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ABSTRACT: A growing number of human rights scholars and business ethicists argue that corporations have duties to help secure the human rights of the world’s poor and powerless. These duties are owed as a matter of justice and not benevolence. I show that this human rights agenda may harm its intended beneficiaries by weakening their capacity for self-sufficiency and by encumbering their benefactors with burdens they are poorly designed to bear.
“The pretended rights of these theorists are all extremes; and in proportion as they are metaphysically true, they are morally and politically false” (Edmund Burke).
The Human Rights Agenda
A confluence of events has put the duties of corporations on the agenda. The traditional paradigm held that only states were the subjects of such rights and duties. States were held be responsible for taking steps to ensure that corporations within their borders did not violate human rights. Thus corporations had only indirect duties under international human rights norms like the UN Declaration on Human Rights. Recently, however, the state-centric paradigm has come under attack. It is accused of being anachronistic in a “post-Westphalian” world where – it is alleged
 – the power of nation states is increasingly dwarfed by that of non-state actors like corporations.
In response to this development, there is a movement to make corporations directly accountable for their actions with regard to human rights. If this movement succeeds, the addressees of human rights will no longer be limited to states. They will also reach “non-state actors,” notably multinational corporations. Already, in the US, under the recently exhumed Alien Tort Statute of 1789, corporations may be sued directly for violations of customary international law. The UN Global Compact takes baby steps in the direction of attributing duties to corporations.  
But making corporations directly responsible for their human rights violations is only one part of the redefinition of the role of the corporation. The past two decades have also seen a resurgence of the idea of corporate social responsibility (CSR). The new CSR involves more than a demand that corporations mitigate the harmful consequences of their activities. They are also asked assume responsibility for what have traditionally been seen as governmental responsibilities. The scope of the proposed new duties is breathtaking. According to Matten and Crane (2003), corporations have already “partly take[n] over certain functions with regard to the protection, facilitation and enabling of citizen’s rights.” They are engaged in activities targeted at “at reinvigorating (or replacing) the welfare state or relevant parts of it: feeding homeless people, helping headmasters in managing school budgets, or improving deprived neighbourhoods … The new agenda also includes improving working conditions in sweatshops, ensuring employees a living wage, providing schools, medical centers and roads, or even providing financial support for the schooling of child laborers”. 

It is only a short step from asking corporations to take on such burdens to making such burdens mandatory, and so it was inevitable that some scholars would begin to argue that such responsibilities are not simply a matter to be left to each corporation’s sense of corporate social responsibility or a matter of beneficence or charity (and so discretionary) but are moral duties. See the essays in Kuper (2005).
A related development is a growing disenchantment with the gap between the rhetoric of human rights declarations and the reality of world poverty and deprivations of basic human rights. Rights are a cruel hoax without a means to implement them. They have been scorned as “a bitter mockery to the poor and needy” (O’Neill, 2005) and “insulting” (James, 2005: 132). If people deprived of rights cannot demand of any parties that their rights be addressed, then declarations of rights are vacuous. (James (2005: 79ff) questions whether they can be said to exist at all). 
As a consequence of growing impatience with rights that have no teeth, there has recently been a turn from rights to duties. Rights can be reinvigorated if we can identify corresponding duty bearers. Onora O’Neill (2005: 42) has said that there is a need for a robust and realistic account of “agents of justice” who are to carry the counterpart obligations. We must determine “who must do what for whom” (O’Neill, 2005). The problem lies in deciding which particular agent or agents should put the bad situation right (Miller, 2005: 95). As a result, a search is on for duty bearers who can make these rights a reality. If we are to fill the holes in the global social safety net, we must find a corresponding duty bearer for each right. The goal is “a complete attribution of responsibility” (Green, 2005). A number of scholars (starting with O’Neill) have proposed that the corporations as well as governments are “agents of justice” that should bear such duties. O’Neill (2005: 50) says that multinational corporations “can have and can develop ranges of capabilities to contribute both to greater justice and to greater injustice.”  Other scholars who share this view include Dunfee (2006), Hsieh (2005, 2006), Resnik (2001), Santoro (2006), and Wettstein (2009).
What rights are we talking about? They are not always identified in these accounts. However, a not atypical example is the human rights norms for transnational corporations proposed to the UN Commission on Human Rights. These norms include responsibility to contribute to the realization of “rights to development; adequate food and drinking water; the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health; adequate housing; privacy; education; freedom of thought, conscience, and religion; and freedom of opinion and expression…” (United Nations, 2002). 
Since I am going to focus principally on the alleviation of poverty, I need to acknowledge that the rights at issue here are not limited to the right of subsistence or economic development. But plainly a right to subsistence is a precondition of the exercise of other rights. As Wettstein (2009: 71) points out, “the lack of essentials such as food and water puts people in a position of lethargy rather than agency and leaves them in a state of helplessness that undermines the very possibility of living a truly free and autonomous life” (Wettstein, 2009: 71). Therefore a “right to subsistence is not merely a right to receive certain material goods but essentially a right to participate in the productive and political processes of society” (Wettstein, 2009: 72) and to become “self-determined agents capable of making autonomous decisions” (71). In other words, the goal is to provide the full panoply of human rights, but some rights like subsistence are more basic and logically and practically prior to other rights.
The rights I have described are sometimes called positive rights in that they entitle the rights holder to some action by another person. That makes the task of identifying duty bearers a challenging one. As O’Neill (2005: 40-41) points out: “Whereas traditional liberty rights for all have to be matched by universal obligations to respect those rights …, other universal rights cannot be secured by assigning identical obligations to all agents and agencies. Universal rights to goods and services, to status and participation, cannot be delivered by universal action. For these rights, the allocation of obligations matters, and some means of designing and enforcing allocations is required if any ascription of rights is to have practical important” (2005: 40-1).
Several criteria or principles have been proposed for assigning duties. I will consider four suggested criteria here – the capacity or capability to provide aid, the wealth of the potential duty bearer, the existence of some relationship or connection between the rights holder and the duty bearer, and finally a derivative duty to help that is grounded in the duties of members of the proposed duty bearer. 
I call this program the human rights agenda, even though it is primarily concerned with assigning duties. I call the activists and scholars who advocate the human rights program the proponents of the agenda. My main focus is on the likely practical results of attributing duties regarding rights to corporations – whether they are desirable or not. I don’t debate the philosophical merits of the particular duties that are proposed. 

 First I look at the demand side – i.e., the rights holders or intended beneficiaries. I argue that assigning duties to provide aid to the poor is not a solution to their basic needs. The agenda rests on a simplistic reading of the roots of world poverty as well as misunderstanding of the nature of rights, how they operate, and what they can reasonably be expected to achieve. Even if we were to accomplish the goal of locating a duty bearer for each of the rights holders, we will not solve the problem. Perversely, our success might harm our intended beneficiaries by undercutting their capacity to help themselves.
Second, I examine the supply side impacts of the agenda – primarily the effects on the multinational corporations that will be conscripted to serve as agents of justice. I seek to show that they are (aside from rare exceptions) not appropriate bearers of duties to help the world’s poor. The four criteria for ascribing duties that I summarized above are self-defeating. Overall, I expect the supply side effects of this assignment of duties to reduce total welfare, and hurt developing countries, by weakening the very economic investments and relationships that have made it possible, for the first time in history, to dream of abolishing hunger and poverty. 
PART I: IMPACTS ON RIGHTS HOLDERS
Against Simplicity
Underlying the human rights agenda appears to be the conviction that solving world poverty is relatively simple. Poverty and disease are caused by a lack of food and medicines. Therefore getting food and medicines to the people who need them solves the problem. This task is essentially a mechanical or logistical one. The reason that world poverty hasn’t been abolished is because governments and other agents of justice (including corporations) have not fulfilled their duties to help on the necessary scale, at least in part because there is no accepted way for them to determine what duties they owe and to whom. Therefore the key is to find a persuasive method for assigning those duties, that is to say matching up each right with a corresponding duty bearer against whom the right can be demanded. 
This confidence about abolishing poverty is also reflected in the startlingly modest estimates of what it would cost. Pogge (2005: 4) claims that it would take around one percent of the disposable income of the richest one-tenth of humankind. Wettstein (2009: 206) says that it would take only $80 B to provide food, basic education and health care, and clean water and sanitation for everyone. Peter Singer, too, has shared (and continues to share) this confidence: Solving the problem of poverty is as simple as "sending money to Africa" (Singer, 1981: 31). In his famous article “Famine, Affluence & Morality” (1972), Singer expressed confidence that "[e]xpert observers and supervisors, sent out by famine relief organizations or permanently stationed in famine-prone areas, can direct our aid to a refugee in Bengal, almost as effectively as we could get it to someone in our own block.” The intervening decades have apparently not shaken that confidence: "It seems scarcely possible that if we truly set out to reduce poverty, and put resources into doing so that match the scale of the problem -- including resources to evaluate past failures and learn from our mistakes -- we will be unable to find ways of making a positive impact” (2009: 110).
 

However, this optimism seems to be impervious to the lessons of history. The agenda of matching those who are in need with donors may be a sound strategy for dealing with an emergency – like a famine -- but the record suggests that it does not reduce – in fact may aggravate -- world poverty and dependence over the longer term. This experience is relevant because the rights agenda is foreign aid by another name. The difference is that aid has been reframed as a right or moral claim that the beneficiary may assert against one or more designated donors including non-state actors. 
Foreign aid has not dented global poverty. By one estimate, developed countries have donated over $2.3 T in aid to poor countries over the past fifty years with few if any lasting benefits to show for it (Easterly et al. (2003)). There appears to be no significant relationship between aid and development (Id., and Easterly (2006)). According to another estimate, foreign aid has no significant impact on human development variables like infant mortality and primary schooling (Boone, 1995). It has increased the size of government without benefiting the poor (Boone: 26). 
This background is important for evaluating the agenda because it argues for great care in how these programs are implemented if they are not to suffer a similar fate or be counterproductive.
Dependency
Recall that the rights advocated by the proponents are seen as a means of securing the conditions for the beneficiaries to live “a truly free and autonomous life” (Wettstein, 2009: 71). They are about more than full bellies. However, the agenda runs the risk of perpetuating dependency on aid from foreign corporations that will undermine both its narrow and the broader goals. 
Unkindly put, proponents seem to conceive of human rights as “vouchers” that the rights holder can be presented to the duty bearer in return for performance of its duty. The right may entitle the bearer of the voucher to units of food, health care, a living wage, or even freedom of association, freedom of speech, and so on.  
However, there is a striking difference between the agenda’s goals and its means. Its goal is to enable the poor to live a truly free and autonomous life but the means treat the poor as passive objects, not as agents. The agenda’s focus is narrowly focused on how to conscript actors in affluent countries to do things for the beneficiaries that autonomous people do for themselves. Kuper’s charge (2005: 166) against Singer, applies equally to the agenda. It “treat[s] active individuals in developing countries almost wholly as recipients or moral patients.”  
The agenda remedies the deficits suffered by the world’s poor without addressing the causes of those deficits. Therefore it risks making developing nations permanently dependent on the help of foreign corporations. Worse, because it may mitigate problems like food shortages, it has the unintended consequence of relieving the pressure to find a local solution. Having a right to subsistence from another party means not having to provide for oneself. 
 This process can be illustrated by numerous cases in which aid has undercut local economies. Take the case of food aid.
 One example is Somalia in the 1990’s where food aid "not only … undercut farmers, [but it] undercut legitimate Somali importers. An entire segment of the business community vanished as high-quality American and European cereals were sold at 50 to 60 percent less than they could have been purchased for. Food aid ... turned Somalia from a self-sufficient exporter of food to an aid-dependent 'kleptocracy'" (Maren, 1997: 169). This all happened at a time when there was no significant drought or food emergency in Somalia. Quite simply, food-aid imports replaced local production, putting farmers out of business (id.: 171). Similarly, in Rwanda, the prospect of international NGO aid encouraged people not to return to their homes even when it was safe to do so (Kuper, 2005: 163). Aid from corporations is no less likely to undermine local self-sufficiency than aid from governments or NGOs.

The resulting hollowing of these countries’ economic bases will make it less likely that they will succeed in growing their way out of poverty. That will deepen and prolong their dependence on cash and food handouts from donors in rich countries. As James Nickel (1977) says: A "plausible normative approach to hunger should not ... relieve normal adults of responsibility for self-provision. If it does, it will be financially unaffordable and will produce dependency that undermines dignity and makes people less capable of dealing with changing circumstances and institutional failures."
Not only may the rights program be an obstacle to local economic development. It may also inhibit political development, especially the growth of the local political institutions that are necessary to sustain rights. In other words, paradoxically, the proponents’ human rights agenda may slow the adoption of human rights in developing countries. To begin with, the rights in question are not native to these countries and they don’t have roots in their soil or traditions. They exist only by the grace of Exxon or Coca-Cola or other Western non-state actors. As a consequence, people in developing countries will become accustomed to looking to foreign sponsors to secure their rights instead of their own governments.
 That will take the pressure off local governments to reform. The foreign sponsorship of the rights may hurt their chances of acquiring local legitimacy. In addition, the rights in question are “universal rights” and so by definition blind to local conditions. 
A further risk is that the rights agenda will undermine the rudimentary political processes in these countries. As Mary Ann Glendon (1991) has described, rights may lead to the atrophy of politics. In politics outcomes are reached primarily by bargaining among different interests. In the case of rights, outcomes are the results of interpretation and adjudication by experts. According to Glendon, the pervasiveness of “rights talk” in American political culture has led to the impoverishment of its political discourse. At least in the United States, the rights have some basis in our Constitution and political tradition. In contrast, the rights that proponents of the rights agenda seek to extend to people in developing countries have been drawn up by experts in the international human rights community without any input or discussion by the people themselves. 
The real rights of men, as Edmund Burke called them, are not like relief supplies airdropped on a developing country.  They are grown rather than made. Without any roots in the local soil, the rights that proponents would extend to the entire world can survive only as long the corporations are there provide them. It is unhealthy for a country’s rights to subsistence to become a hostage to the fortunes of corporations that compete in an unforgiving international marketplace.
Setting the bar too high 

Proponents see assigning rights and duties as a means to secure the right of economic development. However, rights may in certain circumstances become obstacles to economic development. That will be the case if, for example, the rights mandate standards – say a living wage or a prohibition on child labor – that are economically unsustainable. This issue has resulted in sharp disagreements between the governments of developed and developing countries. The latter charge the former with disguised protectionism (Bhagwati, 2007: 133). Arguably, pressures on corporations to raise standards may already be harming developing countries. 
 
The fear is that if universal rights are deemed to mandate a living wage that is higher than the market wage, then the developing country will be unable to compete in world markets (or against imports). Economists are afraid that a right to a living wage might “harm rather than help the workers in these poor countries by raising the costs of production and thus making the inward flow of investment and jobs less likely” (Bhagwati, 2007: 178). Similarly, Richard Freeman, director of Harvard’s Trade Union program, admits that: "[d]emands for living wages in anti-sweatshop campaigns run the greatest risk of backfiring, since such demands could price workers in less developed countries out of some markets..." (Elliott and Freeman, 2001). 
Child labor is another case where good intentions have had harmful consequences. In response to pressure from activist NGOs, Nike adopted strict age limits for workers at its foreign suppliers. Vogel (2005: 169) says it would be a humanitarian disaster if Vietnam imposed those standards nationally. In Bangladesh, after threats by Congress to bar imports, children were thrown out of work in apparel factories. Follow-up studies found the children had found other employment in harsher conditions. In principle, no one supports child labor; in practice it is folly to prohibit it until there are better alternatives – for the families as well as the children. 
Conclusion
These results don’t have to occur. But they show that human rights may harm their intended beneficiaries if they are not handled with caution. The rights agenda underestimates the enormous practical obstacles to sustainably eliminating poverty.
 Precisely because poverty is not a lack of money but has complex roots, it is hard to predict how interventions will turn out. But first we should do no harm – like weakening the institutions that have provided at least a basic self-sufficiency over centuries.

PART II: THE AGENDA’S IMPACTS ON CORPORATIONS
Whose Duty?
Part I reviewed reasons for fearing that the rights agenda might harm its intended beneficiaries (rights holders). Next I consider the likely supply-side impacts, that is the effects of duties on the designated duty bearers – the “agents of justice” who are charged with providing aid, here multinational corporations. Plainly the rights agenda can be viable only if it does not injure the duty bearers in such a way as to weaken their capacity to aid the needy and/or does not lead potential duty bearers to take steps to avoid being called on to assume burdensome duties. To address this point, I turn first to the basis on which rights proponents assign duties. Rights proponents offer a variety of different criteria for assigning duties. Mostly they are variations on the two (or three) themes. 
Duties follow capacity. One way of assigning duties might be on the basis of capacity to help. Miller calls this the “principle of capacity.” The principle of capacity holds that remedial responsibilities ought to be assigned according to the capacity of each agent to discharge them. (Miller, 2005: 102; Miller endorses the principle as one element in a battery of criteria for establishing duties). The rationale is self-evident: “If we want bad situations put right, we should give the responsibility to those who are best placed to do the remedying” (Id.). This intuition is captured in Peter Singer’s famous example. If you are the only person on hand when a small child is drowning in a shallow pond, you are obligated to save the child. Now, obviously capacity is a necessary basis for a duty to perform an action. It is not clear why it is a morally sufficient reason. Ought implies can. However, it is not clear why the inverse – can implies ought – holds. 
  

On the capacity principle, parties have a duty to help in proportion to their capacity to help. Others who propose to make capacity a ground for imputing a duty to help include O’Neill (2005: 50) (“TNCs can have and can develop ranges of capabilities to contribute”), Dunfee (2006) and Hsieh (2005, 2006) (pharmaceutical companies have a duty to assist victims of AIDS crisis in sub-Saharan Africa based on their special competence to “rescue” the victims), Santoro (2006) and Wettstein (2009) (duties follow power). 
Duties follow wealth. A closely related argument is that wealth gives rise to duties. Resnik (2001: 26) puts the case as follows: a “person making a high salary, one might argue, has an obligation to give more money to charity than a person making a low salary because he can afford to give more to charity. When the hat is passed in church, the wealthy businessman should make a proportionally higher tithe than the not so wealthy teacher. There is nothing inherently wrong with being wealthy (or having a high profit margin) but greater wealth implies greater responsibility.” Resnik (2001) argues that the same reasoning applies to corporations. Just as well-off individuals have a duty to promote social welfare, so too do profitable companies have “strong moral obligations to return more of those profits to society because they are better equipped to meet obligations of beneficence and justice.” 

Duties follow connections. Another possible basis for assigning duties is the existence of some prior relationship with those in need. “The idea is to fix responsibility on the agent who is already connected to the suffering person in some way; if several agents are so connected, we distribute responsibility according to the relative strength of the connection between potential relievers and suffering people….” (Miller, 2005). In Miller’s view, the existence of some sort of connection furnishes a basis for charging one with a duty of assistance. He sees it as one element in a package of principles that help us to identify duty bearers. 
Operationally it is not clear how this principle would work since we are all interconnected. How many degrees of separation are necessary to establish a duty? Since I wish to examine the practical effects of charging multinational corporations with duties, I assume that multinational corporations would owe duties to their employees in poor countries or even to the workers in their supply chains. These duties would include a duty to ensure that they have at least subsistence wages. The duties might encompass guaranteeing workers some amount of education, health care and, possibly, basic political rights. 
Vicarious duties. A final argument for assigning duties to multinational corporations might be that corporations are proxies for their “shareholders in their capacity as citizens of developed economies” and serve as a means of discharging their duties (Hsieh, 2006: 123). The corporation’s duties don’t belong to the corporation itself but are entirely derivative of the underlying duties of the corporation’s shareholders. The shareholders have these duties “in their capacity as citizens of developed economies.” (Hsieh, 2006: 123). Obviously this claim rests on the theory that citizens of affluent countries have duties to assist the world’s destitute people. For the purposes of this discussion, I assume that this theory is correct.  

Critique

The basic flaw with these criteria for assigning duties is that they penalize desirable conduct by encumbering it with additional duties. If duties are based on capability or relationships then corporations can be expected to (a) avoid capabilities or relationships which might benefit poor populations but that risk entailing such duties or (b) incur higher costs than competitors and so put themselves at greater risk of going out of business. Either way, the result will be to ultimately harm the intended beneficiaries of the duties.
Since capacity and relationships are on the whole socially desirable, it would perverse to saddle them with additional obligations that will deter corporations from investing in them. If capacity becomes a basis for imputing duties, then corporations that produce food and medicines will be at greater risk of being be called on to accept duties to making sure that the world’s poor have access to their product than, say, soft drink bottlers. Investors will predictably shun the pharmaceutical industry. Instead, their investment dollars will seek out products that won’t benefit the world’s neediest (because that will expose them to expropriation. As a consequence, there will be fewer life saving drugs and more products that are presumably less socially desirable. In the long run, even the world’s poor will be shortchanged by this policy. 
Similarly, if connections or relationships are made a basis for duties, the result will be that corporations (and their investors) will find themselves liable for additional unbargained for costs. They will become more choosy about what relationships they form. They will shun relationships that may entail burdensome duties. Retailers like Nike and Walt Disney, for example, may cease to source their apparel and footwear from some of the poorest countries in the world. If these arrangements had benefited poor workers (as they do, according Bhagwati, 2007: 170-3), then the termination of these contracts will leave these workers worse off – without jobs or with inferior jobs. Instead, the retailers will rationally choose to source their product from relatively well-off countries where they are less likely to be called on to assume such duties. Even if the retailer dutifully tries to meet the burden imposed on it, the additional costs will put it at a disadvantage in the “fiercely competitive environments” that nearly all multinationals operate in (Bhagwati, 2007: 171). 
 Eventually such firms will be driven out of business. (Unless they occupies niche markets where they will be rewarded for such behavior; see Vogel, 2006: 3). In summary, basing duties on preexisting relationships is likely to penalize precisely the relationships that most help the world’s poor.
Neither is the supposed wealth of corporations a viable basis for duties to secure the rights of the poor. We saw that some assert that just like individuals, corporations should accept these duties because they are wealthy. According to Resnik (2001), corporations that make healthy profits have “strong moral obligations to return more of those profits to society.” 

However, first, it is important to note that the analogy between individuals and companies, although commonplace, is fallacious. It anthropomorphizes the corporation. Corporations cannot be wealthy because they are wealth. The assets on their balance sheets belong ultimately to their shareholders and their creditors. Only by a legal fiction can we say (in well-defined circumstances) that corporations own assets.
In light of this, consider the anomaly that follows if we assign duties to corporations. Recall that we are stipulating that individuals have a duty to give according to their wealth (profitable corporations have duties by analogy with wealthy individuals). But the wealth of an individual may be in the form of shares in corporations. If both the individual and the corporation (or corporations) in which he holds shares are deemed to have duties, then the individual’s wealth will be double-counted. Not only is this outcome inequitable, but it is inefficient as well: This anomaly will lead people to try to minimize their exposure to these duties by holding their wealth in the form of assets that are not subject to this sort of double-taxation. That way they will contribute only once. 
Lastly there is the claim that corporations can hold these duties vicariously. In Hsieh’s (2005, 2006) scheme, corporations serve as moral proxies or surrogates for citizens in discharging their moral obligations. (I assume for discussion purposes that citizens have such duties). But Hsieh’s scheme is open to at least two objections. First, it is not clear why corporations should perform this role when affluent persons can be asked to bear the duty of assisting the global poor through contributions to a relief agency or even directly, without the mediation of the corporation. Second, individual duties are at best weakly correlated with shares in a corporation. Within the corporation, shareholders wind up bearing the cost of performing this duty (presumably) in proportion to their shareholding in the company, rather than in accordance with their income or wealth, which are both a more equitable basis for distributing the burden of assistance. Some individuals will inevitably game the system by liquidating their shareholdings and buying other assets.
 In short, no convincing rationale is given for why the intermediation of the company is necessary for citizens or wealthy individuals to fulfill their duties.
In summary, corporations are the wrong vehicles for achieving the goals of the human rights agenda. If we assign duties on the basis of the principles described here, corporations that are not contributing much of value to society are unlikely to be asked to bear any duties, but corporations that are doing good are likely to have to bear additional duties. Corporations that are assigned such duties will have to compete in the capital markets with corporations that don’t have such duties. Over time, the predictable result will be a kind of Gresham’s law of corporate ethics where “bad” companies eventually drive out “good” companies.
CONCLUSION


Skepticism about the rights agenda is justified. But defeatism and pessimism are not. World poverty is in rapid decline despite the failures of foreign aid. According to a recent estimate, between 1970 and 2006, the percentage of the world population in poverty has fallen by 80 percent from 27% to 5%. The corresponding total number of poor has fallen from 403 million in 1970 to 152 million in 2006. The same study finds that various measures of global inequality have declined substantially and measures of global welfare increased by somewhere between 128% and 145% (Pinkovskiy.& Sala-i-Martin 2009; see also Kinley, 2009: 14-15). There are even signs of spring in Africa (Kinley, 2009: 170; Economist, 2010: 76).
This growth has been accompanied by improvements in the quality of life for billions of people. Life expectancy has grown tremendously. Literacy and education have improved rapidly. The world has become more democratic during the same period.

In short, globalization seems to be doing the work that the agenda has set for itself. Most of the remaining poverty is in backwaters which have not (yet) been touched by globalization. It is a commonplace that the people who are “protected” from globalization by natural barriers (say, China’s interior) or political barriers (say, North Korea) are the ones who have not participated in the increasing prosperity. Trade beats aid as a development tool.
The irony is that globalization is often seen as an antagonist by the proponents of the human rights agenda. Indeed, the agenda itself  is sometimes justified as a means of humanizing or softening the impacts of globalization (notably by Wettstein, 2009). To be sure, globalization has left many problems untouched and has created new ones, but anyone truly concerned about the plight of the world’s poor has to worry that attempts to humanize or soften globalization could wind up weakening its capacity to good as well as harm. 
That brings me to the final way in which the human rights agenda threatens the welfare of the world’s poor. It would inevitably politicize the corporation and so rob globalization of its dynamism. Imagine if corporations became key parts of the world’s social safety net for the world’s poor. Then imagine if those corporations stumbled.  The inevitable result would be intense political pressure to weaken competition in order to stabilize and entrench them or, if they are on the point of failing, to bail them out. Since they will have become the mainstays or life-lines of dependent populations, the social cost of letting them go under will be intolerable. But if we become too dependent on these corporations to allow them to fail, we will weaken the economic engine that has liberated hundreds of millions from poverty. That is why the case for assigning duties to corporations to protect human rights may be metaphysically true, but it is morally and politically false. 
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� This much ballyhhooed claim does not withstand careful scrutiny. “The power of global firms does not dwarf that of national governments: sovereignty is not at bay, and on many important dimensions the power of states is neither declining nor in retreat” (Vogel 2008).





� Or he dismisses practical objections to his project as bad faith. There is an interesting dynamic at work here. To judge by impressions, indignation about the persistence of poverty seems to be proportional to oversimplification of the issue. Take the case of Thomas Pogge. He among the most indignant critics of developed countries’ efforts to relieve world poverty, and his analysis of the causation of world poverty seems to be crude and simplistic. This is logical: If the solution to human misery is staring us in the face, then only our callousness can explain our failure to solve it. 





� Compare Crocker (1996: 211, 218); Bovard (1993: x); Schultz (1993: 60-62). 





� In Cambodia, it is reported (Zachary, 2002), aid agencies have become "surrogate bosses of local bureaucrats." Foreign donors pay as much as 53 per cent of all government wages. Civil servants often complain about poor pay and working conditions to foreign donors rather than their own government. 


� “[M]any companies are beginning to feel it is better to pull their factories out of countries where there is desperate poverty, rather than risk being seen operating at standards below what you might expect in, say, Massachusetts” (The Economist’s Matthew Bishop, quoted in Salls, 2004). 


� This critique is not new. See Crocker’s (1977: 213) comments on the first edition of Aiken and LaFollette’s World Hunger: “Unfortunately, preoccupied as they were with the task of justifying aid to distant peoples, philosophers evinced scant interests in institutional and practical issues. They seemed to believe that if they could resolve the foundational questions, the rest would be easy; the rational – on its own – would become real. [The essays in World Hunger] almost completely failed to address the best ways to diagnose and remedy the problem of world hunger.” 





� Of course, as Boatright (2007: 619) points out, “having the capacity to achieve a certain good [is] not the same thing as having a moral responsibility or obligation to work toward this end.” Since I am interested in the practical consequences of such an assignment of duties, I won’t pursue this point.





� A myth has grown up among proponents of the human rights agenda that globalization has somehow strengthened multinational corporations more powerful (and so more able to bear the burdens they would place on them). The UN Global Compact’s John Ruggie (e.g., 2003: 16) is a case in point. But it is arguable that globalization has diminished rather than expanded the power of MNCs. Competition has curtailed the discretion of MNCs to pursue goals unrelated to profit maximization: “Thanks to increased domestic and international competition, threats of hostile takeovers, the concentration of ownership in the hands of institutional investors, and changes in the basis of executive compensation, the creation of shareholder value has become a central objective of managers” (Vogel, 2006: 26). 





� In Scanlon’s scheme, one ground for reasonably rejecting a duty is “if the cost would be imposed unfairly” (Ashford, 2003: 276). 
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