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OVERVIEW

• Theorising and explaining the symbolic power of charity

• How charities symbolic power and distinction (still?) helps 

them in the policy sphere

• Applying such notions to the case study of the collapse of 

Kids Company





BOURDIEU AND THE SYMBOLIC

• Two planes of social reality

• We all pay homage to those who are ‘apparent object of respect, [and] to the social 

order that makes this person respectable’ (Bourdieu, 2014: 35; see Skeggs, 1997).

• Symbolic power therefore becomes a target of social life, something to ‘win’: ‘win 

everything…belief, credit and discredit, perception and appreciation, knowledge and 

recognition - name, renown, prestige, honour, glory, authority, everything which 

constitutes symbolic power as recognized power’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 251; Pellandini-

Simányi, 2014: 655). 

• Gifts: presents and gifts ‘maintain the everyday order of social intercourse’ (Bourdieu, 

1990: 99); gifts are characterised by their ambiguity, ‘experienced (or intended) as a 

refusal of self-interest and egoistic calculation [yet] no-one is really unaware of the logic 

of exchange’ (Bourdieu, 1997: 231-2)



EVERYDAY CHARITY

Gift giving

Mega-philanthropy

#humblebragging

Gap years

Remembrance Poppy



CHARITIES AS POLICY 
ACTORS AND EXPERTS

- Charities remain trusted: third most trusted 

public institution, behind only doctors and the 

police (Ipsos MORI, 2014); other measure 

show slippage (Charity Commission, 2018).

- Distinction (Macmillan, 2013) and 

comparative advantage (Billis and Glennerster, 

1998)

- Third way, shadow state, NPIC (Incite!, 2007)

- But, myriad scandals:

Olive Cooke, President’s Club, Kids Company, 

salaries and transparency, Lobbying Act and 

independence, Oxfam.



“...complex challenges facing society cannot 

be solved by the government alone, but by 

bringing together the energy and resources 

available across society. We will convene 

partners and deploy capital to harness the 

expertise of charities and social enterprises 

and the power of the private sector...National 

organisations can bring their capability, 

expertise and resources to bear, while local 

organisations understand the needs of, and 

are trusted by, their local communities.

(HM Government, 2018: 20, 33)

But problematic: see Bennett et al. (2019)

ARE CHARITIES
SPECIAL PARTNERS?



CHARITIES AS ‘SPECIAL’ = PROBLEMS?

• Lobbying Act, Gagging Clauses

• An audience? “Not any more...we’ve got a Minister who hates us.” (Policy officer, infrastructure 
charity, London)

• Stonewall and Girlguiding: listened to because they’re charities?

• “There is the expectation of ‘You are a charitable organisation. You are an expert in this area. You 
address this issue all the time so you must know what is good.’ Not always, let’s be honest!” 
(Policy officer, infrastructure charity, London)

• As Sean O’Neill, the Times journalist whose stories uncovered the Oxfam abuse scandal 
and cover up said in the aftermath:

• ‘What I’d like to see is [the international aid sector], which has been, if you like, cosseted and 
protected, face up to the culture that has festered in there and realise that that culture has to 
change. I think there is a political will in the UK but also overseas to make that happen...[but] 
there’s an extraordinary code of silence around the whole place’ (quoted in Private Eye, 2018). 

• And Kids Company





THE PROBLEM OF CHARISMATIC LEADERSHIP

Shmuel Eisenstadt (1968: xix, xvii) on charismatic leaders:

• disavow rational scientific calculation

• operate without 'elaborate systems of roles, rules, and procedures' to guide the 
performance of administrative functions

• disdain the 'everyday economizing' of setting a budget and meeting it through 
regular contracts

• function with a 'lack of provision for succession'

• 'contain strong tendencies toward the destruction and decomposition of 
institutions'

• try to keep control of their creations limiting 'the attempts of other people or 
groups to participate in such creativity or extend its scope'.



ISSUES ARISING FROM THE 
COLLAPSE OF KIDS COMPANY

Governance

Closeness to politicians

Trust

Passion and professionalism

Founder syndrome

“I think Kids Company, across the sector, has harmed 

us.” (Chief executive, alcohol support charity, Sheffield)

Are charities fair game? Yes absolutely. [The public] see 

us as just another set of big institutions. (Director of 

policy and research, infrastructure charity, London)

The actual crisis in children’s care



CONCLUSION: A CHANGED WORLD?

• Current external environment for the voluntary sector is immensely 

challenging:

• If ever we had a right to tell people what to do, that’s certainly not true now. (Robb, 

2016)

• It is no longer sufficient (if indeed it ever was) to rely on charity status to convey trust 

and inspire confidence in the conduct of an organization (McDonnell and Rutherford, 

2017: 120) 

• I don’t think its okay for the charity sector to assume that, just because we work in 

charity and we’re all really lovely, nice people doing nice things, we should be special. 

(Youth volunteering charity policy officer, London)

• Symbolic power of charity, charities, and charitable acts ever present, but 

impact is contextual, inconsistent – and maybe less manipulatable today 

due to critique and challenge, but we might be losing something. 



THE GOOD 
GLOW: CHARITY 

AND THE 
SYMBOLIC
POWER OF 

DOING GOOD

Out Now
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