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Commentary

‘Culture is ordinary: that is the first fact’.1 This is the famous proclamation of Raymond Williams, set out in an article published in 1958 and
developed at greater length in Culture and Society, published in the same
year, and The Long Revolution, three years later.2 The purpose of this
article is to see whether the term ‘ordinary’ might be applied to a different,
if related, sphere: politics. More specifically, it asks whether the term
might capture something of the distinctiveness, diversity, and dynamism
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Britain since 1945.
Culture was ordinary for Williams because it consisted of the
‘common meanings and directions’ of a society.3 It was not the preserve
of any social or economic group, nor could it be found only in certain
institutions. It was an everyday phenomenon, something held in every
individual’s mind and something which could be constantly reworked
and reformed in the light of observation and experience. Could we say
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the same of politics, once we take it away from party, ideology, and the
central state, and locate it instead in the everyday interactions of
ordinary people with the world around them?
Just as Raymond Williams, newly arrived in Cambridge, recoiled at
the deliberately cultivated airs of the ‘special kind of people’ in the tea
shop, might we not also claim that politics takes place not only in
Westminster but in a whole variety of ordinary, institutional settings? I
do not want to go so far as to conflate culture with politics, or render
the ordinary so trivial that we see in everyday forms of cultural life
aspects of the political everywhere. This was, in a sense, the cultural
studies project. Rather the purpose here is to explore the ordinariness of
politics as manifested in a whole range of institutions captured, in this
article at least, by the term NGO.
Building upon a literature that has been loosely referred to in British
scholarship as the ‘new political history’, I will follow others in taking
politics away from the ‘man in the grey suit’ at Westminster and seek to
explore how we might think of the political more generally in the
post-1945 UK.4 It will involve an analysis which acknowledges the
political nature of Mary Whitehouse’s National Viewers’ and Listeners’
Association just as much as it does the peace movement or secondwave feminism.
Raymond Williams’s notion of the ordinary was crucial to a
reconceptualization of the political undertaken by the New Left after
1956. Inspired by such social movements as the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament (CND), those figures associated with the first editorial
board of the New Left Review in 1960 sought to open up the possibilities
for political action ‘beyond the party system and the binary logic of the
Cold War’.5 For Stuart Hall, ‘the New Left launched an assault on the
narrow definition of ‘‘politics’’ and tried to project in its place an
‘‘expanded conception of the political’’’.6 The aim was to transform the
‘project of the Left’ through a ‘movement of ordinary people into politics’
via a whole number of progressive social movements such as CND.7
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The New Left might well have failed in this regard, though the
questions it raised about the meaning of the political are ones we might
return to as historians. Indeed, it is the contention of this article that
NGOs have been at the heart of a transformation in politics over the
last half century, if not in quite the manner that the New Left hoped. In
capturing this transformation, it will become apparent that many of the
common assumptions about contemporary political life must be set
aside. The history of NGOs demonstrates that the public has not
become more passive. There has not been a decline in political
engagement. Citizens have not been replaced by shoppers. Democracy
has continued to be practised in its myriad forms. Of course, if one
were to take static measures of socio-political action—be it voting
patterns, levels of social capital, volunteering rates—then one might
tend towards a narrative of decline (or perhaps even of progress,
depending on the indices selected). But the more difficult trend to
capture is one of transformation, of how the nature of political
engagement, and hence the meaning of the political, has changed.
This has been a transformation that has mobilized sympathizers of
both the Right and the Left, as well as all the points in between, from
reformists to radicals to reactionaries. They have included moralists and
do-gooders, internationalists and nimbyists, socialists and conservatives, and, most strikingly, party political neutrals: those single-issue
activists committed to non-ideological forms of political engagement. To
understand their forms of political engagement rests upon three key
factors. First, the growth of NGOs has taken place alongside a decline
in trust in elected officials, party politics, and the central institutions of
political power. The contrasting fortunes of the two types of institution
are intimately related. Secondly, contemporary Britain has experienced
in many ways the historical manifestation of what Pierre Rosanvallon
has termed, l’impolitique: that is, the ‘failure to develop a comprehensive
understanding of problems associated with the organisation of a shared
world’.8 This has been a phenomenon which might well explain the
failure of the New Left but which, more broadly, and as will be shown,
has produced its own peculiar strengths and weaknesses. Thirdly, the
growth of NGOs has taken place against a backdrop of the growing
authority of professional expertise in society. The modern technocratic
state has produced new forms of governance to which many NGOs
have attached themselves thereby altering the relationships citizens
have developed with the state.
To set out such an argument in a relatively short essay requires some
serious omissions. The discussion that follows is oriented towards those
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NGOs that have sought a national political role. This is not to deny the
importance of local and regional initiatives, but a fuller explanation of
new forms of NGOs and their interactions with more traditional forms
of social movement, party organizations, and socio-political networks at
the local level warrants separate treatment. Likewise, those expecting
insights into the internal workings of NGOs, the full nature of their
advocacy and lobbying roles, their relationships with their members
and supporters, or even the details behind the history of any one NGO,
will be disappointed. Instead, this article is pitched more at the conceptual
level, though it draws on two case studies—environmentalism and
international aid and development—as well as the author’s wider
project on the history of NGOs (including detailed analysis of some
sixty-five NGOs).9
In order to understand the meaning of both the ordinary and the
political—and the interactions between the two—the essay is divided
into several sections. The first sets out some basic empirical evidence
that attests to the growth and diversity of the NGO sector. Here it will
be apparent that politics, as with socialism, is not only what academics
or Labour cabinet ministers say it is. It is so many things and this
section tries to convey the whole variety of political causes associated
with charities, new social movements, civil society groups, and NGOs.
On one level, it might appear too ambitious to analytically lump
together many thousands of different organizations. But as a starting
point this article makes the case that some attempt ought to be made to
understand the collective presence of NGOs on the British social and
political landscape.
This leads on to a second section that highlights the inadequacy of
existing models in capturing this diverse sector. Here I make a case for
the use of the term ‘NGO’ as both a descriptive and an analytical
category and how linking it with a notion of the ordinary helps explain
the nature of the political in contemporary history. The description of
politics as ordinary better encapsulates the full range of motivations
behind people’s actions. To be sure, many NGOs are extraordinary,
overtly ideological, and engage in spectacular moments of political
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intervention. Others do choose to have formal links with established
political parties and other established socio-political actors (e.g. the
trade unions) which themselves can also engage with ordinary,
everyday issues. The point is not to see NGOs solely as an alternative
to mainstream or well-recognized political channels, but as a significant
new presence which, collectively, is sufficiently distinct to challenge us
to produce new accounts and analytical categories for understanding
modern society and politics.
The next two sections seek to account for the rise of NGOs and their
impact and effectiveness. The third section shows how the emergence
of NGOs is a product of a more technocratic world. Non-party-based
forms of politics have been the realm of the expert and the professional.
In this sense, NGOs are part of a much broader phenomenon associated
with the rise of the technocratic state. Crucially, too, the presence and,
at times, success of NGOs have meant they have in turn become a
driver of the growing authority of professional expertise. In this case,
NGOs have become implicated within wider processes of the
professionalization that lies at the heart of the modern state and
which calls into question the claim to being ‘non-governmental’,
especially if a broader concept of governmentality is invoked. Here,
NGOs have increasingly become as much a part of the system of
governance as critics of it, and not only because in more recent decades
they have entered into formal partnerships with the state.
Yet, herein also lies an explanation for their support and popularity,
an issue developed in the fourth and final section. The growth of NGOs
does not rest upon a notion of the passivity of individual citizens.
Indeed, NGOs have come about as the outcome of a certain type of
rational action instigated by ordinary citizens. If issues about the
environment, international trade justice, human rights, and so on have
become too technical, too complex, or too legalistic to be either
understood in their entirety by the ordinary citizen or easily absorbed
into the traditional ideologies associated with the mainstream political
parties, then it has made sense to trust and support NGOs. Over a
hundred years ago, in an era of franchise extensions, there was a logic
behind the creation of the mass political party. Over the last half
century, in an era of depoliticization, specialization, and technical
complexity, it has likewise made sense for ordinary people to lend their
support to NGOs. These organizations, supported in varying ways
through their memberships, can bring their own forms of expertise to
the sites of political power. Expert forms of knowledge have
increasingly come to shape ordinary life. It is therefore to be expected
that ordinary citizens, engaged in ordinary forms of politics, harness
that expertise and channel it through new and diverse institutional
settings.
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1. The Growth of NGOs
Any cursory survey of post-war institutions in Britain will immediately
make one reflect on the sheer diversity of potential political actors.
Notwithstanding those economic interests groups—trade associations,
chambers of commerce, trade unions—which have an obvious stake in
10

P. Bourdieu, Sketch for a Self-Analysis (Cambridge, 2007), 107.

Downloaded from http://tcbh.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of Birmingham on July 31, 2013

What emerges is an ordinary form of politics that is by no means an
idealized pluralism, as shall be explained in a final, concluding section.
NGOs have been the product and the catalyst of professionalization and
citizens have actively chosen to support them. But ordinary politics are
bounded, both socially in terms of who participates (and here the
participation rates of the middle classes remains strong) and politically
in terms of the issues that can be addressed (sometimes, radical and
spectacular, rather than ordinary, solutions might be what is required).
Social movements have excluded as well as mobilized; single-issue
politics have limitations as well as potential; NGOs have been as much
a complement as they have been an alternative to the mass party
political system. Importantly, it will be argued, NGOs cannot be taken
as exemplars of wishful or pessimistic thinking about either the decline
of social capital or the revival of democratic politics.
They have transformed and extended the scope of the political process.
The channels of political action have expanded. At times NGOs have
acted as alternatives to party politics, at others they have worked in
concert with established political institutions. But NGOs have had their
limitations too. Most importantly, unlike parties or even established social
movements such as the trade unions, access to the centre—to the sites of
political power—has by no means been guaranteed. There has been an
incredible dynamism associated with NGOs, but it ought not to fool us
into thinking that greater diversity translates into greater effectiveness.
However, what binds together this admittedly heterogeneous group
is the ordinariness of the issues they address and the ordinariness
of the solutions sought. For all their differences, they constitute a form
of politics in which largely non-materialist, yet still everyday, concerns
have been expressed in the formal political arena. As Williams’s
unwitting successor in the exploration of the ordinary, Pierre Bourdieu,
has put it, ordinariness represents ‘a distance, in politics and culture,
from both elitism and populism’.10 Analytically, it captures something
of the changing meaning of the political over the last half century, yet it
is a politics that, as will be seen, inevitably remains fraught with
tension and contradiction.
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Westminster politics—and those pressure and lobby groups formed to
defend such interests, the sheer scale of NGOs in Britain is astounding.
In 2006, there were 170,000 registered charities in Britain.11 Admittedly,
the vast majority of these were small-scale affairs, many concerned with
the local provision of services and which, rightly, would in no way
regard themselves as political. Yet, there are still 5,500 organizations
registered with the National Council of Voluntary Organizations, most
of which did seek to have some impact on policy making in Britain.12
A recent attempt to locate the archives of those NGOs which can be
regarded as having a national socio-political influence identified just
under 2,000 such organizations.13 They range from those NGOs
spearheading new social movements such as CND and Women’s
Liberation, to those international activist groups usually associated with
the phrase, NGO, such as Amnesty and Oxfam. Yet included too are
those groups and organizations not usually regarded as political but
which have sought to change, reform, or react against policy developed
at the national level.14 In this broader definition of political actor,
therefore, we need a more inclusive approach. In the field of animal
rights, we have to be as responsive to the actions of the Zoological
Society, the Royal Society for the Protection of Cruelty to Animals, the
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Animal Aid, Flora and Fauna
International, the Wildlife Trust, and even the Kennel Club as we are to
the Animal Liberation Front, the National Anti-Vivisection Society, and
the World Wildlife Fund.15 Similarly, in the sphere of those dealing with
disadvantaged youth, we must include not just the Child Poverty
Action Group, but also Barnado’s, the Charity Organisation Society/
Family Welfare Association, and the National Children’s Home.16 In the
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arena of homelessness, politics is not solely the preserve of Shelter or
the Advisory Service for Squatters, that is, those more radical groups
associated with the campaigning initiatives of the 1960s and 1970s, but
also established charities such as Centrepoint, faith-based initiatives
such as the Church Army, Emmaus, the Salvation Army, and Quaker
Homeless Action, and more recent self-help ventures such as the Big
Issue Foundation.17
The cumulative growth of these organizations has been impressive.
Fig. 1 shows the number of registered charities in Britain in the post
Second World War period. Although not all NGOs are registered as
charities, and not all charities have a socio-political function, even
broadly defined, as a proxy the general trend is impressive, rising from
a figure of 56,000 in 1950 to 180,000 in 2010. Contrast this trend with
that of more established forms of political participation and engagement. Over the last half century, membership of the two main political
parties has fallen from over 3 million to less than 500,000. While voter
turnout was well over 80 per cent in the general elections of 1950 and
1951, in 2001 it was less than 60 per cent (though it has risen slightly in
the two elections since). Trade union membership collapsed from a
peak of 13 million in the late 1970s to less than 8 million just twenty
years later.18
The fortunes of specific NGO sectors confirm the overall trend.
Fig. 2, for instance, shows the number of new environmental
organizations that have appeared in each year since 1945. It has
meant that environmentalism, as in other sectors, has been able to draw
upon ever more resources, particularly in terms of membership and
income. By the turn of the millennium, the combined membership
(accepting some double counting) of all the main environmental NGOs
was 6 million (see Fig. 3).
NGOs have become increasingly prominent in public life.
Notwithstanding the long-standing traditions of voluntary and philanthropic endeavour prior to the Second World War, it is clear that NGOs
have had an increasing impact on both policy formation and the
economic and social life of the country as a whole since 1945.19 There
are many ways to measure their standing. One statistic is that of the
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number of references to NGOs made in the press. If it appears an
admittedly crude measure it is at least appropriate, not least because
NGOs have sought effectiveness by sidestepping traditional channels of
political power through direct interventions in the media. Taking as a
sample sixty-five of Britain’s leading NGOs, there has been a steady
growth in the references made to them in the press, such that by the
end of the 1990s, there were around 4,500 mentions per year in the The
Times and the Guardian/Observer alone (see Fig. 4).
The socio-political presence of NGOs in the post-Second World War
period is not just a British phenomenon. Comparative data might easily
be produced, but the more interesting point is that this is a global trend
as well. The number of NGOs granted consultative status with the
Economic and Social Council of the United Nations has increased from
41 in 1948, to 377 in 1968 to 1,350 in 1998, and over 2,500 in 2010.
Moreover, the number of international NGOs has expanded from
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Figure 1.
Number of registered charities in the UK. Sources: W. H. Beveridge, Voluntary
Action: A Report on Methods of Social Advance (London, 1948), 212; Committee on
Voluntary Organisations, The Future of Voluntary Organisations: Report of the
Wolfenden Committee (London, 1978), 34; Kendall and Knapp, The Voluntary
Sector in the UK, (Manchester, 1996), 5; Charity Commission (http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/About_us/About_charities/factfigures.aspx); Charity Commission
Annual Report 2009-10: 22 (http://www.charity-commission.gov.uk/Library/about_us/
Charity_Commission_Annual_Report_09_10.pdf); Charity Trends/Charity Statistics
(various years); NCVO Almanac (various years).
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Figure 2.
Number of environmental NGOs created per year. Source: www.dango.bham.ac.uk
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Figure 4.
Mentions of NGOs in newspapers. Source: The Times, Observer, Guardian20.

around 2,000 at the times of the UN’s formation to around 13,000 in
2010.21
Most work on NGOs and global civil society has tended to focus on
the more dramatic forms of campaigning and protest which emerged
out of the new social movements associated with the 1960s: women’s
rights, environmentalism, human rights, peace movements, anti-nuclear
campaigns, and the anti-apartheid movement.22 Yet when studies have
20
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Breakdown of income of Top 200 charities in 1984
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Figure 5.
Income of top 200 charities. Source: Charity Trends.

been conducted into NGO influence it has often been found that far less
glamorous bodies such as the International Council of Voluntary
Agencies and the International Union for Conservation of Nature and
Natural Resources have a greater role to play in the institutions of civil
society than those which have more effectively captured the public
imagination, such as Friends of the Earth and Amnesty International.23
Likewise, in Britain, if a snapshot of the NGO sector is taken at any one
point then the higher profile of NGOs such as Oxfam is not always
matched by the funds going to the sector. Fig. 5 shows that the
charitable sector in 1984 was dominated by social welfare organizations
and by the groups focused on medicine and health. The British Heart
Foundation and Cancer Research are unlikely to be categorized as new
social movements, but they are nevertheless political entities through
the demands they make of the state and other institutions. In any case,
for all the problems we might raise about the validity of charitable
income data (especially that not all NGOs, e.g. Amnesty, are charities),
Fig. 5 alerts us to the relatively weak position of the environmental
sector when compared with all charities.

2. NGOs as Ordinary Politics
The approaches so far adopted to analyse all these groups have
inadequately captured their diversity and complexity. Two contrasting approaches come from a political science and social historical
23
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tradition: pressure group lobbying and voluntarism. The problem with
the former is that it treats pressure groups as the organized articulation
of a particular interest. The literature is therefore more conducive to
understanding the work of trade unions and associations of manufacturers, retailers, and professionals, rather than NGOs whose campaigns
are often wholly unrelated to the material interests of their membership.24 In the USA, this literature is perhaps more developed, not least
because a wider, citizen-based, interest has been mobilized—that of the
public interest movement spearheaded by Ralph Nader—which has
engaged in the forms of political intervention associated with pressure
group politics. But it is arguable that public interest lobbying had its
heyday in the late 1960s and 1970s, that it perhaps is specific to the
tactics adopted by the ‘Nader Network’ and those sympathetic to it,
and that therefore it is difficult to find such activity in the more centrist
and corporatist political regimes of Europe, which lack the supposed
pluralism of American politics with the many arenas for lobbying to
take place (especially in the back corridors of Congress).25
For very different reasons the focus on voluntarism is also inadequate
to capture the full diversity of the NGO sector. While voluntarism
continues to attract significant academic interest, not least in the Office
of the Third Sector’s (renamed Officer for Civil Society in 2010) support
for coordinated research, for social historians the debates have been
rooted very much in nineteenth-century philanthropy, local government, and welfare provision, particularly in areas such as public health,
education, moral reform, and social deprivation experienced by
marginal groups such as women and children. For these works the
focus is on charity, the religious inspiration for much voluntary activity,
and the subsequent decline of the philanthropic spirit when the
government has stepped in, particularly after 1945 and the full
flourishing of the British welfare state.26 Indeed, the ominous shadow
of Leviathan lurks over both the secondary literature as well as the
numerous soul searching investigations that have been made into the
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voluntary sector from Beveridge’s Voluntary Action (1948) onwards.27
More recently, the narrative has shifted, not least because the Labour
governments of 1997–2010 sought a new relationship between the
public and the voluntary sector or, for critics, a form of co-option since
campaigning activities become restricted for groups which increasingly
rely on state funds to finance their work in service provision.28
Undoubtedly, voluntarism still captures much of the work undertaken
by NGOs, but as a conceptual framework it fails to account for the
greater professionalization of many NGOs, the eschewal of mass
memberships by others or their reliance on mass contributions which
support a non-voluntary yet highly skilled expert staff.
In order to try and capture the distinctive nature of the post-Second
World War period of political activism, historians and social scientists
have instead turned to ‘new social movements’. This has constituted an
immensely helpful examination of high profile movements associated
with feminism, environmentalism, peace, and civil or human rights.29 It
has examined these as movements, rather than as institutions and has
accordingly focused not only on the politics being articulated, but the
social networks that gave rise to such movements in the first place. The
problems, though, are not dissimilar to those found in the literature on
political lobbying and voluntarism. It undoubtedly helps get to grips
with new forms of organization that owe little to interest group politics

244

MATTHEW HILTON

30
P. Lowe and J. Goyder, Environmental Groups in British Politics (London, 1983);
C. Rootes, ‘Nature Protection Organizations in England’, in C. S. A. van Koppen and
W. Markham, eds, Protecting Nature: Organizations and Networks in Europe and the United
States (Cheltenham, 2007), 34–62; C. Rootes, ‘Environmental NGOs and the Environmental
Movement in England’, in Crowson et al., eds, NGOs in Contemporary Britain, 201–21.
31
Green Alliance Archive: Box: 1978–82: Executive Committee, 20 November 1978.
32
G. Eley, Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in Europe, 1850–2000 (Oxford, 2002);
A. Touraine, ‘The Importance of Social Movements’, Social Movement Studies, 1 (2002),
89–95.

Downloaded from http://tcbh.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of Birmingham on July 31, 2013

or to well-established philanthropically minded volunteering, but it
likewise only captures one part of those bodies which we can broadly
identify as non-governmental. Indeed, there is a strong normative
tendency to select for analysis only those organizations associated with
liberal-left progressive causes. They do not capture the full range of
NGOs working in other areas such as disability rights, education,
consumerism, international aid and development, public safety, social
care, old age, poverty, and social exclusion. Nor do they admit to the
more fluid networks that operate within and across movements.
Such a point is illustrated if we examine the environmental sector.
Friends of the Earth, founded in England and Wales in 1971, and
Greenpeace, 1977, enjoy the greatest name recognition, yet environmental politics owes as much to the larger conservation groups,
especially the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (1889), the
National Trust (1895), and the Royal Society for Wildlife Trusts (1912).30
Some seemingly modern environmental groups have also eschewed
the mass membership model and have operated along an older elite
policy-influencing model. The Conservation Society, founded in 1966
and the first product of ‘radical ecology’ in Britain, originally sought
a large grassroots membership, but actually ended up following a
political lobbying model that was unlikely to sustain a mass movement.
Likewise, the elite, expert-based Green Alliance, founded in 1979,
explicitly aimed not to be a mass organization and sought instead
‘to act on opinion-formers, particularly politicians’.31 That said, it still
drew on the range of environmental NGOs, including the social
movements and the fledgling Green Party, but also the professional
magazine, the Ecologist, and older groups such as the Council for the
Protection of Rural England and the Town and Country Planning
Association.
On the whole, the literature on new social movements remains
indebted to the 1960s counter-culture and the political radicalism of the
1970s. It is of little surprise that the literature has been generated by
those who often participated in these movements at the time and who
have subsequently sought to redefine the meaning of left-wing politics
or else sought a new confrontational politics of activism that no longer
relied on the experience and expression of class-based solidarities.32
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Perhaps of greatest use has been the explorations of the socio-economic
bases of those who Frank Parkin termed, in his 1968 analysis of CND
membership, ‘middle-class radicals’.33 In particular, a body of literature
has emerged that has explored ‘post-materialism’ and the nature of
social and political identities in an era of late or post-modern capitalism
when who we are owes more to our relationship with consumption
than production. This would certainly seem to explain why certain
people turned away from a politics based on their now-gratified
material needs such as work, diet, and housing, to look instead towards
explorations of personal belief and identity as a path to fulfilment.34 Yet
again, though, and notwithstanding the contradictory societal trend
towards ever greater materialist urges and satisfactions, such a
motivation can only capture one part of the array of reasons why
people have lent their support to NGOs. The post-materialist pursuer of
identity-based politics and alternative value frameworks must be
placed alongside the traditional volunteer and the socially conservative
campaigner who might share a concern over one particular issue but
differ massively on a whole range of others.
This is even more the case when we note that these diverse groups
have networked with one another. Jubilee 2000, for instance, originated
as the Debt Crisis Network in 1988 when NGOs such as Christian Aid,
Tear Fund, Friends of the Earth, Oxfam, and the World Development
Movement came together. By the end of the century it had become a
global phenomenon, its petition collecting 24 million signatures from
over sixty different countries. In Britain alone, there were 110 NGOs
that became members of the coalition.35
Such collaboration between secularists and Christians, radicals and
philanthropists, protestors and volunteers, goes back a long way. The
international aid and development community is testament to this
diversity. Building on longer established aid agencies such as the Red
Cross and Save the Children, faith-based initiatives came into being
during the Second World War. Most famously, Oxfam began as the
Quaker-inspired Oxford Committee for Famine Relief in 1942 and
Christian Aid began life in 1945 as Christian Reconstruction in Europe
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(and later the Inter-Church Aid and Refugee Service). However, they
were all part of a broader internationalist spirit that often revolved
around the energy of the socialist publisher, Victor Gollancz. In 1945, he
established Save Europe Now which became very active in providing
relief to central Europe. Later, though, his ambitions grew. In 1951, he
established the Association for World Peace to campaign for peace and
development. With the support of many prominent Labour MPs,
especially Harold Wilson, this became War on Want in 1952.36
With one wing rooted in the Anglican church (though CAFOD, the
Catholic Overseas Development Agency, supplemented the work of
Christian Aid from 1962) and the other in the labour movement,
international aid and development NGOs have made for uneasy
comrades. Yet they have persistently worked together and campaigned
for similar, pragmatic-based solutions to world problems such as the
Freedom from Hunger Campaign in 1960, the formation of the Disasters
Emergency Committee in 1963,37 and the Voluntary Committee on
Overseas Aid and Development in 1965, a body set up to enable
Barbara Castle’s new Ministry for Overseas Development to have access
to the views of the NGO sector.38
By adopting the term NGO as a measure of socio-political activism,
the intention is to follow other historians of contemporary Britain in
opening up the political field far wider than that of others who have
examined just one part of what has been extremely loosely referred to
as the third sector.39 The term NGO, as used here, refers to the ‘players’
of civil society, those organizations which have sought voice and
influence, as well as protest and provision.40 And in expanding the
range of political actors the notion of the ‘ordinary’ becomes useful as
a means of identifying extra-parliamentary politics in the period since
the mid-twentieth century. There has been an ordinariness to political
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expression which encapsulates not only the day-to-day concerns of so
many activists, volunteers, protestors, subscribers, and members, but an
ordinariness to the demands which have so often eschewed ideology,
interest, and the invidiousness of party politics.
Undoubtedly such a turn to the ‘ordinary’ differs from its usual
connotations. From Williams onwards, scholars have long explored the
ordinary and the everyday, though usually to find more spectacular
moments of resistance, confrontation, and appropriation. Thus, for
example, the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies
saw in subcultures ‘resistance through rituals’.41 The critical theorist,
Michel de Certeau, found everywhere in everyday life active moments
of production or poiesis.42 More politically, in the footdragging of Malay
padi farmers, the anthropologist James C. Scott saw ‘everyday forms of
peasant resistance’.43 Historians have long extended their field of vision
in their desire to explain away the absence of revolutionary worker
action through the supposed ‘cultures of consolation’ offered by the
mass market.44
The alltagsgeschichte project, led by Alf Lüdtke, has examined
‘everyday, ordinary people’ to explore, in Engel’s phrase, ‘the production and reproduction of real life’.45 Here, the everyday does not have
to stand in for something ideological or for confrontation by other
means. For much of the time, the ordinary remains just that: ordinary.
There is an essential mundanity to the routine coping mechanisms
people employ just to get by. They engage in ‘unconscious,
non-reflexively applied routines’ or acts which often take place without
any explicit reference to a source of authority and without any obvious
political intent.46 Likewise, for Pierre Bourdieu, much of everyday life is
indeed ordinary and banal, though those with a better ‘feel for the
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game’ can obtain greater social and cultural capital within the
‘habitus’.47
If we apply such ordinariness to politics, we might see in the
everyday a whole host of interactions which are not indicative of
ideological confrontation yet, from which, politics still emerges. This
manifests itself in the everyday forms of volunteering that British
citizens continue to engage in. It is often claimed that the public has
become less likely to ‘join in’, but the evidence on volunteering demonstrates that participation in routine forms of social and political
action remains quite ordinary. Indeed, there has been remarkable
consistency in overall rates of associational membership. Compiling
data from various social and political surveys conducted from the late
1950s to 2006 shows some fluctuation but neither an upward nor a
downward trend in the rates of associational memberships reported by
the population as a whole. The overall average number of memberships
reported by everybody was 0.73 organizations in 1959. This fluctuated
upwards to 1.15 in 1973 and as low as 0.61 in 1999, though in 2006 it
was as high as 2.16.48 Of course, many of these changes are to do with
the ways in which social surveys ask their questions: rare indeed is it
for the exact same question to be asked. The data may well not be
sufficiently robust for measuring historical trends. But when more
consistent data are examined over a much shorter period, neither a
decline nor a rise in participation rates is apparent. Fig. 6 shows the
average number of associations one person has belonged to since the
beginning of the 1990s, as claimed by respondents to the British
Household Panel Survey. While there are certain degrees of variation,
on the whole there have been persistently high levels of membership.
The important point for us is when such forms of social capital
become the basis for institutional expression, manifested most clearly in
single-issue NGOs. And what is also significant is that once this politics
has emerged it is expressed in ordinary terms. That is, politics is
articulated in response to the immediacy of the thing confronted: it is
not channelled through either a pre-existing ideological framework or
through a rigid institutional structure emanating from central or local
governmental party politics. In this sense, there is both an ordinariness
to the factors that give rise to socio-political action, and an ordinariness
to many of the solutions sought and advocated. UK supporters of the
Fairtrade Foundation provide assistance to the Latin American farmer
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not because there is a desire to tie in an ethical purchase with some
liberationist theology or some anti-capitalist critique of world trade.
There is a concern, but a more general and diffuse one which manifests
itself in the broad alliance of the Fair Trade Movement.49
This is not to say that certain NGOs are not alternative, radical,
reactionary, or revolutionary in their aims and actions. For supporters
of, for instance, second-wave feminism or CND, politics was always
ideological and open to spectacular moments of protest. But for the vast
majority of NGOs—and their members or supporters too—politics has
been ordinary: ordinary in the sense that the support for an
organization has not necessarily been conceived as political; and
ordinary in the sense that the solutions sought for the issues covered by
the NGO have also not been regarded as political in any ideological or
party political sense. The consumer movement, for instance, built on
ordinary consumers’ dislike of being ripped off. It has sought ordinary
solutions through market redress mechanisms and specific acts of
legislation dealing with specific problems. At no point has it proposed a
fundamental rethinking of the structures of the economy such that all

49
M. Anderson, ‘The Fair Trade Movement in Britain’, unpublished PhD thesis,
University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK 2009.

Downloaded from http://tcbh.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of Birmingham on July 31, 2013

Figure 6.
Average number of organizations people belong to or are active in. Source: British
Household Panel Survey, 1991–2007.
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forms of market abuse were made illegal or prevented from arising in
the first place.50
There is a history to such ordinary politics, one which takes us
beyond the study of government, party, and trade union. James
Vernon’s history of hunger uncovers the roles of experts and
professionals of nutritional science who did not necessarily adhere to
any formal political platform, yet who contributed significantly to the
politics of welfare provision by fostering an ongoing debate about
minimum standards of living, below which citizens ought not to be
allowed to fall.51 Women’s historians have long recognized the
contributions made by politically and socially diverse organizations
that have united behind issues such as maternity benefits and child
health. Party and ideology do not have to be the prisms through which
we interpret NGOs. The British Legion, Rotary International, and the
League of Nations Union do not have to be seen as the bedrock of
Conservative Party politics. Rather, they were independent entities that
politicized the issues of importance to many unattached voters.52 The
National Council for Civil Liberties (now Liberty) does not have to be
seen as a Communist Party stooge (as many accused it of being in the
1930s and 1940s), but was instead supported by ‘progressive professionals’ concerned with a specific socio-political issue.53 In many ways,
such an approach takes us back to the term, ‘middle opinion’ first
employed by Arthur Marwick in 1964 to describe bodies such as the
Workers’ Educational Association, the Sunlight League, and Political
and Economic Planning.54
These trends developed most clearly in the latter half of the
twentieth century. Table 1 lists many NGOs prominent in the
post-Second World War period, along with their foundation dates,
attesting not only to the diversity of this middle way of politics, but to
the ongoing development of it. Some are indeed radical and appear as

POLITICS IS ORDINARY

251

Table 1.
Prominent NGOs, with year of formation
1946
1946
1946
1947
1948
1950
1953
1953
1954
1955
1957
1958
1958
1958
1961
1961
1961
1961
1964
1965
1966
1966
1967
1969
1971
1971
1973
1974
1974
1974
1974
1975
1976
1976
1977
1977
1977
1981
1982
1982
1983
1984
1984
1986
1989
1991
1992
1995
1995
1997
1997
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MIND
MENCAP
Soil Association
Alcoholics Anonymous
European Movement
Cruse Bereavement Care
Samaritans
Spastics Society
Indian Workers’ Association
Institute of Economic Affairs
Consumers’ Association
Homosexual Law Reform Society
CND
Institute of Race Relations
Amnesty International
British Heart Foundation
World Wildlife Fund
Help the Aged
National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association
Child Poverty Action Group
Shelter
Society for the Protection of Unborn Children
Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants
Campaign for Homosexual Equality
Festival of Light
Friends of the Earth
Campaign for Better Transport (Transport 2000)
Life Style Movement
Low Pay Unit
Centre for Policy Studies
Campaign Against the Arms Trade
Advisory Service for Squatters
International Fund for Animal Welfare
Peace People
Greenpeace
Sustrans
Adam Smith Institute
Muslim Aid
Neighbourhood Watch
Terrence Higgins Trust
Afghan Aid
Re-Solv, Society for the Prevention of Solvent Abuse
Islamic Relief
Pesticides Action Network
Rainforest Foundation
Earth First!
Fairtrade Foundation
Big Issue
Reclaim the Streets
Countryside Alliance
Muslim Council of Britain
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3. Ordinary Experts
For all its pluralism, however, the notion of ordinary politics has been
bounded by both the dynamics of its membership and the values which
have predominated within it. It must not be assumed that some new
idealized, democratic relationship has emerged between state and
society, with NGOs filling some sort of Habermassian space of rational
communicative action between the two.55 Rather, just as with the classic
male, bourgeois public sphere, ordinary politics has been very much the
product of dominant forms of knowledge and privileged
socio-economic groups.56 It cannot be claimed that NGOs are a
class-based form of politics, but nevertheless class remains crucial in
understanding their work.
For the post-Second World War period what became increasingly
ordinary about politics was its technocratic nature. Expertise outside of
the formal political realm has been on the rise for some time. In the
1930s, the authority that organizations such as Political and Economic
Planning sought for themselves came not from their ideological
affinities, nor from any mass, grassroots support. Instead, their
authority was to come from their expertise. ‘Planning’ itself was the
new technocratic ethos, the realm of the physical and social scientist, as
well as the technician, the economist, the civil servant, and a whole host
of professions that sought to position their expertise as independent
of both the political and the social, of both state and society. They
had assumed a new status as the experts and technicians of ‘the social’.
55
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new social movements. Others, however, are not. The majority of NGOs
have sought a different route. At the local level, the interactions
between activists and party workers have been incredibly dynamic,
especially in the 1970s and 1980s when local authorities encouraged
dialogue with self-appointed representative bodies. But at the national
level, NGO legitimacy often rests upon both political neutrality and the
professionalism with which they can tackle specific issues. The analysis
moves away, then, from an emphasis on new social movements and the
significance of the 1960s and embraces a tremendous diversity of
ordinary voices and ordinary publics. We might not like all that we find
in this enlarged political sphere, but we have to accept the incredible
array of socio-political actors and the varied support they have
obtained.

POLITICS IS ORDINARY

253

57
D. Kynaston, Austerity Britain, 1945–51 (London, 2007), 24; G. Savage, The Social
Construction of Expertise: The English Civil Service and its Influence, 1919–1939 (Pittsburgh,
1996); D. Edgerton, Warfare State: Britain, 1920–1970 (Cambridge, 2005).
58
H. Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society: England since 1880 (London, 1990).
59
G. Orwell, The Lion and the Unicorn (1941; Harmondsworth, 1982), 113.
60
B. Conekin et al., ‘Introduction’, in B. Conekin et al., eds, Moments of Modernity:
Reconstructing Britain, 1945–1964 (London, 1999), 15.
61
R. Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford, 1977), 128–35.
62
M. Savage, ‘Affluence and Social Change in the Making of Technocratic Middle Class
Identities: Britain, 1939–1955’, Contemporary British History, 22 (2008), 457–76 [quote from
458].
63
M. Savage, Identities and Social Change in Britain since 1940: The Politics of Method
(Oxford, 2010).

Downloaded from http://tcbh.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of Birmingham on July 31, 2013

As one recent study puts it, ‘faith in the beneficent, public-minded
expert underlay the creation of the modern welfare state.’57
In the post-Second World period, experts came into their own
amidst the planning initiatives of the modern technocratic state. They
found themselves at the vanguard of capitalist reconstruction, giving
rise to new class-based professional identities. Socio-economically,
they were the sons and daughters who had often been the first within
their family to receive a university education and they were now the
recipients of a secure and relatively sizeable salary. For Harold Perkin,
such experts formed the basis of his ‘professional society’, a group
that, collectively, would play a quantitatively more significant role
in post-war reconstruction than they had in any other period.58 They
were the ‘younger sons of the bourgeoisie’ whom Orwell had
predicted would bring about a mild-mannered English revolution.59
These experts were central to not only ‘economic management and
social policy, but also to areas of cultural taste, the urban and rural
environments, consumer behaviour and the psychological well-being of
communities’.60 They had a feel for the game of the modern
technocracy, or, as Williams would put it, were well placed to
embody the ‘structure of feeling’ that emphasized professionalism and
expertise. Moreover, they were aware of their role.61 When interviewed,
middle-class Mass-Observers of the 1940s and 1950s broke with old
class identities of ‘status’ and ‘gentility’ and emphasized instead their
‘technocratic and scientific capacities’ that they saw as ‘key parts of an
efficient and modernizing nation’.62 Here was a transformation of
middle-class identities to suit a new professional era, a trend most
recently set out by Mike Savage in his study of British identities and
social change.63
Just as they flocked to local government, to engineering, to the
financial sector, to architecture, to law, and to medicine, so too would
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they become the bulwarks of an expanding NGO sector. They were the
lawyers such as Tom Sargent and Peter Benenson who would form
human rights organizations such as JUSTICE and Amnesty.64 They were
the higher degree-educated ecologists and environmental scientists who
would flock to the environmental organizations, which would culminate in the Green Alliance eschewing mass politics, seeking power
instead through an organization made up of ‘200 persons in positions of
influence, 150 ecologists and 50 ‘‘names’’’.65 For those attracted to
Greenpeace, they were a ‘new-fangled hybrid between a professional
scientist and a movement activist’ (p. 114).66 They were, after the first
generation of Quakers and committed Christians, the engineers,
scientists, and development economists who would staff Oxfam and
Christian Aid and who would pass through the revolving doors of
international institutions to spearhead the technocratic solutions to third
world development.67 They were what would be later termed ‘expert
citizens’ rather than grassroots activists.68 They were ‘experts with their
mouths close to telephones and their heads full of reasoned papers’
rather than ‘crowds with their feet close to main squares and their
heads full of movement material’.69
Yet the key to understanding these post-war professionals is not
purely as a socio-economic category. Their role within the liberal state
was far more pervasive than that. Indeed, their growing authority was
much commented on throughout the post-war period. Harvey Brooks
worried in 1965 that the overall trend had become one that relegated
‘questions which used to be matters of political debate to professional
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cadres of technicians and experts which function almost independently of the democratic political process’.70 Others too from across
the ideological spectrum commented on a tendency to transfer issues
from elected politicians to supposedly apolitical experts, though a
more left-leaning critique such as that of Marcuse believed this was a
deliberate effort to co-opt seemingly disinterested professionals
to established political power blocs.71 The concern of these
writers was clearly one about the apparent centralization of power
and ‘the transfer of wider and wider areas of public policy from politics
to expertise.’72
In Britain, the sociologist and founder of several organizations
including the Consumers’ Association, Michael Young, parodied the
supposed ‘meritocracy’ born of professionalism and suggested the
ways in which experts would perpetuate their class.73 Likewise, the
chronicler of the welfare state, Richard Titmuss believed expertise was
being directed by an ‘interlocking economic, managerial and
self-regarding professional power’ that was creating a ‘pressure group
state’, the mark of an ‘irresponsible society’.74
The argument is a persistent one. In a sense it has been revived by a
new generation of political scientists who have used this depoliticization of the political (that is, the transfer of formerly political subjects to
the realm of experts) to explain growing voter apathy.75 Yet a rather
different approach might be adopted, one which identifies expertise as
a much more diffuse entity and one which cannot be tied so closely to
the interests of those with a stake in the maintenance of the power of
the state.76 Power and knowledge are found not only in the disciplinary
institutions formerly connected to the state, but across all those sites of
expertise that have offered their own technical authority.77 Indeed, such
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a broader notion of governance is almost a truism. Notwithstanding the
barbarity of twentieth-century totalitarian states, states fail when they
impose a form of government that is divorced from other sites of
knowledge.78 Liberal regimes operate instead through a more diverse
base of knowledge creation. To the list of expert professionals (e.g. the
modern ‘psy’ professions79) operating within modern ‘governmentality’
we can add too those NGOs that operate in so many arenas of social,
economic, cultural, and political life. Their work not only represents the
interests of those existing within society. They have also constructed
and contributed to our knowledge about society.
At times, such freedom to operate as experts has been seemingly
curtailed. Certain interest groups have often worked to restrict the
authority of NGOs and to limit the areas in which they can speak.
International aid and development NGOs, for instance, have persistently fallen foul of the Charity Commissioners in England. During the
1960s, following constant trouble with the charity regulations, Christian
Aid and Oxfam combined with other agencies to launch Action for
World Development in 1969, as well as the non-charitable World
Development Movement in order to avoid such scrutiny and control.80
In the 1980s, organized interests sought to use UK charity law to restrict
NGOs. Western Goals, an aggressively anti-communist and neoconservative think tank, lodged a complaint with the Charities Commission
against War on Want, Christian Aid, and Oxfam claiming they were
involved with political campaigning work through their links with left
wing organizations in South Africa.81 It was backed up by another
right-wing group, the International Freedom Foundation which
claimed in 1989 that the principal development NGOs had ‘been
‘‘captured’’ at their centres by small cliques of ideologically motivated
individuals’.82
Regardless of these restrictions that have been particularly acute for
the development charities, NGOs have nevertheless participated in
the construction of the subject for whom and for which they speak. The
consumer movement, for instance, has not sought simply to provide the

POLITICS IS ORDINARY

257

83

L. Black, ‘ ‘Which?craft in post-war Britain: The Consumers’ Association and the
politics of affluence’, Albion 36 (2004), 52–82; M. Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century
Britain: The Search for a Historical Movement (Cambridge, 2003).
84
Greenpeace International Archives, International Institute of Social History
(Amsterdam): MS 2143: Greenpeace UK Campaign Guide, 1998.
85
T. Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley and Los
Angeles, 2002), 8. See also J. Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: ‘‘Development’’,
Depoloiticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho (1990; Minneapolis, 1994).

Downloaded from http://tcbh.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of Birmingham on July 31, 2013

consumer with information about the ‘best buy’. It has also worked to
create an idealized citizen-consumer who behaves in accordance with
the scientific, professional, and technocratic ethos that has pervaded the
pages of Which? since 1957.83 Likewise, the environmental NGO does
not just reflect the interests of citizens; it helps constitute what makes
the good environmental citizen. Indeed, it appears as though the
environmental movement has wanted to draw upon a well-trained,
loyal, and obedient army of good green lifestylers who can be called
out to back up the expert pronouncements of the professional staffers.
In a Greenpeace campaign guide written at the end of the twentieth
century, the strategy developed by the NGO leaders was to simplify
issues such that the ‘grey-shades’ of solutions to environmental
problems were polarized into black and white. The purpose of the
Greenpeace supporter was not so much to reflect on the nature of the
problem, but to take action in promoting a solution which had already
been set out by the NGO itself.84
To be sure, NGOs have acted as traditional political entities. They
have lobbied Parliament, sought connections with MPs, pressed for
early day motions, presented evidence to select committees, and written
submissions to Royal Commissions. Their influence in getting landmark
pieces of legislation passed—be it laws relating to abortion, immigration, the environment, market regulation, minority civil rights, and so
on—has been well documented and in many ways accounts for the
ongoing support given to such successful NGOs. But the political role
of NGOs is much broader than that. NGOs, along with other
professionals, have been engaged in a process of knowledge creation
about the social realm. They are like the experts of the modern
technocratic state that help constitute a subject and which, in turn,
becomes ‘a set of practices that puts in place a new politics of
calculation’.85
NGOs might be non-governmental but they are not nongovernmentality. They cannot be placed alongside one line which
clearly demarcates state from society. Indeed, such a line is difficult to
draw. Timothy Mitchell dismisses any attempt to regard the state as a
discrete entity, since there are so many examples that break down any
meaningful distinction from society, be it bankers setting financial
policy, academic scientists informing public health policies, or
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4. Trusting the Ordinary
There is in this analysis a basis for explaining the popularity and
pervasiveness of NGOs. Precisely because they do not offer a coherent,
86
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employers influencing trade relations. Instead, he sees any such state–
society division as an internal arrangement which allows actors to
create boundaries around which they can claim to exist. Building on
Foucault, he argues that this boundary is drawn in the minute practices
of disciplining. Discipline is the product not of a pre-existing state
acting upon us but the effect of a series of detailed practices and
technologies of power in regard to so many other institutionalized
arrangements. Here, the state too becomes the effect, as experts create a
distinction between state and society in order to locate their own
operations.86
Given that discipline exists in the detail rather than in co-ordinated
state action, it gives rise to many contradictions such that there is
incoherence and therefore possibilities for resistance in the political
subjects that are created. NGOs are a part of this process. Indeed, their
very name, ‘non-governmental’ is precisely such an effort to create the
effect of a state–society distinction. The NGO does not actually stand
apart from government—or, rather, governmentality—since its own
expertise makes it a part of the disciplinary procedures usually
associated with the state. Yet it creates an internal division between
state and society in order to define its own sphere of operation and
practice. It is in its everyday work, therefore, that the NGO is both a
part of the disciplinary process and a seeming resistor of it. In modern
liberal states, the NGO is at one and the same time an agent acting
against the state, but also a wing of it as it forms part of the nexus of
governmentality.
It is in these senses—that NGOs cannot be reduced only to being the
carriers of authentic interests and values of citizens; that they cannot, in
other cases, likewise be reduced to being ideological stooges of existing
political parties; that they cannot be regarded as either co-opted
partners or entirely independent entities of the state—that enables us to
classify the work and politics of NGOs as ordinary. They might well, at
times, be one or more of any of these phenomena, but their role is much
wider and far more pervasive. Indeed, it is precisely their location
within the modern technocracy and the professional institutions which
make up its wider system of governance that has become so ordinary in
the post-Second World War period.
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rigorous, or ideologically driven world view, and precisely because they
are as much a part of the ‘system’ as a challenge to it, then here is the
explanation for their growth. If what is ordinary about politics is its
expert and technocratic nature, then it makes sense for the public to
support organizations which can bring expertise to expertise. There is a
logic and a rationality in the decision to place one’s trust in certain
institutions over others.
Unfortunately, existing accounts do not see NGOs in this light.
Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, for instance, sees a decline in
participation in US voluntary associations, resulting in a decline
in social capital and ultimately democratic citizenship.87 Frank
Prochaska argues similarly for Britain, particularly because, as he sees
it, the older philanthropic bodies which enjoyed a golden age in the late
Victorian era have suffered a long and terminal decline.88 For all that
other studies have instead pointed to continued high levels of voluntary
membership throughout the latter half of the twentieth century, the
pessimists have tended to be dismissive of the supposedly more passive
support for NGOs.89
Of course, the nature of membership has changed and this is the key
to interpretation. The social capital thesis would hold that the
non-participatory nature of much NGO membership does not forge
the types of social bonds that ultimately give rise to trust, both at the
social level and in our political institutions. But the problem is that trust
does not have to be seen as the consequence of membership; it might
just as easily be the cause of our membership. Declining levels of social
trust may well be due to general social changes wrought by the
transition to affluence, but declining levels of political trust might be
the product of conscious decisions taken by ordinary citizens. The
moral philosopher, Onora O’Neill, has bemoaned the increasing culture
of accountability in recent years. This has created a culture of suspicion
about our public and professional institutions such that we now place
less trust in the media, business, and politicians. Yet she also notes that
trust is not simply a sociological category. It is also something we
decide to do. Thus, she notes that although we might not trust
journalists to any great general degree, we do decide to place a
tremendous amount of trust in them to provide us with the correct
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Table 2.
Interest in politics (Showcard: How interested are you in politics?)
Very
interested, %

Fairly
interested, %

Not very
interested, %

Not at all
interested, %

MORI 1973
State of the Nation 1991
State of the Nation 1995
Audit of Political
Engagement 2003
Audit of Political
Engagement 2010

14
13
13
11

46
47
40
39

27
26
30
32

13
13
17
18

14

39

29

18

Source: Hansard Society, Audit of Political Engagement 7: The 2010 Report (London,
2010), 119.

football results every weekend. It is this active and discriminating type
of trust which she seeks to cultivate as a moral force.90
Arguably, this is what the public has done over the last five or six
decades. Indeed, evidence suggests that ‘people in Britain have a
remarkable understanding of different kinds of political trust’.91
Certainly, they have not lost their interest in political issues. Survey
data from the 1970s onwards conducted by the Audit of Political
Engagement and others has measured attitudes to politics and the
figures show remarkable consistency (see Table 2), if a slight tendency
for the obstinately uninterested to increase. The public has demonstrated persistently low levels of trust in journalists and politicians, for
instance, yet much higher trust in the professions and the charitable
sector. Taking just one example, conducted at the end of the 1990s by
the National Council of Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), it was found
that nearly everybody (91 per cent) respect what charities are doing.92 A
study commissioned by Action Aid in 1988 found that 70 per cent of
respondents believed that politicians were not doing all that they could
on international aid and development issues. Trust in charities, in
contrast, was much higher. Of course, this sector is particularly prone to
certain imbalances: while the public constantly shows its supports for
charities through extraordinarily impressive donations, these figures
90
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rise especially during emergencies, arguably trapping the NGO into
relief work rather than long-term development. The point applies more
generally. The same NCVO survey also found that most people think
charities are engaged in relatively innocuous caring roles that we
associate with traditional forms of philanthropy. The reading we can
take from such evidence, as the British voluntary sector has itself
worried, is that trust is maintained in charities precisely because they
are not seen as political actors.93
Nevertheless, there is evidence that the public trusts the expertise of
NGOs more than that of other bodies. The IPSOS MORI ‘Trust in the
Professions: Veracity Index’, commissioned by the Royal College of
Physicians, shows persistently higher rates of trust in the professions
than for business, governments, or journalists.94 When we break down
these figures still further, it becomes even more apparent. A poll
conducted in August 1993 found that 38 per cent of the public trusted
government scientists. The figure for trust in industry scientists was
around the same at 41 per cent. Yet for scientists working for
environmental organizations that figure was 73 per cent.95 This suggests
that among supporters of NGOs there is an emotional attachment as
they trust the organization to act on their behalf when dealing with
other experts. The public itself lacks the expertise about a particular
issue, but has made a calculated decision on who to trust to act as an
expert. Greenpeace, for instance, has seen itself as a scientific body, yet
in precisely such a way it has recognized the ‘emotional contract’ it has
had with its supporters.96
This trust has emerged out of a sense of frustration. Greenpeace
believed its support came from a growing public awareness about
environmental issues, yet ‘conventional politics said little about how
to deal with new environmental risks’.97 Moreover, the public
felt disenfranchized from environmental debate, feeling it was an
issue confined to the media and one in which ‘science is increasingly
used by government and business to dismiss or conceal environmental
concerns. The rising public environmental concern was accompanied
by a sense of anxiety, frustration, and eventually, helplessness.’98 At
such moments of concern, the NGO can step in.
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Yet it must do so in a manner that avoids being tainted with the
same suspicious brush as the politician. As membership of and trust in
mass political parties has steadily declined since the 1950s support for
NGOs has increased in part because they position themselves as
non-party political and thus avoid the culture of suspicion increasingly
targeted at politicians. The ordinariness of NGOs is tied in with their
perceived autonomy. Indeed, NGOs suffer when they are too readily
associated with a political party. When George Galloway took over as
General Secretary of War on Want in the 1980s a whole host of
problems contributed to its demise, but his too close associations with
the Labour Party and the trade unions overstepped the delicate balance
maintained previously with such figures as Harold Wilson.99 A typical
claim therefore made by NGOs has been that they aim to bring
people together ‘regardless of their political affiliations’.100
If trust is demonstrated negatively through independence from party
it must also be shown positively by a willingness to work with and
engage with partners who on so many other issues wider ideological
differences might impact. Michael Taylor, director of Christian Aid in
the 1980s, reflected on how secularists and Christians have worked
together on a basis of mutual respect in order to tackle global poverty.
Doing good, in a Christian sense, for Taylor meant signing up to
specific initiatives—technological, economic, and social—that others
could support too. The importance was the single issue arrived at
rather than the wider world view that each organization might draw
upon to reach the same practical solution.101
In the development sector, theology has taken a back seat for
Christian Aid, just as ideology has for the leftist War on Want. More
generally, this is an approach that is now commonplace in much of the
commentary on ‘anti-globalization’ protest, but it has lain behind the
operating rationale of NGOs for decades. And it again brings us to the
question of membership and support. Clearly, single-issue politics is
open to the charge that it reduces politics to shopping. Voters, or
supporters of NGOs, have low costs of exit and can switch their
affinities readily and often: this is ‘cheap participation’ as one study
puts it.102 Yet for all that the counter-cultural generation critiques the
‘priesthood’ of technocratic experts, supporters of NGOs have actually
recognized that such experts are better placed to make one’s case (albeit
with ‘our’ experts rather than ‘their’ experts).103 Citizens might no
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longer share in the optimism of the scientific revolution, and they might
now be more anxious about the risks of the technocratic society, but
they still rationally place their faith in expertise to deal with modern
complexity.104 Agency, not passivity, thus marks the ‘surveillance of
power by society’.105
On the one hand, then, NGOs are indeed money-making machines
which seek a mass membership solely to raise funds. Yet, on the other
hand, this membership can be mobilized at key times—to write letters,
to attend protests, to be seen to support a campaign initiated from the
top. For instance, the Brandt Commission report, North–South: A
Programme for Survival, published in 1980, proved very popular in
Britain: 150,000 copies were bought by the public. When the second
report of the Brandt Commission, Common Crisis, was published in
1983, World Development Movement organized a letter-writing campaign. It sold 100,000 copies of its letter-writing guide creating such
pressure that 400 MPs wrote to either the Prime Minister or the Foreign
Secretary for clarification on the government’s position.106 This was a
strategic mobilization of a perhaps usually dormant support which had,
nevertheless, signed an unwritten contract whereby the NGO would be
trusted to act as the expert body while the public donors would not be
called upon to do very much except at key moments.
NGOs, therefore, are neither the saviours nor the symptoms of any
perceived decline in political life. They have grown because they have
responded to a changing political landscape and the public as a whole,
knowing the limits of its own participation and the nature of the
solutions sought, has recognized the need for their existence. It is this
that is ordinary about politics in the post-Second World War period.
Politics is ordinary because of the sheer diversity of the NGO sector. It
is ordinary too in the processes of politics, which owes more to a
politics of pragmatism than it does to the dramatic interventions of a
social movement based upon interest or ideology. And it is an
ordinariness that is bounded by the wider value frameworks of the
modern technocratic state. NGOs have proved so pervasive because
they have been able to participate in expert knowledge systems from
which their supporters, as a public, have felt excluded and disillusioned. In this sense, ‘the man in the grey suit’ has not been the
intermediary between the social and the political in the past half
century. Instead, it has been ‘the man in the white suit’—that is, the
technocrat, the scientist, the engineer, the academic, and the professional: in short, the expert—that has reformulated politics for a more
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complex era. If greater trust is now placed in NGOs and charities rather
than in political parties it is precisely because the professional experts
associated with NGOs have a better feel for the game of politics in the
modern technocratic state.

5. Conclusion
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It is unlikely that the phenomenon described in this account is purely a
British one. Useful comparisons might be made with other countries,
though the research elsewhere into NGOs, as in Britain, is fledgling.
What is clear, though, is that a similar story might be traced at the
global level. Forced to work at all levels of socio-political action, from
direct action to media campaigning to lobbying of governments to
working alongside the bureaucrats of intergovernmental agencies,
international NGOs have drawn on comparatively limited resources
and have thus sought alliances and support networks which have
enabled them to better target single issues while forgoing the
ideological affinities of broad-ranging political federations. They have
sought to influence the terms of the debate within an ‘epistemic
community’ of experts and professionals that includes not only the
NGOs but the international bureaucrats and politicians who work
within and alongside intergovernmental agencies.107 Just as in Britain,
international NGOs have worked with very different types of
organizations to focus on single issues. They have formed ‘transnational
advocacy networks’ to make themselves into more effective lobbyists.108
Yet rather than seek to expand this coverage of the ordinary to other
locations, I want, by way of conclusion, to point to some of the
problems associated with this form of politics. Rather than ending on
an optimistic note, which can so often be found in much writing about
NGOs today,109 I wish to draw out some of the limitations which
demonstrate that NGOs represent neither a worsening nor a heightening of political engagement. What they have done, instead, is transform
the nature of political engagement.
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First, as Geoff Eley has recently commented, for all that radical,
leftist political groups may have splintered and fragmented in the
experimentalism of the 1960s and 1970s, they have still operated within
a system that provided them with access to the political centre.110
Indeed, the purging of Militant in the 1980s was so important to the
Labour leadership precisely because a left-wing group had found it
relatively easy to penetrate the mainstream political process. NGOs,
though, have no centre and can never rely on established political
structures to ensure their voice is heard. It is a condition highlighted
most clearly in the tremendous vitality of the World Social Forum but
also, ultimately, this body’s almost complete absence of sustained
political effectiveness.
Within the UK, the power and effectiveness of NGOs must be
seriously questioned. For all their expansion, dynamism, and presence,
as well as the trust placed in them, the ability of NGOs to influence the
established structures of power in British politics is circumscribed.
Certainly, there have been many significant pieces of legislation passed
that owe their origins to NGO lobbying, and NGOs’ willingness to take
politics away from Westminster and into other public forums means
they have often set or recast the terms of the debate. But there is
nothing programmatic about their channels of influence. For all that one
NGO might successfully publicize an issue and successfully lobby for a
parliamentary remedy, there is nothing institutional that ensures that
the lessons learned will be replicated by another NGO seeking similar
goals. NGOs can sometimes barge their way through the door to
political power but they cannot guarantee such access. Formal and
informal links can be established with the political centre but there is
nothing like the mechanisms available to party fringe groups that can
ensure their voices are heard at conferences and which can then travel
through to party policy, parliamentary action, or government initiative.
Ultimately, the politician can simply choose to ignore the NGO. And
this stonewalling can take place no matter how persuasive the NGO’s
expert advice might be, how many newspapers columns it can
encourage to be devoted to the issue at hand, or how many supporters
the NGO might be able to galvanize in whatever manner it sees fit.
This raises more general questions about the relationship between
the ordinary politics of NGOs and the more mainstream politics
associated with the established parties. Certainly, there has been much
crossover, and many of the more progressive groups have indeed
revitalized leftist politics more generally in a manner the New Left had
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hoped. But at the same time the class-based political system has not
solely adapted to NGOs and the two have worked in very different
ways. Further research is required here, but the 1970s—as opposed to
the 1960s—might well prove to be the crucial turning point. As
Rosanvallon has suggested more generally, until that decade, ‘a vertical,
hierarchical vision of politics prevailed’. Subsequently ‘the authority of
the political parties’ has diminished, though it is unclear whether
NGOs, and the ordinary politics associated with them, can ever fill the
gap.111
This is increasingly relevant because of a second issue, the eschewal
of ideology, and more radical solutions by these pragmatically minded
groups. In pursuing an ordinary, pragmatic politics that enables NGO
experts to have a seat at the technocratic table, more radical political
solutions have been generally eschewed, though in the longer term it is
perhaps more radical solutions that are required. Greenpeace, for
instance, has often worried that the real answer to environmental
problems require modes of living that run counter to the dominant
economic and social system. Any gains sought on a pragmatic basis
must inevitably involve compromises, but ones which can only delay,
rather than remove, what they see as an impending crisis.112 Likewise,
the specific gains of the women’s movement might be impressive, but
they fall far short of the structural reforms required to achieve the true
equality and liberation believed to be necessary by more ideologically
driven feminists. From another perspective, by operating within
governing systems of expertise, NGOs are often part of the democratic
liberal paradigm that ultimately supports market economies. This is a
charge that has been made against human rights NGOs, particularly
from those advocating an ‘Asian values’ perspective, though there
exists a more general critique that NGOs are ultimately as much the
agents of westernization as western governments themselves.113
Finally, there have been limits to the range of participants in ordinary
politics just as there always was with traditional voluntary associations
and political parties. In much of the work on social capital and civic
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participation, it has been found that even in the years when
parliamentary democracy could be said to have been most flourishing,
large cohorts of the population have still not joined in. Largely, this has
been based on class, and strong evidence exists that feelings of
exclusion have risen over the years for the very poorest members of
society.114 The alternative growth of new forms of political institution
has largely done little to change this trend. Indeed, it has been much
commented upon that those who flocked to new social movements
were largely from the educated, if expanding, middle classes. An early
examination of CND’s supporter base found that it drew heavily from
this social group.115 If the analysis moves beyond new social
movements to, say, faith-based organizations, tenants groups, and
even some of the grassroots environmental organizations with strong
local affiliations, a wider spectrum of the social classes can be found.
Yet the point still stands that the primary context to explain the
popularity of new socio-political actors has been an expanding, affluent,
and educated middle class.
Indeed, the idealized supporter of the NGO looks something like
Ernest Gellner’s ‘modular man’: that is someone who is active in civil
society while also experiencing individualization and atomization.116
For Gellner, the price of modularity is the alienation and isolation that
comes from having ‘each activity unsustained by the other’, in a
manner that mirrors the political problems of a non-ideological
approach.117 Yet, what is also apparent is that such modularity remains
out of reach for lower social classes. Class remains relevant to people’s
identities, especially those whose limited education makes them less
likely to join NGOs and to trust professionals as well as politicians.
Accordingly, ordinary politics might ultimately be unsatisfactory for
both its participants and for those who feel excluded.
To reflect on these boundaries of the ordinary is to understand better
both the contributions and the limitations of a politics spearheaded by
NGOs. It means we should be no more optimistic about the future of
democratic politics than we are pessimistic about a supposed descent
from a previous golden age. We can, however, be certain that politics
has changed and that it has done so largely because of the tremendous
energy unleashed over the last sixty years by what have often become
immensely powerful NGOs. Unlike Williams in his analysis of ordinary
culture, then, we are unlikely to find any authentic realm of the political
in these institutional settings. NGOs are too implicated in the wider
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processes of governance for that. But that is to miss the point. What we
have in the ordinariness of politics is a clue to the changing dynamics
the wider public has had with the political process.
That is, since 1945, by lending its seemingly passive support to
NGOs by solely making a financial contribution, the public has
appeared to be become less politically engaged. Yet members of this
public have also personalized politics and acknowledged too that their
ordinary concerns are better articulated by those with the resources to
understand them comprehensively. This is neither de-politicization nor
re-politicization. It is, instead, the transformation of politics and the
reorientation of state–society relations in an era of technocratic
expertise.

