countries of the North is their control of 

almost 95 percent of the world’s total GDP and GNP. According to Richardson 

(2015) countries of the global North despite having just about 1/4 of the world’s 

population, accounts for about 95 percent of global GDP and GNP, making her a 

commanding economic leader. He argued that the per-capita income earned by an 

average worker in the North, far more than triple those of the global South. For 

instance, the 15 most advanced countries of the world, controls a whopping $85.8 

trillion in 2018 alone, while countries of the South control a meager 0.6 percent of 

global GDP. 

• High per-capita income 

One outstanding feature of the North is the high per-capita income which 

ultimately more than doubles what those of the global South earn per- annum. 

According to Odey (2017), citizens of the global North represent the highest 

earners in term of per-capita income. They live a practically balanced life and have 

good standards of living. Similarly, Robinson (2008) buttressed that, for those 

living in the Northern hemispheres, would living standards have already been 

determined by a well to do economic system, they tend to enjoy better standard of 

living, in relation to their counterparts residing in the South. 
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• Low birth rate 

Another characteristic of the North is the low birth rate, which have resulted in an 

aging population. Nargund (2009) stressed that access to contraceptives as well as 

increasing rate of abortion, sexual infection, obesity and environmental factors 

involved in urbanization is the reason for such infertility. Arcuri (2019) further 

stressed that improved educational opportunity for women, coupled with low 

child mortality, increase in societal prosperity are contributory factor to the low 

birth rate in the North. 

• High levels of Employment 

Countries of the North have high employment rate as compared to those of the 

global South. Szmigiera (2021) shows that adult employment rate was higher in 

the developed countries as compared to those of the South. Among the OECD 

economies, Switzerland had the highest rate of adult employment, at 79.9 percent, 

Iceland and the Netherland coming second and third respectively, with 

77.9 and 77.8 percent of adult employment. 

• Literacy 

Literacy levels in developed countries are very high. This is because of the ease of 

access to quality education. According to World Population Review (2021), 

developed countries accounts for about 99.2 percent of the world’s literacy. 

Among these are males aged 15 and above, accounting for about 90 percent of the 

literacy level, while the females lag behind with about 82.7 percent of the global 

literacy. 

 

Global South 

According to Benabdallah (2017), the term global South is commonly used to refer to 

countries that are less economically developed. It is a broad word that encompasses a wide 

range of states with varying degrees of economic, cultural, and political clout in the 

international order. Countries of the global South, are basically located in Africa, Asia, the 

Caribbean, the Pacific, South America etc. 

 

Characteristics of the South 

The following are some of the characteristics of the South. They including: economic 

dependence, low Gross Domestic Product (GDP), low human capital development index 

(HDI), political instability, high unemployment rate, poverty, illiteracy etc. 

• Economic Dependence 

Because of the poor nature of the economies of nations in the South, they rely 

heavily on the more economical and technological advanced North. According to 

(Nutt, 2014) the economies of the Third World otherwise known as the global 
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South, lacks modernity and independence as such, often geared towards servicing 

and being control by the industrialized North. This imbalance of control further 

widens the gap between the North and the South. 

• Low GDP 

Countries of the South are disadvantaged in terms of GDP growth. Reports 

suggest that despite having more than 4/5 of the global population, the South only 

but controls a mere 

• Low Human Development Index (HDI) 

Basically published annually by the United Nations, the HDI assesses three key 

aspects of human life, knowledge, a long and healthy life and a fair level of living. 

By the HDI rankings the United States is placed fifth, while the Congo comes a 

distant 186. 

• Political Instability 

A major characteristic of the global South is the incessant cases of political 

instabilities, obviously as a result of bad governance, poverty, illiteracy etc. Nutt 

(2014) argued that majority of the world’s poorest countries are bedeviled with 

political instabilities, lack of political rights and civil liberties. For instance, 

countries within the southern pole are frequent in experiencing military coups. 

Even those who claim to practice the western form of democracy, during elections 

are themselves very violent and the elections fraught with lots of illegally. 

• Unemployment 

The countries of the global South, is fraught with chronic unemployment issues. 

A large chunk of their population are unable to secure jobs, while those who are 

able to, are over-worked and underpaid. A recent report by Bloomberg in August, 

2021, suggest that, the countries of South Africa, Nigeria, Namibia, Jordan, and 

Costa Rica tops the list of countries with highest unemployment rate globally. 

• Poverty 

According to Global Vision.org, an estimated 1.3 billion people living in 107 

developing countries which accounts for about 22 percent of the global 

population, live in multidimensional poverty. About 84.3 percent of them are 

situated in Sub-Saharan Africa and South-East Asia. Due to poor economic 

performances, coupled with endemic corruption, most countries of the global 

South find themselves in the precarious circle of poverty. 

• Illiteracy 

There can be seen a very high rate of illiteracy in this global South. This is due to 

the poor standards of education, poverty and many other factors, many citizens of 

the South are unable to afford the required basic education. A report by the 
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Guardian in 2014, suggests that one in four young people in the developing 

countries are unable to read or write a sentence. 

 

Conclusion 

The North-South debate is an unending one. Although, these countries are grouped in 

relation to their levels of advancement and industrialization, it is importance to point out 

that the North-South classification, transcend that of geographical explanation. For 

instance, the countries of New Zealand and Singapore ordinarily are located at the 

southern pole of the equator, but in classification and explanation of the global North-

South debate, it is considered a Northern country. For country like Nigeria also, it is 

classified as a Southern country, when ordinarily, it is situated in the Northern 

hemisphere. Regardless, this geo-political classification, help scholars of international 

politics to easily identify/group those countries that are pace setters to those weaker ones 

characterized by the many challenges of underdevelopment, poverty, etc. 
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