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Abstract

This paper examines the role of multinational corporations (MNCs), as members of a
global civil society, to protect and promote internationally recognized human rights. Responses
to conflict and humanitarian intervention have primarily taken the form of emergency and
rehabilitation assistance for affected populations, the promotion of long-term social and
economic development, and the pursuit of peaceful conflict resolution. A related concern that
has become integral to humanitarian action is the provision of protection measures to prevent
abuses of basic human rights prior, during and after crisis situations. The politics of rights, legal
protection, and humanitarian intervention are predicated on the nation-state as the primary actor.
With the heightened internationalization of capital markets, communications, and technology, the
traditional realist conceptions of state autonomy have been challenged. Coinciding with the
changing role of the state has been a gradual development of a transnational civil society
advocating the promotion of human values on a global scale. Against the backdrop of increased
public sensitivity to human rights violations and the change in the nature of conflicts, MNCs
have emerged as significant and powerful actors in the global civil society. The power accorded
to these actors carries with it an implied obligation and ethical responsibility to respect human
rights and to avoid exacerbating conflicts with severe human rights violations. This article will
outline the positive and negative impacts on human rights of multinational activities. It will then
examine the interaction of non-governmental organizations and the campaigns against
multinationals that reflect the broader humanitarian mandates of human rights organizations and
individuals. The paper will conclude by focussing on ways in which business enterprises can re-
establish its responsibilities where human rights are concerned.
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