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International Non-Governmental 
Organizations, the All-Affected Principle, 
and Social Justice Organizations

Jennifer C. Rubenstein

“Why do I, as the black woman, have to fix that? …

I want white men to make the noise.”
– Bozoma Saint John1

According to the All-Affected Principle (AAP), all and only those individuals 
who are significantly affected by a decision should have a say in, or influence 
over, that decision.2 This principle is typically applied to questions about the 
boundaries of political communities and the scope of government institutions 
(Warren, this volume). Some scholars, however, have argued that it should be 
applied more broadly, for example to philanthropic foundations (Saunders-
Hastings and Reich, this volume) and workplaces (Gould, this volume).3 Fung 
characterizes this extension as a shift from “governments” to “governance.” 
“We should,” he argues, “interpret the [all-affected] principle as applying not 
only to legislatures but also to administrative agencies, private corporations, 
civic organizations, and governments of other societies.”4

In this chapter I take up this invitation by considering whether and how 
the AAP ought to be extended to large-scale, Western-based INGOs such as 
Oxfam, Care, and Doctors Without Borders. These INGOs undertake human-
itarian, development, and/or advocacy work across borders, either directly or 
by funding other organizations. I focus on the AAP’s relevance not to INGOs’ 
internal governance structures, but rather to their “external”5 relationships 
with their intended beneficiaries,6 donors, local community members, host 
governments, domestic NGOs and civic organizations in the countries where 
they work, and people affected by their advocacy campaigns (see Gould, this 
volume).

While they are sometimes celebrated as saints or heroes, these INGOs are 
also frequently criticized for being, in effect, undemocratic. As one prominent 
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262 Jennifer C. Rubenstein

report based on thousands of interviews with aid recipients and community 
members in dozens of countries concluded,

The nuances are different, but the message is the same: humanitarian action is a top-
down, externally driven, and relatively rigid process that allows little space for local 
participation beyond formalistic consultation. Much of what happens escapes local 
scrutiny and control. The system is viewed as inflexible, arrogant, and culturally insen-
sitive … Never far from the surface are perceptions that the aid system does not deliver 
on expectations and is “corrupted” by the long chain of intermediaries between distant 
capitals and would-be beneficiaries.7

What leverage does the AAP offer for recognizing and grappling with these 
sorts of issues? Would greater compliance with the AAP be a good way to 
address them? In response to these questions, I argue that efforts to extend 
the AAP to INGOs (and other non-state actors that engage in governance) 
almost always analogize them to governments. This analogy deploys what I 
call the AAP’s “inclusive face”: it tells us that like conventional governments, 
INGOs should include those they significantly affect in their decision making. 
For example, Oxfam should include those significantly affected by its advo-
cacy campaigns in its decisions about those campaigns. Yet because inclusion 
is a rather conservative political project, the AAP’s inclusive face offers only a 
limited basis for critique.

There is, however, another way to extend the AAP to INGOs that has gone 
virtually unacknowledged: rather than analogize INGOs to governments, we 
can analogize them to unaffected individuals (or any other unaffected entity). 
This analogy deploys what I call the AAP’s “exclusive face.” It tells us that 
INGOs such as Oxfam should not have a say in or influence over decisions that 
do not significantly affect them; they should be excluded.8 The AAP’s exclusive 
face offers a more radical basis for critique of INGOs than its inclusive face.

However, even the AAP’s exclusive face has serious limitations in the con-
text of INGOs. These limitations are due to INGOs’ social position as elites 
seeking to address social problems that they have good reasons to help address, 
but that primarily affect others. INGOs in this position run up against what 
I call the involvement/influence dilemma: they can be involved in addressing 
social problems or they can avoid undue influence, but it is difficult for them 
to do both simultaneously.9 I therefore turn to three organizations that directly 
and intentionally address the question of how elites should help address social 
problems that primarily affect others: SURJ, Thousand Currents, and the 
Solidaire Network. These organizations do not fully reject the AAP, but they 
reinterpret and recast it in ways that are relevant to, and generative for, other 
entities in a similar situation, such as Western-based humanitarian, develop-
ment, and advocacy INGOs.

Before turning to the argument, I briefly sketch how I am interpreting the 
AAP for the purposes of this chapter. I interpret “affected” to mean having 
one’s basic interests significantly affected. I also conceive of affectedness as 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009453981.020
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 189.32.61.191, on 24 Jan 2025 at 12:21:00, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009453981.020
https://www.cambridge.org/core


INGOs, All-Affected Principle, and Social Justice Organizations 263

proportional: the more one’s basic interests are affected, the more influence 
one should have. While still quite vague, these specifications help to prevent 
the AAP from having highly regressive and inegalitarian implications, such 
as wealthy US corporations having a say in Mexican environmental policy 
because it will slightly reduce their profits.

As noted above, the AAP is typically taken to apply to formal decisions. 
However, if the point of the AAP is to give people meaningful influence over 
the forces shaping their lives, limiting its scope to formal decisions – like lim-
iting its scope to conventional governments – is too narrow.10 In response to 
this worry, Hayward recommends a “focus on, not decisions, but [structural] 
power relations” (this volume). While Hayward acknowledges that her con-
ception of the AAP is so broad that it might be difficult to implement, some 
expansion of the AAP beyond formal decision making is necessary for the 
principle to have force or relevance in the context of INGOs. I thus adopt a 
wide conception of decision making that extends beyond discrete decisions. (I 
discuss what this might look like in more detail below.) To summarize, I con-
ceive of the AAP as a claim that people should have influence over decisions 
(and other processes and practices) that significantly affect their basic interests, 
to a degree that is roughly proportional to how much their basic interests are 
affected.

The AAP’s Inclusive Face and the 
Government Analogy

The AAP is, most obviously, a principle of inclusion; Dahl calls it “very 
likely the best principle of inclusion you will find” (see the introduction to 
this volume). The AAP’s “inclusive face” focuses on bringing individuals into 
decision-making processes that affect them; it offers remedies for members of 
disenfranchised groups (e.g. women and African Americans in the US con-
text), colonial subjects, and individuals harmed by the activities of foreign 
governments.

Scholars who extend the AAP to non-state actors have focused almost 
exclusively on the AAP’s inclusive face. This is because they analogize INGOs 
to governments. The logic of this government analogy proceeds as follows: the 
AAP applies to conventional governments. Some non-state actors function like 
conventional governments in that they engage in governance. Humanitarian 
INGOs, for example, are sometimes said to engage in “humanitarian gover-
nance.”11 Just as individuals should have a say in decisions made by conven-
tional governments that significantly affect them, they should also have a say in 
governance decisions by non-state actors that significantly affect them.

While they do not necessarily use the vocabulary of the AAP, many 
INGOs have tried to comply with its inclusive face. They have done this by, 
for example, hiring and promoting employees from among the populations 
with which they work, consulting more closely with (reasonably) legitimate 
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political leaders of those populations, and holding “listening sessions” 
with members of especially vulnerable social groups, such as disabled or 
lower-caste people. They have instituted complaints mechanisms and local 
ombudspersons, and undertaken surveys to solicit feedback. While some of 
these efforts have had little practical effect  – e.g. complaints mechanisms 
sometimes go unused because they require literacy in places where literacy 
rates are low – they have, on the whole, gone some ways toward address-
ing the criticisms of INGOs cited at the outset of this chapter. But beyond 
whether it suggests incremental steps in the right direction, does the gov-
ernment analogy leading to the AAP’s inclusive face offer a compelling and 
persuasive vision for how INGOs might act more consistently with demo-
cratic norms?

In one sense, the answer to this question is clearly yes. For at least three 
decades, scholars, aid practitioners, and others have argued that INGOs are 
not merely collections of well-intended, virtuous individuals engaged in acts 
of charity. They are, instead, political actors that engage in governance activi-
ties.12 Analogizing INGOs to governments brings this argument to life. It sug-
gests that INGOs should be analyzed as political actors and held to democratic 
norms such as transparency and accountability.

In the context of the AAP, however, analogizing INGOs to governments has 
at least two drawbacks. First, the idea that INGOs should govern more inclu-
sively normalizes governance by INGOs. Focusing on how INGOs govern (i.e. 
more versus less inclusively), shifts attention away from whether they should 
be engaged in governance in the first place and how to reduce their governance 
role. This is troubling because compared to conventional governments, INGOs 
are severely limited with regard to both their democratic legitimacy and their 
ability to provide services at large scales for extended periods.13 Even if INGOs 
are the only entities able and willing to serve a governance function in a par-
ticular place at a particular time, a focus on making their governance activities 
more inclusive can further entrench their governance role and undermine rela-
tionships of responsiveness and accountability between populations and their 
conventional governments.14

Second, as noted above, the government analogy deploys the AAP’s inclu-
sive face, and inclusion – while sometimes crucial15 – is in many respects a 
rather limited and conservative political project.16 As one commentator wrote, 
echoing more academic critics of inclusion:

[I]nclusivity at its heart never aims to shift the status quo. Bringing underrepresented 
voices into a previously constructed process that was never designed by or for them 
simply does not work. The power dynamics set up by the premise of inclusion don’t 
welcome new ideas.17

While this statement is perhaps overly sweeping, it captures the ways in which 
inclusion as a political project frequently leaves too much unquestioned and 
unchanged.
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The AAP’s Exclusive Face and the Individual Analogy

Given the limitations of the AAP as a principle of inclusion, it is noteworthy 
that the AAP is also a principle of exclusion: it tells us not only that individ-
uals who are significantly affected by a decision should have a say in that 
decision, but also that those who are not significantly affected should not have 
a say. Both intrinsic and instrumental justifications for including the affected 
in decision making are undermined if the unaffected are also included.18 This 
exclusive face of the AAP focuses on excluding unaffected individuals (and 
other entities) from decision-making processes that don’t affect them; it rejects 
unwanted meddling by outsiders, e.g. unwanted “humanitarian” military 
intervention.19

While analogizing INGOs to governments leads to the AAP’s inclusive face, 
analogizing INGOs to unaffected individuals (or simply recognizing that they 
are themselves not relevantly affected) leads to its exclusive face; just as indi-
viduals should not have influence over governments’ decisions if they are not 
affected by those decisions, non-state actors such as INGOs should not have 
influence over governments’ decisions if they are not affected by those deci-
sions. (An exception is if INGOs are acting as legitimate representatives of 
those who are significantly affected.) This individual analogy flips the gov-
ernment analogy on its head. While the government analogy demands that 
Oxfam include people who are affected by its decisions, the individual analogy 
demands that Oxfam be excluded from decisions that don’t affect Oxfam.

To summarize the argument so far: the government analogy centers INGOs’ 
governance role and says that those who are significantly affected by their deci-
sions should be included in those decisions. It invokes the AAP’s inclusive face, 
articulating a complaint about exclusion, the remedy for which is inclusion. 
In contrast, the individual analogy centers governance by conventional gov-
ernments. It says that if INGOs are not significantly affected by those govern-
ments’ decisions, it should not have a say in those decisions. Invoking the AAP’s 
exclusive face, it articulates a complaint about meddling and interference, the 
remedy for which is exclusion. While INGOs more frequently acknowledge 
and seek to demonstrate their compliance with the AAP’s inclusive face, they 
also sometimes acknowledge and seek to demonstrate their compliance with 
its exclusive face. For example, human rights and humanitarian INGOs some-
times describe themselves as (1) witnesses engaged in témoignage who simply 
report what they see, (2) technical experts, (3) “microphones” that “amplify” 
the voices of those who are significantly affected by a given issue, and/or (4) 
connectors that help other actors find and network with each other. These 
formulations of INGOs’ role suggest that they exercise limited independent 
power and influence.

There are, however, limits on how much INGOs can comply with the exclu-
sive face of the AAP, even when they construe their role in these ways. That is, 
there are limits on how much they can limit their own influence. This is because 
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it is difficult for powerful elites be involved without also having influence. Like 
King Midas they change what they touch, in ways that sometimes undermine 
their intentions. For example, in part to reduce their own influence, INGOs 
frequently fund local organizations. But in so doing, they empower some orga-
nizations but not others, and create incentives for local organizations to antic-
ipate and conform to INGOs’ own expectations and preferences.20 Likewise, 
INGOs that try to “amplify” the voices of others choose which voices to 
amplify. One striking example of this phenomenon is cash transfer programs. 
Cash transfer INGOs such as GiveDirectly are explicitly committed to the 
value of non-paternalism and minimizing their own influence. However, even 
cash transfer programs can have unintended negative effects; there is some 
(contested) evidence that people who do not receive cash transfers, but who 
live near people who do, experience reduced life satisfaction, asset holdings, 
and consumption.21 GiveDirectly is also involved in policy discussions with 
governments about cash transfers, efforts to test universal basic income pro-
grams, etc. There is not necessarily anything wrong with this  – but it does 
mean that GiveDirectly has influence.22 The broader point is that virtually all 
involvement by the powerful entails influence, with the result that it is difficult 
for INGOs to be involved without violating the AAP’s exclusive face.

If this is right  – if INGOs cannot be involved without also exerting 
 influence – then the AAP’s exclusive face has much more radical implications 
than its inclusive face. The AAP’s exclusive face suggests that in some cir-
cumstances INGOs should simply not exist, at least not in anything like their 
current form, because they can’t avoid exerting influence even when they are 
not significantly affected. INGOs addressing important issues should instead 
be replaced by local organizations run by people who are significantly affected 
by those issues.23

While its implications are radical, the exclusive face of the AAP also does not 
offer adequate guidance to INGOs. As this chapter’s epigraph implies, there are 
sometimes good reasons for privileged entities to help address social issues that 
don’t significantly affect them. For example, INGOs and their donors (which can 
be individuals, governments, corporations, foundations, etc.) sometimes cause, 
contribute to, benefit from, and/or exacerbate the large-scale problems that 
INGOs seek to address.24 They also sometimes have an especially strong or spe-
cialized capacity to address these issues. These can be good reasons for INGOs 
and/or their donors to be involved in addressing them, by contributing resources, 
time, expertise, or labor, or taking on some of the risk involved in doing so.

If this is right, then the implication of the AAP’s exclusive face – that unaf-
fected INGOs should not have any influence – is not only too simple, it might 
let would-be donors off the hook from helping to address problems they helped 
to create. INGOs therefore face what I call the involvement/influence dilemma: 
a choice between a) being involved, and thereby exerting undemocratic influ-
ence, or b) abstaining from any influence, but as a result not doing what they 
(or their donors) should to address large-scale problems.
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The foregoing two sections suggest two conclusions. First, anyone seeking 
to extend the AAP to INGOs via the government analogy should explain why 
the government analogy is more appropriate than the individual analogy. That 
is, why, from a democratic perspective, is making INGOs more inclusive better 
than excluding them? Second, even if the exclusive face of the AAP offers more 
critical leverage than its inclusive face, it does not offer sufficient guidance for 
navigating the involvement/influence dilemma. In the next section I turn to 
some organizations that have grappled with this dilemma and offer some help-
ful guidance in how to do so. First, though, I mention two additional aspects 
of the AAP that exacerbate the involvement/influence dilemma and are also 
problematic in their own right.

First, the AAP is entirely forward-looking. It asks, at t1, who will be affected 
at t3 by a decision at t2. This approach excludes, or at least downplays, the rel-
evance of the past for who should have what kind of influence in the present. 
This is objectionable insofar as histories of exclusion matter for how influence 
should be allocated in the present and the future. Not only do these histories 
remind us of patterns of exclusion and domination that have been perpetu-
ated over time, but for political reconciliation to be achieved, compensatory or 
rectification-based allocation of influence might sometimes be necessary.25 It is 
beyond the scope of this chapter to show that it is necessary; my point is just that 
the AAP leaves no space for incorporating considerations of past exclusion or 
injustice into determinations of how to allocate influence in the present or future.

Second, the AAP is dyadic. Especially when “decision” is interpreted more 
narrowly, the AAP conjures a series of dyadic linkages between discrete indi-
viduals and a given decision. Those individuals should each have a say in the 
decision if they will be affected by it; they should not have a say if they will 
not be affected. The lines of connection run between each individual and the 
decision, like spokes of a wheel or arms of a starfish; they do not run among 
individuals, understood as individuals or as members of social groups. The 
AAP thus downplays ongoing relationships among actors, including struc-
tural relationships of domination and oppression. Rather than seeing decisions 
themselves as effects that emerge out of ongoing power relations, the AAP 
focuses on the “downstream” question of who should have a say in those deci-
sions once they are being made. (This problem is less acute when we adopt a 
“wide” conception of decision making, but as Hayward notes in this volume, 
widening the AAP too much can make it difficult to apply.)

I have argued that the involvement/influence dilemma, future orientation, 
and emphasis on dyads are all serious limitations of the AAP. However, these 
limitations do not – to my mind at least – nullify the democratic intuition at 
the heart of the AAP: the idea that everyone should have a say in matters that 
affect their basic interests. Rather, these limitations of the AAP suggest the 
need to think more about how it might be enacted in ways that are responsive 
to the complexities of influence and involvement under conditions of extreme 
power inequalities, historic injustice, and ongoing oppressive relationships.
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Social Justice Organizations and INGOs  
as Outsider Elites

To take up this task, I turn to three social justice organizations that explicitly 
thematize the role of powerful elites in addressing social problems: Showing 
Up for Racial Justice (SURJ), a “national network of groups and organizations 
organizing white people for racial justice”;26 Thousand Currents, an NGO 
that “funds grassroots groups led by women, youth, and Indigenous Peoples in 
the Global South”;27 and, Solidaire, a “community of individual donors and 
foundation allies … [that] work together to address the deep systemic causes of 
injustice and inequality [by increasing] resources for those who are fighting for 
a world where everyone can live with dignity.”28 All three organizations are 
based in the United States and participate in or fund activist social movements 
in the United States and elsewhere.

These organizations differ from each other and from the INGOs that are my 
main subject here. They vary in their purposes, structures, and funding sources; 
they operate at different scales and in different political and social contexts. 
But despite these differences, they wrestle explicitly with a question that, I have 
argued, INGOs also confront: How might the AAP’s central democratic intuition 
be recast in a way that is sensitive to the difficulties that arise when relatively 
privileged elites seek to address social problems that primarily affect others?

SURJ, Solidaire, and Thousand Currents’ responses to this question are rel-
evant to INGOs not as models to be rigidly replicated, but rather as exem-
plars that INGOs might learn from and build on creatively. In particular, these 
organizations suggest how the AAP might be revised in ways that move (1) 
from the involvement/influence dilemma to accountability for influence, and 
(2) from forward-looking and dyadic to temporally expansive and relational. 
The reconstruction that I offer here most closely tracks arguments made by 
SURJ, but elements of it run through the statements and practices of Solidaire 
and Thousand Currents as well.

From the Involvement/Influence Dilemma to Accountability  
for Influence

Social justice organizations dissolve the involvement/influence dilemma for 
themselves in a few different ways. First, they do not insist that being affected 
by an injustice is a necessary precondition for being involved in addressing 
it. Instead, they acknowledge or remain open to other possible grounds and 
motivations for involvement, including having caused or benefitted from the 
injustice, or having the capacity to help address it (though they tend not to 
mention these grounds or motivations specifically).

Second, they recognize that elite involvement entails influence. Rather than 
denying this influence or trying to eradicate it completely, they seek to mod-
erate and temper elites’ involvement in ways that make their influence more 
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democratic, solidaristic, and accountable. One way they do this is by guiding 
privileged activists toward experiences and ways of seeing that help them to 
recognize their shared interests with members of oppressed groups, without 
resorting to false equivalencies. For example, SURJ seeks to “organize out of 
mutual interest.”29 It argues that “the system of white supremacy harms all 
of us – including white people, though in very different ways than people of 
color.” “We [white people] must find our stake  – our mutual interest  – in 
joining these fights.” One way white people can do this is proleptically, by 
taking action; as SURJ notes, “[i]t is important to make sure new people have 
a chance to become leaders … Action is how we create commitment to our 
work!” Solidaire likewise argues that “Only massive social movements, woven 
together in solidarity, are mighty enough to save the future for us all.”30

A second way that these social justice organizations seek to shape and 
constrain elite involvement is by making elites accountable to activists from 
oppressed groups who are themselves accountable to other members of those 
groups. Thus, SURJ argues that in taking action to end white supremacy, white 
people should be “in relationship with and take direction from people of color …  
who are doing racial justice work in the movement and who are accountable to 
a group of people.” However, this form of accountability-to-the-accountable 
“doesn’t mean waiting by the phone for a person of color to tell us exactly 
what to do. It means developing plans to organize in the white community 
and seeking feedback. Sometimes people of color are too busy organizing in 
their own communities to provide us feedback. We should act in those cases 
and not wait for permission.” For SURJ, then, accountability does not mean 
acting mechanistically as a tool or extension of organizations led by people of 
color. It means exercising creativity, agency, and discretion, but taking polit-
ical responsibility for doing so. White people should “[t]ake risks, make mis-
takes, learn, and keep going.”31 In this way, SURJ avoids both horns of the 
influence/involvement dilemma: it neither a) eschews all involvement in order 
to avoid having influence, nor b) gets involved in ways that have excessive or 
unwarranted influence. Instead, SURJ remains true to the democratic spirit of 
the AAP by requiring that elites’ influence be constrained by and responsive to 
those whose basic interests are most significantly affected.

Thousand Currents takes a similar approach. It holds that “[t]he people who 
can solve [social problems] best are the people whose lives are most affected 
by them.”32 It therefore structures its grant-giving activities in ways that limit 
its own influence and that of its donors. Thousand Currents gives long-term 
“grants with no strings or conditions attached. That means we don’t dictate 
what activities and strategies [grantees] use, freeing them up to listen more 
closely to the community. If our partners want to pay the light bill, or start a 
new program, it’s up to them.”33 At the same time, it acknowledges and takes 
responsibility for its influence by asking its grantees to evaluate it.34 In this 
way, Thousand Currents, too, is accountable to organizations that are com-
prised of, and accountable to, those most affected by the issues it addresses. 
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Likewise, Solidaire states that it “look[s] forward to bringing more of our 
practices in line with our value of standing with the leadership of those most 
affected by the issues of our time.”35 It does this by, among other things, incor-
porating past grantees into decision-making processes to identify new grantees.

What might accountability to the accountable look like in the context of 
humanitarian, development, and advocacy INGOs?36 We can begin with the 
idea, discussed above, of shared interests as a basis for action. While appeals to 
pity or sympathy are more common, humanitarian and development INGOs 
have sometimes appealed to donors’ self-interest in, for example, avoiding 
Ebola, terrorism, or an influx of refugees. Yet because they cast the very peo-
ple whom INGOs seek to assist as threats to donors’ self-interest, these sorts 
of appeals don’t invoke shared interests. The example of social justice organi-
zations suggests that the difference between self-interest and shared interests 
is crucial, and that a deeper analysis of the issues that INGOs address might 
bring the shared interests of INGOs, donors, and the people whom INGOs 
seek to assist more clearly into view. Because of the importance of avoiding 
false equivalences, it is vital that this conception of shared interests centers on 
shared aims shaped by those most affected, rather than shared experiences.37

Alongside efforts to recognize and forge a sense of shared interests, there 
is also the matter of INGOs and their donors taking political responsibility 
for their influence. The INGO GiveDirectly, discussed above, tells potential 
donors that by donating to GiveDirectly they “send money directly to people 
living in extreme poverty.”38 But of course the donations go to GiveDirectly, 
which in turn decides how to allocate and otherwise use the money it receives. 
GiveDirectly’s commitment to anti-paternalism is salutary. But by denying that 
it exerts independent influence, it reduces its accountability for that influence. 
In contrast, SURJ, Thousand Currents, and Solidaire acknowledge and take 
responsibility for their influence.

Beyond acknowledging influence, there is also accountability for that influ-
ence. The type of accountability that SURJ and the other social justice organiza-
tions model – accountability to the accountable – is fairly indirect, and so cannot 
replace accountability directly to the people INGOs seek to assist. It is also 
informal, and so cannot entirely replace more institutionalized and formalized 
accountability structures within and among INGOs, e.g. “safeguarding” mea-
sures to avoid hiring aid workers with a history of sexual abuse. Accountability 
to the accountable might also be difficult to implement in situations where there 
are no mobilized groups comprised of and accountable to those most significantly 
affected, or where it is difficult for INGOs to determine which of these groups is 
accountable to people affected by INGOs’ actions.39 That said, broader aspects 
of the accountability-to-the-accountable approach are relevant to INGOs. When 
they can, INGOs should create accountability relationships not only with those 
they most significantly affect, but also mobilized legitimate representatives of 
those they most significantly affect. Even if they are informal, such relation-
ships can function as an effective complement to more formalized and direct 
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accountability mechanisms. For example, accountability to the accountable 
could help INGOs ensure that their formal safeguarding procedures don’t have 
the unintended negative effect of excluding local organizations.40

From Forward-Looking and Dyadic to Temporally  
Expansive and Relational

I argued above that the AAP is forward-looking: it allocates influence over a 
decision to those who will be most significantly affected by that decision in the 
future. I also argued above that the AAP is dyadic: it emphasizes relationships 
between a given individual and the decision(s) that affect that individual, not 
relationships among those who are affected.

The three social justice organizations that I have been discussing tamp down 
these aspects of the AAP. They agree that, roughly speaking, the most affected 
should have the most say. But rather than give the most say in a decision only 
to those who will be most affected by that decision, they support and follow 
the lead of mobilized groups comprised of and accountable to those who are 
and have been most affected by the oppressive social structures that give rise 
to or exacerbate the problems that they are seeking to address. In other words, 
because their approach is more attentive to ongoing social structures rather than 
one-off decisions or events, their sense of how power should be allocated is less 
focused on future effects. For example, Thousand Currents’ Buen Vivir fund 
aims “to shift the economy by transferring control of capital to communities 
most affected by racial, economic, and environmental injustices”41 (my empha-
sis). By allocating influence with an eye toward ongoing relationships and struc-
tures of oppression and domination, rather than who will be most affected in the 
future by a specific decision, social justice organizations take the idea of giving a 
say to those who are most affected in a direction that is more temporally expan-
sive and relational/structural than does the AAP as it is usually conceived (and is 
more aligned with Hayward’s account [see Hayward, this volume]).

In the context of INGOs, this formulation suggests that rather than consult-
ing with those who are likely to be affected by any given decision they take, 
INGOs should seek to cede power in a more ongoing way to oppressed and 
disenfranchised groups. While this sometimes won’t be possible, it suggests a 
somewhat different normative guidepost than what is offered by the AAP in 
its more conventional forward-looking and dyadic instantiations. Conversely, 
it suggests that a main reason to exclude INGOs from decision making is not 
only that they are unaffected by particular decisions, but also that they and 
their donors sit atop social hierarchies.

Conclusion

The idea at the heart of the AAP – that everyone should have a say in deci-
sions that significantly affect them, and not interfere excessively in decisions 
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that don’t – is a powerful democratic ideal. I have argued that what it actually 
implies, in the context of INGOs, depends on whether it is extended to them 
via the government analogy, which deploys the AAP’s inclusive face, or the 
individual analogy, which deploys its exclusive face. The latter offers a more 
radical basis for critique than the former. But because INGOs are elites seek-
ing to address social problems that primarily affect others, even the AAP’s 
exclusive face does not provide them with adequate critical tools or normative 
guidance. In particular, it doesn’t acknowledge or offer tools for navigating the 
involvement/influence dilemma, it is too forward-looking, and it is too dyadic.

Turning to three social justice organizations that explicitly thematize the 
involvement/influence dilemma – SURJ, Solidaire, and Thousand Currents – I 
argued that they recast the AAP in ways that are generative for INGOs. In 
particular, they suggest the importance of accountability for influence to orga-
nizations that are themselves accountable to, and comprised of, people who are 
significantly affected by the issues that INGOs address. This chapter has only 
scratched the surface of what humanitarian, development, and advocacy INGOs 
might learn from social justice organizations such as SURJ, Thousand Currents, 
and Solidaire. While there are significant differences between and among them, 
both types of entities face the question of how elites should address social issues 
that primarily affect others. Future work might look in much more detail at 
both types of organizations to understand what the former might learn from the 
latter, and what the insights and experiences of both can tell us about the AAP.
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