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Abstract
The involvement of private actors in global policymaking has received significant scholarly attention in IR.
Existing accounts have shown how entities such as corporations, businesses, and philanthropies build their
authority to become legitimate actors and shape global politics.This paper argues that contemporary global
dynamics, such as the financialisation of development and the rise of multistakeholderism, have ushered in
a trend where private actors are not only seen as legitimate delegated authorities but also embraced as fully
fledged political equals indispensable for addressing societal problems. To understand this shift, it is nec-
essary to move beyond an examination of legitimation strategies to interrogate, instead, how private actors
shapewhat are seen as ‘apt’ or ‘deviant’ ways of knowing and acting uponproblems.Through an examination
of what I call ‘political normalisation’ in the field of global food governance, I show how through concrete
practices – individualising social problems, defining institutional aptness, and cultivating the landscape –
private actors not only cultivate a perception of themselves as rightful global governors but also shape the
parameters of what rightful governing ought to be. More broadly, this shift invites us to further complicate
the public–private divide and assess the novel ways through which private actors ‘do’ politics.
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Introduction
In 2021, theUnitedNations (UN) Secretary-General introduced the ‘CommonAgenda’, which out-
lines the course of action for the future of global cooperation. A notable feature of the agenda is
its call for a ‘networked’ multilateralism approach, emphasising the importance of inclusive gov-
ernance frameworks that bring together ‘all relevant stakeholders’.1 Of particular significance, the
agenda recognises the urgent need for increased private–public cooperation and amore systematic
engagement by the UN with private actors.

The involvement of private actors in global politics is far from being a recent development.
For decades, companies, philanthropic organisations, and profit-driven entities have – directly or
indirectly – influenced decision-making processes by assuming tasks traditionally belonging to
states.2 While performing these tasks and introducing new practices such as self-regulation, these

1UN, ‘Effective, inclusive multilateralism key to address current interconnected threats, Secretary-General tells Security
Council, highlighting new agenda for peace’ (2022).

2Claire Cutler, Virginia Haufler, and Tony Porter, Private Authority and International Affairs (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1999); Thomas J. Biersteker and Rodney Bruce Hall, ‘Private authority as global governance’, in Rodney
Bruce Hall and Thomas J. Biersteker (eds), The Emergence of Private Authority in Global Governance (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), pp.203–22; Deborah D. Avant, ‘Private security’, in Paul D. Williams (ed.), Security Studies (London:
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ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

24
00

07
80

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7851-9289
mailto:juanita.uribe@graduateinstitute.ch
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000780


2 Juanita Uribe

actors have been able to legitimise their role in global governance, thereby positioning themselves
as authoritative rulers.3 However, in recent decades, the rise to prominence of governance models
such as multistakeholderism has brought about a significant shift in the discourse surrounding the
engagement of private actors in global politics.4 Within these models, private actors are not only
provisionally involved in governance in their capacity as contractors or delegated authorities, but,
increasingly so, I argue, as states’ political inter pares. In these contexts, their involvement is not
only encouraged but often also deemed indispensable, as they too have a ‘stake’ in the problem at
hand.

The fact that private actors are no longer confined to performing a set of limited tasks but being
increasingly embraced as fully fledged political partners is evident both in discourse and practice.
Consider the example of the ‘Food Action Alliance’, a multistakeholder platform where interna-
tional organisations (IOs) such asThe Food andAgricultureOrganisation (FAO) orWorldWildlife
Fund (WWF) make decisions together with some African governments and corporations such as
Syngenta, Bayer, and Cargill to ‘achieve Sustainable Food Systems’.5 These companies, while often
criticised for polluting or for producing and marketing unhealthy products, now stand on par with
governments to ‘solve’ problems they contribute to perpetuating. Take also the case of the Tropical
Forest Alliance: decisions on forest preservation are made on a consensus basis by its Steering
Committee, which includes private sector representatives of Unilever – heavily involved in the
palm oil business – and state actors such as Norway.6

How have private actors transitioned from being treated as those to be regulated to being seen
as a necessary part of solutions to global problems?How have entities, largely accountable to share-
holders, evolved into essential political ‘partners’ for addressing global challenges, andwhat kind of
politics does this shift render possible? To shed light on these questions, a rich body of International
Relations (IR) scholarship has focused on how private actors have built their authority and legit-
imacy over time.7 Some scholars have examined, for example, how actors such as corporations,
firms, and philanthropies connect to normative ideals or align themselves with states and the
public sphere to exercise their power.8 Scholars have also analysed the role of self-referential prac-
tices through which such groups build their charisma and become legitimate global governors.9
However, this paper contends that any legitimation struggle takes place against the background of
deeply embedded political parameters – i.e. understandings of what is ‘rightful’ rule and what is

Routledge, 2008), pp. 462–76; Rita Abrahamsen and Anna Leander, Routledge Handbook of Private Security Studies (London:
Routledge, 2016).

3Matthias Hofferberth and Daniel Lambach, ‘Becoming global governors: Self-agentification, recognition, and delegation
in world politics’, Global Studies Quarterly, 2:3 (2022), ksac018; Tim Büthe and Walter Mattli, The New Global Rulers: The
Privatization of Regulation in the World Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), available at: {https://doi.
org/10.1093/isagsq/ksac018}.

4Juanita Uribe, ‘Excluding through inclusion: Managerial practices in the era of multistakeholder governance’, Review of
International Political Economy (2024), pp. 1–24, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2024.2362666}.; Jack Taggart
and Kavi Joseph Abraham, ‘Norm dynamics in a post-hegemonic world: Multistakeholder global governance and the end
of liberal international order’, Review of International Political Economy (2023), pp. 1–28, available at: {https://doi.org/10.
1080/09692290.2023.2213441}.; Hortense Jongen and Jan Aart Scholte, ‘Legitimacy in multistakeholder global governance
at ICANN’, Global Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and International Organizations, 27:2 (2021), pp. 298–324.

5Food Action Alliance, ‘About’ (2024), available at: {https://www.foodactionalliance.org/about}.
6Tropical Forest Alliance, ‘Governance Team’ (2024), available at: {:https://www.tropicalforestalliance.org/en/about-tfa/

governance-and-team/}.
7Biersteker andHall, ‘Private authority as global governance’; Büthe andMattli,TheNewGlobal Rulers; AlejandroColás, ‘The

power of representation: Democratic politics and global governance’, Review of International Studies, 29:S1 (2003), pp. 97–118;
Dimitrios Katsikas, ‘Non-state authority and global governance’, Review of International Studies, 36:S1 (2010), pp. 113–35;
Elisabeth Prügl, ‘Neoliberalising feminism’, New Political Economy, 20:4 (2015), pp. 614–31; Jan Aart Scholte, ‘Towards greater
legitimacy in global governance’, Review of International Political Economy, 18:1 (2011), pp. 110–20.

8Cutler,Haufler, and Porter,Private Authority and International Affairs; Jessica F.Green,Rethinking Private Authority: Agents
and Entrepreneurs in Global Environmental Governance (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013).

9Jennifer Clapp and Doris Fuchs, Corporate Power and Global Agrifood Governance (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009);
Büthe and Mattli, The New Global Rulers.
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deemed ‘normal’ or ‘deviant’. Only then can actors portray themselves as or claim to be rightful
rulers, based on their own self-ascriptions.

The underlying transformation this paper addresses relates to shifts in these fundamental polit-
ical parameters that a solely focus on legitimation perspective cannot fully capture. To that end,
I argue that we must pay greater attention to how private actors shape the frames of reference,
discourses, and meanings of what is seen as commonsensical or valid, or what Foucault referred
to as the ‘general politics of truth’.10 This, I argue, requires a more detailed analysis of processes of
political normalisation, or the extent towhich private power is able to shape the processes that deter-
mine ‘correctness’, ‘adequacy’, and themost appropriate ways of knowing problems and conducting
politics.11

I introduce three practices of normalisation through which private networks validate and nor-
malise their political power in global spheres. The first practice is the individualisation of social
problems, which consists of positioning solutions that drive the demand for a certain product as
the only ‘evidence-based’ options. The second practice, defining institutional aptness, refers to how
private actors are increasingly involved in determining the ‘adequate’ loci of power for governing
issues, often by discrediting multilateral institutions for their shortcomings in managing the deliv-
ery of these ‘evidence-based’ solutions. The third practice, cultivating the landscape, represents a
proactive approach by powerful economic networks to plant and nurture small and medium-sized
initiatives – ranging from funds and non-profits to consultancies –which, in close partnershipwith
IOs and governments, naturalise market narratives as the best, and even ‘only’, way forward.

Political normalisation should not be interpreted as an affirmation that private actors are equal
to states, but rather as an attempt to critically examine the practices they deploy to strive for polit-
ical equivalence, not always successfully. Numerous instances exist where social movements have
resisted and contested private power, and, as such, the influence of private actors in global politics
should not be treated as an a priori assumption but assessed empirically. Additionally, practices
of political normalisation do not happen in isolation but are facilitated by a permissive neoliberal
and financialised context that has granted private actors significant structural and instrumental
power.12

The fact that private actors are assuming novel political roles and shaping what the boundaries
of political ‘normalcy’ are points to the increasing blurriness of the public–private nexus. In my
analysis of practices of political normalisation, I do not propose to revert to the private–public
dichotomy or to amalgamate them into a single category, but to interrogate their novel entan-
glements. Amidst discourses around the ‘necessity’ to bring in the private sector to solve global
problems, the aim of this paper is thus not to outright reject their presence, but to render discourses
around their political equivalence ‘awkward’.

Empirically, this paper focuses on global food and nutrition policy. Since the early 2000s, efforts
to tackle hunger and malnutrition have largely adhered to market dynamics, prioritising technical
and isolated ‘solutions’ like vitamin capsules, micronutrient powders, and fortified foods produced
by the food industry, agribusinesses, and pharmaceutical companies. These solutions, along with
their supporting institutional structures, have been touted as themost ‘cost-effective’ and ‘proven’,13
despite evidence from food sovereignty and agroecological approaches showing that structural
dimensions – such as land concentration, industrial agriculture, intensive farming, and marketing
practices – play a key role in sustaining hunger.

10Michel Foucault, ‘Truth and Power’, in C. Gordon (ed.), ‘Power/knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings
1972–1977, (New York: Pantheon, 1980), pp.109–33.

11Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977–78 (London: Springer, 2007).
12Jennifer Clapp, ‘World hunger and the global economy: Strong linkages, weak action’, Journal of International Affairs, 67:2

(2014), pp. 1–17; Daniela Gabor, ‘The Wall Street consensus’, Development and Change, 52:3 (2021), pp. 429–59.
13Richard Horton, ‘Maternal and child undernutrition: An urgent opportunity’, The Lancet, 371:9608 (2008), pp. 179; SUN,

‘Scaling up nutrition: A for Action’ (2011).
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4 Juanita Uribe

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: in the first section, I review different
accounts that help us understand how private actors do politics and legitimise their role as
governors. Drawing inspiration fromFoucault, the second section discusses the concept of normal-
isation and explores what it adds to the study of private power in contemporary global governance.
The third section delves into the empirical material of the paper. After providing an overview
of the long-standing influence of private actors in the global food and nutrition landscape, the
section proceeds with an in-depth empirical analysis of political normalisation. I show how pri-
vate actors such as the Gates Foundation, in collaboration with multilateral donors and some
IOs, individualised hunger and malnutrition by framing them as problems to be solved through
nutrient consumption or individual ‘awareness’ measures.14 The next section examines the ways in
which private networks, which coalesced around theWorld Bank, contributed tomarginalising the
United Nations as the main loci of global nutrition governance. Instead, they called for allegedly
more apt and agile institutional architecture besides the UN called the Scaling Up Nutrition
Movement (SUN), operating under a market-led focus and including food manufacturers such
as Cargill and Unilever as part of its core political constituencies.15 In the final section, I explore
how private networks such as philanthropies, hybrid initiatives, and funds – together with donors
and governments – initiated a plethora of medium-sized initiatives dedicated to spreading a dis-
course promoting product-based solutions tomalnutrition, further entrenching the normalisation
of private power in global politics.

Methodologically, the article relies on an in-depth case study and blends different methods
eclectically. Through an inductive approach, I identified the different practices leading to political
normalisation. To that end, I carried out a discourse analysis of primary sources such as docu-
ments, reports, and publications from relevant organisations. Discourse analysis allowed me to
capture the frames of reference that underpin private actors’ prevailing discourses as well as to
denaturalise the instances that make their role appear natural. I also included secondary sources
such as online sources and academic publications to contextualise the findings within the artic-
ulation of larger neoliberal discourses. Additionally, I conducted 18 semi-structured interviews
between September 2021 and February 2023. This included interviewees fromUNICEF, theWorld
Committee on Food Security (CFS) and its Civil Society and Indigenous People’s Mechanism, the
former United Nations Standing Committee on Nutrition (UNSCN), and one of SUN’s networks,
organisations representing private interests such as the World Economic Forum (WEF), agribusi-
nesses, and civil society organisations. The interviews were crucial for triangulating the findings
and understanding what is conceived as (ab)normal by key actors in the field.

Private power in global politics
The involvement of private actors in global politics is far from new. As with any other social phe-
nomenon, it has its background conditions. On the one hand, the belief in free markets as the
most efficient form of service delivery – a key tenet of the so-called Washington consensus – has
facilitated the deregulation of several sectors and paved the way for private actors to emerge as key
players in global politics.16 On the other hand, financialisation dynamics have further amplified the
influence of the private sector in key development issues, accentuating the narrative according to

14Actors included what Ann Louise Lie has called the ‘investment coalition’ of global nutrition, namely the Gates
Foundation, the World Bank, the United States and Canadian aid agencies, global food corporations such as Royal DSM, large
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and UN agencies such as the United Nations International Children’s Emergency
Fund (UNICEF), and theWorld Food Program (WFP). Ann Louise Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition governance: A critical anal-
ysis of the establishment of the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) partnership’, Global Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and
International Organizations, 25:2 (2019), pp. 277–303.

15Claudio Schuftan and Ted Greiner, ‘The Scaling Up Nutrition initiative’, in A. C. Bellows, C. Callenius, C. Campeau, et al.
(eds.), Right to Food and Nutrition Watch (Brot für die Welt, FIAN and ICCO Cooperation, 2013), pp. 23–8.

16Philip G. Cerny, Rethinking World Politics: A Theory of Transnational Neopluralism (New York: Oxford University Press,
2010); Susan Strange, ‘States, firms and diplomacy’, International Affairs, 68:1 (1992), pp. 1–15.
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which private involvement is the sole means of filling the current ‘financial’ gap.17 In this context,
corporations, philanthropies, and businesses have assumed central roles in global decision-making,
mirroring the duties and responsibilities traditionally held by states and IOs, such as the provision
of social goods.18

The category of ‘private actors’ and its scope have been widely debated in existing scholarship.
Traditionally, corporations, firms, and financial institutions have been among the most exten-
sively studied vehicles of private power. Recent accounts, however, have extended the scope of
analysis to include actors such as venture philanthropies, hybrid initiatives, and ‘business-interest
non-governmental organisations’ (sometimes [mis]labelled as ‘civil society’), as these actors
increasingly champion a business-oriented and pro-market ethos. For example, philanthropies
increasingly serve as vehicles for capital conversion by channelling their grants to for-profit com-
panies in which their funders or associated companies may have financial stakes.19 The category of
private actors should, therefore, not be limited to encompassing traditional economic entities such
as corporations but should be expanded to include those entities that represent private interests,
prompt market-oriented frames, and have indirect financial stakes in specific issues.

As private actors become prominent players in global politics, identifying the sources andmech-
anisms of their authority and legitimacy has been a central focus of scholarly inquiry.20 This stems
from a long-standing interest by IR scholars to examine shifts in authority from the public and
the national to the private and transnational arenas.21 One of the most enduring and analyti-
cally challenging questions concerns the conditions under which private actors assert their role
as legitimate rulers, despite lacking a ‘public’ mandate for their activities. According to these per-
spectives, the legitimacy of non-state actors is tied to their ability to gain public recognition of
their right to rule over a particular territory or issue area.22 Private actors may employ differ-
ent modalities to achieve this recognition. One strand of scholarship has focused on the extent
to which private forms of authority can be legitimised in reference to shared normative gover-
nance standards.23 For example, in contentious fields such as security, the legitimacy of private
actors often hinges on their connections to the state.24 In other areas, legitimacy is contingent upon
how well private actors can emulate democratic norms or adhere to ideals of expertise, efficiency,
and rationality.25 Additionally, existing scholarship has demonstrated how instruments of ‘soft law’
such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) or standard-setting play a key role in asserting
the legitimacy and accountability of businesses and corporations.26 Through these self-regulatory

17Gabor, ‘The Wall Street consensus’.
18Avant, ‘Private security’; Cutler, Haufler, and Porter, Private Authority and International Affairs.
19Linsey McGoey, ‘The philanthropic state: Market–state hybrids in the philanthrocapitalist turn’, Third World Quarterly,

35:1 (2014), pp. 109–25.
20Claire Cutler, Private Power and Global Authority: Transnational Merchant Law in the Global Political Economy

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. xc; Büthe and Mattli, The New Global Rulers; Katsikas, ‘Non-state author-
ity and global governance’; Rodney Bruce Hall and Thomas J. Biersteker (eds), The Emergence of Private Authority in Global
Governance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Green, Rethinking Private Authority.

21Michael Zürn, A Theory of Global Governance: Authority, Legitimacy, and Contestation (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2018); James Brassett and Eleni Tsingou, ‘The politics of legitimate global governance’, Review of International Political
Economy, 18:1 (2011), pp. 1–16; Marie-Laure Djelic and Sigrid Quack, Transnational Communities: Shaping Global Economic
Governance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Katsikas, ‘Non-state authority and global governance’.

22Rita Abrahamsen and Michael C. Williams, Security beyond the State: Private Security in International Politics (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2010); Marco Schäferhoff, Sabine Campe, and Christopher Kaan, ‘Transnational public–private
partnerships in international relations: Making sense of concepts, research frameworks, and results’, International Studies
Review, 11:3 (2009), pp. 451–74.

23A. Claire Cutler, ‘The legitimacy of private transnational governance: Experts and the transnational market for force’,
Socio-Economic Review, 8:1 (2010), pp. 157–85; Graeme Auld, Steven Bernstein, and Benjamin Cashore, ‘The new corporate
social responsibility’, Annual Review of Environment and Resources, 33:1 (2008), pp. 413–35.

24Cutler, ‘The legitimacy of private transnational governance’.
25Green, Rethinking Private Authority; Cutler, ‘The legitimacy of private transnational governance’.
26Clapp and Fuchs, Corporate Power and Global Agrifood Governance; Christopher May, Global Corporations in Global

Governance (London: Routledge, 2015).
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6 Juanita Uribe

frameworks, these actors, which often lack forms of democratic accountability, set the very rules
by which they are governed while simultaneously promoting standards of responsibility.27

An adjacent body of scholarship has paid greater attention to how private actors, and the gov-
ernance structures supporting them, construct their agency to appear rightful in the eyes of public
opinion, despite their non-governmental nature.28 Here, the focus has mostly been on the self-
referential practices by which actors such as corporations or venture philanthropists seek support
for and consent to their rule. In fields such as global health governance, philanthropies employ spe-
cific knowledge-making practices and rhetorical strategies to present themselves as benefactors of
humanity and establish themselves as charismatic rulers.29 Private actors may also utilise dynam-
ics of self-agentification – from resource mobilisation to self-justification – to shift their role from
mere economic actors to recognised global governors.30 Additionally, ‘backdoor’ approaches such
as indirect donations and the funding of scientific research have also helped sectors such as the
tobacco, food, and health industries to build a positive attitude towards their associated products.31
Together, these processes have allowed corporations and philanthropies to build their credibility
and support.32

While existing scholarship has provided valuable insights into how private actors become
authoritative rulers, it has tended to concentrate on how these actors build their legitimacy and
authority amid eroding state power. Such analyses imply that private actors can be seen as legiti-
mate governors as long as they embrace normative ideals such as democracy, develop the rules that
govern them, or successfully engage in direct or indirect strategies to be perceived as charismatic
by a given audience.33

Building on, but also departing from, existing accounts, I seek to study how private actors do
politics in a global context where there has been a notable shift in debates about private power, with
corporations, philanthropies, and companies not only assuming a limited set of governmental tasks
but being embraced as indispensable political partners.

This necessitates a shift in focus from a preoccupationwith authority and legitimacy to an exam-
ination of the standards, scripts, and frames of reference according to which something appears
normal and thus potentially rightful in the first place. Thus, my analysis of private power operates
at a different level. Instead of concentrating on how private actors directly or indirectly cultivate
their legitimacy or the public acceptance of their role, my approximation engages with a second-
order analysis. This means that I am less interested in exploring the ways in which private actors
‘emulate’ some standards to become legitimate, than in examining how they shape the processes
that delineate what is seen as ‘normal’ from a political perspective. While normalisation processes
are not exogenous to legitimacy, they are not entirely equivalent, at least analytically. Normalisation

27Genevieve LeBaron and Jane Lister, ‘Benchmarking global supply chains: The power of the “ethical audit” regime’,
Review of International Studies, 41:5 (2015), 905–24; Juanita Elias, ‘Women workers and labour standards: The problem of
“human rights”’, Review of International Studies, 33:1 (2007), pp. 45–57; Tagi Sagafi-Nejad and John H. Dunning, The UN and
Transnational Corporations: From Code of Conduct to Global Compact (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008).

28Fabian G. Neuner, ‘Public opinion and the legitimacy of global private environmental governance’, Global Environmental
Politics, 20:1 (2020), pp. 60–81.

29Linsey McGoey and Darren Thiel, ‘Charismatic violence and the sanctification of the super-rich’, Economy and Society,
47:1 (2018), pp.111–34; Annabelle Littoz-Monnet and Ximena Osorio Garate, ‘Knowledge politics in global governance:
Philanthropists’ knowledge-making practices in global health’, Review of International Political Economy, 31:2 (2023), pp. 1–26;
Sophie Harman, ‘The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and legitimacy in global health governance’, Global Governance: A
Review of Multilateralism and International Organizations, 22:3 (2016), pp. 349–68.

30MatthiasHofferberth, Tanja Brühl, Eric Burkart,Marco Fey, andAnnePeltner, ‘Multinational enterprises as “social actors”:
Constructivist explanations for corporate social responsibility’, Global Society, 25:2 (2011), pp. 205–26.

31Martin Caraher and Sinéad Furey, ‘The corporate influence on food charity and aid: The “hunger industrial complex”
and the death of welfare’, Frontiers in Public Health, 10 (2022), pp. 950955, available at: {https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.
950955}.

32Littoz-Monnet and Osorio Garate, ‘Knowledge politics in global governance’.
33Clapp and Fuchs, Corporate Power and Global Agrifood Governance; Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition governance’.
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processes prompt us to empirically focus not on how private actors gain authority or legitimacy,
but on how they shape the conditions under which something is deemed legitimate.

Additionally, this paper contends that a focus on political normalisation is well positioned to
analytically capture the increasing elusiveness of the public–private nexus in contemporary global
politics. In line with a growing body of scholarship that has challenged the notion that public and
private act as two independent spheres, this paper seeks to further complicate this distinction.34
Examining how private actors build their legitimacy by mirroring the state or by embracing pub-
lic standards might seem less meaningful in an era where these actors claim and, at times, govern
on par with states under a logic of political equivalence. Therefore, rather than simply examining
the interactions between the private and the public, a focus on normalisation prompts us to fur-
ther investigate the politics of the public–private nexus and its effects. I contend that the current
hybridity of the public and the private results in a situation of ‘disorganised responsibility’,35 where
the consequences of actions become increasingly difficult to attribute to any specific actor. In fact, it
neglects distributional dimensions to a point where it is no longer possible to distinguish between
rights-holders, duty-bearers, and those who are to be held accountable. The aim here is not to
reinstate a firm separation of spheres but rather to critically examine how, within an increasingly
‘stakeholderised’ landscape, they are fused in novel ways.

Practices of political normalisation
In order to better understand how private actors position themselves as political equals and indis-
pensable governors in certain fields, I take inspiration from Foucault’s concept of ‘normalisation’,
which refers to ‘positing an optimal model’ and attempting to ‘get people, movements, and actions,
to conform to this model’.36 In his lectures at the Collège de France, Foucault mainly discussed nor-
malisation in relation to the disciplining power of states in governing populations. In this paper, I
use the concept as a heuristic tool to examine processes not exclusively associated with government
institutions. Instead, I use it as a lens to examine how, through their practices, powerful networks
can shape normative understandings of what ‘good’ governance should look like, what politics
should be about, and what is considered an ‘optimal’ state of affairs.

The power of normalisation lies in shaping not so much how things are but in how they ought to
be. Therefore, I am less interested in how normalisation manifests itself legally (i.e. through voting
power, rights, etc., at the negotiation table), but politically, through shifts in political meanings,
actorhood dynamics, and the delineation of what is seen as ‘apt’ and ‘correct’ ways of knowing and
addressing problems. In this sense, normalisation relates to the functioning of a general ‘politics
of truth’, which encompasses the ordered procedures ‘according to which the true and the false are
separated and specific effects of power attached to the true’. It is thus, only within a ‘politics of truth’
deeply shaped by neoliberalism that the position of private actors acquires political significance and
can potentially be recognised as right.37

I propose to explore processes of political normalisation through practices. A focus on prac-
tices understood as ‘socially meaningful patterns of action’38 is useful as it allows us to understand
the ways in which actors ‘do’ politics. Practices are not homogeneous – they might act at differ-
ent levels but overall make certain state of affairs possible.39 In the case I examine, practices of

34Jean-Christophe Graz, The Power of Standards (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Anna Leander, ‘Risk and
the fabrication of apolitical, unaccountable military markets: the case of the CIA “Killing Program” 1’, Review of International
Studies, 37:5 (2011), pp. 2253–68.

35Ulrich Beck, Ecological Politics in an Age of Risk (Cambridge: Polity, 1995).
36Foucault, Security, Territory, Population.
37Foucault, ‘Power/knowledge’, p. 132.
38Emmanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot, ‘International practices’, International Theory, 3:1 (2011), pp. 1–36 (p. 4); Andreas

Reckwitz, ‘Toward a theory of social practices: A development in culturalist theorizing’, European Journal of Social Theory, 5:2
(2002), pp. 243–63.

39Vincent Pouliot and Jean-Philippe Thérien, ‘Global governance in practice’, Global Policy, 9:2 (2018), pp. 163–72.
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political normalisation contribute to the presence and perceived indispensability of private power,
thus perpetuating the foundations of neoliberal discourses. In the following section, I outline three
main practices of political normalisation through which private power alters the fundamental
understandings of how – and by whom – governing ought to be conducted.

Individualising social problems
The individualisation of social problems refers to a process through which consumerist solutions
gain validation as the only ‘evidence-based’ options, while alternative approaches are dismissed.
Individualising social problems is, in that sense, intrinsically connected to the politics of knowl-
edge validation, or the production of evidence and what is seen as authoritative from an epistemic
perspective.40 For instance, take the global agenda for educationwhich promotes digital appliances,
cash transfers, or online training as the most ‘evidence-based’ solutions to educational issues.41
In contemporary governance, private actors endowed with significant financial resources are key
in sustaining the alignment between evidence-based discourses and consumerist rationales. For
that, they fund large-scale studies and collaborate with think-tanks and prestigious journals that
lend credibility to their approach through discourses that reshuffle the responsibility of a given
problem to the individual.42 These solutions often encourage individuals or households to buy
manufactured products or change their (consumer) behaviour.The embrace of consumer-oriented
mechanisms as the most authoritative solutions to global problems is indicative of how private
actors not only rearrange knowledge to commodify problems but also normalise the idea that their
solutions are ‘true’ and thus, indispensable.43 This does not necessarily suggest that these solutions
are inadequate; rather, it points to the manner in which ways of addressing problems that leave
their underlying structures intact are disproportionately privileged and presented as the best way
forward.

Redefining institutional ‘aptness’
Redefining institutional aptness takes place when private networks are involved in promoting a
discourse that devalues extant multilateral configurations as outdated or irrelevant.Through active
campaigning and alliances with multilateral banks, donors, and funds, private actors overempha-
sise the shortcomings or deficiencies of intergovernmental arrangements and instead advocate for
multistakeholder models. This practice typically involves pointing to the ‘inadequacy’ of intergov-
ernmental models in delivering the above-mentioned ‘evidence-based’ solutions. Elements such as
a lack of agility, speed, or inclusivity are highlighted as needing rectification. Private actors may,
at times, fund consultants who publish reports advocating for reforms in their preferred ‘multi-
stakeholder’ direction. They may also participate in the strategic leadership meetings and funding
of newly establishedmultistakeholder platforms. Importantly, this redefinition of institutional apt-
ness extends beyond discursive discredit and can result in the withdrawal of funding by members
of the international community from structures deemed outdated. Resources are then diverted
towards hybrid structures, deemed more ‘agile’. Redefining institutional aptness therefore shifts
the locus of power through which problems are governed while framing this shift as a ‘functional’
substitute to purportedly obsolete governing configurations.When the architecture of entire gover-
nance fields is restructured towards arrangements that are more accommodating to market-driven

40Annabelle Littoz-Monnet and Juanita Uribe, ‘Methods regimes in global governance: The politics of evidence-making in
global health’, International Political Sociology, 17:2 (2023), pp. olad005, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/olad005}.

41UNICEF, ‘The investment case for education and equity’ (2015), available at: {https://www.unicef.org/media/50936/file/
Investment_Case_for_Education_and_Equity-ENG.pdf}.

42See also Littoz-Monnet and Osorio Garate, ‘Knowledge politics in global governance’.
43Cutler, ‘The legitimacy of private transnational governance’.
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approaches, the role of private actors as co-regulators is not only reinforced but also becomes
‘normal’.

Cultivating the landscape
Cultivating the landscape refers to a practice employed by private entities such as businesses,
philanthropic foundations, and funds to promote and propagate a myriad of small- and medium-
scale market-oriented initiatives that actively seek to ‘partner’ with IOs and governments. Just as
a gardener carefully plants and seeds the soil to cultivate plants, private actors seed and cultivate
initiatives that further their ways of knowing and addressing problems, often in close collaboration
with IOs and governments.This cultivationmay involve offering financial support and expertise to
initiatives and consultancies that champion the very same individual solutions that private actors
advocate for. Typically, these initiatives emphasise the ‘evidence-based’ nature of such ‘solutions’,
while reinforcing the idea that problems are to be solved throughmarkets.These initiatives can also
play a key role in supporting reforms that advocate for models which include the private sector
as a ‘stakeholder’. By actively planting and seeding these initiatives, which work in close collab-
oration with IOs’ main agendas, private actors steer the trajectory of governance and normalise
their role as indispensable governors. What is relevant here is the ‘politics of truth’ that the dis-
courses of such initiatives help to sustain, in particular, a reinforcement of market interventions
and multistakeholder governance models as the most efficient and viable ways forward.

To explore how practices of political normalisation operate in global politics, I focus on the
global food and nutrition field, which has been treated as an appendix of food and trade regimes
in the IR literature.44 While significant attention has been devoted to privatisation dynamics in the
field, it hasmainly been through an analysis of the financialisation of food and agricultural regimes
orwith a focus on food insecurity, hunger, and famine.45 In IR, global nutrition has rarely been anal-
ysed as a field in its own right. This is partly due to the long-standing perception of nutrition either
as a ‘technical’ or ‘health’ issue.46 In order to understand the persistence of such an understanding,
I argue that a closer look at the role of private power is necessary step.

Food and nutrition: A goldmine for corporations
For many decades, nutrition has been a neglected priority in global development efforts. Often
relegated to the sidelines, as the ‘poor sister’ of agricultural policies, it was long perceived as an
‘afterthought’ on the international agenda.47 This marginalisation largely stemmed from the fact
that nutrition was primarily addressed in the context of emergencies or charity, with food aid
and assistance as the main channels for tackling the problem. In this context, discussions about
the role of private actors have largely centered on their financial power as significant contributors
to food supply, either through donations of food surplus or targeted governmental programmes.
However, privatisation dynamics in the food and nutrition sector became more prominent in the
years leading up to the 2008 financial crisis, when trends towards deregulation and privatisation
intensified. In fact, themain response to the food crisis focused on ‘boosting investments’,48 making

44See however Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition governance’; Stefano Prato and Nicola Bullard, ‘Re-embedding nutrition in
society, nature and politics’, Development, 57, (2014), pp. 129–34.

45Matthew Canfield, Molly D. Anderson, and Philip McMichael, ‘UN Food Systems Summit 2021: Dismantling democ-
racy and resetting corporate control of food systems’, Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems, 5 (2021), pp. 1–15; Clapp and
Fuchs, Corporate Power and Global Agrifood Governance; Matias E. Margulis, ‘Trading out of the global food crisis? The
World Trade Organization and the geopolitics of food security’, Geopolitics, 19:2 (2014), pp. 322–50; Nora McKeon, Food
Security Governance: Empowering Communities, Regulating Corporations (London: Routledge, 2014); Thomas Plümper and
Eric Neumayer, ‘Famine mortality, rational political inactivity, and international food aid’, World Development, 37:1 (2009),
pp. 50–61.

46Prato and Bullard, ‘Re-embedding nutrition in society, nature and politics’.
47Global Nutrition Report, 2021 Global Nutrition Report: The State of Global Nutrition (2021).
48Clapp, ‘World hunger and the global economy’.
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programmes such as food fortification or vitamin supplementation particularly appealing. Since
then, nutrition has been viewed as a ‘smart investment’, both within and beyond UN circles.49

In addition to these factors, the food and nutrition sector has unique characteristics that make
it particularly susceptible to private influence. The association of nutrition with individual ‘health’,
referred to as ‘nutritionism’, has provided fertile ground for the spread of market discourses.
Nutritionism, in fact, dominates how we conceive our relationship with food to the point that its
influence on policies often goes unnoticed. IOs such as the FAO and World Health Organization
(WHO), for example, define malnutrition in ‘nutritionist’ terms, as a physiological condition
caused by deficiencies, excesses, or imbalances in energy and nutrient intake.50 This perspective
extends into everyday life, where supermarkets promote products like antioxidant-rich choco-
late or high-fibre cereals and classify nutrients as ‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy’ in a constant pursuit of
nutritional perfection.51

At the global level, the agroindustrial andpharmaceutical complexes have largely expanded their
market opportunities from themeaning attributed to food according to the nutritionist paradigm.52
Industries can, for example, overemphasise the health benefits of their products, regardless of
broader factors, or even market formula for babies based on the health promises of individual
nutrients, as was the case during the ‘babymilk scandal’, in whichNestlé used aggressivemarketing
tactics that led mothers to abandon breastfeeding in favour of formula.53 Existing research shows
a clear alignment between the nutritionist paradigm and the interests of the food industry. Studies
funded by the industry often emphasise the benefits of specific isolated nutrients. In contrast, inde-
pendently funded research tends to explore broader socio-economic issues, such as access to food,
corporate concentration, and environmental factors that contribute to hunger and malnutrition.54
This mirrors the tobacco case, which stands as a pivotal example of how research can be instru-
mentalised to back up commercial interests.55 Through marketing and research funding, private
actors have thus deepened their credibility as efficient providers of solutions to hunger.

While private actors have been an integral part of the landscape of global food and nutrition
governance, their influence has primarily stemmed from their financial resources, supported by
a favourable ‘nutritionist’ paradigm. This has enabled them to not only take on key roles in food
assistance but also to lobby and fund marketing campaigns and research that build support for
their products. In this paper, I contend that, despite the pervasiveness of private power in the food
and nutrition field, discourses around their political indispensability and roles have taken a bigger
proportion. Additionally, the way they exercise their power has become more visible and outward-
oriented. Let us now examine the practices that supported this shift.

49World Bank, ‘An Investment Framework for Nutrition: Reaching the Global Targets for Stunting, Anemia, Breastfeeding
and Wasting’ (2016).

50WHO, Malnutrition (2022), available at: {https://www.who.int/health-topics/malnutrition#tab=tab_1}.
51Catherine Price, Vitamania: How Vitamins Revolutionized the Way We Think about Food (New York: Penguin Books,

2015).
52Prato and Bullard, ‘Re-embedding nutrition in society, nature and politics’.
53Rafael Pérez-Escamilla, Cecília Tomori, Sonia Hernández-Cordero, et al., ‘Breastfeeding: Crucially important, but

increasingly challenged in a market-driven world’, The Lancet, 401:10375 (2023), pp. 472–85.
54Nicholas Chartres, Alice Fabbri, and Lisa A. Bero, ‘Association of industry sponsorship with outcomes of nutrition studies:

A systematic review and meta-analysis’, JAMA Internal Medicine, 176:12 (2016), pp. 1769–77.
55Louise Curran, ‘Investor state dispute settlement (ISDS) and the social licence to operate of international business: An

analysis of controversial cases’, International Business Review, 33:2 (2024), p. 102200; Robert Proctor and Londa L. Schiebinger,
Agnotology: The Making and Unmaking of Ignorance (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008), available at: {https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2023.102200}.
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Exploring practices of political normalisation in the field of global food and nutrition
Individualising malnutrition: The ‘package of proven interventions’
It is now widely acknowledged that there exists a ‘package’ of ‘evidence-based’ nutrition inter-
ventions that, if implemented during the first 1,000 days of a child’s life (including the period
of pregnancy), not only offers a solution to malnutrition globally but also promises substantial
returns.56 Nowadays, organisations such as UNICEF, theWHO, and theWorld Bank, amongmany
other international institutions, adamantly insist on the critical importance of delivering this ‘pack-
age’ in Global South countries where levels of malnutrition are alarmingly high.57 Most solutions
within this ‘package’ consist of the delivery of products such as food supplements, powders, and
vitamins produced by the agri-pharma nexus. They also consist of individual and behavioural pol-
icy programmes such as the promotion of hygiene and handwashing measures, often addressed
with trainings and products such as soaps.58 Programmes targeting the socio-economic deter-
minants of malnutrition have been excluded from the ‘package’, under the rationale that the
supporting evidence was ‘weak’ or insufficient, and thus not included in the supporting studies.59
As highlighted by an interviewee, although the 1,000 days helped raise awareness of nutrition, it
‘tends to favour solutions that ignore the real causes of the problem’.60

The introduction and consolidation of the ‘package’ of interventions as the key ‘evidence-based’
intervention to address malnutrition globally cannot be understood without an analysis of private
power. An interviewee highlighted that ‘if the attention to hunger andmalnutrition has been grow-
ing since 2008, it is not by coincidence’.61 In fact, a powerful network of private actors including the
Gates Foundation, donors, and funds under the leadership of the World Bank was instrumental in
advocating for such a framework, which problematisedmalnutrition in individual terms as a prob-
lem to be best addressed by administering specific products and trainings. Most of the products of
the package of interventions aremanufactured by powerful corporations from industrialised coun-
tries and then purchased by Global South countries dealing with a high burden of malnutrition.62
Therefore, corporations have a vested interest in sustaining this approach to the problem, as the
existence of the ‘evidence-based package’ gives a stamp of approval to their products. Additionally,
actors such as venture philanthropies might also benefit indirectly from sustaining this view, as
they increasingly invest in for-profit companies dedicated to selling these products. For example,
the Gates Foundation gives grants to for-profit pharmaceutical companies dedicated to the pro-
duction of vitamin A, which is part of the interventions suggested by the ‘package’.63 According to
Gates, the role of private actors has been key in giving visibility to hunger and malnutrition. As
he stated during an interview: ‘malnourished populations do not present a lucrative market that
companies would naturally address’, thus the necessity of bringing in private sector expertise.64

The focus on the 1,000 days and the package of interventions to be delivered within this period
gained prominence following the publication of a series of articles in 2008 in the journalTheLancet,

56Horton, ‘Maternal and child undernutrition’.
57WHO, ‘Global nutrition targets 2025: Policy brief series’ (2023); World Bank, ‘Repositioning nutrition as central to

development: A strategy for large-scale action’ (2006).
58Horton, ‘Maternal and child undernutrition’, p. 179.
59Anitha Sivasankaran, Anu Rangarajan, Fundira Dadirai, et al., Evaluation of the Power of Nutrition: Findings from the

Midline Assessment (2020), available at: {https://www.mathematica.org/publications/evaluation-of-the-power-of-nutrition-
findings-from-the-midline-assessment}.

60Interview, January 2023.
61Ibid.
62Anne C. Bellows, Flavio L. S. Valente, Stefanie Lemke, and Maria Daniela Núñez Burbano de Lara, Gender, Nutrition, and

the Human Right to Adequate Food (New York: Routledge, 2016).
63The Gates Foundation, ‘Committed grants’ (2023), available at: {https://www.gatesfoundation.org/about/committed-

grants/2023/09/inv-064172}.
64ANI News, ‘Trying to solve some problems like malaria, malnutrition through philanthropy’ (2024), available at:

{https://www.aninews.in/news/national/general-news/trying-to-solve-some-problems-like-malaria-malnutrition-through-
philanthropy-bill-gates20240229204411/}.
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where the private sector played a significant role.65 The series was funded by the Gates Foundation,
and meetings related to the publication were hosted at the Rockefeller Foundation Bellagio
Conference Center with support from the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre. Additionally, the
analysis of some of the papers focusing on the links of nutrition with human capital was made
possible by a grant from the Wellcome Trust, a UK-based venture philanthropy.

Coming from a journal as prestigious asThe Lancet, these findings sparked a vigorous response
from the international community, which quickly began to coalesce around this framework.66
Right after the publication of the Lancet series, the World Bank released a report entitled ‘Scaling
Up Nutrition: What Will It Cost’ to examine the feasibility and cost-effectiveness of the ‘package’
of interventions.67 Staff members from the Gates Foundation were among the participants at a
UNICEF-led meeting in September 2008, which discussed the list of interventions to be costed,
along with staff members from the UN, the World Bank, and donor agencies such as USAID. The
report reiterated the urgent need to act quickly, stating that investments in the 1,000 days will ‘yield
high returns in the form of thriving children’s healthier families and more productive workers’ and
that ‘the human and financial costs of further neglect will be high’.68

Following the vigorous response sparked by the series, the Lancet published a follow-up series
in 2013 with the explicit aim of ‘optimising’ the delivery of the 2008 package of interventions.69 In
addition to the list of ‘proven’ interventions, a range of programmes related to environmental and
social factors – also likely to improve nutritional status – was considered. However, these factors
were again excluded from the list of ‘proven’ interventions, due to their alleged inadequacy.70 The
2013 Lancet findings were further backed up by an influential group of economists known as the
‘Copenhagen Consensus’, a frequent grantee of the Gates Foundation.71 The group of economists
ranked the use of micronutrients as one of the most cost-effective interventions worldwide, high-
lighting that the returns of investing in ‘micronutrient programmes’ are surpassed only by those
for combating HIV/AIDS.72 These findings were disseminated at various international forums,
including the ‘Nutrition for Growth’ event ‘Beating Hunger through Business and Science’, which
emphasised the ‘investment case’ for addressing malnutrition. The summit featured prominent
participants such as state leaders, representatives of philanthropic organisations, financial entities,
and corporations, including Bill Gates, the president of the Children Investment Fund Foundation,
and the president of Unilever, a global corporation dedicated to the manufacturing of nutrition,
hygiene, and personal care products.73

The 2013 series further galvanised support for the ‘package’, prompting governments and busi-
ness actors to reallocate resources towards programmes promoting the use of micronutrient
powders and vitamins. For example, donors such as the UK committed to tripling their invest-
ment in these programmes ‘directly impacting’ undernutrition rather than its underlying causes,
such as food access, industrial food production, corporate concentration, and the financialisation

65Horton, ‘Maternal and child undernutrition’.
66David Flood, Anita Chary, Alejandra Colom, and Peter Rohloff, ‘Adolescent rights and the “First 1,000 Days” global

nutrition movement: A view from Guatemala’, Health and Human Rights, 20:1 (2018), pp. 295; Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition
governance’.

67Susan Horton, Meera Shekar, Christine McDonald, Ajay Mahal, and Jana Krystene Brooks, Scaling Up Nutrition: What
Will It Cost? (Washington, D.C.: World Bank Publications, 2010).

68Horton et al., Scaling Up Nutrition, p. ix.
69Zulfiqar A. Bhutta, Rehana A. Salam, and Jai K. Das, ‘Meeting the challenges of micronutrient malnutrition in the

developing world’, British Medical Bulletin, 106:1 (2013), pp. 7–17.
70Marie T. Ruel and Harold Alderman, ‘Nutrition-sensitive interventions and programmes: How can they help to accelerate

progress in improving maternal and child nutrition?’, The Lancet, 382:9891 (2013), pp. 536–51.
71‘Copenhagen Consensus Center’ (2023), available at: {https://www.copenhagenconsensus.com}.
72John Hoddinot, Mark Rosegrant, and Maximo Torero, Hunger and Malnutrition: Challenge Paper (2012).
73Scaling Up Nutrition, ‘A historic moment for nutrition’ (2013), available at:{https://scalingupnutrition.org/news/historic-

moment-nutrition-nutrition-growth-summit-london}.
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of food systems. Additionally, businesses pledged to increase their funding for these nutrition ini-
tiatives, recognising their ‘high value for money’.74 BASF, for example, a chemical company and
one of the world’s largest producers of micronutrients, in particular vitamin A, participated in the
summit.75 Alluding to the Lancet series, BASF describes micronutrient fortification as ‘one of the
best investments in human development’.76 Similarly, Cargill has taken an active role in nutrition-
related global events.77 The food corporation began fortifying its top-selling edible oil brands in
India with vitamin A. According to Cargill, this was an effective intervention, as it reached all
income groups through basic food items while also yielding significant results in a short period.78

Despite enthusiasm from an ‘investment coalition’, 79 the narrative surrounding the ‘1,000 days’
initiative faced strong criticism from civil society groups, who denounced the influence of private
actors and organisations with close ties to the private sector in the Lancet series, such as the Global
Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN). Established by the Gates Foundation, GAIN has consis-
tently advocated for market access to nutrition products for its numerous corporate partners since
its inception.80 Social movements and civil society organisations raised additional concerns about
potential conflicts of interest within the series, noting that two authors had served as members of
the board of the Nestle ́Creating Shared Advisory Committee.81 In response, the Lancet authors
defended their collaboration with industry by emphasising that it was a ‘much needed contribu-
tion’ of scientists to assist a corporation in addressing development problems.82 Beyond conflicts
of interest, critics argued that framing the ‘package of interventions’ as the most adequate solution
to malnutrition ignored crucial approaches to addressing the problem, including food access and
the role of industrial agriculture:

The moment that you only deal with women during pregnancy, and forget about humans as
a whole, I guess it leaves you with this easy intervention package: let’s be sure they (women)
get a sufficient number of nutrients and invest in something that will give us returns. But
what about access to land and access to good food? It reduces the whole idea of nutrition to
nutrients, consumption, and to factors such as these hygienic practices, when people even do
not have access to clean water.83

Therefore, from a socio-economic point of view, the 1,000 days framework disregards the
underlying causes of malnutrition such as the role of the agro-industrial model, largely driven
by corporations. Instead, by framing the package of interventions as ‘truth’, private actors not
only granted an aura of scientific legitimacy to their products but also fundamentally positioned
themselves as integral to the solution, rather than as part of the problem.

74Results UK, ‘Nutrition for growth’ (2012), available at: {https://www.results.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/Nov%202013%
20BGS1%20How%20are%20we%20tackling%20nutrition.pdf}.

75Global Nutrition Report, ‘BASF’ (2024), available at: {https://globalnutritionreport.org/resources/nutrition-growth-
commitment-tracking/basf/}.

76World Business Council for Sustainable Development, ‘BASF: Fighting malnutrition with fortified staple foods’ (2013),
available at: {https://www.wbcsd.org/resources/basf-fighting-malnutrition-fortified-staple-foods/}.

77Global Nutrition Report, ‘Cargill’, available at: {https://globalnutritionreport.org/resources/nutrition-growth-
commitment-tracking/cargill/}.

78GAIN, ‘Lessons from businesses: Cargill India Private Limited: Leading by example in fortifying edible oil’ (2013).
79AnnLouise Lie, “‘We are not a partnership” – constructing and contesting legitimacy of global public–private partnerships:

The Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) movement’, Globalizations, 18:2 (2021), pp. 237–55.
80Christopher Kaan and Andrea Liese, ‘Public private partnerships in global food governance: Business engagement and

legitimacy in the global fight against hunger and malnutrition’, Agriculture and Human Values, 28:3 (2011), pp. 385–99; Laura
Michelé, Stefano Prato, Patti Rundall, and Flavio Valente, ‘When the SUN casts a shadow’ (2020), available at: {https://www.
fian.org/files/files/WhenTheSunCastsAShadow_En.pdf}.

81Nestlé, ‘Our governance and advisory structure’ (2016), available at: {http://www.aaci-india.org/doc/Governance-Nestle-
Global-04012016.pdf}.

82Chessa K. Lutter, Juan Pablo Peña-Rosas, and Rafael Pérez-Escamilla, ‘Maternal and child nutrition’, The Lancet, 382:9904
(2013), pp. 1550–1 (p. 1551).

83Interview, February 2023.
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Institutional ‘aptness’: Rendering UN-led institutions obsolete
The introduction of a ‘package’ of interventions as the best way to move forward occurred along-
side profound transitions in the governing landscape of food and nutrition.The very same network
of actors that contributed to establishing the package of intervention such as the World Bank, the
Gates Foundation, UNICEF, and the WFP, backed by powerful donors such as USAID and private
actors such as GAIN, mobilised the 1,000 days approach to advocate for the creation of Scaling
Up Nutrition (SUN), a new multistakeholder ‘movement’ presented as the most agile governance
structure to deliver the ‘package of interventions’.84 Although SUN started as a small initiative
championing the 1,000 days, it has nowadays become the power epicentre of food and nutrition
governance.85 It has gained such prominence that it has absorbed the United Nations Standing
Committee on Nutrition (SCN), which had been the primary intergovernmental body for nutri-
tion until then. As one interviewee noted, ‘SUN has moved from being a small platform to a huge
global movement. It has also given corporations a legitimate seat in global governance, and they
needed this seat so badly.’86

According to SUN’s website, the Lancet series sparked the conversations that led to its birth.
As pointed out by a civil society representative: ‘SUN was launched on the back that this whole
evidence was the only way forward.’87 One of the Lancet series’ key recommendations was that, to
accelerate progress during the critical 1,000 days, the institutional outlook of nutrition governance
had to be reformed. The paper, co-authored by Saul S. Morris, who has held positions at GAIN
and the Gates Foundation, presented a pessimistic assessment of the global nutrition institutional
architecture. It criticised the lack of an ‘inclusive framework that couldmore effectively represent all
interests’.88 It highlighted in particular, that the systemwas ‘fragmented and dysfunctional’, and that
reform was necessary for it to effectively perform key stewardship functions, mobilise resources,
and strengthen capacity to ‘accelerate action’.89

In response to the call for reform, a report backed by the Gates Foundation, the World Bank,
and the European Commission was published to outline possible ‘paths’ for carrying out this insti-
tutional reform.90 The report expressed strong enthusiasm for the creation of a ‘new’ governance
structure (later known as SUN) that could enhance the participation of civil society and the private
sector. In contrast, it was less optimistic about the role of the UN, particularly its UNSCN, which
until then had served as the main intergovernmental loci of nutrition. The report portrayed the
UN committee as a hindrance to progress:91

The UN Standing Committee on Nutrition, which has played an important role as a forum
for discussion of nutrition-related issues and engagement of NGOs with the UN agencies, is
widely observed to have failed to harmonize priorities and practices across theUN system and
more broadly among the nutrition sector, and there is disagreement about whether UNSCN
has the potential or support from its funders to assert genuine leadership. No one, for instance,
thinks that it has the legitimacy or technical and political strength to serve the function for
nutrition.

The Lancet’s criticism of the UNSCN unfolded against a backdrop of resistance from the SCN
towards a coalition of private donors and funds that had strongly advocated for private sector

84Ibid.
85David Nabarro, ‘Global child and maternal nutrition: The SUN rises’, The Lancet, 382:9893 (2013), pp. 666–7.
86Interview, September 2022.
87Interview, February 2023.
88Horton, ‘Maternal and child undernutrition’, p. 619.
89Saul S. Morris, Bruce Cogill, and Ricardo Uauy, ‘Effective international action against undernutrition: Why has it proven

so difficult and what can be done to accelerate progress?’, The Lancet, 371:9612 (2008), pp. 608–21 (p. 608).
90Ruth Levine and Danielle Kuczynski, Global Nutrition Institutions: Is There an Appetite for Change? (2009), available at:

{https://www.cgdev.org/publication/global-nutrition-institutions-there-appetite-change}.
91Levine and Kuczynski, Global Nutrition Institutions, p. 11.
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involvement within the UN structure.92 According to a statement by the World Public Health
Nutrition Association: ‘the UNSCN has enemies, because of its reputation for wanting to keep the
private sector out of the picture’.93 The push for private sector involvement within the UNSCN had
been previously criticised by its NGO/Civil Society Group. In their statement, the group stressed
the vital importance of preserving the ‘irreplaceable normative and leadership role’ of the UN
in addressing global nutrition.94 While there was a broad agreement on the need to reform the
UNSCN, several governments, such as France andGermany, initially opposed the creation of a new
global multistakeholder platform. They preferred, instead, to keep nutrition governance under the
jurisdiction of a reformed UNSCN.95 It was also emphasised by several governments that the man-
date of food and nutrition should remain in the hands of governments. The German government,
for example, questionedwhy theUNSCN, which had already provided substantial support to SUN,
could not remain the long-term anchor for the newly established initiative.96 Overall, there were
concerns that the existing structures of the UNSCN could be dismantled, sidelined, or absorbed
into a multistakeholder forum that predominantly relies on products such as food supplements
supplied by companies based in the Global North.97

These concerns materialised a few years later, when the international organisations and funds
that withdrew support to the UNSNC, such as the World Bank, UNICEF, and WFP, subsequently
launched SUN with the support of philanthropies and private networks.98 Following a series of
meetings and global events, the ‘investment coalition’99 established a small committee that hired
two consultants to draft the ‘SUN Framework for Action’, the precursor to the Scaling UpNutrition
(SUN) movement.100 The framework emphasised the critical need to reverse ‘past neglect’ by
instituting new governance structures and ‘fast-track’ decision-making models:101

In sum, today’s context for scaling up global nutrition is a new and far more favourable one.
It is characterised by demonstrable and increasing proof of interventions with high develop-
ment and health returns, increased recognition of the need to scale up such interventions,
increased potential for public–private partnerships and increased will by the international
nutrition community to agree on a common framework for action.

The next step involved defining the structure of the newly established platform. A stewardship
study funded by the Gates Foundation, the World Bank, and the government of Japan outlined
different options. The first proposal involved placing the newly created multistakeholder structure
under the UN’s auspices.The second proposed establishing the new institution as a separate organ-
isation. The third proposal envisioned establishing it as a ‘new mechanism for multistakeholder
stewardship under the aegis of the UN Secretary-General’.102 However, the report emphasised that,

92Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition governance’; Flavio L. S. Valente, ‘The corporate capture of food and nutrition governance:
A threat to human rights and people’s sovereignty’, Right to Food and Nutrition Watch, Bread for the World (2015), available
at: {https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/files/R_t_F_a_N_Watch_2015_eng_single-page_Web.pdf}.; Patti Rundall, ‘The
business of malnutrition: The perfect public relations cover for Big Food’, in A. C. Bellows, A. Onorati, B. Walter, et al. (eds.),
Right to Food and Nutrition Watch, Bread for the World (Brot für die Welt, FIAN and ICCO Cooperation, 2015), pp. 23–28.

93World PublicHealthNutritionAssociation, ‘UnitedNations StandingCommittee onNutrition, No Flowers Please’ (2011),
available at: {https://www.wphna.org/htdocs/2011_apr_hp6_scn_crisis.htm}.

94Valente, ‘The corporate capture of food and nutrition governance’.
95UNSCN, ‘UNSCN nutrition partners kick-off meeting report’ (2010).
96Ibid.
97Prato and Bullard, ‘Re-embedding nutrition in society, nature and politics’; Michelé et al., ‘When the SUN casts a shadow’.
98Valente, ‘The corporate capture of food and nutrition governance’.
99Lie, “‘We are not a partnership”’.
100Mokoro Limited, ‘Independent comprehensive evaluation of the Scaling Up Nutrition Movement’ (2015), available at:

{http://mokoro.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/SUN_ICE_FullReport-All1-5-15.pdf}.
101SUN, ‘Scaling Up Nutrition: A Framework for Action’, p. 4.
102Paul Isenman, Keith Bezanson, and Lola Gostelow, ‘Stewardship of the SUN movement; taking SUN to the next level’

(2011), available at: {https://scalingupnutrition.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/Stewardship-Study-Final-Report.pdf}.
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should the third option be pursued, ‘there should be UN-wide leadership, but not control’.103 The
third option, aligned with the agenda of the Gates Foundation and the World Bank, ultimately
emerged as the most appealing.104

It is remarkable that a self-proclaimed ‘movement’ not ruled by the same norms that apply to
traditional multilateral agencies, and which has favoured a top-down donor-driven approach to
nutrition, came to have such a significant political role.105 A close look into SUN’s decision-making
structures reveals that as a global multistakeholder ‘movement’, it has normalised the role of the
private sector as a key political partner, despite the absence of mechanisms to balance powers or
hold anyone accountable.106 Although SUN claims a country-based focus, countries were mini-
mally involved in creation, and its most powerful actors remain donors.107 The SUN Lead Group,
for example, is comprised ofmembers appointed by theUNSecretary-General, includingmembers
from governments, donors and multilateral banks, the UN, and the private sector, particularly the
pharmaceutical, agribusiness, and consultancy sectors.108 From 2012 to 2016, it was co-chaired
between UNICEF and the Gates Foundation.109 In addition to its leadership structure, SUN is
organised around four networks: a UN network, a Civil Society Network, and a Business Network,
and Donor network. The Civil Society Network represents over 3,000 organisations and is hosted
by Save the Children, which was supportive of SUN from the very outset.110 TheBusiness Network,
co-convened by GAIN and theWFP, brings togethermore than 800 companies and donors includ-
ing ‘giants’ from the agrochemical, food, and pharmaceutical sectors such as Unilever, Syngenta,
Cargill, Kellogg’s, PepsiCo, BASF, andMars.111 Indeed, backed by considerable economic resources,
GAIN played an active role in helping to launch SUN.112

Social movements, food scholars, and researchers have criticised SUN’s silver-bullet approach,
arguing that it falls short in addressing the structural causes of malnutrition and creates addi-
tional dependencies on private networks. An study conducted in three ‘SUN countries’, Uganda,
Guatemala, and India, showed that SUN’s narrow and ‘reactive’ focus on product-based solutions
not only led to the scaling down of agroecological approaches but also promoted practices such as
input-intensive agriculture which mostly benefited the agro-industrial food system.113

Within this favourable institutional landscape, private actors have actively nurtured and cul-
tivated a myriad of small and mid-scale consultancies and initiatives, which in close partnership
with IOs and governments, have contributed to naturalising a market-based discourse based on
the urgency of delivering the ‘package’ of nutrition interventions.

Cultivating the landscape: Nurturing market-based discourses
A final mechanism through which private actors have normalised their frames of references and
scripts in the global nutrition landscape is by seeding, funding, and nurturing numerous small
and medium-sized institutions such as consultancies, funds, and coalitions. These institutions,
alongside governments and donor agencies, strongly advocate for investments in the ‘package’ of
interventions. An analysis of the discursive frames of these initiatives shows that they use various

103Isenman, Bezanson, and Gostelow, ‘Stewardship of the SUN movement; taking SUN to the next level’, p. 12.
104Interview, September 2022.
105Michelé, Prato, Rundall, and Valente, ‘When the SUN casts a shadow’.
106Michelé, Prato, Rundall, and Valente, ‘When the SUN casts a shadow’.
107Lie, “‘We are not a partnership”’.
108SUN, ‘SUN Movement Lead Group’ (2023), available at: {https://scalingupnutrition.org/about/who-we-are/sun-

movement-lead-group}.
109Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition governance’.
110Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition governance’.
111SUN Business Network, ‘Global members’ (2023), available at: {https://sunbusinessnetwork.org/global-members/}.
112Regina Moench-Pfanner and Marc Van Ameringen, ‘The Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN): A decade of

partnerships to increase access to and affordability of nutritious foods for the poor’, Food and Nutrition Bulletin, 33:4_suppl3
(2012), pp. 373–80.

113Michelé et al., ‘When the SUN casts a shadow’.
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practices to naturalisemarket-based solutions as themost adequateway forward, including calls for
lower regulatory obstacles and an insistence on the urgency of ‘investing’ in the package. In doing
so, initiatives such as the 1,000 Days, the Power of Nutrition, Stronger Foundations for Nutrition,
the Global Social Observatory, and GAIN have contributed to normalising private actors’ role as
global governors and to re-channelling global food and nutrition resources into private hands. As
highlighted by an interviewee, these are the initiatives where ‘money flows’, and as such it is hard
to ignore them.114

One such entity is the ‘1,000 Days Initiative’ launched in 2010 with backing from the govern-
ments of the United States and Ireland, the Gates Foundation, InterAction, and GAIN. As its name
suggests, the initiative seeks to catalyse action and investment during the critical ‘windowof oppor-
tunity’.115 Similarly, in 2017, a group of venture philanthropists including the Children’s Investment
Fund Foundation, Dangote, the Elanor Crook Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the
Gates Foundation, among others, joined forces to launch a coalition called ‘Stronger Foundations
for Nutrition’. This coalition focuses on ‘maximizing the potential of future generations’ during the
1,000 days and describes itself as a ‘community of impact to endmalnutrition’.116 Corporations have
played a significant role as partners of the coalition. For instance, the Eleanor Crook Foundation
partnered with the multibillion gaming industry to reach one million children with therapeutic
food through a video gaming marketing campaign that raises money via game purchases.117

Similarly, consultancies set up by the private sector have been pivotal in normalising the role
of private actors and their market narratives. A notable example is the Global Social Observatory
(GSO), a private organisation that relies heavily on corporate funding.TheGSOreceived a $935,000
grant from theGates Foundation to produce a ‘toolkit’ to advise SUNon how tomanage conflicts of
interest.118 TheGSOdefined conflicts of interest as an ‘umbrella’ term, putting an emphasis on ‘trust’
and the importance of not compromising the ‘joint’ endeavours and ‘stakeholder alignment’. Such
a definition of conflicts of interest not only fits but also protects the governance models advocated
by the private sector.119

A similar mechanism called ‘The Power of Nutrition’, initially born out of public–private collab-
oration between the UK government and the Children’s Investment Fund Foundation, has also
been instrumental in spreading the idea according to which market-based approaches are the
only way forward. Since its creation, the Power of Nutrition has been expanded to involve part-
ners like the Swiss bank’s UBS Optimus Foundation, the World Bank, and UNICEF. The Power of
Nutrition draws on the ‘package’ of interventions and the Lancet series to give its work a scientific
stamp.120 In recognition of its role as an ‘accelerator’ for advancing the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), the Gates Foundation awarded the initiative USD $3 million.121 In recent years, the
Power of Nutrition has broadened its involvement and efforts through direct partnerships with
the private sector and UN funds. It has, for example, collaborated with UNICEF to implement a
programme in Ethiopia funded by philanthropic and financial sector contributions to promote the
‘package’.122 Similarly, the Power ofNutrition has partneredwith corporate entities such asUnilever
to combat undernutrition in India by encouraging personal hygiene practices such as handwashing

114Interview, February 2023.
115Thousand Days, ‘Our story’ (2023), available at: {https://thousanddays.org/about/our-story/}.
116Stonger Foundations for Nutrition, ‘Stronger foundations for nutrition’ (2022).
117Stonger Foundations for Nutrition, ‘Stronger foundations for nutrition’.
118Global Social Observatory, ‘Consultation process on conflict of interest in the SUNmovement’ (2015), available at:{http://

katherinehagen.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/GSO-COI-Project-Final-Report.pdf}.
119Rundall, ‘The business of malnutrition’.
120Sivasankaran et al., Evaluation of The Power of Nutrition Findings from The Midline Assessment, p. 2.
121Gates Foundation, ‘Committed grants’ (2020), available at: {https://www.gatesfoundation.org/about/committed-grants/

2020/05/inv005670}.
122Rotary, ‘The power of nutrition partners with Rotary, other organizations for new malnutrition in Ethiopia’ (2021),

available at:{https://www.rotary.org/en/power-nutrition-partners-rotary-other-organizations-new-malnutrition-program-
ethiopia}.
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– a ‘proven’ programme endorsed by the Lancet series and SUN. These interventions use a tech-
nology developed specifically by Unilever’s hygiene soap brand, which is the leading soap brand in
India.123 This programme has also drawn in taxpayer money. According to the Power of Nutrition’s
CEO, the partnership between Unilever and Lifebuoy ‘unlocks committed public sector resources’
to maximise investment in nutrition.124

Cultivating the global nutrition landscape in market-friendly terms has not only redirected
resources to private-led solutions but alsomarginalised perspectives that view food and nutrition a
fundamental right or a sociocultural practice. As pointed out by a member of civil society, ‘private
actors and big foundations have putmoney into it in very strangeways, they have done so by setting
up SUN, the 1000 days, GAIN, and all this micronutrient thing and we have had amassive struggle
in keeping words like “culturally appropriate nutrition or diets”, they do not want that, they want
all that stripped out from conversations’.125 Echoing this, a civil society representative added that
‘omitting any reference to sustainability effectively de-links the interrelations between unsustain-
able systems of food production and the challenges they pose to meeting nutritional needs: this
favours corporations in many ways’.126

However, despite criticisms, the ‘package’ continues to attract disproportionate resources in the
global food and nutrition sector, when compared with approaches that put the emphasis on the
environment, regulation, or industrial agriculture. The role of GAIN, one of the most proactive
initiatives in the global nutrition field, has been key in nurturing this state of affairs. Initially
proposed as an initiative within the Gates Foundation, GAIN was launched by UNICEF, the
Gates Foundation, Procter & Gamble, and the president of Zambia in 2002 at a special session
of the UN General Assembly to promote large-scale fortification programmes.127 Backed up by
substantial economic resources, GAIN has contributed to reinforcing the idea that nutrient deliv-
ery and behaviour-change programmes are the best ways of addressing malnutrition.128 It has
done so by conducting research in partnership with members from the food industry such as
GlaxoSmithKline, Mars, Incorporated, Nutriset, PepsiCo, and Unilever, among others.129 Drawing
on its research, GAIN has also been involved with the WHO, where it has provided input to for-
mulating guidelines on the use of micronutrient powders.130 To that end, GAIN advised ‘behaviour
change communication’, including the use of social marketing practices and the training of media
in the delivery of these products in Global South countries.131 GAIN has continued to exercise
its influence despite the fact that its partnership council132 features major food sector players,
including the Gates Foundation, Unilever, and the SUN Business Advisory Group, and is funded
by various government agencies and private sector actors such as Arla Food Ingredients, the
Rockefeller Foundation, and several investment funds.133

By seeding and nurturing a myriad of initiatives, actors such as philanthropies, corporations,
and business-oriented non-governmental organisations have contributed to the marginalisation
of solutions that require political-economic transformations of the agrifood system or regulatory
measures. In doing so, they have contributed to normalising solutions that do not challenge their
role as drivers of the problem as well as their financial ‘stakes’.

123Sivasankaran et al., Evaluation of The Power of Nutrition Findings from The Midline Assessment.
124Sustainable Brands, ‘New partnership aims to improve hygiene, nutrition in Indian children (2019), available at: {https://

sustainablebrands.com/read/behavior-change/new-partnership-aims-to-improve-hygiene-nutrition-in-indian-children}.
125Interview, February 2023.
126Interview, September 2023.
127GAIN is currently established as a foundation under Swiss law.
128Kaan and Liese, ‘Public private partnerships in global food governance’; Lie, ‘Power in global nutrition governance’.
129Jennifer Clapp andGyorgy Scrinis, ‘Big food, nutritionism, and corporate power’,Globalizations, 14:4 (2017), pp. 578–95.
130GAIN, Strengthening the Enabling Environment for Scaling-UpAccess to GoodQuality Complementary Foods (2016), p. 21.
131HF-TAG, ‘Programmatic guidance brief on the use of micronutrient powders for home fortification’ (2014).
132GAIN, ‘GAIN Partnership Council’, (2023), available at:{https://www.gainhealth.org/about/leadership/partnership-

council}.
133GAIN, ‘Donors’ (2023), available at: {https://www.gainhealth.org/about/donors}.
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Conclusion
For decades, private actors have wielded significant power in global politics. However, in recent
years their presence and visibility has taken on even bigger proportions. Not only are they
provisionally contracted to assume functions traditionally belonging to the state, but they also
participate in deliberations on multistakeholder platforms, where they sit as ‘stakeholders’ on a par
with states, even when their ‘stake’ is primarily financial. Structural as well as conjunctural back-
ground conditions, such as the ascendancy of neoliberal frames and the growing financialisation
of the food sector, have both sustained and reinforced these shifts.

In this context, I aimed to analyse private actors’ power not by looking at how they legit-
imise their role to external audiences, but by examining how they reinforce their regular presence,
acceptance, and perceived indispensability in global politics. Although it does not happen outside
legitimacy and authority-building dynamics, political normalisation operates at a different level. It
is about the mechanisms through which private actors are able to craft political ‘normalcy’, thereby
ensuring that their supported frames of reference become the standard way of doing things – and
thus also the standards against which to measure what is deemed legitimate.

Empirically, the paper focused on the case of global food nutrition governance. It showed how
actors such as corporations, philanthropies, and business-oriented hybrid initiatives have largely
driven dominant ways of knowing and acting upon hunger and malnutrition. They did so by pro-
moting an individualised view of nutrition as a problem to be most efficiently solved through
nutrient consumption; by driving a process that shifted the loci of power of the field from a
multilateral forum to a multistakeholder platform, portrayed as most ‘apt’; by cultivating small
and medium-sized arrangements that, in close collaboration with IOs and governements, have
naturalised market-based narratives.

In exploring how private actors attempt to normalise their role as states’ political inter pares, this
paper seeks to enrich existing accounts in two ways: on the one hand, the paper adds to a growing
body of scholarship that has examined how non-state actors, in particular private actors, become
legitimate rulers134 However, I have shifted the focus away from an analysis of legitimation pro-
cesses to examine how the practices deployed by private actors contribute to setting the stage for
what is seen as ‘normal’ versus what are deemed ‘deviant’ ways of knowing and acting upon prob-
lems. One of the key contributions of the paper has been to show how, within this process, actors
such as philanthropies and corporations shift their roles from peripheral participants to essential
political partners in decision-making alongside states. This shift challenges the public–private dis-
tinction upon which traditional legitimacy benchmarks are often based. In fact, private actors do
not only ‘mimic’ public institutions or adhere to traditional metrics of democratic accountabil-
ity to be seen as legitimate. Instead, we see a trend where they increasingly contribute to crafting
themselves the conditions under which certain knowledge forms and ways of governing are vali-
dated as rightful in the first place. Additionally, a focus on political normalisation sheds light on
how the ‘stakeholderisation’ of governance135 coincides with private actors assuming a much more
outward-looking and centre-stage political role. Far from acting as delegated authorities, opting
for self-regulatory measures, or building support through backdoor practices, private actors are
increasingly refashioning the boundaries of political normalcy in a way that their presence comes
to be taken for granted.

In the case this paper examined, the normalisation of private actors as political interpares has
led to the diversion of public resources away from long-term solutions, leading governments to opt
for prioritising public spending on consumer products. It has also diverted attention away from

134Hall and Biersteker, The Emergence of Private Authority in Global Governance; Hofferberth and Lambach, ‘Becoming
global governors’; Katsikas, ‘Non-state authority and global governance’; Clapp and Fuchs, Corporate Power and Global
Agrifood Governance; Cutler, Private Power and Global Authority.

135Jongen and Scholte, ‘Legitimacy inmultistakeholder global governance at ICANN’;Mark Raymond and Laura DeNardis,
‘Multistakeholderism: Anatomy of an inchoate global institution’, International Theory, 7:3 (2015), pp. 572–616; Taggart and
Joseph Abraham, ‘Norm dynamics in a post-hegemonic world’; Uribe, ‘Excluding through inclusion’.
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considering other possible ‘solutions’ such as regulating the industry or re-envisioning dominant
systems of food production. Similar trends are also evident in global health governance, where big
pharma and philanthropies increasingly shape what is considered valid and acceptable, often to
the detriment of public interests.136

There are reasons to expect that the core argument of the paper can ‘travel’ to other issue areas
– though with potentially different expressions. Security and technology governance are examples
of sectors in which normalisation is widespread but less premised on consumer narratives than
on an ‘efficiency’ and innovation rhetoric. Similarly, in internet governance – often regarded as
the archetypal multistakeholder model – governing with private actors may serve as a way to cir-
cumvent the purely intergovernmental model advocated by actors such as Russia and China.137
However, even in this realm, a degree of caution is required, as normalisation can foster depen-
dency logics, making it increasingly difficult for public authorities to enforce their own regulations
without the ‘collaboration’ of industries such as Big Tech.138 Future analyses could examine the
expressions and effects of political normalisation in other fields, as well as further interrogate the
logic of political equivalence that sustains it.
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