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Abstract 

This chapter explores new questions for human rights in a context of extreme poverty and inequalities 
of income, wealth, political power and biological life. Minimalist and contradictory narratives of 
poverty and inequality fail human rights by failing to offer coherent bases for vindicating basic 
minimum rights and realizing social justice. Minimalist, over-optimistic framings of poverty 
predominate, denying substantive rights universalism and masking inequality’s power effects. Poverty 
is important, since gross deprivations devastate the basic ‘floor’ of rights universalism. Large and 
widening economic inequalities undermine solidarity and general duties to systematically uphold and 
substantiate human rights universality.  

Since ‘post-human’ threats reflect widening inequality, human rights duties ought to include 
constraining extreme wealth. Wealth concentration and its main mechanism, financialization, pose 
major threats to human rights and humanity in general. This chapter discusses three ‘posthuman’ 
threats: algocracy, pharmocracy and chemocracy, which are underwritten by interests and 
instrumentalities of wealth itself, threatening each ‘generation’ of human rights with disequalizing, 
exploitative and dehumanizing outcomes. Political agency has been manipulated and distorted, and 
human bodies and biological life have been exploited, injured, poisoned and killed. Focusing on poverty 
eradication alone does too little to protect human rights, let alone advance them. To protect both 
humanity and rights, human rights must resist the appropriation of the logic of rights by nonhuman 
entities and address the considerable political, human and ecological harms already inflicted.   

 

Introduction  

This chapter tackles the relevance of both poverty and inequality to human rights. Extreme poverty 
matters, but an overly constrained and over-optimistic framing of poverty sets the bar of concern 
too low to align with human rights. There is concern about widening global inequalities, but 
accounts of inequality can be distracting and confusing, thus also failing human rights. Anthony 
Atkinson, a leading authority on global inequality, has pointed out the necessity of addressing both 
ends of the problem – not enough is being done to tackle poverty and the exclusion of the poorest, 
but even less is being done about the problem of the rich getting richer.1 Although problems of 
economic inequality have recently begun to be discussed in relation to human rights,2 very little 

 
1 Anthony B. Atkinson, Inequality: What Can Be Done? (HUP, 2015) 
2 Chris Albin-Lackey, ‘Who will take the lead on economic inequality, and who should?’(Opendemocracy.net, 5 
May 2016) <https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/openglobalrights-openpage/who-will-take-lead-on-
economic-inequality-and-who-should/> accessed 8 June 2020; Samuel Moyn, Not Enough: Human Rights in an 
Unequal World (Belknap Harvard 2018) 



 

 

attention has been given to excess wealth as a human rights issue and problem in itself. The second 
part of this chapter raises three spectres of ‘posthumanism’ that bring human rights into question in 
a context of financialization and extreme wealth accumulation. ‘Posthumanism’ is enigmatic term, 
remaining ‘below the radar screen’ of human rights theory.3 Ferrando identifies seven possible 
interpretations of the term, and here I engage two of these interpretations – a deconstructive 
approach that problematizes ‘the human’, and a concern to expand the circle of moral and ethical 
concern possibly beyond the human species.4 I follow Baxi in using the idea of the posthuman to 
interrogate potentially problematic forms of dehumanization in a globalized, ‘post-human epoch’ 
that human rights remains ill-prepared to address. Three problems are discussed: algocracy 
(potential threats from computer-based, calculative modes of governance),5 pharmocracy (potential 
threats from global pharmaceutical interests),6 and what I will clumsily but conveniently term 
‘chemocracy’ (potential threats from petrochemicals and biocides to human survival and ecological 
‘safe operating space’)7   

On the surface, these novel terms seem to suggest that new technologies of algorithmic governance, 
pharmaceuticals, and chemicals are themselves to blame for an assault on rights and humanity. 
However, the second section points to the role of excess wealth in driving their distorting effects. I 
argue that these are forms of rights-usurpation that must be understood in relation to the political 
economy of financialization, where finance seeks not only profit, but to influence power, and power 
is used to further highly monopolistic forms of accumulation. The concluding section makes three 
brief suggestions: the human rights movement should engage with inequality-reducing policies, 
including proposals to address ‘wealth ceilings’ as well as ‘poverty floors’; constrain corporate 
political financing, and recall the humanity principle in posthuman times. 

 

1. Confusing the narrative — (how much) should human rights care about poverty and inequality? 

The definition and framing of poverty and inequality impact on how we think about equality, rights, 
duties, and what duties of cooperation and solidarity consist of, in a system of human rights. 
Definitions and methodologies determine the focal space, influencing whether a problem seems to 
exist at all, and how much it compromises human rights universality. The estimation of how much 
poverty exists, and what kind of inequalities matter are consequential for what duties the non-poor  
(countries, persons, corporations and the extremely rich) have towards the ‘social and international 
order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in [the Universal Declaration of Human Rights] can 
be fully realized.’8 

A low poverty threshold reflects the choice to count as few ‘poor’ as possible, while an optimistic 
assessment of progress places little pressure on the status quo. This minimises the duty to 
ameliorate the conditions of those deemed to be ‘in poverty’ and sufficiently vindicate their 
humanity. Poverty optimists offer positive assessments of global progress, indicating few reasons to 

 
3 Upendra Baxi, Human Rights in a Posthuman World (OUP, 2007) 
4 Francesca Ferrando, ‘Posthumanism, Tanshumanism, Antihumanism, Metahumanism and New Materialisms, 
Differences and Relations’ (2013) 8(2) Existenz 26 
5 John Danaher, ‘The Threat of Algocracy: Reality, Resistance and Accommodation’ (2016) 29 Philos. Technol. 
245; A. Aneesh, ‘Global labor: algocratic modes of organization’ (2009) 27 (4) Sociological Theory 347 
6 Kaushik Sunder Rajan, Pharmocracy: Value, Politics and Knowledge in Global Biomedicine (Duke University 
Press 2017) 
7 Johan Rockström et al, ‘A safe operating space for humanity’ (2009) 461 Nature 472 
8 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (adopted 10 December 1948) UNGA Res 217 A(III) (UDHR) art 28 



 

 

change current trajectories.9 Poverty exceptionalists present poverty as a problem ‘confined to 
selected low-income and fragile countries’. Because China’s economic growth has alleviated a large 
proportion of ‘global poverty’ in recent decades, the solution is to emulate China’s economic 
growth.10 However, inequality has increased in China, as in nearly all countries .11 Basic deprivation 
exists in every country, not only in a minority of outliers, and is experienced by many people who 
technically exceed the global poverty threshold and are deemed ‘non-poor’.  

The most commonly-used global poverty line is the World Bank’s US$1.90 PPP (Purchasing Power 
Parity, or International Dollars) a person a day. Poverty optimists celebrate the reduction of global 
‘extreme poverty’ by this measure over the last two centuries of ‘progress’ and ‘development’. 
There are a billion fewer people in ‘extreme poverty’ and the vast majority of the world’s 7.7 billion 
people are ‘non-poor’, with dramatic improvements since the 1990s.12 However, the ‘extreme 
poverty’ line is supposed to correspond to a ‘basic minimum core’ of human needs and therefore 
rights,13 but $1.90 is arguably so low as to represent ‘destitution’, which implies a destruction of 
dignity. The USDA estimates that basic nutrition in the US costs $6.70/day, making US$1.90 far short 
of enabling basic nutrition, let alone other essentials like shelter or healthcare. Country-defined 
poverty lines offer more realistic measures—the US national poverty line is $15 a day. Higher, 
country-defined thresholds indicate that around half of global poverty exists within stable, middle-
income countries,14 while considerable numbers of people in high-income economies are also living 
in poverty. Using a moderate $7.40 a day global poverty line, we would find that global poverty has 
reduced from 71 percent of the world’s population in poverty in 1981 to around 58 percent 
remaining in poverty in 2013. This is progress, but population growth means that absolute numbers 
continue increasing, adding almost a billion people to the ranks of the global poor since the 1980s.15 

Ultimately, divergent assessments of global poverty and inequality reflect contested views about 
what kinds of inequalities are acceptable, differing conceptions about what constitutes a fair 
distribution of resources and responsibilities and different proposals concerning what should be 
done about the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in a given distribution.16 Concerns have been rising about the 
level and upward trend of global inequality within ‘advanced’ social democracies,17  and debates 
have been opened up by discussions of Thomas Piketty’s work, together with annual reports 
released by the NGO Oxfam to coincide with the World Economic Forum in recent years. Driving 
home Piketty’s findings about increasing national income and wealth inequality, Oxfam 

 
9 Stephen Pinker, Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress (Viking, 2018); cf 
Jason Hickel, ‘Progress and its discontents’ New Internationalist (7 August 2019) 
10 Homi Kharas and Andrew Rogerson. Horizon 2025 : Creative destruction in the aid industry (Overseas 
Development Institute 2012) 
11 Thomas Piketty, Li Yang and Gabriel Zucman, ‘Capital Accumulation, Private Property and Rising Inequality in 
China 1978–2015’ (2019) 109 (7) American Economic Review 2469 
12 ‘World Population Living in Extreme Poverty 1820-2015’(Our World in Data.org, 27 March 2017) 
<https://ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty> accessed 8 June 2020. 
13 Katharine G. Young, ‘The Minimum Core of Economic and Social Rights: A Concept in Search of Content’, 
[2008] 33 (1) Yale J. Int'l L., 113  
14 Peter Edward and Andy Sumner, The Future of Global Poverty in a Multi-Speed World: New Estimates of 
Scale and Location 2010-2030 (Center for Global Development, 2013) 
15 Hickel (n 9) 
16 Martin Ravallion, Eric Thorbecke and Lant Pritchett ‘Competing Concepts of Inequality in the Globalization 
Debate [with Comments and Discussion]’ (2004) Globalization, Poverty, and Inequality Brookings Trade Forum 
1 
17 Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better 
(Allen Lane 2009); Thomas Piketty, Capital in the 21st Century (Harvard Belknap 2014) 



 

 

unsurprisingly found that the world economic system benefits the very richest most. By 2017, the 
richest 1% in the world owned more wealth than remaining 99% of world population and took 82% 
of the wealth gains from economic growth, while the poorest 50% of the world’s population gained 
nothing.18 In same year, billionaires’ fortunes grew by $762 billion, over seven times what it would 
cost to end global extreme poverty.19 Reports by the UN Special Rapporteur on the state of poverty 
and human rights in the USA and UK criticize wealthy country governments’ failures to reduce 
poverty, and condemn them for actively pushing sections of their populations into poverty, 
deliberately removing citizenship rights and replacing rights with ‘a harsh and uncaring ethos’. These 
retrogressions were attributable to the political desire to change the welfare system’s philosophy, 
not to the need to improve economic efficiency, or respond to the exigencies of economic crisis, 
since the return to economic growth, near-full employment and a budget surplus did not reverse 
regressive social policies.20 

The explanation, narration and visualization of global inequality has shifted confusingly over recent 
decades. In the 1990s, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) visualized global 
inequality as a ‘champagne glass’ of income and wealth,21 with the top 20% commanding 80% of 
resources. By 2005, the wealth infographic indicated an upwards redistribution, as the shape of the  
‘glass’ narrowed into a slim flute, directing wealth and income towards a tiny, widening band at the 
topmost 1% of the distribution.22 A comparison of the two indicated the richest becoming richer, 
with little change for the majority – a unimodal narrative.  

  

 
18 Oxfam. Working for the Few: Political capture and economic inequality. Oxfam Briefing Paper 178 
(Oxfam.org, 20 January 2014) <https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp-working-for-few-
political-capture-economic-inequality-200114-en_3.pdf> accessed 8 June 2020 
19 Oxfam. Reward Work, Not Wealth. Oxfam Report (Oxfam.org, January 2018) <https://www-
cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp-reward-work-not-wealth-220118-summ-en.pdf> accessed 8 
June 2020 
20 Philip Alston, ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights on his mission to the 
United States of America’ (2017) UN Doc A/HRC/38/33/Add.1; Philip Alston, ‘Statement on Visit to the United 
Kingdom, by Professor Philip Alston, United Nations Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights’, 
Geneva: OHCHR. A/HRC/41/39/Add.1 
21 UNDP. Human Development Report 1992: Global Dimensions of Human Development (OUP, 1992) 35 
22 UNDP. Human Development Report 2005: International cooperation at a crossroads: Aid, trade and security 
in an unequal world (OUP, 2005) 37 



 

 

(Sources: UNDP 1992; Dikhanov in UNDP 2005) 

 

In 2016, Lakner and Milanovic’s ‘elephant graph’ of global income growth suggested a new 
narrative23 emphasizing a trimodal, segmented distribution of prospects in the era of globalization: i) 
large mass of population rising out of destitution, mostly in Asia, (a steep rise from the ‘tail’ to the 
‘rump’ of the ‘elephant’); ii) the upper-middle class, mostly located in the rich ‘western’ economies, 
who are already ‘rich’ by world standards, but whose prospects are ‘squeezed’ since their share of 
growth compared to the very richest has been declining (the downward-sloping ‘forehead’ of the 
‘elephant’). (Note that the upper middle class is a historically critical fraction for supporting social-
democratic politics and taxation to fund public goods and state redistribution) iii) Despite 
considerable under-reporting of the wealth owned by the richest and most politically influential 1% 
(the upward-pointing ‘trunk’ of the ‘elephant’), they are the undoubtedly the real ‘winners’ in the 
graph. While equality is a foundational and intuitive principle in human rights, this picture of 
unequal gains and differing prospects troubles assumptions about universality in a ‘multi-speed 
world’. 

 

Source: Lakner and Milanovic 2016, 234  

The multi-speed picture of distributional prospects raises four problems for human rights: 1) At the 
poorest end of the distribution, destitution and extreme poverty threaten absolute thresholds of 
‘basic rights’,24  even the fundamental right to life. 2) Troublingly large numbers of people are 
pushed off this lowest end by denial of their rights-bearing status through border controls, but also 
through quotidian welfare denial, risking life-threatening deprivation and even dehumanization by 
being forced in to a condition of rightslessness.25 What is more, the poor and rightsless are subjected 
to increasing levels of scrutiny and testing that arguably further deepen dehumanization. 3) At the 
‘richer’ end of the spectrum, extreme increase of wealth amplifies the claims of the richest for more-
than-basic rights and freedoms. 4) The implied conflict between the reasonably-off 60-79th percentile 
of aspiring ‘haves’ and the already-rich, but increasingly pessimistic 80th-99th percentile over the 
gains of growth threatens social separatism within national and global majorities, potentially eroding 

 
23 Christophe Lakner and Branko Milanovic, ‘Global Income Distribution: From the Fall of the Berlin Wall to the 
Great Recession’ (2016) 30 (2) World Bank Economic Review 203 
24 Henry Shue, Basic Rights (PUP, 1980) 
25 Samuel Moyn et al, The Right to Have Rights (Verso, 2017) 



 

 

consent for rights universality which implies social solidarity through fair taxation and resource 
redistribution. 

 

2. Rights appropriated by wealth: Algocracy, pharmocracy and chemocracy in an age of plutocracy 

Excess wealth may itself be responsible for appropriating and misdirecting rights in ways that 
deepen the deprivations of the poor, undermine social cohesion, dehumanize persons and damage 
the environment.  Wealth concentration has corrosive effects on rights when capital is deployed to 
manipulate electoral outcomes, shift democratic norms and undermine the democratic political 
ideal of equal citizenship.26 Non-human entities—corporations and financial vehicles— mobilize legal 
power to claim citizenship rights originally conceived by, and for, humans. When it is used to defend 
the rights and freedoms of capital, law itself may serve to limit, deform, or destroy actual human 
rights. Kant’s ‘humanity formulation’ of his categorical principle—that humans must not be treated 
as merely means without respect for their humanity as such27—is fundamentally violated when 
excess wealth is channelled to claim rights on behalf of capital, while using the agency and bodies of 
humans as means to further accumulation. The implications of vastly increasing wealth for each 
‘generation’ of human rights—negative, positive and collective human rights—are potentially 
devastating. Piketty’s insight—that wealth increases at a faster rate than the economy grows28—
creates a self-reinforcing dynamic of accumulation and the tendency to recycle excess wealth into 
political influence. 

Two ‘fatal developments’ have ensued from the trend towards super-wealthy enrichment—the 
secession of the super-rich from the rest of society, and the channelling of excess wealth into legal 
claims for political power that erode the public interest in general, and the interests of the poor in 
particular.29 An illustrative example is the rise of ‘Political Action Committees’ in the USA, which 
target politicians, regulators and voters with media messages, channel ‘dark money’ into political 
lobbying and influence scientific debate to further the specific interests of their donors, notably 
proprietors and lobbyists for fossil fuels, chemicals, pharmaceuticals and tobacco, to the detriment 
of the public interest, and the lives, wellbeing and livelihoods of the non-wealthy.30 The 2010 US 
Supreme Court Citizens United ruling31 successfully reversed regulatory constraint by the Federal 
Electoral Commission on corporate spending to influence politics, claiming that corporations were 
entitled to an equal right to political speech and justifying corporate funding of propaganda on the 
grounds that free speech is indispensable to democracy. The dissenting opinion ‘that corporations 

 
26 Thomas Christiano, ‘The uneasy relationship between democracy and capital’ (2010) 27 (1) Social Philosophy 
and Policy 195; Thomas Christiano, ‘Money in Politics’ in D. Estlund (ed) The Oxford Handbook of Political 
Philosophy (OUP, 2012) 241; Ingrid Robeyns, ‘What, if anything is wrong with extreme wealth?’ [2019] 20 (3) 
Journal of Human Development and Capabilities 251 
27 Robert Johnson and Adam Cureton, ‘Kant’s Moral Philosophy’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(Spring edition, 2016) <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-moral/>  accessed 8 June 2020 
28 Piketty (n 11) 
29 Markus Feldenkirchen, ‘America's Oligarch Problem: How the super-rich undermine America's democracy’ 
Der Spiegel (Hamburg, 10 September 2015) 
30 Jane Mayer, Dark Money: How a secretive group of billionaires is trying to buy political control in the US 
(Scribe 2016), Nancy MacLean, Democracy in Chains: The deep history of the radical right's stealth plan for 
America (Scribe 2017); Christiano (n 26) 
31 Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission 558 US [2010]; Feldenkirchen (n 21)  



 

 

are not members of society and that there are compelling governmental interests to curb 
corporations spending power during local and national elections’ was overturned.32  

‘Citizens United’ was not a citizen’s association, but a vehicle for channelling political finance and 
fighting regulatory constraints. The ruling paved the way for the subsequent dominance of ‘super 
PACs’, campaign financing vehicles enabling individual and corporate donations to dwarf other forms 
of political funding. As individual billionaires and corporations have increased their relative and 
absolute wealth, they have deployed that wealth to overdetermine political processes, secure 
freedom from taxation, reverse and repurpose state and welfare spending and further wealth 
accumulation and inequality.  

 ‘Algocracy’ is a concept coined by A.Aneesh and developed by John Danaher, who presents the term 
‘algocracy’ in a fairly neutral way, as 

 ‘a particular kind of governance system, one which is organised and structured on the basis 
of computer-programmed algorithm’ where ‘algorithms are used to collect, collate and 
organize the data upon which decisions are typically made and to assist in how that data is 
processed and communicated through the relevant governance system. In doing so, the 
algorithms structure and constrain the ways in which humans within those systems interact 
one another, the relevant data and the broader community affected by those systems’ 
[…which] may be automated or semi-automated, or may retain human supervision and 
input.33 

The role of big data and data technologies has been generally criticized for potentially increasing 
corporate influence and control over public information, reinforcing discriminatory stereotypes and 
spreading false and misleading information.34 There are particularly undesirable effects on the poor, 
as highlighted by a recent report by the UN Special Rapporteur examining the ‘digitalization of 
welfare states’.35 Digitalization and the use of algorithms to assess welfare eligibility, calculate 
benefits, and prevent benefit fraud have potentially negative impacts on disadvantaged people, who 
lack access to the internet and digital literacy skills. The poor and discriminated groups are more 
vulnerable to violations of their privacy and liberty as they are increasingly targeted as surveillance 
subjects and data. Those who are more likely to be given disadvantageous assessments also lack the 
power to identify and counter unfavourable decisions. The most vulnerable are likely to suffer if 
automated decisions lead to the withdrawal or denial of essential goods and services. Algorithmic 
decision-making is likely to be opaque and unaccountable, particularly where artificial intelligence is 
used, and ‘black box’ decisions may deepen discrimination, yet remain undetectable, unintelligible 
and uncorrectable by humans.36 Big technology companies are highly monopolistic and powerful, 
raising concerns that their involvement in welfare administration may be creating a ‘rights-free 
zone’. Private companies are leading the design and operation of significant parts of the digital 
welfare state, but with little or no government or public oversight. ‘In-built forms of discrimination 
can fatally undermine the right to social protection for key groups and individuals’, while 

 
32 Ibid. 
33 Danaher (n 5) 246 
34 Zeynep Tufekci,‘Algorithmic harms beyond Facebook and Google: emergent challenges of computational 
agency’ (2015) 13 Colorado Technology Law Journal; Safiya Umoja Noble, Algorithms of Oppression: How 
search engines reinforce racism (New York University Press, 2018) 
35 Philip Alston, ‘Report of the Special rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights’ (2019) UN Doc 
A/74/48037 
36 Frank Pasquale, The Black Box Society: The Secret Algorithms That Control Money and Information (Harvard 
2016) 



 

 

‘astonishingly little attention has been paid to the ways in which new technologies might transform 
the welfare state for the better’.37 

The Cambridge Analytica scandal offers an instructive case of ‘algocracy’ acting as a means for 
oligarchy in an age of concentrating wealth. Conservative billionaires funded the now-defunct 
company, Cambridge Analytica, to develop micro-targeted propaganda campaigns, using 
psychological profiling techniques and illegally-obtained data to develop algorithms which were then 
used to target and influence individual voter preferences on a massive scale via social media.38 
Cambridge Analytica claimed to have helped secure the Trump presidency and the Brexit vote, as 
well as acknowledging involvement in two hundred other attempts to manipulate electoral 
outcomes.39 There are many other consequences of algorithmic mediation and manipulation which 
are beyond the present scope of discussion, including the spread of false information, heightening 
political emotions and intensifying and polarizing social divisions along racial, national and gender 
lines.40  

If ‘first generation’ civil and political rights such as free expression and democratic participation can 
compromised by algocracy to serve the interests of billionaires, ‘second generation’ socioeconomic 
rights like the right to health are compromised by the mobilization of wealth through speculative 
markets for drugs and healthcare. Pharmocracy is a critical term coined by Sunder Rajan, who 
defines it in terms of class struggle by the wealthiest class and state capture:  

Pharmocracy is a term I coin to refer to the global regime of hegemony of the multinational 
pharmaceutical industry. It describes the ways in which the Euro-American research and 
development (R&D) driven industry operates to institute forms of governance across the 
world that are beneficial to its own interests. I argue that the global harmonization of clinical 
trials and intellectual property regimes must be understood in terms of this expansion of 
multinational corporate hegemony. Third World national interests are now being instituted 
to facilitate First World corporate interests.41 

Before the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) rules on Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPs, enacted in 1995) came into force in India, India was a world leader in manufacturing cheap 
generic drugs because its legislation only protected processes, not molecules. Indian scientists could 
come up with alternative ways of manufacturing the same drug, or design a similar substitute 
without infringing patents. ‘Harmonization’ measures to fit India into the world intellectual property 
regime began when India’s ten-year WTO derogation came to an end in 2005. Drug molecules 
gained protection as ‘intellectual property’ under patent law designed to defend the ‘creativity’ and 
‘innovation’ of the patent holders, pharmaceutical corporations. High prices, representing returns on 
investment in drug research, prevent drugs from reaching poor people’s bodies. However,  

 
37 Alston (n 20) 77, 79  
38 Carole Cadwalladr, ’The great British Brexit robbery: how our democracy was hijacked’ The Observer, 
(London, 7 May 2017) 
39 Channel 4 News, ‘Data, Democracy and Dirty Tricks’. Channel 4 News, 19 March 2018. 
40 Tufekci,  supra n 34; Jonathan Albright, ‘Left + Right: The Combined Post-#Election2016 News “Ecosystem”’ 
(Medium, 11 December 2016) <https://medium.com/@d1gi/left-right-the-combined-post-election2016-news-
ecosystem-42fc358fbc96> accessed 8 June 2020; Andreas Birkbak and Hjalmar Carlsen, ‘The Public and its 
Algorithms: comparing and experimenting with calculated publics’ in Louise Amoore and Volha Piotukh (eds) 
Algorithmic Life: Calculative devices in the age of big data (Routledge 2016) 21; Soroush Vosoughi, et al., ‘The 
spread of true and false news online’ (2018) 359 Science, 1146. 
41 Kaushik Sunder Rajan, Pharmocracy: Value, Politics and Knowledge in Global Biomedicine (Duke University 
Press, 2017) 5 



 

 

‘harmonization’ of clinical trials opened the way for experiments to travel to India, enabling Indian 
patients’ bodies to be recruited and utilized as clinical labour to develop new patented medicines 
and prove their efficacy and profitability.42 

In 1997, a consortium of 40 pharmaceutical companies (PMA) initiated a pre-emptive suit against 
the South African government (RSA) to block proposed reforms to the regulation of medicines.43  
The PMA pharmaceutical consortium sought to prevent the South African government from 
authorizing the importation of affordable generic drugs to treat its HIV-infected population. The 
PMA argued that this breached their rights as corporations (non-human legal persons) to profit from 
their ‘creativity’. The corporations argued that patent protections and the freedom to charge high 
prices were essential incentives for the development of new medicines. The PMA’s position came 
under combined pressure from donor governments, the WHO and civil society activists, leading PMA 
to withdraw their case against the South African government in 2001.44 

We might venture to say that a drug regime is ‘pharmocratic’ and potentially anti-human when 
market price, not vital human necessity determines access to drugs. ‘Pharmocracy’ also denotes a 
capitalist regime that uses human bodies as means to create and test the profitability of 
pharmaceuticals, and not as ends whose health requires restoring. Globally harmonized clinical trials 
rely on human bodies to test the drugs that, if efficacious, will be priced too highly for the majority 
of the poor to afford in the name of protecting the ‘creativity and innovation’ monopolized by 
patent-holders. The poor perform the ‘clinical labour’ needed to develop marketable drugs, their 
bodies bear the physiological risks of testing, and provide the basis for calculating financial risk and 
realizing profitability.45  

In 2011, a scandal emerged around the conduct of clinical trials at the Bhopal Memorial Hospital 
Research Institute, using patients attending the Bhopal Memorial Hospital due to serious health 
problems attributed to the Bhopal gas disaster dating back over three decades.46 India’s 
‘harmonization’ with global experimental drug trials opened the way for the highly unethical abuse 
of extremely poor and disadvantaged clinical subjects who had already suffered from prior exposure 
to toxic chemicals in the Bhopal incident. These patients were arguably victimised a second time 
when they were enrolled in poorly regulated and unethical drug trials, lacking proper informed 
consent.47 In the 1984 Bhopal disaster, the toxic chemical methyl isocyanate leaked from a 
commercial pesticide factory owned by the US-based multinational Union Carbide. It is considered 
the world’s most lethal industrial accident, resulting in 3,787 deaths and over 500,000 injuries.48 

 
42 Ibid. 
43 Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association of SA and Another: In re ex parte President of the Republic of 
South Africa and Others 2000 (2) SA 674 (CC) 
44 Mark Heywood, ‘Debunking 'Conglomo-talk': A case study of the amicus curiae as an instrument for 
advocacy, investigation and mobilisation’ (2001) 5 (2) Law, Democracy and Development 133; Mark Heywood, 
‘South Africa’s Treatment Action Campaign: Combining Law and Social Mobilization to Realize the Right to 
Health’ [2009] 1 (1) Journal of Human Rights Practice 14 
45 Melinda Cooper and Catherine Waldby, Clinical Labor: Tissue Donors and Research Subjects in the Global 
Bioeconomy (Duke University Press 2014). 
46 Nina Lakhani ‘From tragedy to travesty: Drugs tested on survivors of Bhopal’ The Independent (London, 15 
November 2011); Sunder Rajan (n 41) 51 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ingrid Eckerman, The Bhopal Saga—Causes and Consequences of the World's Largest Industrial Disaster 
(Universities Press 2005); ‘Bhopal Gas Tragedy Relief and Rehabilitation Department’ (Mp.gov.in., 18 May 
2012) < http://www.bgtrrdmp.mp.gov.in/> accessed 12 September 2018 



 

 

The Bhopal disaster highlights the tension between legal protections given to investments and trade 
in industrial-chemical commodities such as toxic biocides, petrochemicals and fertiliser and the 
frightening lack of legal protection of humans and the environment from these commodities. These 
chemicals which originated as weapons of war, are ‘violent hazards’ that threaten third generation 
rights to a healthy environment and peace, as well as the fundamental right to life. For symmetry, 
this threat can be called chemocracy. The toxin that leaked at Bhopal was methyl isocyanate, a 
cyanide-based chemical related to a number banned chemical weapons and Zyklon-B, the insecticide 
used to produce the deadly gas used in the Nazi extermination camps.49 Recently there have been a 
rise in legal challenges by the industry to force governments to deregulate the sale and use of these 
profitable toxic compounds, against the advice of governments’ own regulatory bodies. The 
pesticide industry has sought to overturn environmental controls by contesting the scientific basis of 
studies showing that insecticides damage children’s health, and by petitioning to ‘rebrand’ 
legislation designed to prevent water pollution so that pesticides can be promoted as aids for 
disease prevention.50 Legislative challenges and lobbying have resulted in a significant erosion of 
environmental and public health controls on the use of dangerous pesticides.51 

The scale of the threat is non-trivial. A 2017 joint report by the Special Rapporteurs on the Right to 
Food and Hazardous Wastes points to the high level of danger posed by toxic chemicals (biocides), 
principally pesticides (weed and insect killers) widely used in agricultural food production, pest 
control and disease vector control.52 ‘Hazardous’ pesticides are defined as chemicals posing a costly 
and catastrophic risk ‘for environment, human health and society as a whole, implicating a number 
of human rights and putting certain groups at elevated risk of rights abuses’. These risk groups 
include agricultural workers, communities living on or adjacent to agricultural lands, indigenous 
people, pregnant women and children. Each year, some 200,000 people die from acute pesticide 
poisoning, almost all of these deaths occurring in less well-regulated and poorer developing 
countries.53  

Pesticides degrade soil, contaminate water, and harm wildlife, including killing pollinator insects 
which a large proportion of food production relies on. While the standardized reporting necessary 
for a full global evaluation is not in place and chemical pollution is therefore under-reported, recent 
studies indicate an alarming increase in the volume, variety and concentration of toxic biocides used, 
with certain impacts on human and environmental health. Industry continuously invests in 
challenging environmental safety levels, regulation and regulatory enforcement. International 
regulation of toxic chemicals is problematic because of ‘regulation flight’, which effectively 
discriminates against the poor by distributing harms to poorer populations, while the economic 

 
49 Mark E. Keim, ‘Cyanide Attack’, in Gregory Ciottone, (Ed) Ciottone’s Disaster Medicine (2nd Edn, Elsevier, 
2016) 664  
50 Jessica Morrison ‘U.S. House passes pesticide deregulation bill’ (2016) 94 (22) Chemical & Engineering News 
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51 Corbin Hiar, ‘In battle over pesticide ban, Trump’s EPA aims to undermine the science’ (Sciencemag.org, 23 
August 2018) < https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/08/battle-over-pesticide-ban-trump-s-epa-aims-
undermine-science> accessed 8 June 2020; Kate Hodal, ‘UK accused of 'silently eroding' EU pesticide rules in 
Brexit laws’ The Guardian (London, 12 June 2019); Clara Schulte, ‘Trump Administration Refuses to Ban 
Neurotoxic Pesticide’. Human Rights Watch. (HRW.org, 22 July 2019) < 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/09/09/europes-opportunity-ban-dangerous-pesticide> accessed 8 June 
2020  
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benefits of pollution accrue to the manufacturing corporations and polluters.54 The agro-chemical 
industry is highly concentrated with three corporations controlling over 65 percent of global 
pesticide sales: Bayer-Monsanto, Dow-Dupont, and ChemChina-Syngenta.55 These giant corporations 
wield significant political lobbying power, having over decades lobbied for the spread of 
environmental and health-harming products, undermined information about their harmful effects 
and influenced governments to delay and lessen regulations in the name of investment, free trade 
and agriculture. 

 

Conclusion 

The ‘posthuman turn’ has seen each ‘generation’ of negative, positive and collective human rights 
come under the shadow of a self-reinforcing dynamic of intensifying wealth accumulation and the 
use of wealth to secure political influence, with potentially catastrophic implications for democracy, 
health, social cohesion, peace and the interests of future generations. Growing global and national 
inequalities of wealth and income are at least partly consequent to financialization, the enforcement 
of intellectual property rights and excess freedoms granted to investments, markets, products and 
experiments. The resulting costs have been continuously borne by the bodies of the least wealthy 
and powerful individuals and the environment. 

In 2000, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) bridged the global poverty, inequality 
and human rights agendas and consolidated human development and human rights into a common 
vision and purpose—‘to secure, for every human being, freedom, well-being and dignity’.56 
Posthuman developments of algocracy, pharmocracy and chemocracy pose significant threats to this 
common vision. A unequal, hyper-financialized and disequalizing political economy threatens human 
freedom, dignity and equality. I have argued that human rights should consider the relationship 
between these posthuman technologies, excessive wealth accumulation and processes of state 
regulatory and policy capture. Wealth concentration has corrosive and undermining effects on the 
conditions and processes of democracy, on the possibility for substantiating human rights, on the 
bodies of human beings and the capability of humans and the planet to maintain biological life.  

Human rights must recall and reaffirm Kant’s humanity principle and perhaps it needs a ‘zeroth 
generation of human rights’ to crystallize this injunction.57 Human rights should seriously consider 
various proposals to mitigate inequality and limit excess wealth accumulation.58 It should urgently 
seek to restrain corporate political financing and lobbying as a bulwark against both oligarchic and 
posthuman trends.   
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