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Abstract: Advocacy campaigns by international anti-poverty non-governmental organizations (INGOs) are an increasingly prominent feature of global politics.  How should these campaigns be conceptualized and normatively evaluated?  Some commentators conceptualize INGOs as representatives of poor people and argue that they should be evaluated based on how representative they are.  Others conceptualize INGOs as partners of Southern NGOs, and argue that INGOs should treat Southern NGOs (and/or poor people themselves) as equal partners.  These approaches attract because they seem consistent with democratic norms.  I argue, however, that connections between representation and democracy and between partnership and democracy are subverted by INGOs’ status as “second-best” actors operating in highly “non-ideal” conditions.  Conceptualizing INGOs as representatives and partners is therefore less democratic than it initially appears to be.  But conceptualizing INGOs as “agents of justice” is more democratic than it initially appears to be.  Indeed, conceptualizing INGOs as agents of justice is often more democratic than conceptualizing them as representatives or partners. 

“Who elected Oxfam?”

-- The Economist (2000) 

Beginning in the late 1970s, many international anti-poverty non-governmental organizations (INGOs) based in wealthy Western countries, such as Oxfam, Care, and Doctors Without Borders, broadened the scope of their activities beyond the direct provision of humanitarian and development aid, to also include public advocacy campaigns.
  Examples of such campaigns include the Jubilee 2000 campaign to cancel poor countries’ debts, efforts to improve poor people’s “access to essential medicines” by changing the global patent regime, and the drive to “make trade fair” by altering the rules of the World Trade Organization.  While statistics about INGO advocacy are scarce, and the effects of specific campaigns are notoriously difficult to isolate from other, contemporaneous processes and events, there is little doubt that INGO advocacy is a prominent—and growing— feature of global politics (Riddell 2007, chapter 17). 

INGOs have turned to advocacy for several reasons.  Chief among these is their recognition that small-scale development “projects” are unlikely to have a significant positive impact if they are undertaken within larger social and political structures that are unjust or otherwise disadvantageous to poor people (Edwards 1993; Nyamugasira 1998; Eade 2002 ix; Sachs 2005; Hudson 2001).  In light of these difficulties, some commentators have hailed INGOs’ efforts to move beyond being mere “ladles in the global soup kitchen” (Offenheiser 1999).  But others have sharply criticized INGO advocacy campaigns.  This article does not attempt to resolve these disputes.  Rather, it examines the “conceptions” of INGO advocacy that underlie them.  By “conceptions of INGO advocacy,” I mean understandings—often implicit— of what INGO advocacy is that suggest normative criteria for how it should be evaluated (Prezworski 1999, 23).  I examine several different conceptions of INGO advocacy, focusing largely, though not exclusively, on the question of which conception is most democratic.  That is, which conception, if adopted by INGOs, their interlocutors, and those that have power to influence them, would do most to promote and embody democratic norms?

This question—indeed, the whole genre of questions about how large-scale political activities should be conceptualized— tends not to arise in studies of formal, institutionalized politics, because (or insofar as) roles and responsibilities are seen as settled and well-entrenched.  But such questions, while often overlooked, are of great importance in the realm of informal politics, at both the domestic and global levels.

Conceptions only have effects in the world if actors and institutions assume or invoke them.  Conceptions of INGO advocacy are assumed or invoked by INGOs themselves, as well as by journalists, scholars, donors, activists in wealthy and poor countries, the poor people on whose behalf INGOs advocate, and the local NGOs and government agencies with which INGOs work, among others.  All of these actors have conceptions of INGO advocacy that shape what they notice about, and expect from, INGO advocacy campaigns.

My objective here is not to demonstrate the effects of these conceptions empirically.  That is, I do not try to show that if actor A adopts conception C of INGO advocacy, then result R is more likely, whereas if A adopts conception D, result S is more likely.  While I offer some limited empirical evidence for my claims, my main objectives are primarily conceptual and analytic, rather than causal: I want to show why we have good reason to think that particular ways of conceptualizing INGO advocacy will have particular effects, in light of the kinds of actors that INGOs are, and the contexts in which they work.   

To this end, I examine three prominent conceptions of INGO advocacy:

1. INGO advocates are representatives of poor people, and so should evaluate themselves, and be evaluated by others, based on how well they represent.  This conception is embraced by many democratic theorists, some anti-poverty activists, and a few rock stars.  Bono, for example, claims to “represent a lot of people [in Africa] who have no voice” (Cited in Saward 2009; see also Busby 2007, Cooper 2009).
  

2. INGOs are equal partners of Southern NGOs and/or poor people, and so should be evaluated based on the degree to which they treat Southern NGOs and/or poor people as equal partners.  This conception of INGO advocacy is embraced by many INGOs (Crewe and Harrison 2000).  

3. INGOs are agents of justice, and so should be evaluated based on how well they conform to, and promote, some conception of justice.
  This conception crops up in several INGOs’ general statements about their activities, for example, Oxfam International’s strategic plan for 2007-2012, entitled “Demanding Justice.” 
  It can also be found in some academic work (e.g. Hickey and Bracking 2005).  But it is not emphasized or developed nearly as much as the representation- and partnership-based conceptions. 

Viewing INGOs as representatives or partners is attractive (in part) because these conceptions seem democratic.  That is, they seem to promote (or at least to be consistent with) all people having a say in decisions that significantly affect them.  In contrast, construing INGOs as “agents of justice” initially appears profoundly undemocratic: who are INGOs to decide what justice requires, and to impose their conclusions on others?
  

Against this dominant view, I argue that construing INGOs as agents of justice is likely to be more democratic than construing them as representatives or partners.  This is because two features of INGO advocacy subvert the imputed connections between representation and democracy and between partnership and democracy on which the dominant view is based.  First, INGOs regularly operate in highly “non-ideal” conditions of extreme scarcity, non-compliance with basic precepts of justice, and an absence of even minimally just social and political institutions, at the local, national, and international levels (Rawls 1999).  Second, INGOs are themselves often “second-best” actors, compared to democratically-elected governments and local NGOs (Lipsey and Lancaster 1956-57).  

Participatory and direct democrats since Rousseau have criticized representation on democratic grounds (Brito Vieira and Runciman 2008), but have generally not elucidated the implications of these two features.  Likewise, agonistic democrats such as Chantal Mouffe (2000, 99-104) have criticized ideals of partnership and solidarity on democratic grounds, but they have also not focused non-ideal conditions and second-best status.  Yet I will argue that because INGOs are second-best actors operating in highly non-ideal conditions, construing them as representatives or partners is much less democratic than it otherwise would be.  And construing them as agents of justice is, relatively speaking, more democratic than it otherwise would be. 

There are two main reasons for this: the “allocation” problem and the “displacement” problem.  The allocation problem arises because in the highly non-ideal global context in which INGOs operate, there is no institutional structure tasked with allocating INGO advocacy.  Such allocative decisions must therefore be made by individual INGOs.  Yet norms of representativeness and norms of partnership say nothing helpful about how INGOs should allocate their advocacy efforts.  Construing INGOs as representatives or partners therefore obscures, and provides no resources for addressing, allocative questions.  This potentially undermines the democratic value of inclusion.

Construing INGOs as representatives and partners is not only potentially detrimental to those whom INGOs do not advocate for; it can also be detrimental to those INGOs do advocate for.  When INGOs seek to act as good representatives themselves, they sometimes displace “first-best” representatives, such as democratically-elected governments and local NGOs.  By striving to be good representatives themselves, therefore, INGOs can, paradoxically, undermine good representation overall.  This “displacement” problem undermines the democratic value of self-determination.  (While displacement is more serious problem for the representation conception, in practice it also arises with the partnership conception.)

Of course, democratic-ness is not the only criterion against which different conceptions of INGO advocacy can or should be evaluated.  I therefore briefly describe a third problem with construing INGOs as representatives and partners that—while it derives from INGOs’ status as second-best actors operating in highly non-ideal conditions— is not directly connected to democratic values.  This problem, the “heterogeneity” problem, arises because actual INGO advocacy campaigns consist of a wide range of activities that includes but is not limited to representing.  Construing INGOs as representatives therefore actively obscures these other activities, and construing INGOs as representatives or partners provides no basis for evaluating them.  

So conceptualizing INGOs as representatives or partners runs up against the allocation, displacement, and/or heterogeneity problems.  But construing INGOs as agents of justice largely avoids these problems.  It is therefore (to this extent) more attractive on democratic (and other) grounds than construing INGOs as representatives or partners of the global poor.  Problems of imperiousness and unaccountability plague the justice-based conception, to be sure.  But upon closer inspection, they plague the representation and partnership-based conceptions as well.  Conceptualizing anti-poverty INGOs that engage in advocacy as agents of justice does not resolve many of the pressing questions that these organizations face on a daily basis.  But it is likely to push debate and decision-making about INGO advocacy in more democratic directions than construing INGOs as representatives or partners—or so I shall argue.       

The rest of this article proceeds as follows.  The next section shows that INGO advocates are often conceptualized as representatives (II).  Section III describes the allocation, displacement, and heterogeneity problems that result from this conception.  Section IV shows that construing INGOs as partners avoids some but not all of these problems.  Viewing INGOs as agents of justice, however, avoids (or comes closer to avoiding) all three problems (V).  This does not mean that INGOs should never be construed primarily as representatives or partners or engage in representation or partnership.  Rather, viewing INGO advocacy in these ways is more acceptable—in particular, it is more democratic— when the allocation, displacement and heterogeneity problems are less severe (VI).  

II. INGOs as representatives

Left-leaning critics and commentators, Right-leaning critics and commentators and democratic theorists all describe INGO advocacy as representation, but they do so in different ways and to different ends.  Despite their significant differences, however, all three groups imply that conceptualizing INGOs as representatives is valuable because doing so promotes democratic norms.

A. Left-leaning critics of INGOs

Left-leaning critics describe INGOs as representatives of poor and marginalized people and/or exhort them to be better representatives of poor and marginalized people.  For example: “[INGOs must] stop being preoccupied with their own narrowly interpreted bureaucratic mandates and get down to the business of seeking out and listening to the poor in order to secure a mandate to speak clearly and with conviction on their behalf” (Nyamguasira 1998).  “INGOs frequently claim to…[act] as much-needed representatives for disenfranchised groups such as the poor, the sick and the oppressed” (Collingwood and Logister 2005).  “[I]NGOs… frequently attempt to represent the interests of citizens whose voices are not heard in the international arena” (He and Murphy 2007).    In recent years, [I]NGOs have sought to “insert the voices of under-represented groups into the global arena” (Edwards 2000, 14).
  

INGOs are not, of course, formally-elected representatives.  But the foregoing quotations suggest that they engage in “informal” or “non-electoral” representation when they a) speak on behalf of, portray, or convey the wishes or interests
 of b) a group or population (e.g. Guatemalan women with AIDS, farmers in Sub-Saharan Africa, all extremely poor people), to c) some audience (e.g. country representatives at the UN, World Bank officials, the British public, etc.).  The foregoing quotations do not merely exhort INGOs to be responsive to poor people; nor do they suggest that INGOs should be accountable (i.e. liable to sanction) for something other than representing them.  Rather, they suggest that INGOs are or should be good representatives, where representing means something like conveying the wishes and/or interests of some individual or group to a third party (Pitkin 1967, Brito Vieira and Runciman 2008).  

This idea— that INGO advocacy is a form of representation, such that advocating well means representing well—is attractive because, according to several different models of democracy, representation conduces to democracy.  According to the most straightforward account of the connection between representation and democracy, democracy is “rule by the people,” so representation of excluded or marginalized group can promote democracy by helping those groups to have a (more equal) say in decisions that affect them, and thereby participate in self-rule (Dahl 1991, cf. Urbinati 2000, Plotke 1997).  Because wealthy and powerful groups are already represented, representation of poor and less powerful groups by INGOs can help to “level the playing field.”  

If (good) INGO advocacy entails—if it simply is – (good) representation of poor and marginalized groups, then bad INGO advocacy entails bad representation (or no representation) of these groups.  And indeed, INGOs have been accused of advocating badly by misrepresenting poor people’s preferences and/or interests on issues such as tradeoffs between environmental protection and economic growth (Collingwood and Logister 2005), trade liberalization (Ilcan and Lacey 2006), and the promotion of the Millennium Development Goals (Bond 2006, Edwards 2000).  

B. Right-leaning critics of INGO advocacy

INGOs’ Right-leaning critics also draw on the language of representation; in particular, they compare INGOs—unfavorably— to elected representatives.  For example, the Economist asks “Who elected Oxfam”?  Similarly, Paul Wapner (2002) writes: “Who elects [NGOs]?  Who appoints them as spokespersons for world society?...To whom are NGOs accountable?”  Micklethwait and Wooldridge protest that “NGOs claim to represent global civil society.  But nobody elects them” (Cited in Sprio 2002).  According to the Financial Times, “claims of NGOs to represent civil society as a whole and, as such, to possess legitimacy rivaling – even exceeding – that of elected governments is outrageous” (Cited in Hudson 2001, 336).  Aynsley Kellow argues that INGOs’ attempts to influence international agreements amount to “representation without taxation” (Cited in He and Murphy 2007).  It is possible that these procedural objections to INGO advocacy are smokescreens for more substantive objections to the content of INGOs’ advocacy agenda.  But especially if that is the case, these authors’ use of the language of representation suggests that they view the representation-based conception as coherent and persuasive.   

While both Right-leaning and Left-leaning critics compare INGOs to representatives, their arguments differ in a crucial respect.  Left-leaning critics view INGO advocacy as compensating for the under-representation of poor and marginalized groups.  They therefore analogize INGOs to individual representatives within a larger representative institution: by providing representation (only) to under-represented groups, INGOs help to level the playing field, and so maximize democracy overall.  In contrast, Right-leaning critics complain that “bodies such as [Oxfam] are, to varying degrees, extorting admissions of fault from law-abiding companies and changes in policy from democratically elected governments” (Economist 2000).  These critics imply that everyone is (more or less) adequately represented already, so by representing only poor and marginalized groups, INGOs distort an otherwise fair process.  In sum: Left-leaning critics analogize INGOs to the single representative within a larger representative institution who levels the playing field by representing under-represented groups, while Right-leaning critics analogize INGOs to the representative institution itself, and therefore suggest that it must represent everyone (“world society,”  “global civil society,’ etc.).

I think that the Right-leaning argument is unpersuasive, because it overlooks existing inequalities in global representation.  But the important point for our purposes is that it appeals to the idea that a) INGO advocacy is (or should be) a form of representation because b) (equal) representation is conducive to democracy. 

C. Democratic theorists    

Finally, INGOs are construed as representatives by some democratic theorists of “non-electoral” representation, who sometimes assume that INGO advocacy is a form of representation.  For example, the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on “political representation” states that, “[g]iven the role that International Non-Governmental Organizations play in the international arena, the representatives of dispossessed groups are no longer located in the formal political arena of the nation-state” (Dovi 2006).  Insofar as democratic theorists make this assumption, the pressing question for them is not whether INGOs are or should be representatives, but rather, given that INGOs are representatives, what— if anything— can make their practices of representation legitimate?  In particular, what, if anything, can provide the legitimacy that formal mechanisms of authorization and accountability provide for elected representatives?  For example, Terry MacDonald asks “whether, and under what circumstances, there are any sound normative foundations for claims… that unelected agents such as NGOs can possess legitimate representative agency” (2008).
  Similarly, Michael Saward aims to “discuss a set of cases of non-elective representative claims [including claims made by NGOs], and generate a set of criteria against which such claims might be assessed.”  He wants to know whether these claims can “ever be accepted as having democratic legitimacy” (Saward 2009). 

There are, of course, exceptions to this tendency among democratic theorists to collapse advocacy into representation.  For example, Saward himself points to the “difficult area between political and expertise ‘roles,’” such that “not all political claims by a group such as [the Union of Concerned Scientists] will be representative claims” (Saward 2009).  But democratic theorists often do simply equate advocacy with representation.  As we will see, this move significantly shapes perceptions about the normative issues associated with INGO advocacy.      

III. Three problems with conceptualizing INGOs as representatives

I have been arguing that INGO advocates are often construed as representatives and normatively evaluated as such.  But there are at least three problems with viewing INGO advocates as representatives.  Before getting to these problems, however, I want to discuss two arguments against construing INGOs as representatives that I do not find persuasive.    

A.  Two unpersuasive claims: “INGOs never represent” and “INGOs should never represent”

The first argument is made by some INGOs.  They argue that they should not be viewed as representatives because, as a descriptive matter, they do not represent.  As Jordan and Van Truijl (1998) write, “[I]NGOs generally feel more comfortable describing themselves as information brokers or issue-oriented advocacy groups, but not as representative entities.”  Likewise, in a recent survey, “less than 10%-- of the [I]NGOs examined claimed to be ‘speaking for’ the South or Southern NGOs...” (Hudson 2001).
  Similarly, my search of the websites of several major anti-poverty INGOs yielded very few references to the word “represent” and its cognates.
  

Yet while most INGOs do not claim to be representatives, and some explicitly deny representing, they do sometimes engage in representation, albeit subtly.  Thus, while

most of the [I]NGOs examined [in the aforementioned survey] carefully avoid claiming to represent the South in any simple way, many struggled to find alternative ways of describing their activities and, if pushed, would fall back on some sort of representational claim—Southern issues, values, interests or concerns, rather than ‘the South’—to legitimacy.    

As Van Trujil and Jordan (1998) argue, 

While cooperation in an advocacy campaign does not easily compare itself to academic concepts of representation, it cannot be denied that NGOs are in fact representing interests when they operate with a specific expertise geared toward a specific political arena and using [sic] that knowledge to carry a campaign issue to a new level of decision-making.

For example, like many INGOs that provide direct on-the-ground services (or work with “local partners” that provide such services), ActionAid argues that the legitimacy of its advocacy campaigns derives from its close ties to poor people, and not from its representativeness.  ActionAid states: 
It is the understanding and credibility that we gain from our grassroots-level work that will give us the strength to work with the poor to influence local and national governments and international institutions to respond to their demands (Cited in Lister 2003).

I return to this claim in the next section.  The important point for now is that, while the activity described in this quotation is not “pure” representing (because “working with” is not the same as representing), it does seem to involve ActionAid working with some poor people in order to represent other poor people.
   

Another way in which INGOs can subtly represent poor people, even while appearing not to do so, is by allowing them to “tell their own stories.”  Oxfam-International’s website features a narrative (with a photograph) describing the predicament of Al-Hassan Abukari, a rice farmer in Northern Ghana.  Oxfam allows Abukari to “speak for himself” by quoting him at length.  But of course, Oxfam chose Abukari, wrote the narrative about him, and decided which quotations to include.  The narrative concludes: “For millions of farmers like Al-Hassan across Africa, Asia, and Latin America, growing rice is their only hope for getting out of poverty.  However, cheap imports are undermining their prospects of a better life.”
  With this statement, Oxfam represents “millions of farmers” to readers of Oxfam’s website, by claiming that growing rice is in their interests, while cheap imports undermine their interests.  The more this statement appears to be endorsed by Abukari, the more he is implicated in it, and the more like representation it becomes (Brito Vieira and Runciman 2008).

INGO advocates also engage in representation when they visually portray poor and marginalized people in advertisements, on their websites, etc.  In her influential study of representation, Hannah Pitkin (1967) argues that visual portrayals alone are not instances of political representation, because they do not involve substantive acting for others.  But when used in the context of advocacy campaigns or fundraising efforts, visual portrayals of poor and marginalized people are political, and they are representations: visual portrayals can even represent preferences, by showing people smiling while doing some things, and looking miserable while doing other things (Saward 2006).  In short: despite INGOs’ assertions to the contrary, they sometimes do engage in representation, to some degree.
  So while I will argue that INGOs should not be construed as representatives, this is not because they never engage in the activity of representing.  

Underlying INGOs’ assertions that they do not engage in representation is another claim, also sometimes made by their Left-leaning critics.  This is the claim that, regardless of whether they in fact do represent, they should never do so.  For example, Batliwala (2002) writes that “many [Southerners and Southern NGOs] are critically questioning the right and need to have their issues and concerns represented by others.”  Some authors have also made the more theoretical point that “representation does not provide a sufficiently viable conceptual or practical approach” to thinking about INGO advocacy campaigns (Jordan and Van Tuijl 1998).
  

Like the assertion that INGOs do not engage in representation, I think the claim that they should not engage in representation is overstated.   INGOs representing poor and marginalized groups has drawbacks, as we will see.  But so does not representing them!  As Linda Alcoff (1991-2) argues, the benefits of representing sometimes outweigh the costs.  The challenge is to correctly characterize these costs.  The three problems with viewing INGOs as representatives that I discuss in the rest of this section—the allocation, displacement and heterogeneity problems— can be understood as three important costs of conceptualizing INGOs as representatives.  They are not the only costs associated with conceptualizing INGOs as representatives, but they are costs that democratic critics of representation have tended to overlook.  I will argue that once we take them into account, conceptualizing INGOs as representatives is much less appealing, on democratic grounds, than it initially appeared to be.

B. The allocation problem

A first problem with construing INGOs as representatives is that norms of representativeness say virtually nothing about how INGOs should choose whom to advocate for in the first place.  Regardless of how one conceives of representation (e.g. as promoting a constituency’s interests, preferences, etc.), a good representative is at least somewhat partial to her constituents.  As Saward notes, even “representative claims which make constituencies politically visible are partial,” because they only make some constituencies visible (2006, 315).  Thus, representation-based normative standards focus attention on INGOs’ responsibilities to the people for whom they are already advocating, and downplay or elide initial (or ongoing) decisions about whom INGOs should advocate for.  For this reason, construing INGOs as representatives can work against those groups that INGOs and their donors tend to overlook—groups that are far-flung, un-photogenic, internally disorganized, unsophisticated, or who would, for some other reason, benefit from a more formal or explicit commitment, on the part of INGOs, to equal consideration of their claims.
   

This is not to say that INGOs have a duty to allocate their advocacy efforts in any particular way; only that decisions about how to allocate advocacy have moral content.  This would be the case even if INGO advocacy campaigns made some poor people better off and none worse off.  But as it turns out, INGO advocacy campaigns often create “losers” as well as “winners.”  As Riddell (2007, 300-1) notes, “in most cases, some poor people will tend to benefit, either relatively or absolutely, from the consequences of changes in the external policy regime, and some will tend to be adversely affected” (see also Edwards 2000, 19).  For example, poor people in urban areas tend to benefit when the prices of basic commodities fall, while poor farmers who produce those commodities tend to benefit when prices rise.  This means that INGOs’ decisions about how to allocate advocacy are not only decisions about how to allocate benefits; they are also decisions about how to allocate costs.  Yet, a representation-based lens does not help INGOs to even recognize that they are making such decisions—let alone make these decisions well.

The only contribution that norms of representativeness make to decisions about how to allocate INGO advocacy is to encourage INGOs to be partial to the individual(s) or groups(s) for whom they are already advocating.  In other words, norms of representation emphasize INGOs’ role-based “special obligations” to those for whom they are already advocating (just as elected political representatives have role-based special obligations to their constituents, lawyers have special obligations to their clients, etc.).  There is widespread agreement that these sorts of special obligations have moral weight.  But the fact that advocacy INGOs operate in highly “non-ideal” contexts of extreme scarcity and widespread under-representation of poor and marginalized groups means that special obligations derived from already-existing relationships are likely to be relatively less important than they would be under better conditions.  It is not that loyalty and constancy lack value—just that they are outweighed by other factors more often than they would be in other circumstances.  

In short: construing INGOs as representatives emphasizes special obligations, even though INGOs often have good reason to prioritize other considerations.  One could perhaps avoid this problem by construing all anti-poverty INGOs as representatives of all poor and/or marginalized people in the world.  But this paradigm does not avoid the first problem identified above: it offers no basis for making principled decisions about allocating advocacy among this extremely large and diverse population, which includes a panoply of shifting, overlapping groups with different, and sometimes conflicting, preferences and interests.

Another way to avoid having norms of representativeness yield partial outcomes is by embedding partial representatives in an impartial institutional structure.  For example, while members of the US House of Representatives are (on most accounts) expected to be somewhat partial to their electoral constituents, their partiality is compensated for, and justified by, the larger institutional structure—the House of Representatives— in which they are embedded (Applbaum 1999).  On this view, individual representatives are partial, but everyone (at least, all citizens) are meant to benefit from this partiality equally.  INGOs, in contrast, are not embedded in an institutional structure charged with fairly allocating their advocacy efforts among everyone for whom they might potentially advocate.  If there were such a (legitimate) institution, INGOs would not have to make decisions about how to allocate their advocacy efforts.  They could simply run (or volunteer, apply, nominate themselves, etc.) for a particular job or office, just as [Congressperson X] did in his quest to represent [State’s] 5th district in Congress.
  I am not suggesting that, all things considered, such an institution ought to exist— the practical and conceptual challenges would be daunting.  My point is only that in the absence of such an institution, even the most democratically-inclined INGO cannot avoid making allocative decisions.  Yet the language of representation offers no (helpful) guidance for doing so.        

An example will help to illustrate this point.  As part of the Jubilee 2000 anti-debt campaign, the Jubilee South “South-South Summit” issued a declaration called “Towards a Debt-Free Millennium.”  This declaration was signed by “leaders and representatives” of “diverse social movements, popular, religious, professional and political organizations and debt coalitions” from “35 countries of Africa, Asia, the Pacific, Latin America, and the Caribbean” (Jubilee South 1999).  The Declaration’s analysis of the debt issue, including its rejection of all “categoriz[ation] of countries into ‘highly indebted poor countries’ or ‘moderately indebted countries’, etc.”, as well as its support for “debt cancellation, debt repudiation and reparations” (as opposed to mere “debt relief”), offered guidance to INGOs regarding how they should allocate their advocacy efforts within the Jubilee 2000 campaign. 
The Jubilee 2000 campaign therefore came closer than many other advocacy campaigns to something like a democratic procedure for allocating INGO advocacy within the campaign.  But even in this case, INGOs still had to make substantive judgments about whether the individuals who wrote and signed the Summit Declaration acted as good representatives of everyone significantly affected by the debt issue— and not, for example, only their co-nationals.  (On some models of democracy, assessing the democratic legitimacy of the Declaration would also require evaluating the quality of the deliberation leading up to it.)  An INGO with a good-faith belief that the Declaration excluded important perspectives, or was the result of an inadequately deliberative process, might justifiably hesitate to follow its dictates.  

This is not to deny that INGOs should consult widely with other actors when making decisions about how to allocate their advocacy efforts.  They should.  They also have good reasons to devolve those decisions to democratic processes involving those affected when they can do so.  But this will often not be possible, especially in the context of decisions that involve large numbers of disconnected people or long time horizons.  
So INGOs are ultimately responsible for the allocative decisions that they make.  But they face significant financial and psychological pressure to make these decisions badly, for example, by focusing on “hot-button” issues that will generate donations and raise their institutional profile.  Insofar as the point of an advocacy campaign is to shape public opinion, it is reasonable for INGOs to take existing public opinion into account when deciding whether a given campaign is likely to succeed.  It is also reasonable for them to consider whether a given campaign is likely to pay for itself through new donations.  But it is also easy for INGO workers to over-emphasize these considerations, and, more generally, to be moved by what are, on reflection, morally irrelevant considerations: helpless-seeming victims, dramatic imagery, an especially heinous villain (to say nothing of race, religion, geographic location, etc.).
  Some INGOs struggle mightily against the pull of morally irrelevant considerations.  For example, Doctors Without Borders publishes an annual list of “top ten underreported humanitarian crises.”
  But the language of representation hinders, rather than helps, such efforts, by providing no way of adjudicating among these crises (except, as we have seen, to suggest that INGOs should prioritize the groups that they are already representing).

Because conceptualizing INGO advocacy as representation encourages INGOs and their interlocutors to overlook allocative issues, deploying this conception in the absence of a legitimate structure for allocating INGOs advocacy undermines the democratic norm of inclusion.  Some individuals and groups who could potentially benefit from INGO advocacy are likely to be excluded— not just from advocacy itself (which is to be expected because INGOs cannot advocate for everyone), but from having their case considered on an equal basis—or even noticed in the first place.
  

C. The displacement problem

I argued in the previous sub-section that construing INGOs as representatives is detrimental to the individuals and groups that INGOs and their donors tend to overlook.  But it can also be detrimental to those INGOs do advocate for.  While the allocation problem arises when INGOs are construed as representatives in a highly non-ideal institutional context, the “displacement” problem arises because INGOs are themselves “second-best” representatives.
  While INGO practitioners are very familiar with this problem, democratic theorists have paid much less attention to it.  (Neither group has, I think, fully explored the conceptual connections between representation and displacement.)   

When I say that INGOs are “second-best” representatives of poor and marginalized people, I mean that they are something less than first-best representatives, not that they are necessarily second-best as opposed to third- or fifth-best (Lipsey and Lancaster 1954).  Judgments about whether a given INGO is actually a second-best rather than a first-best representative in a specific case must be made with reference to the details of that case.  But INGOs are likely to be second-best representatives compared to domestic democratic governments, because compared to these governments, INGOs are financially insecure and only weakly accountable to those directly affected by their actions (Kuper 2002).  INGOs are also often second-best representatives compared to Southern NGOs, because compared to Southern NGOs, INGOs are often less well-informed about on-the-ground realities related to the advocacy campaign.
  INGOs are also less likely than either domestic governments or local NGOs to be “mirror” or “descriptive” representatives of poor and marginalized groups, and so cannot provide the symbolic, psychological, and other benefits of this type of representation (Mansbridge 1999).  

But while domestic governments and Southern NGOs have the potential to be first-best representatives for poor and marginalized people, they sometimes do not live up to this potential. Domestic governments in poor countries are sometimes corrupt and unresponsive to the needs of their citizens and denizens (as, of course, are some governments of wealthy countries).  Local NGOs in poor countries can be underfunded, inexperienced, and (like INGOs) distant from the needs and perspectives of poor people (Nyamguisira 1998).  If domestic governments and local NGOs could overcome the hurdles facing them, they would be better representatives than INGOs, insofar as they don’t face the serious structural issues that INGOs face (reliance on donors, a lack of formal accountability, limited local knowledge, limited mirror representation, etc.).  

Yet, it is often difficult for domestic governments and NGOs to do this.  As a result,  is difficult for them to do so.

As a result, “tensions are exacerbated when local NGOs perceive that the seats at the policy table are being taken by international NGOs” (Jayawickrama and McCullagh 2009). “Government authorities often collude and reinforce the exclusion of direct stakeholders by inviting the elite NGOs into policy-making processes, rather than the loud, militant, and difficult to control grassroots groups who do not speak the same bureaucratic language that elite social advocates have learned” (Batliwala 2002).
  Likewise, Dot Keets (2002, 45) argues that “Northern groups cannot substitute for and certainly cannot continue to act paternalistically ‘on behalf of’ the South, particularly as the South becomes more organized and enters more fully into international campaigns.”  A similar dynamic can occur between INGOs and governments: “[d]onors may unwittingly be weakening new, fragile parliaments by elevating the role of [civil society organizations]… in national debate” (Clark 2003,171).    

When first-best representatives such as domestic governments and local NGOs are entirely absent (a situation that is exceedingly rare), there is no one for INGOs to displace.  Conversely, when first-best representatives are fully functional, it is much more difficult (and much less tempting) for INGOs to displace them.  It is only in the middle ground between these two extremes—when domestic democratic governments and local NGOs are present enough to be displaced, but not established and effective enough to avoid being displaced—that displacement occurs.  Of course, INGOs do not inevitably displace domestic governments and local NGOs.  To the contrary, advocacy campaigns by INGOs can create more opportunities and political space for representation by local NGOs, in particular.  As one report (that also discussed the problem of displacement) noted: “[INGOs] have won a seat at the global policy table.  This can make it easier for local NGOs and civil society groups to claim their seat at the table as well” (Jayawickrama and McCullagh 2009).  

While the relationship between INGOs and local NGOs/domestic governments is not strictly zero-sum, crowding out and disempowerment of local NGOs and governments by INGOs can and does occur.  This can happen in several different ways.  As I have been discussing, INGOs can displace domestic governments and local NGOs by representing in place of them.  But INGOs can also displace local NGOs, citizens groups, and others, simply by representing them— rather than empowering them to participate directly themselves.  As Pitkin (1967) argues, people who are represented are “made present in some sense,” but they are not “present literally or fully in fact” (8-9).  So while being represented can be better than being entirely absent, some displacement is inherent in the structure of representation itself.  As Saward (2006) argues, “[representative] claims can by their nature silence the constituencies or people or groups which they constitute by evoking, [reinforcing, bringing about, or claiming] the necessity of the absence of the represented from the political arena…” (304).
  

Conceptualizing INGOs as representatives—and thereby implying that they should be good representatives—thus creates an incentive for INGOs to displace.  When “speaking for” is the morally privileged position, INGOs always want to be speaking for someone, so they always have a reason to displace.  As a result, “grassroots constituencies and their formations often feel ‘used’ by their [I]NGO brethren in many ways.  Links with them—often extremely perfunctory—are used to establish legitimacy and credibility for NGOs claiming to speak for the masses” (Batliwala 2002).     

The crux of the displacement problem, then, is as follows: construing INGOs as representatives encourages them to be good representatives.  But because INGOs are second-best representatives, they should sometimes not strive to represent well themselves.  Rather, they should “step back,” and encourage (or at least not impede) representation by first-best representatives, such as domestic governments and local NGOs.
  Such efforts to “empower” and “build the capacity” of first-best representatives are not representation.  Because they involve stepping back, they can even stand in some tension with representation.  So when INGOs displace first-best representatives by striving to be good representatives themselves, they undermine good representation overall—and thereby the ability of poor and marginalized people to have a meaningful say in decisions that affect them.

D. The heterogeneity problem

I turn finally (and much more briefly) to a third problem with viewing INGOs as representatives: doing so obscures the heterogeneity of INGO advocacy.  That is, it obscures the many activities in addition to representing that help to comprise actual INGO advocacy campaigns.  These activities include “witnessing” (or “témoignage”), “naming and shaming,” and scientific research.  Simply referring to INGO advocacy as representation elides the very existence of these other activities and provides no basis for evaluating them.

Like the allocation and displacement problems, the heterogeneity problem can also be traced in part to INGOs’ second-best status and the highly non-ideal contexts in which they operate.  But unlike the allocation and displacement problems, the heterogeneity problem is not a democratic argument against conceptualizing INGO advocacy as representation.  That is, it is not a reason why construing INGOs as representatives is undemocratic.  Rather, it is a reason why construing INGOs as representatives is incomplete.

INGOs engage in witnessing when they publicly report incidents or events that their employees saw or heard directly.  Witnessing can be embedded within larger representational claims.  But it is powerful precisely because and insofar as it is not representation: witnessing is about “letting the facts speak for themselves”; it loses its credibility if it is perceived as an effort to speak for, or otherwise represent, a group’s interests or preferences.  

 “Naming and shaming” consists of publicizing the names and misdeeds of individuals, states, corporations or other entities that have flagrantly violated human rights laws, treaties, or norms.  This strategy is usually deployed by “non-operational” human rights INGOs, such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, rather than anti-poverty INGOs (Roth 2007).  But anti-poverty INGOs do sometimes “speak out” in ways that amount to naming and shaming.  For example, they publicly denounce combatants for violating international humanitarian law and Western governments for failing to meet their global poverty-related financial commitments (E.g. Oxfam’s report “The World is Still Waiting”). Naming and shaming differs from political representation because the implicit standards to which the shamed actors are held include their own promises, basic human rights, and international law, and not the promotion of a particular constituency’s wishes or interests.          

Finally, some INGOs undertake scientific research as part of their advocacy efforts.  For example, Doctors Without Borders and the International Rescue Committee conducted epidemiological studies of the causes and extent of civilian deaths in the Democratic Republic of Congo during the 1990s (Coghlan et al. 2006; Marschner 1999).  The results of this research were used by representatives (including these INGOs).  But the research itself is not representation.            

Witnessing, naming and shaming and scientific research all raise distinctive ethical questions.  Various norms and criteria—sensitivity, scientific rigor, transparency, diffusion of research results to participants—are presumably relevant to evaluating these activities.  The problem with representation is not that it fails to capture all of this nuance—what one concept could?  Rather, the problem is that it papers over the very existence of these other activities.  Democratic theorists interested in INGO advocacy should examine the democratic potential and pitfalls of all of its components—not only at the portion of INGO advocacy that is best described as representation.  

A final clarificatory note about the heterogeneity problem: I have suggested that INGO advocacy includes activities other than representing.  But not representing is different from misrepresenting.  To be misrepresented is to be used for an end that one does not will, often for the putative representative’s benefit.  So while I have been arguing that not representing is an acceptable component of INGO advocacy, not misrepresenting appears to be a side constraint on INGO advocacy: whatever else INGOs do, they should not actively misrepresent poor people’s wishes and/or interests.  

IV. INGOs as partners   

I have argued that conceptualizing INGOs as representatives a) provides no normative foothold for thinking about how their advocacy efforts should be allocated, and so undermines inclusion; b) encourages INGOs to displace first-best representatives, and so undermines self-determination, and c) excludes and/or misses the point of several activities that help to comprise actual INGO advocacy campaigns.  In this section I ask whether a second prominent conception of INGO advocacy— INGOs as “partners” of, or “in solidarity with” Southern NGOs and/or poor people— avoids these problems.  

Partnership-based conceptions of INGO advocacy are articulated by many INGOs and some of their Left-leaning critics.  For example, Crewe and Harrison (2000, 71) write that partnership is “a popular, if not obligatory, strategy for [I]NGOs.”
  Oxfam America describes the local organizations it works with as “partners.”
  The ActionAid quote cited above invokes the idea of partnership.   Deborah Eade (2002) writes that INGOs should try “to act in solidarity—sharing [their] resources where [they] can, helping when [they are] invited to do so, and generating a climate of support for pro-poor policy change within [their] own immediate constituency.”  Michael Edwards (2000) argues that Oxfam’s proposals on debt and other issues should be “sensitive to the views and aspirations of its Southern partners” (21).  

Like the representation-based conception of INGO advocacy, the partnership conception is attractive largely because it seems democratic: INGOs work together with Southern NGOs and poor people to help ensure that they have a greater voice in decisions that affect them.  But while construing INGOs as partners of Southern NGOs and poor people largely avoids the heterogeneity problem and (to a lesser extent) the displacement problem, it exacerbates the allocation problem.  

First, the heterogeneity problem.  “Representing” is an activity, so construing advocacy as representation excludes other activities.  But “partnership” and “solidarity” are not activities; they refer instead to an orientation or set of commitments that could characterize a wide range of activities.   So construing INGOs as partners of, or in solidarity with poor people and Southern NGOs does not elide the heterogeneity of actual INGO advocacy campaigns.  Construing INGOs as partners disallows some activities, to be sure—but not witnessing, naming and shaming, and scientific research.  

Construing INGOs as partners of Southern NGOs and/or poor people also seems less likely to promote displacement than construing INGOs as representatives, at least at a theoretical or conceptual level.  As I argued above, a representative’s constituents cannot be fully “at the table” with the representative, otherwise representation is not taking place.  Partnership, in contrast, encourages the co-presence of INGOs and those for whom they advocate: partners sit at the table together.  Thus, while fully achieved representation entails displacement, fully achieved partnership does not.  In reality, of course, partnership and solidarity are hardly ever fully achieved.  In such cases, the desire to be (or to be seen as) authentic partners with Southern NGOs can lead INGOs to forge superficial links with Southern NGOs, without really sharing power, resources, or the spotlight with them.  Thus, construing INGOs as partners can be democratic if partnership is actually achieved.  But the partnership conception can displace if it encourages INGOs to create the illusion of partnership for the purposes of burnishing their image, without really sharing power.

The real difficulty with conceiving of INGOs as partners of the global poor involves the allocation problem.  Even more than conceiving of INGOs as representatives, conceiving of them as partners downplays the reality of conflicting or divergent interests among different groups of poor people, and the need for INGO advocates to choose for or with whom they will work.  The language of partnership also emphasizes—again more forcefully and evocatively than the language of representation—the importance of special obligations, that is, the idea that INGOs should prioritize their current “partners” or those with whom they are (already) solidary over those who might be in greater need, or could be advocated for more efficiently or effectively.  

Finally, the language of solidarity also goes further than the language of representation (and, arguably, the language of partnership) in not only reducing, but collapsing differences among social groups.  While the idea of shared fate that “solidarity” conveys can be powerful and moving, it can also be disturbing if it papers over actually-existing inequalities (as in the 1985 pop song “We are the World”).
  It is one thing to recognize that differently-situated people share a common humanity and have intertwined fates.  It is another to imply that there are no significant differences among them. 

V. INGOs as agents of justice

We have seen that construing INGOs as representatives or partners generates the allocation, displacement, and/or heterogeneity problems.  I now want to suggest that viewing INGOs as “agents of justice” is preferable to these two conceptions, because (or, insofar as) it avoids all three of these problems.  While the representation and partnership conceptions are less democratic than they initially appear to be, the agents of justice conception is more democratic than it initially appears to be.

The notion that INGO advocates ought to be conceptualized as agents of justice has both descriptive and normative components.  The descriptive component is that, as I argued with regard to the allocation problem, INGOs cannot avoid enacting some substantive conception of justice.  Even the INGO that advocates for more democratic procedures in international institutions is acting on a substantive conception of justice.  Construing INGOs as agents of justice foregrounds this fact.  It also highlights the fact that INGO advocates must adjudicate among different groups’ conflicting wishes and interests.  In contrast, construing INGOs as representatives or partners suggests that advocacy primarily entails acting on behalf of or working with an already-selected group or groups to promote identical or compatible preferences and/or interests.    

The normative implication of construing INGOs as agents of justice is that INGOs should try to act consistently with what justice really requires.  Thus, while the INGO as representative must defend itself publicly in the language of representation, by explaining why it is a good representative, the INGO as agent-of-justice must defend itself publicly in the language of justice, by explaining why it is embodying, promoting, and/or acting consistently with a defensible conception of justice.  I will explain below how the two conceptions differ on issues of deliberation, accountability, and imperiousness.  But I first show how the agent-of-justice conception avoids the allocation, displacement and heterogeneity problems.  
First, unlike construing INGOs as representatives, construing them as agents of justice provides analytic resources for principled decision-making about allocating INGOs’ advocacy efforts.  Figuring out what allocative justice entails requires, first, plausibly interpreting ideas such as impartiality, fairness, or equal consideration (Kymlicka 2002; Walzer 2006 Ch. 1; Sen 2009), and second, figuring out what acting consistently with these interpretations requires in a particular case.  Such “cases” include both what INGOs themselves should do in the course of their advocacy campaigns, and the substantive outcomes that they should advocate for.   
If we understand what it is to argue about justice in this way, then even when there is disagreement about what justice requires, the language of justice directs attention to the question of who is being left out or passed over, and what sorts of explanations are owed to those people.  By encouraging INGOs to take a broad and impartial view when constructing or choosing among potential advocacy campaigns, the language of justice “makes present” those whom INGOs might otherwise overlook— even more, in some cases, than the language of representation does.  In so doing, a justice-based conception of INGO advocacy embodies the democratic norm of inclusion.  The language of justice includes people in only a thin and abstract way, to be sure.  But given the non-ideal institutional context in which INGOs operate, representation-based standards on their own are likely to be even more exclusionary.  Thin inclusion of everyone is arguably better than representing some but excluding others (Goodin 2000).  

Construing INGOs as agents of justice also helps to avoid the displacement problem.  I argued above that representatives always displace to some extent, just because of what representation is, and partners—while there is no conceptual requirement that they displace—often do so in practice.  But construing INGOs as agents of justice would seem to both avoid displacing it in theory, and do somewhat better than the language of partnership at avoiding it in practice.  Because justice is an objective or goal rather than a relationship, agents of justice have no incentive to fake partnerships with Southern NGOs in order to seem more legitimate.  Rather, construing INGOs as agents of justice leaves room for INGOs to adopt a range of different means to achieve their desired ends: they can step back and make way for advocacy by already-existing first-best representatives, actively support potential or nascent first-best representatives, engage in representation themselves, or work in partnership with Southern NGOs to achieve a shared goal.  They can also engage in witnessing, naming and shaming, and scientific research.  But the point of all of these activities, and the standard against which INGO advocacy should ultimately be evaluated, is how well INGOs promote (a publicly defensible conception of) justice.  Understanding the wishes and/or interests of any particular group of poor and marginalized people is therefore a means to this end, but not an end in itself.   

Finally, holding INGOs to justice-based standards largely avoids the heterogeneity problem.  While representation is an activity and partnership is a relationship, justice is an objective—one that can be pursued through a wide range of activities.  This makes justice-based normative standards more applicable to the wider range of the activities that comprise actual INGO advocacy campaigns.  While the language of justice is not a sufficient ethical vocabulary for conceptualizing or normatively evaluating witnessing, naming and shaming and scientific research, it does not obscure these activities or distort their purposes.  

I have argued that conceptualizing INGOs as agents of justice appears more likely to avoid the allocation, displacement and heterogeneity problems than conceptualizing them as representatives or partners.  Because the allocation problem undermines inclusion and the displacement problem undermines self-determination, the justice-based conception is (to this extent) more democratic than the other two conceptions.  But of course, democracy is more than inclusion and self-determination.  I therefore turn now to comparing INGOs-construed-as-representatives to INGOs-construed-as-agents-of-justice, on the issues of deliberation, accountability, and imperiousness.  

It seems at first as if a major difference between INGOs-as-representatives and INGOs-as-agents of justice is that only the former conception requires deliberation.  But this is not the case.  Both conceptions require deliberation.  Where they differ is in the purpose that the deliberation serves and the set of actors who participate in it.  On the representation conception, the INGO’s role is to promote the wishes and/or interests of a particular group.  It must therefore deliberate with members of that group in order to understand their wishes and/or interests.
  The agent of justice, in contrast, must discern and then promote justice. This requires much more broad-based deliberation—both about initial allocative issues, and about how to proceed once specific campaigns have been designed or chosen. 
  But in no case does the INGO-as-agent-of-justice deliberate only with those on whose behalf it takes itself to be acting.  

One might also think that construing INGOs as representatives is preferable to construing them as agents of justice because only representatives are formally accountable to their constituents.  But this comparison is specious: while elected representatives are formally accountable to their constituents, INGOs—even those conceived of as representatives— are unelected.  So our choice is not between INGOs-as-formally-accountable-representatives and INGOs-as-unaccountable-agents of justice; rather, it is between INGOs as not-formally-accountable representatives and INGOs as not-formally-accountable agents of justice.  

This lack of formal accountability—or, this problem that appears to be an issue of a lack of formal accountability, has often been pointed out.  As Michael Edwards (2000) writes:
What if the NGOs who protested so loudly in Seattle turn out to be wrong in their assumptions about the future benefits that flow from different trading strategies—who pays the price?  Not the NGOs themselves, but farmers in the Third World who have never heard of Christian Aid or Save the Children, but who will suffer the consequences for generations (19).  
Edwards’ argument seems to suggest that the representation-based model has a slight edge over the justice-based model, because it directs our attention to the issue of formal accountability and shows why its absence is a problem (even though, again, calling INGOs representatives does not solve the problem).  But it is worth pointing out, in this connection, that the problem that Edwards identifies is not necessarily best described as a lack of formal accountability.  While Edwards focuses on the question of “who pays the price,” the goal really should be to avoid bad advocacy in the first place, not to ensure that the advocates are the ones who pay if they get things wrong.  These two goals are connected, of course, insofar as the threat of future sanction gives INGOs an incentive to advocate well in the present.  But initial selection and ongoing monitoring can serve some of the same purposes as after-the-fact accountability (Mansbridge 2009).  Indeed, a vigorous, diverse, inclusive, transparent and not-overly-hierarchical public sphere, combined with other informal accountability mechanisms, could perhaps avoid bad advocacy as effectively as a backward-looking formal accountability mechanism.  Such a public sphere is arguably more consistent with the justice conception than the representation conception, because the task at hand on the justice conception is to figure out what justice requires, which is a task that many can participate in (compared to the task of discerning the wishes and/or interests of the particular group that an INGO is seeking to represent).  
I have suggested that construing INGOs as agents of justice entails a substantial role for deliberation and accountability.  There is nonetheless still a worry, familiar from critics of deliberative democracy, that the commitment to deciding what justice requires through a process of wide-ranging democratic deliberation can shade into arrogance that one knows (better than everyone else) what justice requires.  I think that this worry is valid.  But the crucial point to note here is that the problem of imperiousness plagues the representation- and partnership-based conceptions as well.  Even the most dedicated, committed representative or partner cannot avoid making a host of substantive judgments in the course of deciding which constituencies to construct, what aspects of those newly-constructed constituencies to represent, whom to represent them to, whom to partner with, etc. (Saward 2006).  The representative—especially but not only the unelected representative— builds and responds to a world of her own making, sometimes as much as the agent of justice does.  The representative merely hides it better.  The same can be said about the INGO-as-partner.  

I have been arguing that we should construe INGOs as agents of justice because doing so avoids the allocation problem (which undermines inclusion), the displacement problem (which undermines first-best representation and so self-determination), and the heterogeneity problem.  The first two of these reasons invoke democratic norms.  But if democracy plays such a fundamental role in my argument, why not appeal to it directly?  Why not say that INGO advocacy efforts should be evaluated according to how well they abide by and promote democratic norms, including but not limited to norms of inclusion and self-determination?  
The reason is this: merely asserting that INGO advocacy ought to be democratic, or promote democratic norms, does not tell us anything about which “mid-level” principles or normative standards (e.g. representativeness, solidarity, etc.) will, in practice, promote (or at least not undermine) democratic norms.  A main goal of this article has been to suggest that the links between general, abstract ideals such as democracy, and more specific normative standards such as representativeness and partnership, are not as straightforward as they initially appear—especially in situations involving second-best actors operating in highly non-ideal contexts.      

VI. Representation and Partnership Revisited

I have argued that while construing INGOs as agents of justice has drawbacks, it is often preferable to viewing them as representatives or partners.  But I also stated that INGO advocates are sometimes conceptualized as, and do sometimes act and portray themselves as, representatives and partners.  Not only does this happen, but it sometimes should happen.  But when?  Under what conditions?  The argument offered here suggests an answer: it is more acceptable for INGOs to act like, and be viewed as, representative or partners when the allocation, displacement and heterogeneity problems are (or are likely to be) nonexistent or mild.
  

Consider, first, the allocation problem.  On the view I am suggesting, it is more acceptable to conceptualize INGO advocacy as representation when the INGO does not have to make difficult decisions about how to allocate its advocacy efforts.  For example, when a proposed advocacy campaign will help millions of people but hurt no one, or when an INGO is pre-committed to a particular issue or geographic area, then the allocation problem does not arise, or least does not arise with such force.  When there are no major allocative decisions to be made, such decisions cannot be obscured by the language of representation.  

The same logic applies to the displacement problem and the heterogeneity problem.  Representation-based standards are more appropriate when displacement is unlikely— for example, in situations where there are no nascent first-best representatives for INGOs to displace, or in which INGOs are (for whatever reason) first-best representatives themselves.  Finally, representation-based standards are more appropriate when the scope of an INGO’s advocacy activities is limited to representing, and does not include other activities, such as witnessing, naming and shaming, or scientific research.    

VII. Conclusion: Justice and regret

In the documentary, “What are We Doing Here?” (2010), four young white American males travel from Cairo to Cape town, trying to understand the benefits and pitfalls of international aid.  In Kenya, they film children at an orphanage standing in a circle outside, performing a song:  

Am I just but a number in your books and files?  

Am I just but a number in your books and files?  

Or I am a child in the world living my life? 

Or I am a child in the world living my life? 

Measure, measure, measure, measurements and standards; 

Measure, measure, measure, measurements and standards. 

At one level, conceptualizing INGOs as agents of justice encourages INGOs to do precisely what the children singing this song are asking them not to do.  Especially when it comes to issues of allocating advocacy—but also when it comes to figuring out what justice requires once an advocacy campaign is underway—  a justice-based approach to INGO advocacy does require some distance from the lives of specific individuals.  It is hard to imagine that an INGO that seriously asks itself the question, “where in the world and about what should we advocate?” could at the same time also have a full and rich grasp of the realities of the lives of the people on among whom it is choosing, and on whose behalf it advocates.  There seems to be an irreducible tension between what we might call the “justice-view,” which—especially if it provides resources for making allocative decisions, and distinguishing between first-and second-best actors— is necessarily somewhat schematic and top-down, and a view that treats the children in the documentary as real individual people, whose lives are as complicated and as important to them as your life is important to you, and mine is important to me.

I want to conclude by saying two things about this worry.  First, insofar as advocacy requires different modes, some of which are more distanced and schematic, and others that are more closely engaged with the specifics of individual lives, it is helpful that INGOs are collective actors, rather than individuals.  

Second, this observation about the distancing, schematizing, and top-down effects of the justice view is not best seen as an argument against the view itself.  It is, instead, a reason why we should regret the fact that anti-poverty advocacy is undertaken by INGOs, rather than first-best actors.  The children in the documentary might well be better off if, upon seeing the documentary, INGO workers and donors in wealthy countries dropped what they were doing, and sought to represent or partner with the children or their guardians directly.  But millions of other children—those similarly situated but not in the video—would not be made better off by this.  I think that their interests—in fair allocation of INGO advocacy, in the support of first-best representatives, and in normative evaluation of all aspects of INGO advocacy—are best served by construing INGOs as agents of justice.  There are real drawbacks to this, to be sure.  But given INGOs’ status as second-best actors operating in highly non-ideal circumstances, construing them as agents of justice seems to be more defensible— on democratic grounds— than construing them as representatives or partners of the global poor. 
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� See Black (1992) for a history of Oxfam UK’s advocacy efforts.  The anti-poverty INGOs discussed here are a) based in wealthy “Northern” countries and b) work on behalf of people in poor, “Southern” countries.  They can be distinguished from a) anti-poverty NGOs based in Northern countries that work on domestic issues, b) anti-poverty NGOs based in Southern countries that work on domestic issues, and c) Anti-poverty INGOs (or coalitions of NGOs) based in Southern countries that work on behalf of people in Southern countries.


� Bono has his own INGO, called DATA.


� The term “agents of justice” is from Onora O’neill (2004), but I use it in a different way than she does.


� Online at http://www.oxfam.org/en/files/oi_strategic_plan_2007.pdf (Accessed 5.20.09).


� The connotations of the word “justice” are Janus-faced: when we consider the pursuit of a particular conception of justice by specific actors (especially powerful actors) at a particular moment in time, we immediately wonder whether the process of identifying and implementing this conception is undemocratic.  But in liberal theories of justice, such as that of John Rawls (1999) democracy and justice are inextricably interconnected.  


� Edwards himself opposes conceiving of INGOs as representatives, but he offers ample evidence that they are often conceived of in this way.


� Theorists of representation have long debated whether representatives should represent their constituents’ wishes or (what representatives takes to be) their constituents’ interests (Pitkin 1967).  I refer to “wishes and/or interests” because this distinction does not matter for my argument: the three problems with the representation-based conception of INGO advocacy that I discuss all arise regardless of whether one takes INGOs to be representing wishes or interests. 


� Urbinati (2000) does not focus on INGOs, but she seems to describe advocacy as a type of representation.    


� I doubt that INGOs are denying being representatives for legal reasons (e.g. to retain their 501c3 status), because they still make partisan political claims.  Also, some INGOs, such as Oxfam America, have separate advocacy arms for precisely this reason.


� Search conducted on 10.14.09 by a research assistant.  The first three pages of hits for several major INGOs yielded virtually no claims on the part of INGOs to be representatives themselves (but there were instances of INGOs discussing their support for other representatives). 


� These examples of representation are consistent with Pitkin’s (1967, 8-9) definition of representation (in general) as “the making present in some sense of something which is nevertheless not present literally or in fact, as well as the definitions of political representation offered by Saward (2006) and Brito Vieira and Runciman 2008.    


� Elsewhere on Oxfam’s website the person described in this story is referred to as Al-Hassan Abukari Gyebila.  


� INGO claims not to represent can be read as a political move to avoid accusations that they are unelected and unaccountable.  But they can also be read as an effort to actually represent less.  A major factor in whether representation is occurring is the perception of the audience to which the representation is made.  If Care’s donors think that it is representing Bangladeshi children to them, then Care is doing so— regardless, on some accounts, of what Care or the Bangladeshi children intend (Rehfeld 2006).  So when Care denies representing the Bangladeshi children, it might change its donors’ perceptions, which in turn might lessen the degree to which representation occurs.  But even on this audience-centric model of representation, INGOs can still represent while claiming not to: audiences might simply not believe INGOs’ claims not to represent. 


�As foregoing citations from them suggest, Jordan and Van Tuijl waver on this point.


� Rawls (1999, 56) distinguishes between “distribution” and “allocation,” only the latter of which involves attention to the identities of specific recipients.   


� There is of course a limit to the resources INGOs should expend gathering the information necessary to make informed and impartial decisions about how to allocate advocacy efforts.  But acknowledging this fact is different from eliding the question of allocation altogether.


� Looking to INGOs’ mandates for guidance on allocative questions does not help much, because it pushes the problem back a step, to the question of what INGOs’ mandates should be.  It also shifts the problem to donors and INGO employees, who must choose which INGO (and so which mandate) to support.       


� Example excised for purposes of anonymous review.


� There are two issues here: what counts as a morally relevant consideration and whether a morally relevant consideration is applicable to a particular case.  New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof (2007) states that he writes about Darfur more than Congo because Darfur is a case of “human evil,” while Congo is merely “chaos.”  One could argue against the moral salience of this distinction and/or its applicability to Darfur/Congo.  


�By focusing on “crises” rather than chronic situations, MSF to some degree reproduces the error of which it is implicitly accuses journalists: focusing only on dramatic, high-profile issues. This is mitigated somewhat by MSF redescribing some chronic issues as crises.    


� How well or poorly do INGOs allocate their advocacy efforts?  Answering this question would require comparing actual allocations to the allocations that would result if advocacy were allocated according to corrective allocative criteria.  My point is not to identify and defend particular criteria, but rather to suggest that debate about them is elided by the representation-based approach.   


� The absence of this structure is non-ideal even if one views all donations to INGOs as supererogatory, because donors often want INGOs to allocate advocacy in a principled way.


� What I am calling displacement is similar to what Markell (2008) calls “usurpation.”  But while usurpation involves the dislodgment of existing forms of social and political activity, displacement can go further, by preventing or stunting the development of potential or nascent alternatives—in this case, potential or nascent first-best representatives.  


� One could agree that INGOs are second-best representatives, without agreeing that governments and local NGOs are first-best. 


� She is referring here to displacement of community-based organizations by more powerful and polished domestic NGOs in poor countries; but the point holds more broadly as well.


� The concept of displacement helps to explain why “speaking for” seems to be an especially problematic form of representing.  While it is possible to see many people simultaneously, it is really only possible to listen to one person at a time.  So when a representative “speaks for” a constituency, she negates the possibility of the constituency speaking for itself at that same moment (because only one voice can be heard at a time).  But when a representative portrays a constituency visually, or even acts on its behalf, there is less of a sense that the representative is thereby making it difficult for the constituency to be seen or to act directly itself.  Cf. Alcoff 1991.      


� Dovi (2009) makes a roughly similar argument about formal representatives in the domestic context.


� Crewe and Harrison focus mostly on development, but note that the language of partnership is prominent in advocacy as well.


� http://www.oxfamamerica.org/regions/horn-of-africa/local-partners.


� This song, released as a fundraiser by a group of musicians called USA for Africa, veers between extremes of solidarity that collapses difference, and patronizing exaggeration of social distance (lines of the former type are in italics): “We are the world, we are the children/ We are the ones who make a brighter day/so let's start giving/There's a choice we're making/We're saving our own lives/It's true we'll make a better day/Just you and me.”  Nyamguisira (1998) makes a similar point about expatriates who wear the traditional dress of the poor countries in which they work.


� What should an INGO do when it wishes to advocate on behalf of a group, but the INGO and (some members of) the group disagree about what justice requires vis-à-vis that group?  I think that if an agreement cannot be reached through non-coercive deliberation, the INGO should go advocate for someone else.  (This is one advantage of INGOs being global.)  


� This might be cost-prohibitive, but there is a difference between saying that a course of action is outweighed by other considerations, and saying that there is no reason to do it.  


� The same holds for construing INGOs as partners, but for reasons of space I do not develop that argument here.     
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