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Chapter 21: Democracy and World Politics (James Bohman) 
 
NGO Consultation in IGO Procedures (CS) 
 
Since the 1990s, International Governmental Organizations (IGOs), such as the World 

Bank, the WTO, and the IMF, have increasingly recognized some rights of Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to participate in negotiations. Such NGOs are those 

that have a particular interest in the issues that these organizations are dealing with – 

most notably, development policy, poverty relief, and environmental protection. Much of 

that recognition is due to the fact that these IGOs have come to realize that NGOs, such 

as Oxfam, do not only engage in advocacy for development and poverty relief projects in 

their donor countries in the developed North, but, given their involvement in the 

implementation of such projects in developing countries, also aim at representing the 

interests of people in these countries. Rights to participation most often consist in 

consultation: NGOs are guaranteed formalized opportunities to present their views on 

proposed IGO projects, and sometimes also on the larger issue of the overall agenda of 

IGOs, and to make their own proposals regarding them. They are not generally given any 

rights to participate in the final decision-making processes within IGOs, as these often 

remain firmly in the hand of entrenched interests represented by coalitions of nation 

states, whose influence remains crucial and is exercised through bargaining.1  

 

We may think, as many scholars do, that NGO involvement of the sort described above 

marks at least some progress towards more democratic forms of dealing with international 

and global problems and issues. In particular, we might think that this is the case if we 

take the view put forward in the chapter, according to which the best conception of 

democracy is not aggregative, and does not center on the representation of a 

constituency’s preferences by elected officials, but rather deliberative. What matters is that 

competent agents who have a stake in the issues to be decided have an – ideally equal – 

opportunity to engage in a process in which participants offer each other reasons for 

different courses of actions that aim at being acceptable to all. NGOs, given their 

                                                           
1 Take the case of the directorship of the World Bank and the IMF: the rule is that the director of the World 
Bank has to be an American, and the director of the IMF a (Western) European; input by NGOs as well as 
by a general public as to who would be particularly qualified candidates for such offices seems to play no 
role whatsoever in the process of selecting them.  
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involvement, experience, and public reputation in the sectors of development and poverty 

relief, have such competence. So it might seem that the fact that their involvement cannot 

be likened to any kind of model of democracy that we are used to on the nation-state 

level, in particular to the aggregative model of representation, should not lead us to think 

that there is anything problematically undemocratic going on here, but rather to think that 

this might be a new form of democracy called for by our new global circumstances. 

 

Yet, at least two issues merit further investigation and reflection: First, as noted above, 

NGOs generally only have rights to be consulted in IGO procedures. But what if other 

actors just do not care about what they have to say in such consultations? This question 

leads us to reflect on the preconditions for the functioning of deliberative democratic 

elements in the international system; in particular, to the condition of a functioning informal 

global public sphere. Second, what would be the advantages and disadvantages of 

granting stronger rights to NGOs to participate in decision-making processes? Is the fact 

that NGOs are not elected by the people they claim to represent a salient problem, on 

which more traditional conceptions of democracy can have a comeback? 

 

To the first point, then: NGOs have a right to make their opinions heard by other 

participants in IGO decision processes. But, given that they cannot influence the outcome 

of these processes in any other way, what guarantees that the involved actors, in 

particular representatives of powerful nation states, will actually listen? The question 

points back to a well-known objection to deliberative democracy: that it cannot be 

guaranteed that would-be deliberators do not only go through the motions, without having 

any interest in taking opposing views seriously, and do not merely wait for the time when 

deliberation is over and hard-nosed interest bargaining sets in. Given that it is unrealistic 

that unanimity as the ideal aim of deliberative processes will ever ensue on any contested 

issue, there will have to be a voting stage, so it seems that actors uninterested in 

deliberation could simply wait it out.  

 

 

Deliberative democratic theory has an answer to this: it can point out that the deliberative 

process itself can over time generate a willingness of participants to take it seriously, in 

particular if negative consequences are attached to continued uncooperative behavior. For 

example, if we take the case of deliberation among individual citizens, the withdrawal of 

recognition as a “good citizen” by others, and the social exclusion that might come with 
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such a judgment. But the deliberative processes in IGOs have some special features that 

might exacerbate the problem. Other participants are still to a great extent representatives 

of nation states, in line with the traditional model of democracy described in the chapter, 

so they might claim that they are not free to deliberate what the best solution for a given 

global/international problem is – they are delegates of their people, in whose names they 

act, and whose interests they hence ought not to treat as on a par with those of other 

people. Furthermore, given that NGOs have no ultimate decision-making power in these 

negotiations, it seems also that uncooperative national representatives could live 

comfortably with ending up on their “bad list”. Back to bargaining and negotiation then, it 

seems. 

 

But how much of a problem is all this really for NGO involvement? Isn’t it a bit naïve to 

think that NGOs, all by themselves, can make a big difference anyway? The reply can 

point to the importance of a “global civil society” for the creation of an informal global 

public sphere, in which NGOs enjoy particular standing and authority due to their 

supposed independence from national (or business) interests. NGOs indeed often try to 

“shame” negotiating parties that are perceived as overly self-interested, and uninterested 

in a “global common good” in front of a global public, and sometimes do so successfully. 

Most conceptions of democracy emphasize the necessity of such a public sphere. 

However, one question remains: if this ought to be the salient point, isn’t it an 

overstatement to say that NGO involvement in consultations marks a step towards more 

global democracy? Isn’t its main purpose then to engage a watchful public, rather than to 

directly bring about better decisions (cf. Dryzek’s view and the objections to it mentioned 

in the chapter)? We might think that a watchful public is as important for international 

negotiation processes as it is for democratic decision-making processes, and that we are 

still essentially looking at an instance of the former here. 

 

 

Second, how would things change if NGOs had not merely consultation rights, but 

decision rights, on a par with those of national representatives? That would defuse the 

objection just made, it seems. So we might simply say that consultation is an important 

first-step, but not yet full democratic involvement, and might identify full voting rights for 

NGOs as the goal for (long-term?) reform. But here some responses from defenders of 

traditional models of democracy have to be discussed. The fact that these models cannot 

readily be applied to global/international processes does not mean that there is nothing to 
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be said in their favor. Take the case of a national representative saying that her legitimacy 

derives from the people who elected her, and asking of NGOs: “where does your 

legitimacy come from?” NGOs working on development and poverty relief claim that they 

represent the interests of the people they are trying to help, or whose human rights (cf. ch. 

13) they want to help protect and guarantee. After all, it is because of them that they exist; 

they are their “stakeholders”. “But”, the national representative may insist, “these people 

have not voted for you. Nor do they pay you. You are paid by donors in the rich countries 

(and among these donors are often development ministries of rich states).” So there might 

be something fishy going on here: can the NGOs really freely press for the interests of 

their “stakeholders”, without caring about what their donors want? Do their donors in turn 

have sufficient incentives to really care about these interests (rather than their public 

image, or opportunities for future business)?  

 

There is something in the traditional nation-state model, where “stakeholders” and 

“donors” ideally converge, as voters and tax-payers. So wouldn’t it be better if, instead of 

empowering NGOs, we cared more about the empowerment of representatives of the 

population of poor and developing countries in IGO procedures, along more traditional 

lines? Would that have to mean turning away from ideals of more global democracy to a 

scenario of traditional international law as the arena of sovereign states? It is important to 

bear in mind here that many NGOs engaged in development and poverty relief exist 

because their stakeholders’ countries and official representatives are utterly incapable 

and/or unwilling to take care of, or defend, their interests – just think of military 

dictatorships and “kleptocracies”.  

 

Or would it mean that we should rather point, for at least some issues, towards a “world 

government”, or a “world state”, that has more in common with the traditional model of a 

bounded democratic community than the new hybrid views of “transnational democracy”? 

Or can we have it both ways? 
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