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ABSTRACT

The evolution of international trade rules has been a defining factor in shaping contemporary global economic
relations, particularly through the establishment of a rules-based multilateral trading system. Against this
background, the present study examines the institutional role of the World Trade Organization (WTQO) and its
influence on both developed and developing countries. The objective is to analyze how international trade rules affect
economic stability, predictability, and equitable participation in global trade, while identifying key legal and
institutional challenges facing the multilateral trading system.

The research employs a qualitative approach based on doctrinal legal analysis, complemented by analytical and
comparative legal methods. Core WTO agreements and selected multilateral, bilateral, and regional trade
instruments are examined, together with relevant WTO practice and scholarly literature.

The results indicate that adherence to binding commitments, the credibility of the dispute settlement mechanism, and
the growing participation of developing countries significantly contribute to the effectiveness of the rules-based
trading system. At the same time, stalled multilateral negotiations, the influence of domestic interest groups, and the
proliferation of regional trade agreements pose persistent challenges to the coherence of global trade governance.
Overall, the study concludes that the future of global economic stability depends on the continued effectiveness and
adaptability of international trade rules, as well as on a renewed commitment of WTO members to multilateral
cooperation. Strengthening the rules-based trading system remains essential for ensuring fairness, predictability, and
inclusive integration into the global economy.
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INTRODUCTION
The historical development of international trade rules has been a cornerstone in shaping modern global
economic relations. In the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, countries commonly adopted
protectionist strategies, using tariffs as a primary tool to shield domestic industries from foreign competition.
These tariffs, which imposed taxes on imported goods, served not only as a revenue source for governments
but also as a way to enhance the competitiveness of local products. Protectionist measures were intended to
foster national industries, but they also restricted cross-border economic interactions, limiting the growth of
global trade.

The mid-nineteenth century marked a significant turning point as a shift toward free trade emerged. Nations
began to recognize the economic benefits of reducing trade barriers, which included fostering international
economic cooperation and promoting growth. This shift was anchored in the principle of reciprocity, where
trade concessions between countries were balanced, encouraging broader participation in trade liberalization.
The drive for free trade also aligned with aspirations for global peace, as increased economic ties were seen as
a means to reduce tensions and conflicts between nations. Multilateral negotiations and agreements played a
crucial role in establishing common rules and practices, leading to a gradual opening of markets (Buterbaugh
& Fulton, 2008).

The institutionalization of global trade rules became more structured with the advent of various trade
agreements and the establishment of key organizations. The World Trade Organization, founded in 1995,
became a pivotal body in regulating international trade. It provided a framework for negotiating trade
agreements, resolving disputes, and promoting a rules-based trading system. The WTO’s role has been
particularly significant in creating a more predictable trading environment, offering countries both developed
and developing a platform to engage in global trade discussions. This has contributed to a more stable
international trade system, despite ongoing debates about the organization’s effectiveness and inclusivity.

The discussion of these dynamics is structured into two main parts. The first part offers a comparative
analysis of historical and contemporary trade rules, while the second part delves into the implications of these
rules on global economic relations. Through this structure, the article aims to provide a comprehensive

understanding of how legal norms have evolved and their impact on the broader global economy.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research methodology based on doctrinal legal analysis, complemented by
comparative and analytical approaches. The research focuses on the evolution of international trade rules and
their impact on global economic relations, with particular emphasis on the institutional and legal framework
of the WTO.

88



OF BUSINESS RESEARCH
2026, 37(1), 87-95,
DOI: 10.46656/bposoki.2026.37.1(7)

BURGAS FREE UNIVERSITY Bl ey JouRn AL
At the first stage, a doctrinal legal analysis is conducted to examine the normative foundations and
development of international trade law. This stage focuses on core WTO agreements, including the Marrakesh
Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT),
and related multilateral trade instruments. The analysis assesses their regulatory objectives, internal coherence,
and role in shaping a rules-based trading system.

At the second stage, an analytical method is applied to evaluate the effectiveness of international trade rules
in promoting legal certainty, predictability, and fairness in global trade relations. This stage involves
identifying key challenges affecting the functioning of the multilateral trading system, including tensions
between developed and developing countries, the influence of domestic interest groups, the impact of stalled
negotiations, and the increasing role of regional trade agreements. Relevant WTO practice and scholarly
literature are used to assess how these issues affect the operation of trade rules in practice.

At the third stage, a comparative legal method is employed to place the multilateral trading system within
a broader international context. This stage compares multilateral trade regulation with selected bilateral and
regional trade agreements in order to assess convergences and divergences in regulatory approaches. The
comparative analysis focuses on issues such as market access, dispute settlement mechanisms, and the balance
between trade liberalization and regulatory autonomy.

The combined use of doctrinal, analytical, and comparative methods enables a comprehensive assessment
of how international trade rules have evolved and how they shape contemporary global economic relations.
This methodological framework allows the study to identify systemic challenges and to evaluate the capacity

of the rules-based trading system to remain effective in a rapidly changing global environment.

Framework of International Trade Regulations

The effective management of globalization and international trade is paramount for the benefit of humanity as
a whole. Former GATT and WTO Director-General Peter Sutherland articulated in 1997: "The greatest
challenge facing the world is the need to create an international system that maximizes global growth while
achieving a greater measure of equity, one that integrates emerging powers and assists currently marginalized
countries in their efforts to engage with global economic expansion" (Sutherland, 1997).

The role of legal norms, particularly those at the international level, in facilitating international trade is
multifaceted. Four interrelated reasons underscore the necessity for international trade rules. First, it is
imperative to restrain countries from adopting trade-restrictive measures that may serve short-term interests
but ultimately hinder global economic welfare. National policymakers often face significant pressure from
influential interest groups advocating for such measures. By binding themselves to international commitments,

states can effectively resist the temptations posed by domestic rent-seeking entities.
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Second, the requirement for security and predictability in international trade is paramount for traders and
investors. The existence of established international trade rules provides this security, thereby enabling
economic actors to forecast how member countries will address matters affecting their operations.

Third, the complexities of globalization render it challenging for national governments to navigate these
issues independently. International trade rules play a crucial role in ensuring that countries maintain only those
regulatory measures necessary for safeguarding essential societal values (Jackson, 1998). Moreover, these
rules may foster a degree of harmonization among domestic regulatory frameworks, thereby promoting
effective international protection of these values.

Finally, international trade rules are essential for achieving equity in global economic relations. Without
binding and enforceable trade regulations that acknowledge the specific needs of developing countries, these
nations would likely struggle to fully integrate into the international trading system and secure equitable shares
of trade benefits.

However, for international trade legal rules to fulfil these multiple roles, they must be observed. It is evident
that international trade rules are not always adhered to. All countries and their citizens benefit from the
existence of rules governing international trade, which enhance the predictability and stability of the trading
environment. If these rules consider the specific interests and needs of developing countries typically with
limited economic, political, and military power such nations should benefit even more from a rules-based
international trading system. Weaker countries are likely to suffer most where the law of the jungle prevails;
they are more likely to thrive in a rules-based rather than a power-based system.

International trade law consists, on one hand, of numerous bilateral or regional trade agreements and, on
the other, multilateral trade agreements (Bartels & Ortino, 2006). Numerous examples of bilateral and regional
trade agreements exist, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement and the Mercosur Agreement. The
Trade Agreements between the United States and Israel or the Agreement on Trade in Wine between the EU
and Australia exemplify bilateral trade agreements. The number of multilateral trade agreements is more
limited and includes the 1983 International Convention on the Harmonized Commaodity and Coding System
(the Brussels Convention) and the 1973 International Convention on the Simplification and Harmonization of
Customs Procedures, as revised in 2000 (the Kyoto Convention) (Depledge, 2022). The most important and
comprehensive of all multilateral trade agreements is the Marrakesh Agreement Establishing the World Trade
Organization, concluded on April 15, 1994. The law of this agreement constitutes the legal framework of the
WTO.

The WTO, by virtue of its competence, is undoubtedly one of the key organizations regulating international
trade and economic relations globally. It serves as a crucial legislative body in modern international relations,
which, despite widespread criticism, remains an exemplary successful international organization.

According to the authors, several questions arise regarding the complexity and impact of the WTO’s

framework on global economic relations:
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How does the intricate structure of the WTO facilitate the negotiation and enforcement of international
trade agreements among its member states? What challenges arise from the complex architecture of the WTO
in terms of ensuring equitable representation and participation of developing countries within the organization?
To address these questions, the second part of the analysis delves into the historical, legal, and economic
dimensions of the WTO’s architecture. It explores how states have collaborated through this organization to
develop a structured approach to sustainable global trade, thereby enhancing economic integration and stability

in the global marketplace.

The Complex Architecture of the World Trade Organization

As Avristotle wisely noted, "Even when laws have been written down, they ought not always to remain
unaltered. As in other sciences, so in politics, it is impossible that all things should be precisely set down in
writing; for enactments must be universal, but actions are concerned with particulars” (Abuseridze, 2021). This
profound assertion highlights the intricate relationship between abstract thought and practical action,
emphasizing that the evolution of the multilateral trading system was deeply rooted in conceptual frameworks
that preceded its formal establishment. Without the intellectual groundwork, the complex reality of global
trade governance would not have been possible.

The World Trade Organization represents far more than the realization of a single, unified vision. Instead,
it embodies a dynamic intersection of three interrelated yet sometimes conflicting domains: law, economics,
and politics. These domains have alternately fuelled and restricted the ability of member states to collaborate,
shaping a rules-based trading system designed to integrate members with varying degrees of economic
development and political influence. At its core, the WTO aims to reduce trade barriers and promote equitable
opportunities for all participants. However, this process is inherently complex, as it requires balancing diverse
national interests and economic conditions within a coherent legal framework. In this multifaceted endeavour,
the legislative mechanisms of the WTO play a crucial role in crafting a more inclusive and efficient trading
environment for its members (Hoekman, & Mavroidis, 2015).

Avristotle might have praised the decision-making processes intrinsic to the multilateral trading system for
their inherent flexibility and adaptability. These processes demonstrate a capacity for innovation and a
preference for pragmatic norms over rigid formalism. A strict, textual interpretation of the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade of 1947, along with the Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, provides
only a partial picture of how decisions are actually made within the WTO (Chalmers, 2023). Over the decades,
these procedures have evolved organically, shaped by cumulative experience, practical improvisation, and a
spirit of compromise among diverse stakeholders. Yet, this organic evolution has faced numerous obstacles.

Different regional and economic blocs frequently advocate for modifications or more substantial reforms
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concerning how deliberations are conducted, decisions are reached, and member commitments are enforced,
reflecting the dynamic and often contentious nature of international trade relations (Caliendo & Parro, 2023).

Strengthening the multilateral trading system is especially important from a sustainable development
perspective. Over the past six decades, the system has provided an unprecedented level of stability and
predictability in the way WTO members conduct their trade operations. It has also provided particularly since
the establishment of the WTO a credible and solid mechanism to adjudicate trade disputes, one that is guided
by law rather than power. This rules-based approach has been pivotal in fostering a sense of security among
member states, ensuring that their economic engagements are governed by mutually agreed-upon norms
(Shaffer, 2021).

Today, the WTO is composed of 166 member countries and autonomous customs territories, and its
regulatory framework extends to around 95% of the world’s trade. Its agreements cover not only the exchange
of goods and services but also address critical areas such as the protection of intellectual property rights. The
organization’s near-universal membership emphasizes its centrality in the global trading system, especially
given that many non-member nations are in the process of negotiating their accession to the WTO. What sets
the WTO apart is its role as the preeminent platform for trade negotiations, where discussions translate into
binding international agreements. These agreements are backed by a highly efficient and unique quasi-judicial
dispute resolution mechanism, ensuring that member states adhere to their commitments (Paz et al., 2024).

A key development in the evolution of the WTO has been the active participation of developing countries,
many of which had previously remained outside the multilateral trading system during the GATT era. With
their accession to the WTO, these countries have transformed the organization from a limited “club” of
industrialized nations into a truly globally accepted framework of values and rules. Developing countries have
increasingly leveraged the system to their benefit, contributing significantly to the shaping of new negotiation
outcomes. Indeed, they have been involved in more than half of the 500 plus trade disputes addressed by the
WTO, demonstrating their growing influence and stake in the global trading system (Abuseridze, Agapova, &
Petrova, 2024)

However, the WTO stands at a critical juncture. A renewed sense of international cooperation among its
members is essential for addressing long-standing challenges, beginning with the stalled Doha negotiations.
Completing the Doha Round would not only enhance the credibility of the multilateral trading system but also
allow the WTO to pivot towards addressing more pressing issues (Sinha, 2021). These include defining a new
set of negotiating modalities for future trade talks, re-examining the role of the private sector (especially the
business community) in the WTO’s activities, and adapting to the proliferation of regional trade agreements,
particularly the emergence of so-called mega-regional agreements. Such challenges necessitate a strategic and
forward looking approach, as the multilateral system navigates a rapidly changing global trade landscape.

The expansion of international trade, which has grown at a pace that far outstrips that of global GDP, along

with other dimensions of economic interaction such as cross-border investments, has deepened the economic
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interdependence of nations. This growing interconnectedness has underscored the necessity of a robust and
predictable legal framework to manage trade relations between states (Abuseridze, 2023). The WTO, as the
embodiment of the multilateral trading system, has become the cornerstone of this framework, fostering
cooperation and providing stability amidst the complexities of global trade. It helps to mitigate the inherent
uncertainties of international markets, offering a structured approach to resolving trade disputes and
maintaining an environment conducive to growth and innovation.

The WTO's relevance extends well beyond its regulatory functions; it is a manifestation of the international
community’s collective aspiration to maintain a rules-based order that adapts to the evolving challenges of
global trade (Adolph & Hospodar, 2024). By providing a platform for dialogue, negotiation, and the peaceful
settlement of trade disputes, the WTO plays a vital role in ensuring that the principles of fairness, transparency,
and predictability are preserved in the global economic arena. In this sense, the WTO not only facilitates trade
but also serves as a guardian of the norms and values that support a stable and just international trading system.
Through its efforts, it remains central to the ongoing project of shaping an equitable global economy that
benefits all its participants, while ensuring that sustainable development goals remain integral to its agenda.

CONCLUSION

The evolution of international trade rules has profoundly influenced global economic relations, emphasizing
the critical role of a rules-based system in maintaining stability, predictability, and fairness. The World Trade
Organization serves as a cornerstone of this framework, offering a structured legal environment for
negotiations and the resolution of trade disputes. Despite criticisms regarding the efficacy of the WTO - such
as those concerning the stalled Doha negotiations and the rise of regional trade agreements - its influence
remains crucial for integrating both developed and developing nations into the global trading system,
ultimately impacting global economic relations.

The active participation of developing countries has transformed the WTO into a more inclusive institution,
enabling these nations to leverage the international trading regime to their advantage. This involvement
enhances their access to global markets, which contributes to a more equitable distribution of trade benefits.
Moreover, the WTO's legally grounded dispute resolution mechanism has enhanced the credibility of global
trade governance by fostering adherence to international trade commitments. This ensures a more equitable
environment where legal norms prevail over power dynamics, especially for less economically powerful
nations.

However, the complexities of globalization and the evolving nature of global trade necessitate adaptable
international trade rules. The rise of new economic powers and the increasing significance of cross-border
investments have deepened global economic interdependence, requiring updates to regulatory frameworks to

address both present and future challenges. The authors believe that a renewed commitment to multilateralism
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and cooperative efforts among WTO members is essential for maintaining the organization’s relevance in a
rapidly changing global landscape.

In conclusion, the impact of international trade rules on global economic relations is profound, influencing
trade flows, investment patterns, and economic growth trajectories across nations. The authors assert that the
future of global economic stability hinges on the continued effectiveness and adaptability of international trade
rules, as well as the willingness of countries to collaborate within established frameworks. Reinforcing a legal
order that accommodates diverse economic contexts and promotes equitable participation is essential for
fostering sustainable economic growth, resilience, and a fairer global trading system that benefits all

participants.
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