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The Ethics of INGO Advocacy

or

Why it’s Okay that No One Elected Oxfam

Large-scale, public advocacy campaigns by international anti-poverty non-governmental organizations (INGOs) are an increasingly prominent feature of global politics.  Recent examples of such campaigns include the Jubilee 2000 campaign to cancel poor countries’ debts and

the drive to “make trade fair” by altering the rules of the World Trade Organization.  This paper asks how INGO advocates and INGO advocacy campaigns should be conceptualized by INGOs, their donors, critics, and intended beneficiaries.  This question matters because how INGO advocates are conceptualized profoundly shapes both the challenges we take them to face and the normative criteria we use to evaluate them.  
I examine three prominent ways of conceptualizing INGO advocates: as representatives of poor and marginalized people; as partners of poor and marginalized people, and as agents of justice for poor and marginalized people.  I focus in particular on which of these conceptions is most democratic—that is, which conception, if adopted, would best promote and embody democratic norms?  
At first glance, representation-based conceptions and partnership-based conceptions appear to be more democratic than justice-based conceptions.  This is because an INGO acting as a faithful representative of poor or marginalized groups can help those groups to make their voices heard at the global level, and an INGO acting as an equal partner of poor or marginalized groups can work with those groups to demand that their rights be respected.  Conversely, construing INGOs as agents of justice might appear undemocratic: after all, who are INGOs to decide what justice requires, or how to attain it?
Against this dominant view, I argue that construing INGOs as agents of justice is often more democratic than construing them as representatives or partners of poor and marginalized groups.  There are two main reasons for this.

The first reason I call the “allocation problem.”  Unlike formal political representatives whose constituency is settled in advance, INGOs must decide for themselves who or what to advocate for.  Yet conceptualizing INGOs as representatives and partners offers no helpful guidance for making these decisions; to the contrary, it obscures the fact that INGOs must make these initial decisions about whom to advocate for in the first place.  If INGOs operated within an institutional structure in which their representational labors were already fairly distributed, this would not be a concern.  But because they do not operate within such a structure, inattention to questions of allocation can undermine the democratic norm of inclusion—especially because INGOs often have incentives to choose advocacy campaigns based on financial considerations.
The second reason why conceptualizing INGOs as representatives or partners can be less democratic than conceptualizing them as agents of justice involves what I call the “displacement problem.”  While the allocation problem affects the people who could benefit from INGO advocacy but who INGOs pass over, the displacement problem affects those whom INGOs do advocate for.  The displacement problem arises because (or insofar as) INGOs are “second-best” representatives, compared to democratically-elected governments or local NGOs.  When INGOs that are second-best representatives nonetheless occupy the role of representative, they can end up displacing other, potentially better representatives.  In other words, rather than representing well themselves, it is sometimes better for INGOs to step back and support representation by other actors.  (The displacement problem is less of an issue for the partnership-based conception than the representation-based conception, but in practice it is also an issue for the partnership-based conception.)
So conceptualizing INGOs as representatives or partners of poor and marginalized groups is less democratic because (or insofar as) it runs up against the allocation problem and the displacement problem.  
Conversely, conceptualizing INGOs as agents of justice is more democratic because (or insofar as) it avoids these two problems.  The last part of the paper explains what is entailed in conceptualizing INGOs as agents of justice.  I first explain why the justice-based conception largely avoids the allocation and displacement problems.  I then compare the justice-based conception to the representation-based conception with regard to issues of accountability, deliberation, and imperiousness.
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