


[bookmark: _GoBack]Review Article
World Trade Organization (WTO) and Global South Development: Between Economic Diplomacy and Structural Dependency

Abstract
The World Trade Organization (WTO) was established to provide a multilateral framework for trade and development, yet its record in the Global South remains contested. This study explores how the WTO has shaped development outcomes in Africa and beyond, with particular attention to the dual dynamics of structural dependency and economic diplomacy. A scoping review approach was employed to synthesize peer-reviewed literature, policy reports, and case evidence, enabling the identification of recurring patterns and theoretical debates. The findings reveal that WTO rules on tariff escalation, subsidies, and Special and Differential Treatment have restricted the policy space of developing economies, reinforcing dependence on primary exports and undermining industrialization. Nigeria’s experience illustrates how premature liberalization contributed to deindustrialization and heightened vulnerability to global shocks. South Africa’s post-apartheid integration demonstrates that membership can support export growth and global reinsertion, though structural inequalities and high unemployment persist. At the same time, moments of coalition building, such as the Group of 20 initiative at Cancún, show how developing countries have used the WTO as a platform for collective bargaining and diplomatic agency. The study concludes that the WTO occupies a paradoxical position between structural dependency and economic diplomacy. Its rules often entrench global inequalities, yet it remains one of the few multilateral institutions where the Global South can contest asymmetries and pursue reform. Future prospects depend on rebalancing subsidy rules, strengthening Special and Differential Treatment, and enhancing the voice of least developed countries in global trade governance.
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1. Introduction
The creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995 was heralded as a turning point in the global trading system, institutionalizing multilateralism and embedding legally binding rules to guide international commerce. For developing countries, particularly in the Global South, membership was presented as a path to greater market access, export diversification, and integration into the world economy (Mitchell & Sheargold, 2009; Nyambuli, 2025). The Uruguay Round that birthed the WTO was often described as a “grand bargain,” where the South accepted new commitments on services, intellectual property, and investment in exchange for the promise of expanded agricultural and textile market openings in the North (Bernhardt, 2014). Yet this bargain has proven uneven in practice, with persistent protectionism in sectors vital to Southern economies and liberalization skewed toward areas of Northern advantage (Irwin, 2006; Weinhardt & Schöfer, 2021). Scholars argue that the WTO has reinforced longstanding asymmetries in the global trade regime. While it offers a binding dispute settlement mechanism and promotes transparency through trade policy reviews, it has also limited the policy space available for developing countries to pursue industrial strategies (Bown, 2024; Khor & Ocampo, 2010). Export subsidies, historically central to the industrial rise of economies like South Korea and Taiwan, were outlawed under the Agreement on Subsidies and Countervailing Measures, even as advanced economies retained room to maintain massive domestic subsidies, particularly in agriculture (Amsden, 2001; Aguayo, 2022). The resulting imbalance has locked many Global South economies into low-value production, undermining their capacity to climb the industrial ladder (Bernhardt, 2014).
Empirical studies highlight the uneven developmental consequences of WTO membership. South Africa’s accession was accompanied by significant tariff reductions and expanded export growth after apartheid, suggesting some benefits from multilateral liberalization (Edwards, 2005; Faulkner & Loewald, 2008). By contrast, Nigeria’s experience illustrates the destructive effects of premature liberalization, as full adoption of WTO rules exposed domestic industries to dumping and cheap imports, turning the economy into a “dumping ground” for foreign products and accelerating factory closures (Nnabuihe et al., 2014). Such divergent outcomes underscore that WTO rules interact with national political economies in complex ways, reinforcing the heterogeneity of the Global South (Schöfer & Weinhardt, 2022; Rena, 2012). At the same time, the WTO has become a site of economic diplomacy where developing countries attempt to reshape rules through coalition politics. The G-20 coalition at Cancún in 2003 demonstrated the South’s capacity to contest Northern dominance, while recent debates over “developing-country status” reveal the fragmentation of the traditional North–South divide, with emerging powers like China, India, and Brazil adopting divergent strategies (Esparza, 2010; Weinhardt, 2023). These dynamics highlight the WTO’s paradoxical position as both an arena of empowerment and a mechanism of dependency (Pearl et al., 2025).
Despite decades of engagement, the question of whether the WTO has advanced the developmental aspirations of the Global South remains unsettled. Critics argue that trade liberalization without adequate safeguards exacerbates vulnerability, weakens local industries, and perpetuates underdevelopment (Evans, 2009; Haug, 2020). Supporters counter that integration into global markets has provided new opportunities for growth and investment in certain contexts (Rodrik, 2011; Cuong et al., 2015). Nevertheless, what is clear is that the promises of the Doha Development Agenda remain largely unfulfilled, reinforcing perceptions of structural bias within the institution (Naidu, 2025; Jaldi, 2023). The purpose of this research is to critically examine the dual role of the WTO in shaping development outcomes in the Global South, focusing on the tension between economic diplomacy and structural dependency. By analyzing the institutional rules, policy constraints, and country experiences of Nigeria and South Africa, while situating these within broader debates on coalition politics and the evolution of “developing-country” status, this study interrogates how far the WTO has delivered on its developmental promises. In doing so, it seeks to contribute to ongoing discussions on reforming global trade governance in a way that addresses inequality and enhances the agency of the Global South.
2. Methodology
This research adopted a scoping review design to examine the dual role of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in shaping development outcomes in the Global South. The choice of a scoping review was informed by the need to synthesize a diverse body of literature spanning trade law, international political economy, and case studies on Africa, while identifying thematic patterns and conceptual debates rather than measuring effect sizes (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010; Tricco et al., 2016). The methodology followed three steps: identifying relevant studies, charting the evidence, and synthesizing findings narratively.
The literature search was conducted using Boolean operators across major databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and ResearchGate, supplemented by manual searches of institutional repositories and reference lists. Keywords combined terms such as “World Trade Organization” OR “WTO” AND “Global South” OR “developing countries” AND “dependency” OR “economic diplomacy” OR “structural inequality.” Studies were included if they focused on the WTO’s developmental impact, coalition politics, trade rules, or case studies involving Africa, particularly Nigeria and South Africa. Both peer-reviewed articles and policy papers were considered to ensure a comprehensive evidence base. Data extraction and synthesis were guided by narrative synthesis principles (Popay et al., 2006). Evidence was organized into thematic categories i.e structural dependency, economic diplomacy, differentiated strategies, and African case studies, allowing for the integration of theoretical and empirical findings. This approach facilitated a balanced interpretation of how WTO rules constrain policy space while simultaneously offering avenues for diplomatic engagement.
3. Structural Dependency in WTO Rules
The experience of the Global South in the World Trade Organization (WTO) is marked by structural constraints that have persisted since the Uruguay Round. Central to these is the problem of market access. While developing countries anticipated that the expansion of multilateral rules would dismantle protection in agriculture and textiles, these sectors remain heavily shielded in the North. High tariff peaks, tariff escalation, and the maintenance of quotas limit the ability of developing countries to move beyond the export of raw materials into higher value-added processing (Bernhardt, 2014). Such practices ensure that while developing economies supply raw cotton, coffee, or cocoa, the profitable stages of processing and branding remain in the hands of industrialized economies, thereby reproducing dependency within global value chains (Bagwell & Staiger, 1999; Baldwin, 2006). In addition to tariffs, non-tariff measures have become a powerful mechanism of exclusion. Anti-dumping duties and sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) standards, applied largely by the United States and the European Union, disproportionately target exporters from the South. Between 1995 and 2002, over two thousand anti-dumping investigations were launched, with industrialized economies initiating a disproportionate share (Irwin, 2006). These measures are often presented as legitimate tools to correct unfair trade practices, yet in practice they serve as long-term protectionist instruments that block developing countries from securing stable market access (Amsden, 2003; Khor & Ocampo, 2010). The irony is that economies most capable of absorbing competitive shocks are the heaviest users of such measures, while Southern producers, with far less resilience, bear the costs.
Another critical channel of dependency arises from the erosion of policy space. The WTO’s Agreement on Subsidies and Countervailing Measures (SCM) prohibits the use of export subsidies for members above a minimal gross domestic product (GDP) threshold. This measure curtailed instruments that had been central to the industrialization of East Asian economies, such as South Korea and Taiwan, which relied on subsidized credit and targeted export promotion to break into global markets (Amsden, 2001). At the same time, developed countries continue to subsidize their agricultural sectors, having merely shifted from export subsidies to domestic supports that remain permissible under WTO rules. In the European Union alone, domestic support for cereals and beef increased by nearly nineteen billion dollars in the late 1990s even as export subsidies were reduced. The result is an entrenched asymmetry where Northern producers enjoy sustained protection while Southern countries are deprived of the very instruments that could facilitate their industrial transition (Aguayo, 2022; Bernhardt, 2014).
The principle of Special and Differential Treatment (SDT), once celebrated as a guarantee of flexibility for developing countries, has also been hollowed out. Under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), developing countries were permitted to maintain unbound tariffs, quantitative import restrictions, and domestic content requirements, providing crucial tools to nurture infant industries. With the WTO, these privileges were either eliminated or reduced to voluntary and temporary concessions. Legally binding SDT is now limited mainly to transition periods in agreements such as Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) and Agriculture, while most provisions take the form of unenforceable “best endeavour” clauses (Khor & Ocampo, 2010; International Institute for Sustainable Development [IISD], 2003). The consequence is a steady erosion of developmental safeguards, leaving weaker economies to liberalize without adequate protections.
3.1 National Experiences: Nigeria and South Africa
The domestic implications of these structural constraints are evident in two major African economies. In Nigeria, the full adoption of WTO rules combined with inadequate industrial support policies exposed the economy to import surges, turning the domestic market into what industry associations describe as a dumping ground. The Manufacturers Association of Nigeria and other private-sector groups have consistently raised alarms about factory closures in textiles, consumer goods, and electronics, linking them directly to unfair competition under WTO liberalization (Nnabuihe et al. 2014). The inability of local industries to survive against subsidized imports has deepened dependence on crude oil exports, reinforcing a fragile mono-economy vulnerable to global price volatility (Rena, 2012; Ezeonwuka et al., 2025). By contrast, South Africa’s integration into the WTO presents a more nuanced picture. Following the end of apartheid, the government undertook wide-ranging trade reforms, binding 98 percent of tariff lines, reducing rates, and phasing out subsidies (Edwards, 2005). These reforms coincided with modest economic recovery, as average GDP growth increased from 0.19 percent in the early 1990s to 2.58 percent between 1995 and 1999 (Faulkner & Loewald, 2008). Empirical evidence suggests that WTO membership promoted export growth, particularly in manufactured goods, though this came at the cost of significant exposure to global competition and rising inequality (Cuong et al., 2015; Busse & Gröning, 2011). The South African case underscores that while the WTO can act as a vehicle of integration and reform, its benefits are highly uneven and conditioned by domestic capacity.
Table 1. Contrasting Experiences of Nigeria and South Africa in the World Trade Organization (WTO)
	Indicator
	Nigeria
	South Africa
	References

	WTO Accession
	Joined in 1995
	Joined in 1995
	Edwards (2005); Nnabuihe et al. (2014)

	Approach to Liberalization
	Full adoption of commitments without strong domestic safeguards
	Integrated into broader post-apartheid reform strategy
	Nnabuihe et al. (2014); Rena (2012); Edwards (2005)

	Industrial Impact
	Collapse of textiles, electronics, and consumer goods; heavy import dependence
	Export expansion in manufacturing, especially automotive; participation in global value chains
	Ezeonwuka et al. (2025); Busse & Gröning (2011); Cuong et al. (2015)

	Agricultural Impact
	Severe competition from subsidized imports; decline in local farming
	Mixed outcomes; liberalization opened opportunities but hurt labor-intensive sectors like clothing
	Rena (2012); Abdullateef & Ijaiya, (2010); Kaplan (2004)

	Policy Space
	Restricted by WTO rules; limited ability to use subsidies or local content requirements
	Some flexibility but constrained compared to East Asian economies
	Khor & Ocampo (2010); Rodrik (2006)

	Economic Outcome
	Deepened dependency on crude oil; high vulnerability to global shocks
	Modest GDP growth recovery, but inequality and unemployment persist
	Faulkner & Loewald (2008); Du Plessis & Smit (2007)



4. Economic Diplomacy and Differentiated Strategies
4.1. Coalition Politics and Collective Bargaining
Although structural dependency constrains many Global South economies within the World Trade Organization (WTO), the institution has also functioned as an arena for economic diplomacy where developing countries can contest inequalities and negotiate collectively. One of the clearest illustrations of this came during the Cancún Ministerial Conference in 2003, when the formation of the Group of 20 (G-20) coalition challenged the dominance of the United States and the European Union by pressing for meaningful reform of agricultural subsidies. This coalition, which included Brazil, India, China, and South Africa among others, symbolized a new capacity of Southern states to engage in collective bargaining and demonstrated that the South could disrupt long-standing asymmetries in multilateral negotiations (Esparza, 2010). Such moments of coalition-building underscore how the WTO can provide a diplomatic platform for the Global South to articulate shared interests, even in the face of structural imbalances.
However, the politics of coalition diplomacy have become increasingly fragmented. The traditional North–South cleavage has been complicated by the rise of major emerging economies whose strategies often diverge from those of smaller developing countries. Research shows that Brazil, India, and China, while united in resisting Northern dominance in some areas, have pursued distinct approaches to “developing-country status” and the use of Special and Differential Treatment (SDT) within the WTO (Schöfer & Weinhardt, 2022). Brazil has tended toward active coalition leadership, India has prioritized preserving flexibility in agricultural policy, and China has leveraged its developing-country designation to protect domestic policy space while simultaneously positioning itself as a global trade power (Weinhardt, 2023). These divergences illustrate that the Global South is far from homogenous in its diplomatic strategies, and that “developing-country” status has become a contested political category rather than a unified bloc (Weinhardt & Schöfer, 2021).
The evolution of this diplomatic landscape has important implications for reform debates. Calls for completing the Doha Development Agenda, particularly in agriculture and subsidies, remain central to the demands of many developing countries, yet progress has stalled due to Northern resistance and divisions within the South itself (Naidu, 2025). Policy analyses suggest that while smaller economies continue to press for stronger SDT provisions, emerging economies are increasingly interested in carving out selective exemptions that serve their own strategic interests (Jaldi, 2023). The WTO thus embodies a paradox: it is simultaneously the forum where developing countries demand greater equity in global trade and the site where the unity of the South is fractured by competing interests and capacities.
4.2. Symbolic Participation and Representation
Economic diplomacy within the WTO extends beyond coalition politics to the symbolic power of participation. For many least developed countries (LDCs), the WTO represents not only a rules-based system but also a space where their voices, however constrained, can be heard in shaping global trade norms. Even when negotiating from a position of weakness, participation allows these states to contest narratives of passivity and assert claims to fairness and justice within the global order (Kaul, 2013; Haug, 2020). Yet the effectiveness of this diplomacy is limited by resource constraints, as many small delegations lack the technical capacity to engage in the complex negotiations that define the WTO’s agenda. This imbalance in representation further underscores the structural inequities of the system. At thirty years since its founding, the WTO thus stands at a crossroads between diplomatic opportunity and institutional stagnation. On one hand, it remains one of the few multilateral institutions where the Global South can formally contest Northern dominance and engage in coalition politics that have at times reshaped negotiations. On the other hand, the fragmentation of developing-country strategies, the enduring asymmetry in bargaining power, and the stalled Doha Development Agenda reinforce the perception that the WTO has failed to fulfill its promise of being a development-oriented institution (Weinhardt & Barros Leal Farias, 2025; Rena, 2012). The challenge for the Global South is therefore to navigate these contradictions, thus, leveraging the WTO as a site of economic diplomacy while simultaneously confronting the structural rules that perpetuate dependency.


6. Case Studies of the WTO in Africa
6.1. Nigeria in the World Trade Organization
Nigeria’s trajectory in the World Trade Organization (WTO) highlights the vulnerabilities of liberalization undertaken without sufficient domestic capacity and industrial support. From the mid-1990s, the full adoption of WTO commitments exposed the Nigerian economy to import surges that domestic industries were unable to withstand. The Manufacturers Association of Nigeria (MAN) and the Nigerian Employers’ Consultative Association (NECA) repeatedly warned that liberalization had turned the domestic market into a dumping ground for foreign products (Nnabuihe et al., 2014). The problem was compounded by structural weaknesses in the domestic economy. High production costs, driven by unreliable electricity supply, poor transport infrastructure, and limited access to credit, further undermined the competitiveness of Nigerian manufacturers. As a result, industries that might have benefited from protective measures were instead left vulnerable under open competition. By the 2000s, Nigeria’s once-thriving textile industry had collapsed almost entirely, shedding hundreds of thousands of jobs (Okafor, 2017; Ezeonwuka et al., 2025).
Agriculture also suffered under WTO-driven liberalization. Local farmers faced stiff competition from subsidized imports of rice, wheat, and poultry from the United States and the European Union. Studies estimate that Nigeria lost billions annually in potential revenue due to the influx of cheap agricultural imports, which eroded local production capacity and displaced rural livelihoods (Rena, 2012; Abdullateef & Ijaiya, 2010). Instead of encouraging diversification, WTO commitments reinforced Nigeria’s dependence on crude oil exports, which by the mid-2000s accounted for over 90 percent of export earnings (World Bank, 2013). This deepened structural vulnerability to external shocks, as seen during oil price collapses in 2008 and 2014. Policy space was another casualty of Nigeria’s WTO membership. The erosion of Special and Differential Treatment (SDT) privileges and restrictions under the Agreement on Subsidies and Countervailing Measures (SCM) curtailed the government’s ability to use industrial policies such as subsidies, import restrictions, and local content requirements to protect nascent industries (Khor & Ocampo, 2010). Consequently, while other emerging economies leveraged selective protection and subsidies to nurture competitiveness, Nigeria was locked into a liberalized framework that limited developmental policy tools.
5.2. South Africa in the World Trade Organization
South Africa, by contrast, approached WTO integration as part of a broader post-apartheid economic reform strategy. Upon joining in 1995, the country bound 98 percent of tariff lines, phased out export subsidies, and substantially reduced average tariff rates (Edwards, 2005). Empirical evidence suggests that WTO membership coincided with a notable expansion of exports, particularly in manufactured goods, and contributed to a modest recovery of growth. Average gross domestic product (GDP) growth increased from 0.19 percent during the 1990–1994 period to 2.58 percent between 1995 and 1999, signaling a reversal of stagnation under international sanctions (Faulkner & Loewald, 2008). South Africa also became a more significant participant in global value chains, benefiting from trade in automotive and mining-related products (Kaplan, 2004). Trade liberalization encouraged greater foreign direct investment and provided opportunities to diversify export markets (Busse & Gröning, 2011; Cuong et al., 2015). More so, the South African case also illustrates the limits of liberalization. While export growth improved, the domestic economy remained characterized by high unemployment, persistent inequality, and dependence on commodity exports (Du Plessis & Smit, 2007). Industries such as clothing and footwear contracted under competitive pressure from Asian imports, revealing the uneven impact of trade reforms across sectors. Furthermore, although South Africa was able to secure modest developmental gains, it lacked the policy flexibility enjoyed by East Asian economies during their industrialization, reflecting broader asymmetries within WTO rules (Rodrik, 2006).
7. Theoretical Framing: Dependency Theory and Economic Diplomacy
The relationship between the Global South and the World Trade Organization (WTO) can be illuminated by two competing yet complementary theoretical perspectives: dependency theory and economic diplomacy. These frameworks provide different lenses through which to interpret the persistence of inequality and the possibilities of agency in global trade governance.
7.1. Dependency Theory and Structural Constraints
Dependency theory, rooted in the works of scholars such as Dos Santos (1970) and Evans (1979), emphasizes the structural subordination of developing economies within the global capitalist system. According to this perspective, international institutions like the WTO do not create a level playing field but instead reinforce asymmetries between the industrialized North and the developing South. Mechanisms such as tariff escalation, non-tariff barriers, and agricultural subsidies systematically reproduce dependency by restricting the ability of developing countries to diversify into value-added production (Bernhardt, 2014; Irwin, 2006).
From this vantage point, the erosion of policy space through agreements such as the Agreement on Subsidies and Countervailing Measures (SCM) or the narrowing of Special and Differential Treatment (SDT) demonstrates how multilateral rules constrain late industrializers from adopting the strategies that powered East Asian development (Amsden, 2001; Khor & Ocampo, 2010). Nigeria’s manufacturing decline under WTO liberalization exemplifies this dynamic, as local industries collapsed under the weight of subsidized imports while the economy grew increasingly dependent on crude oil exports (Nnabuihe et al., 2014; Rena, 2012). In this framing, WTO membership deepens structural dependency rather than enabling developmental transformation.
7.2. Economic Diplomacy and Strategic Agency
Economic diplomacy, by contrast, highlights the opportunities that global institutions create for negotiation, coalition-building, and agenda-setting by developing countries. While recognizing structural inequalities, this perspective underscores that Southern states are not merely passive recipients of global rules but can leverage institutions like the WTO to assert their interests. The emergence of the Group of 20 (G-20) coalition at the Cancún Ministerial Conference in 2003 illustrates how collective bargaining can disrupt Northern dominance and reframe negotiations (Esparza, 2010). Moreover, the differentiated strategies of Brazil, India, and China demonstrate how major emerging economies strategically deploy their “developing-country” status to safeguard policy flexibility while expanding global influence (Schöfer & Weinhardt, 2022; Weinhardt, 2023). South Africa’s reintegration into the global economy after apartheid similarly shows how WTO membership can be harnessed as part of a broader reform package that fosters export growth, even if unevenly distributed (Edwards, 2005; Faulkner & Loewald, 2008). For least developed countries (LDCs), participation in the WTO may also hold symbolic value, allowing them to articulate claims to fairness and justice within the multilateral system, even when resource constraints limit their effectiveness (Kaul, 2013; Haug, 2020).


8. Discussion
The evidence from Nigeria and South Africa, alongside the structural features of the World Trade Organization (WTO), points to an enduring paradox at the heart of global trade governance. On one level, the WTO provides developing countries with institutionalized tools for participation, dispute settlement, and coalition building as illustrated in Figure 1. On another, its rules and negotiating dynamics reproduce patterns of dependency that echo the concerns of dependency theorists who long argued that global economic structures entrench inequality between the North and the South (Evans, 1979; Dos Santos, 1970). Dependency theory offers a useful lens to interpret the WTO’s uneven impact. The continued prevalence of tariff escalation and non-tariff barriers in the North reflects the structural subordination of developing economies within global value chains, reinforcing their role as suppliers of raw materials rather than industrialized producers (Bernhardt, 2014; Irwin, 2006). Similarly, the erosion of policy space through subsidy rules demonstrates how institutional design can prevent late industrializers from replicating the developmental strategies used successfully in East Asia (Amsden, 2001; Khor & Ocampo, 2010). Nigeria’s case illustrates this dependency most starkly, as WTO commitments compounded by weak domestic capacity have exacerbated deindustrialization and deepened reliance on primary exports (Nnabuihe et al., 2014; Rena, 2012).
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Figure 1. The WTO and the Global South: Between Economic Diplomacy and Structural Dependency

At the same time, the WTO has also become a site of economic diplomacy, illustrating a more complex reality than dependency alone suggests. The Group of 20 (G-20) coalition at the Cancún Ministerial Conference and subsequent Southern negotiating groups highlight the potential for collective action by developing countries to contest entrenched asymmetries (Esparza, 2010; Weinhardt, 2023). Moreover, the divergent strategies of Brazil, India, and China show that some Global South actors are not passive rule-takers but active shapers of trade governance, leveraging their market power and status claims to carve out policy flexibility (Schöfer & Weinhardt, 2022; Weinhardt & Schöfer, 2021). South Africa’s ability to translate WTO commitments into modest export expansion also points to the conditional benefits that can accrue when trade liberalization is integrated with broader economic reforms (Edwards, 2005; Faulkner & Loewald, 2008).
The tension between dependency and diplomacy underscores the WTO’s dual role as both a constraint and a platform. While the institution constrains the industrial strategies of weaker economies, it simultaneously legitimizes the participation of developing countries in global trade rulemaking. This duality complicates simple narratives of failure or success. Instead, the WTO’s impact on the Global South should be understood as differentiated and mediated by domestic capacities, coalition dynamics, and the evolving balance of power in the international system (Pearl et al., 2025; Jaldi, 2023). The findings reveals that these frameworks reveal the dual character of the WTO in the Global South. Dependency theory captures the structural inequalities embedded in multilateral trade rules, while economic diplomacy highlights the agency and strategic maneuvering available to Southern states within those constraints. Rather than being mutually exclusive, the two perspectives are best understood as complementary: the WTO simultaneously entrenches dependency and provides a forum for diplomatic assertion. This theoretical tension explains why the institution is experienced as both a constraint and an opportunity, situating the Global South’s participation “between economic diplomacy and structural dependency” (Pearl et al., 2025; Jaldi, 2023).
Furthermore, the findings suggest that the WTO is situated “between economic diplomacy and structural dependency.” The institution offers opportunities for Southern states to assert agency, but its structural design entrenches inequalities that limit the developmental gains available to most members. This contradiction is central to current debates over reform. Proposals to strengthen Special and Differential Treatment (SDT), rebalance subsidy rules, and complete the Doha Development Agenda reflect attempts to redress structural asymmetries. Thus, the fragmentation of the Global South and the reluctance of the North to cede ground continue to block substantive change (Naidu, 2025; Weinhardt & Barros, 2025).
9. Conclusion
This study has shown that the World Trade Organization (WTO) occupies a paradoxical position in the development trajectories of the Global South. While the institution provides a forum for participation, dispute settlement, and collective negotiation, its rules simultaneously reproduce structural inequalities that limit industrial upgrading and policy flexibility. The Nigerian and South African cases highlight this duality in practice: Nigeria illustrates how premature liberalization deepens dependency and deindustrialization, while South Africa demonstrates how, under certain conditions, WTO membership can support export growth and partial reintegration into the global economy. Theoretically, this tension is captured by the interplay of dependency theory, which emphasizes structural constraints, and economic diplomacy, which underscores agency and coalition politics. Hence, these perspectives confirm that the WTO is best understood as an institution situated between economic diplomacy and structural dependency, simultaneously offering opportunity and perpetuating vulnerability.
10. Policy Recommendations
To realize its developmental promise for the Global South, the WTO must address systemic asymmetries that undermine equity. First, strengthening Special and Differential Treatment (SDT) provisions is essential, moving from voluntary clauses to binding mechanisms that grant developing countries meaningful policy space for industrialization. Second, rebalancing subsidy rules is critical to curtail the distortions created by massive Northern agricultural supports while restoring flexibility for Southern states to use targeted subsidies for infant industries. Third, capacity-building for least developed countries (LDCs) should be prioritized, ensuring that small delegations have the technical expertise and institutional resources to engage effectively in complex negotiations. Finally, reviving the Doha Development Agenda with a renewed focus on fairness in agriculture, market access, and policy autonomy would demonstrate the WTO’s commitment to development-oriented reform. Without such steps, the institution risks entrenching dependency rather than advancing equitable integration for the Global South.
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