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Legitimacy, Transparency,
and Information Technology: 

The World Trade Organization in an
Era of Contentious Trade Politics

c

Elizabeth Smythe and Peter J. Smith

The legitimacy of international trade rule making and the World Trade
Organization (WTO) have been subjects of increasing debate. Non-
governmental organizations, in particular, have criticized the lack of
democratic accountability and thus the legitimacy of trade policymak-
ing. This effort has included the development of transnational cam-
paigns and networks, facilitated by information and communications
technologies, to shed light on the trade rule-making process. At the
same time, transparency has become the minimal standard for account-
ability in both the public and private sector. We review the WTO’s mod-
est improvements in external transparency in response to these pressures.
Drawing on the experiences of a number of WTO members that have
responded to critics of their trade policymaking processes by a lim-
ited increase in transparency, we conclude that similar efforts at the
WTO will be an insufficient response to critics and fall short of what
is needed to seriously address legitimacy questions. KEYWORDS: World
Trade Organization, legitimacy, transparency, information technology,
trade policy.

The collapse of the fifth ministerial meeting of the World Trade
Organization (WTO) in September 2003 in Cancún, Mexico,
amid mutual recriminations of negotiators, street protests, and

complaints about the negotiating process has raised questions once
again about the organization and its role in global governance. Even
prior to Cancún, some scholars had argued that the WTO had a legiti-
macy crisis and a “democratic deficit.” This concern, however, reflects
broader questions about the process of governance at the global level.

As globalized systems of production and exchange have brought in-
creased interdependence and mutual sensitivity of national economies,
states have been forced to act increasingly in concert with each other to
collectively steer or govern their societies. Unable individually to solve
many of the problems confronting them, states have collectively developed
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The Global Compact:
Shifting the Politics of 

International Development?
c

Jean-Philippe Thérien and Vincent Pouliot

The UN Global Compact epitomizes the current state of the politics of
international development in three distinct ways. First, the Compact
illustrates a major turn in development thinking. After decades of hos-
tile relations, the UN and business now acknowledge their common
interest in the promotion of sustainable development. Second, the
Compact brings to light the gradual emergence of more inclusive
forms of global governance, in response to the failure of traditional
mechanisms of development cooperation. Third, ongoing discussions
about the Global Compact attest to the competing worldviews that
structure today’s development debate. Overall, the Compact demon-
strates that, beyond its ever changing dynamics, international develop-
ment ultimately remains a political, rather than a technical, process.
KEYWORDS: Global Compact, development, United Nations, multi-
lateralism, public-private partnerships.

W hen he introduced the idea of the Global Compact at the 1999
World Economic Forum in Davos, UN Secretary-General
Kofi Annan opened a new chapter in the history of the United

Nations. Never before had the organization expressed such a willing-
ness to join with business in promoting international development. Cen-
tered on the ambitious objective of “[giving] global markets a more
human face,”1 the Global Compact has since become, thanks to the
direct leadership of the secretary-general, a key instrument in the UN’s
overall strategy to foster a more inclusive and sustainable world economy.

The mission of the Global Compact is framed on the basis of two
primary objectives. First, the Compact is a corporate citizenship initia-
tive that invites the private sector “to embrace, support and enact . . . a
set of core values in the areas of human rights, labour standards, the
environment, and anti-corruption.”2 The 2,400 companies that had joined
the Global Compact as of the end of 2005 were committed to voluntarily
applying, within their sphere of influence, ten principles drawn from four
major international agreements: the Universal Declaration of Human
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The World Bank as a
Transnational Expertised Institution

c

Asunción Lera St. Clair

The World Bank has become an expertised transnational institution
and thus subject to the problems of expertise identified by social stud-
ies of science. The legitimacy and credibility of the Bank’s expertise
is drawn through a circular process between the knowledge it pro-
duces and the audiences that legitimize that knowledge. Untangling
such circularity is crucial because global poverty and development are
not simple social facts awaiting to be described or predicted. Given
that processes of knowledge formation and the institutionalization of
expertise are in themselves political exercises, the Bank’s knowledge
shapes global governance. This article calls for constructive engage-
ment of academics on the way knowledge is produced and distributed
by global institutions. KEYWORDS: poverty, expertise, World Bank,
knowledge, legitimacy.

T he World Bank is one of the most important sources of knowledge
for development and poverty reduction. Its research capacities,
the influence that its lending role has in developing countries, and

the support it draws from the United States and global financial actors
endow approaches and ideas endorsed by the Bank with a unique power
and influence. Given that processes of knowledge creation, expert institu-
tionalization, and community formation are in themselves political exer-
cises,1 the Bank is a major global governance actor as much as a major
global knowledge actor: it is a transnational expertised state-like institu-
tion that sets the scene for both global politics and global knowledge.

Knowledge produced or supported by the Bank cannot be said to be
objective science elaborated independently from politics and disembod-
ied from wider social worlds. In addition, the Bank’s knowledge is not
only self-referential, but it is also limited by its diverse principals, who
often pose conflictive demands on the Bank’s researchers. In this arti-
cle, I argue that the legitimacy and credibility of the Bank’s expertise
is drawn through a circular process between the knowledge it produces
and the audiences that legitimize that knowledge. Because global
poverty and development are not simple social facts waiting to be
described or predicted, untangling such circularity is crucial. These are
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Possible Future Architectures of
Global Governance: A Transnational

Perspective/Prospective
c

Sanjeev Khagram

Several (normative-analytic) images of (future) global governance
architectures are identified. If realized, any of these images would
indeed be preferable to the current world (dis)order, as they all fulfill
certain core progressive values. Hence, a synthetic transnational per-
spective on world dynamics over the twentieth century and its impli-
cations for understanding current and possible future global governance
architectures are needed. The article concludes with some cautious
prospective and prescriptive thoughts on future global governance
architectures for a transnational world. KEYWORDS: globalization,
transnational dynamics, global governance architectures, world orders,
networks, states, nation, nation-state system, imperialism, sovereignty,
civil society.

Probabilistic and critical research on the structures and dynamics of
contemporary global governance has grown and improved dramat-
ically over the last decade—the founding of this very journal is

symbolic of these trends. Much attention has also been given to reforms
of particular organizations, such as the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organziation (NATO). But far less
possible and creative scholarship on broad, future global governance
architectures is available.

In this article, I delineate several normative-analytic images of pos-
sible future global governance architectures that have been articulated
in some fashion by scholars and practitioners.1 I then offer a synthetic
transnational perspective on world dynamics over the twentieth century
and their implications for these possible future global governance archi-
tectures. I conclude with some cautious prospective and prescriptive
thoughts on future global governance architectures for a transnational
world.

I submit that any of the normative analytic images identified here
are politically possible. The current transnationalized world we live in
seems to suggest that the current hybridity of global governance might
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