Judging the WTO Protest Website


Back in 1999, the WTO protests were an anomaly during a prosperous and relatively peaceful time in the United States. Hundreds of organizations and thousands of people migrated to Seattle to participate in the second largest civil disturbance of the 1990s. Such a large crowd drew camera, and the protesters from various groups reveled in it. Each group tried to out-showboat the next. As a result, this circus made it into the media throughout the world. During the opening day of the WTO conferences, protesters flooded the streets and vandalism was rampant. Police fired tear gas to try to open up a corridor for delegates to enter. The National Guard is called in to assist with security. These events are glorified on the University of Washington website.

The graphic title of the website says “The WTO History Project” which a cross-out circle phasing in and out behind the WTO part. The stories donated by protestors or “generous individuals” hopes to reflect the “diversity of interests” in these “historic events”. As anyone who is attentive can tell, this site means to leave out the perspective of any city or government officials when reconstructing the events. From the index of the site alone, the reader can expect a highly biased opinion of the events which discards objectivity or equal coverage forthright. Throughout the navigational links, the reader encounters various papers, poems, and opinions written by various anti-WTO individuals. This unequal coverage seems strange since the purpose of the project as stated in the “About the Project” section is to help preserve all accounts of the 1999 WTO protests for future study and reference.
To find any views which don’t coincide with the general consent of the site, the reader needs to go through the Timeline section or the WTO-provided documents in the Resources section. For the site, the timeline offers a surprisingly objective view of the events. However, the timeline emphasizes the number of police riot measures while downplaying the numerous amounts of vandalism by stating that many of the protestors would try to dissuade the vandals. The WTO-provided documents seem to be provided as an afterthought, so that maybe the site’s authors can point to them if someone questions their objectivity.

The project is stated as coming from a joint effort by various departments at the University of Washington, so it has an air of authority to it. In the “About the Project” section of the site, a Professor of International Studies, Margaret Levi, signs off on the bottom of the page, as to verify the project’s authenticity. Under the “Project Staff” section, the website lists further academic contributors to the site and the site’s construction.

To the extent the project takes it, the accuracy is good. In the “Interview” section of the project, there are numerous thorough interviews with protesters from various organizations. Through these interviews, the reader is able to see how the groups interacted with one another. There were even instances of one-upmanship between various organizations which the interviewees talked about. It’s clear someone took pains to present this material in a clean and coherent manner. However, it’s unfortunate that there weren’t any organizations outside of the protest groups interviewed. Obviously, it would create a much fuller picture of the events had there been perspectives included from the governmental side of the events.


Some of the links were not working on this site. Most notably, the web pages referenced in the “Contact” section were not current. This signals that the site is no longer being updated and has fallen into disuse. This isn’t too significant since the site is based on a historical event.

The groups and people who could draw the most usable information for this site would be activist individuals and groups. The collection of essays and interviews are usable examples of what went right and what went wrong during this large-scale demonstration. Not only that, this site provides motivation for such groups by referencing the protest actions during this time period in an honorable light. What this site is not valid for is a calm and rational look at the subject of world trade, nor an evaluation of whether a protest of this magnitude is the appropriate thing to happen. The implication within the material is that world trade is bad and that large protests are proper.


This site is meant to be a reservoir of knowledge about the history of the 1999 WTO protests. Due to lack of objectivity, the site fails to provide a full account of the events which took place. While the accuracy and authority of the site seem to be reliable, the lack of a complete perspective denigrates the detailed information otherwise included. At least the site presents itself as obviously biased right from the index page. The outright bias allows the casual observer to leave without wasting his or her time.
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