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GLOBALIZATION AND THE POLITICAL ECONOMY 
OF GENETIC ENGINEERING

Del Weston*

Abstract

Th is article argues that the development of genetic technologies has 
to be critically evaluated from a socio-political economy per spective 
to establish if, on balance, the benefi ts of such technolo gies out-
weigh their costs and risks. Th e article illustrates how the current 
governance of these technologies can be seen as “un democratic” 
because corporate interests dominate the directions in which the 
technologies are going. When aligned with the un derlying socio-
economic power structures globally, these tech nologies create a 
situation where the development of science and technology fail to 
be about the common good. Th e article begins with a brief overview 
of neo-liberal globalization. It examines key global institutional ar-
rangements including the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund, international patenting laws and free trade agreements. It 
is argued that in their convergence with the biosciences, these are 
antithetical to democracy, instead en trenching the interests of cor-
porations, rich elites and rich coun tries. Finally, some suggestions 
for reforming the global political economy are presented.
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Genetic technologies have been promoted on the basis of rather grand 
goals – feeding the world, curing diseases and providing solutions to 
problems of environmental pollution; tackling problems of infertility and 
promoting longevity.1 From a political economy perspective, this paper 
seeks to illustrate some of the problems of these technologies. Th us the de-
velopment of such technologies needs to be critically evaluated alongside 
claims of benefi ts. 

Th is paper argues that to too great an extent, corporate interests are 
driving the development of these technologies. Th e development of genetic 
technologies represents one case example of how science and technology 
have aligned with private companies in such a way that “the common good” 
is threatened. I begin with a brief overview of the process of neo-liberal 
global ization and some of its core structures, including the World Bank, the 
Interna tional Monetary Fund, international patenting laws and free trade 
agreements. In their convergence with the biosciences, these institutions 
can be seen as be ing antithetical to democracy (and to social justice and 
sustainability). Th is article examines how such institutions and their rules, 
such as Trade Related Intellectual Property rights, entrench the interests of 
both corporations and rich countries, as illustrated by the case of genetic 
technologies. How to do better on the political economy front is indicated.

Neo-liberal globalization

Defi ning neo-liberalism and globalization is diffi  cult as there are so many 
diff erent views of these terms. Th e defi nition from Kim et al captures the 
relevant meaning of neo-liberalism used in this article: “Neo-liberalism” 
is a broad term for the pattern of economic theory that has most strongly 
infl u enced American economic policies over the past two decades... Th e 

1  Francis COLLINS – Michael MORGAN – Aristides PATRINOS, “Th e Human 
Genome Project: Lessons from Large Scale Biology.” Science, April 11, 2003, p. 
290.
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United States and Great Britain have used their authority to ensure that 
neo-liberal ideas inform the programs and policies of major international 
fi nancial institu tions like the International Monetary Fund and the World 
Bank. Th us neo-liberalism [...] has contributed decisively to shaping the 
current global econ omy.” 2

Neo-liberalism embraces a set of policies which are oft en incorporated 
in globalization which, since the 1970, has involved at a global level the 
growth economics and the centrality of the free market in determining 
socio-economic structures both globally and in an increasing number of 
countries. Neo-liberalism is promoted by such institutions as the World 
Bank, the Inter national Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organiza-
tion, all of which are dominated by Western economic interests. 

Th ere are however two major failings of neo-liberalism. Th e fi rst is 
that it promotes inequality creating social division within countries and 
between countries. Th e second is its inability to provide a system of socio-
political-economic organization that would be sustainable.

Th e ideology and institutions of neo-liberalism have developed in tan-
dem with the process of globalization. Globalization is a form of political 
economy whereby a particular system of socio-economic organization 
spreads from a local to a global reach in its control of the market and 
resources so as to, as Amoroso put it “increment world wide profi ts. It is 
rooted in a strong cohesion among social classes and privileged groups 
of power which exploit to their own advantage principles of planning, 
coordination, centralization and authority. Th e ideology of competition 
and a free market is employed as a tool to exercise ever greater power over 
citizens and workers [...] or to penetrate the weaker parts of the global 
system.” 3 

2  Jim Yong KIM – Joyce V. MILLEN (eds.), Dying for Growth: Global Inequality 
and the Health of the Poor. Massachusetts: Common Courage Press 2000, p. 52.
3  Bruno AMOROSO, On Globalisation: Capitalism in the 21st Century. Hamp-
shire: Palgrave 1998, p. 52.
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A defi nition of neo-liberal globalization ideally has to refl ect a number 
of features: the dominant role of private markets and private corporations, 
the concepts of cultural, ideological and economic hegemony, and the im-
balances in power between the players. It clearly has to make reference to 
the values, technologies and systems that are being globalized. 

Neo-liberal globalization is important in the development of genetic 
en gineering technologies. Th is is in part because of the potential of the 
technolo gies to change the broad ecology,4 but also because of the con-
vergence of the physical aspects of genetic engineering technologies with 
their social, political and economic features. Genetic technologies create 
new markets and new forms of profi t which can be enhanced by the de-
termination of private corpo rations to implement gene patenting regimes 
(more about this later).

Th e IMF, the WTO and TRIPs

Two key institutions of the neo-liberal globalization project are the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Trade Organization 
(WTO). Th e former was established in 1945 as part of post World War II 
economic measures aimed at ensuring the stability of the international 
monetary and fi  nancial system. Th e latter is an international organization 
of 149 countries whose objective is to facilitate the expansion and growth 
of international trade. Th e WTO came into being in 1995 and has in recent 
years shift ed its emphasis from trading in goods to dealing with services 
and intellectual prop erty, both signifi cant areas of trade growth and wealth 
creation. Th e WTO’s member states together contribute to around 90% of 

4  For example, the mixing of genes from completely diff erent species (including 
human and animal genes), the impact of genetically modifi ed crops cross fertil-
izing with other plant species which give rise to the development of “super weeds”, 
aff ecting birds, butterfl ies and other species populations.
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world trade.5 Th e IMF and WTO work closely together, ensuring coher-
ence in global economic poli cymaking.6 Opponents of the IMF argue its 
policies have resulted in an in crease in poverty, debt burden and unsus-
tainable models of development and do little to foster democracy, human 
rights or labor rights.7 Th ey also contend that the development models it 
supports are out of line with the social objec tives in Th ird World countries 
while at the same time protecting the interests of Western companies. 

Th e WTO came into existence very much at the insistence of the 
United States which sought to have a global body that would be respon-
sible for regu lating world trade – mostly in alignment with the interests 
of the North.8 Th e US called for the management of intellectual property 
rights (IPRs) to be in cluded in the WTO rather than being administered 
by the World Intellectual Property organization (WIPO), which is the 
international organization created specifi cally to administer intellectual 
property. Th is created greater power to enforce intellectual property rules 
within the globalized market economy. In principle the aim of the WTO 
was to harmonize legal trade agreements, in cluding those relating to pat-
ents. However, as Hawthorne argues, in practice “Th e implicit and explicit 
aim is the worldwide spread of Western systems of law to satisfy the needs 
of industrialized countries.” 9

5  Wayne ELLWOOD, Th e No-nonsense Guide to Globalisation. London: Verso 
2001.
6  Reinert argues that diff erent economic medicines are applied to poor countries 
and to rich countries – with the vast majority of World Bank and IMF economists 
educated in economics departments of American and English universities – but 
such economics is no longer in demand in OECD countries (Erik S. REINERT, 
Globalisation, Economic Development and Inequality: An Alternative Perspective. 
Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar 2004, p. 63–64).
7  Maurice MULLARD, Th e Politics of Globalisation and Polarisation. Cheltenham, 
UK: Edward Elgar 2004.
8  Kunibert RAFFER – Hans Wolfgang SINGER, Th e Economic North-South Di-
vide: Six Decades of Unequal Development. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar 2001, 
p. 56.
9  Susan HAWTHORNE, Wild Politics. Melbourne: Spinifex 2002, p. 331.
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In the 1990’s, developed countries had become concerned that the 
prod ucts protected by IPRs in their countries could not be protected in 
developing countries where there was oft en no equivalent IPR system. In 
the area of bio technology, agricultural companies believed they would 
lose their competitive advantage as the knowledge behind the invention 
was utilized without profi t to them.10 Th e developed countries introduced 
Trade Related Intellectual Prop erty Rights (TRIPS) as a means of ensuring 
that developing countries provided an IPR system to complement their 
own. Th e TRIPS agreement mandates the development of strong intel-
lectual property laws in member countries. Such laws protect corporate 
investments. It is to be noted that there is no parallel system of laws that 
protects the labor or the non-corporate knowledge that goes into produc-
tion processes. Th ere are concerns that the TRIPS agreement is inequi-
table for developing countries as it may result in both an increased fl ow 
of income from the developing to the developed and a decreased fl ow of 
technological knowledge in the opposite direction. Stronger critics say 
that TRIPS amounts to “economic colonization” of the developing world.11 
For example there is much literature which shows how, through patent 
regimes and the WTO TRIPS agreement, the WTO has protected phar-
maceutical com panies at the expense of critical public health issues such 
as HIV/AIDS and malaria.

Neo-liberal economic theory claims that the “free” market is the most 
effi  cient and most democratic way of distributing goods and services. 
Ironi cally, perversely even, the global institutions of the major institutional 

10  Sharmishta BARWA – Shirin M. RAI, “Th e Political Economy of Intellectual 
Property Rights: A Gender Perspective.” In: NEWELL, P. – RAI, S. – SCOTT, A. 
(eds), Development and the Challenge of Globalisation. London: ITDG Publishing. 
2002, p. 41–56.
11  William LESSER – Gesa HORSTKOTTE-WESSELER – Uma J. LELE – Derek 
BYERLEE, “Intellectual Property Rights, Agriculture, and the World Bank.” 
In: LELE, U. – LESSER, W. – HORSTKOTTE-WESSELER, G. (eds), Intellectual 
Property Rights in Agriculture: Th e World Bank’s Role in Assisting Borrower and 
Member Countries. Washington DC: Th e World Bank 1999, p. 1–21.

Del Weston



101

players, such as the WTO, the World Bank and the IMF are undemocratic 
and based on not just non-market values but anti-market principles. Th ese 
international organizations are largely driven by the interests of Western 
corporations which are outside the boundaries of democratic processes. 

Gene patents and intellectual property 

Within this dominant global economic system, genetic engineering tech-
nologies have a special signifi cance. Th is is in part because of the power of 
the technologies to change the broad ecology, but also because of the con-
vergence of the physical aspects of genetic engineering technologies with 
the political economy of neo-liberal globalization. Much of the energy and 
ex citement around the development of these technologies lies in the fact 
that they provide a new form of profi t for capitalist economies, hence the 
devel oped world’s determination to implement gene patenting regimes.12 
Th e in creasing pervasiveness of Western market economics in conjunc-
tion with, for example, the patenting of seeds and livestock, means that 
there is the growing potential for a poor, powerless peasant farmer in a 
Th ird World country to be tied to the economic and legal requirements of 
a multi-national seed owning company (based for example in New York) 
with which the farmer has no other connection, no control, no input, and 
certainly no benefi t.13 Yet, as it has been argued, to prevent famines and 

12  See for example Sheldon KRIMSKY, Science in the Private Interest: Has the 
Lure of Profi ts Corrupted Biomedical Research? London: Rownman and Littlefi eld 
Publishers Inc 2004. See also Kathryn PACKER – Andrew WEBSTER, “Patenting 
Culture in Science: Reinventing the Wheel of Scientifi c Credibility.” Science, Tech-
nology and Human Values, 21, 1996, p. 427–453; and Anthony J. STENSON – Tim 
GRAY, Th e Politics of Genetic Resource Control. Hampshire, London: Macmillan 
Press 1999.
13  Vandana SHIVA, Monocultures of the Mind: Perspectives on Biodiversity and 
Biotechnology. London: Zed Books 1993.
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food scarcity, it is essential that the “lo calization and regionalization of 
food production” is maintained.14 

A patent is a government license giving a person or organization the 
sole right to make, use and sell an invention for a period of time, usually 20 
years. For patent protection, the “invention” must be novel, non-obvious, 
of practical use and able to be described in suffi  cient detail to allow one 
skilled in the fi eld to use it for the stated purpose. Traditionally and con-
ventionally the reason economists argued for patents has been to protect 
the profi ts of fi rms which had invested heavily in research and develop-
ment.

In 1987, however the United States Commissioner of Patents decided 
that the Patent and Trademark Offi  ce consider naturally occurring multi-
cellular living organisms to be patentable subject matter. Since then, hu-
man genetic material has been routinely patented. Th is raises major ethical 
issues. For example, a cell line “produced from a spleen removed from a 
Leukemia patient” had a commercial value for pharmaceutical companies 
of several bil lion dollars.15 Th e person whose spleen was “harvested” for 
the cell line and patented (US Patent No. 4,438,032) was John Moore. He 
was found in the California Supreme Court to have no ownership rights 
to the cells and hence to their value in the market place. Moore’s cell line 
earned its owners around $US3 billion.16 

Most genetic diversity occurs in the Th ird World; most patents are 
held in the First World. Patenting regimes are embedded in Western prop-
erty con cepts of ownership with the result that patenting laws are neither 

14  HAWTHORNE, Wild Politics, p. 342. See also David BOLLIER, Silent Th eft . Th e 
Private Plunder of Our Common Wealth. London: Routledge 2003.
15  Ned HETTINGER, “Patenting Life: Biotechnology, Intellectual Property, and 
Environmental Ethics.” Environmental Aff airs 22, 1995, p. 267–283.
16  See HAWTHORNE, Wild Politics, p. 353.
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economically or culturally neutral. In turn they risk becoming a form of 
not only economic but also cultural hegemony.17 

Th e developed world (mainly the US, but also Europe and Japan) 
owns 95% of the world’s patents, 95% of Africa’s, 85% of Latin America’s 
and 70% of Asia’s.18 Th is results in a very large transfer of wealth from 
develop ing to developed and this is in addition to the $100 million that the 
poorest countries pay to Western creditors in interest repayments every 
day. Interna tional enforcement of patenting regimes serves to reinforce 
the divergence of economic interests between the developing and the 
developed. For example is the case of the Endod, the African soapberry 
plant which was for centuries cultivated by innovative Ethiopian women. 
“Attempts to get help from North ern institutes to develop Endod further 
to obtain a preventive medicine were unsuccessful [...] but [...] scientists 
from Ohio University found out about Endod on 14 June 1990, on 15 June 
they “knew it worked” and on 15 October, the university fi led a patent 
application ... Th e market in the USA is estimated to be some $5 billion 
[...] while Endod’s true discoverers, the women of Ethiopia got nothing”.19 
Similar examples abound. 

Gene technology has led to genes being increasingly seen as a valu-
able resource which can be privately owned through patent regimes. Th e 
applica tion of patent laws to genetic technology has given rise to a new 
body of asset ownership that raises many ethical issues but also legal, eco-
nomic and politi cal questions. Certainly genetic technology could lead to 
cures for some of the most debilitating of diseases. One obvious ethical 
diffi  culty however with us ing patenting to promote this is that ethically 
the notion of ‘ownership’ and the construct of a commodity sit badly with 
genes. Numerous ethically problem atical scenarios can arise; for example, 

17  Noam CHOMSKY, Chomsky on Intellectual Property Excerpts from year 501: Th e 
Conquest Continues [online]. 2003. Available at: http://www.zmag.org/chomsky/
other/intellectual-property.htm [quoted 18. 5. 2007].
18  BARWA – RAI, Th e political economy of intellectual property rights, p. 41.
19  RAFFER – SINGER, Th e Economic North-South Divide, p. 211–212.
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if one pharmaceutical company holds the patents, that then reduces com-
petition and creates the risk that gene pat ented therapies could become 
expensive. 

Gene patenting is thus a contentious issue. Th e potential it carries for 
some radical transformation of the biological/economic arrangements 
of social life is currently not well understood. Yet such understanding is 
pivotal to neo-liberal global private sector interest in genetic technologies. 
Th e tying of such relationships into the pursuit of private sector profi ts 
globally rather than into some global common good is concerning.

It can be argued that it is the fear that humanitarian principles might 
come to the fore which has given new urgency to the US demands for in-
creased protection for intellectual property at current WTO negotiations. 
In this context the goal of US private corporations is to increase their con-
trol over the health and agricultural sectors worldwide. Blakeney argues 
that there is no proof that Intellectual Property Rights increase the level 
of investment in research and development yet this is the key argument in 
principle which is used to support the practice of gene patenting.20

It is to be noted that there is a contradiction here in the idea that so-
cial benefi t might be advanced by restraining global society’s ability to 
use an in novation. Two thirds of patented products are never placed on 
the market. In stead the patent is used to prevent competitors’ gaining an 
advantage. Stiglitz, a protagonist for globalization, a Nobel Prize-winning 
economist and the Chief Economist at the World Bank until January 2000, 
argues that the Intel lectual Property regimes supported by the WTO not 
only reduce access to medicines but may slow the pace of innovation and 
lead to a less effi  cient economy.21

20  Michael BLAKENEY, “Ethnobiological Knowledge and the Intellectual Property 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Australia.” In: BLAKENEY, M. (ed.), Intellectual 
Property Aspects of Ethnobiology. London: Sweet and Maxwell Ltd 1997.
21  Joseph STIGLITZ, Making Globalisation Work: Th e Next Steps to Global Justice. 
London: Penguin 2006, p. 106.
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Th e US International Trade Commission estimates that the US 
compa nies stand to gain $61 billion a year from the Th ird World if intel-
lectual prop erty rights are protected in accordance with US demands, a 
cost to the Th ird World of somewhere between $100 and 300 billion when 
extrapolated to the other industrial countries. Th is dwarfs the debt service 
fl ow of capital from the developing to the developed world.

Th e practice of copying patented drugs can make medicines more af-
fordable for patients around the world. For example, the Indian generic 
phar maceutical industry provided drugs to about half the people infected 
with HIV who were receiving treatment in developing countries. In less 
than 10 years this supply of ‘copycat’ drugs forced the cost of AIDS treat-
ment down from $15,000 per patient to little more than $200. Such cheap 
medicines were pos sible because India did not have any constraints from 
product patents. If coun tries were to conform to the requirements of the 
WTO, as India is now doing, this supply of inexpensive new medicines 
would be cut off .22

Th e political economy of genetic technologies

An understanding of globalization and the forces lying behind it are criti-
cal to the political economy of genetic technology. As Stiglitz writes: “as 
they signed TRIPS, the trade ministers were so pleased they had fi nally 
reached an agreement that they didn’t notice they were signing a death 
warrant for thousands of people in the poorest countries of the world. 
TRIPS refl ected the triumph of corporate interests in the United States 
and Europe over the broader interests of billions of people in the devel-
oping world. It was another instance in which more weight was given to 
profi ts than to other basic values – like the environment, or life itself. It has 

22  Yalnee SHANTHARAM, “Th e Cost of Life: Patent Laws, the WTO and the HIV/
AIDS Pandemic.” Undercurrent 2, 2005, no. 2.
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also become symbolic of the double standard, the diff erence in attitudes 
toward these values domestically and abroad.” 23

In looking behind neo-liberal globalization, there is a need to recog-
nize the extent of the power of multinational corporations in the world 
today. For example 50 of the world’s 100 largest economies are multi 
national corpora tions.24 Th ese thus represent a very potent lobby group 
that has access to the highest levels of governments and they have played 
a pivotal role in the struc turing of a global economic infrastructure. Yet 
corporations are not account able in any democratic sense to any body of 
people or to any global govern ance structure. 

Transnationals move to and in turn between Th ird World countries. 
Th ey operate within Th ird World countries, oft en in special economic 
exclu sion zones, to abolish conditions that protect labour. No single na-
tion state on its own can hope to regulate the global activities of transna-
tional corporations (TNCs). It is increasingly diffi  cult for states to do so, 
even when acting to gether. “Free trade” is the catch-cry of the neo-liberal 
political economy and this is underpinned by the WTO which in turn en-
trenches the domination of the rich West. Rubens Ricupero, current Sec-
retary General of the UN confer ence on Trade and Development, assesses 
the multilateral (free) trading sys tem as a matter of concrete evidence that 
global trade rules are “highly imbal anced and biased against developing 
countries”.25 

Furthermore, the WTO is about trade and only trade. Environmental 
laws, labor standards, human rights legislation, public health policies, 
cultural protection, food self reliance or any other policies held to be 
in the “national interest” are criticized as being unfair impediments to 

23  STIGLITZ, Making Globalisation Work, p. 105.
24  Sarah ANDERSON – John CAVANAGH, Top 200: Th e Rise of Global Corporate 
Power [online]. Available at: http://www.globalpolicy.org/socecon/tncs/top200.
htm [quoted 3. 2. 2007].
25  ELWOOD, Th e No-nonsense Guide to Globalisation, p. 32. 
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free trade.26 It seems not to matter to the WTO if goods are produced by 
children in sweat shop condi tions, if poverty wages are paid to workers, 
the environment polluted, or if goods might be poisonous and dangerous. 
Even if a country wants to ban an import on the grounds it may harm 
public health or damage the environment, it has to prove the case scientifi -
cally – something that is burdensome, espe cially to countries with poor 
infrastructures and resources.

Th e World Bank extended and reinforced the IMF prescription for 
fi  nancial “liberalization” and open markets through Structural Adjust-
ment Pro grams (SAPs). Th ese include privatizing state owned enterprises, 
reducing the size and cost of government through public sector layoff s, 
cutting social ser vices and subsidies on basic foodstuff s, and reducing bar-
riers to trade. Th is restructuring was highly successful from the point of 
view of the private banks who “siphoned off  more than $178 billion from 
the South between 1984 and 1990 alone”.27 Two decades of such structural 
adjustment have not only failed to solve the debt crisis; they have caused 
suff ering for millions and led to widening gaps between rich and poor.28

Millen states that although the degree of corporate infl uence over 
spe cifi c policy decisions may be uncertain, the pervasive eff ects of the 
transna tional economic and political power are becoming increasingly 
apparent: “As national and transnational corporations expand their share 
of the global econ omy, they consolidate their powerful position vis-à-vis 
governments and in ternational institutions, in turn further enhancing 
opportunities for growth.” 29 Th is cycle of private corporate expansion 
and increased political leverage does not occur by accident. “Th e history 
of corporate-government relations has been one of continuing pressure 
by corporate interests to expand corporate rights and to limit corporate 

26  Ibid., p. 33.
27  Ibid., p. 48.
28  Ibid., p. 50.
29  KIM – MILLEN, Dying for Growth, p. 225–226.
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obligations.” 30 Millen further argues that in recent years, “as regulatory 
mechanisms limiting [corporate leaders’] activities have been scaled back, 
and as social forces (such as organized labor) that once counterbalanced 
corporate demands have lost ground, Trans National Corpo rations (TNCs) 
and other large companies have attained a degree of power over our politi-
cal decision making and legislative processes that a short time ago would 
have been unimaginable”.31 Increasingly, TNCs are integrally in volved in 
the deliberations of international political and economic institutions such 
as the WTO. 

Th e power of corporations to infl uence national and international 
poli cies over technologies such as genetic engineering is of concern. Kay 
(1993), an assistant professor of the history of science at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, writes that the new biology of genetic engineering 
was founded on a strong belief in “industrial capitalism” and its perceived 
mandate for “science-based social intervention”. Th e developers of this 
technology were “confi dent that it would off er them a previously unimag-
ined power and con trol over both nature and society”.32 Science was be-
ing molded to the agenda of how it could better serve the private sector. 
Cummings writes that Mon santo Corporation, a leading corporation in 
the development of genetic tech nologies, visited the Reagan White House 
and sought and obtained assurances that they would not be disturbed by 
regulations of the genetics business. Th e early developers of genetic tech-
nologies were the agrochemical companies like Dow Chemical, DuPont, 
Novartis and Monsanto – all sources of perva sive chemical pollution that 
resulted in the environmental laws passed in the 1960’s. 

30  David C. KORTEN, When Corporations Rule the World. West Hartford, CT: 
Kumarian Press, Inc 1995, p. 55.
31   KIM – MILLEN, Dying for Growth, p. 226.
32  Claire Hope CUMMINGS, Vision for a Sustainable World [online]. 2005. 
Available at: World Watch Institute Jan/Feb 2005 at http://www.mindfully.org/
GE/2005/Trespass-Genetic-Engineering1jan05.htm [quoted 6. 5. 2007]. 
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Th e internationalization of fi nance, production and consumption in 
the globalized borderless world takes the control of regulation and policy 
forma tion out of the hands of national, democratically elected govern-
ments. Th e model that has dominated international assistance programs 
in developing economies and is supported by institutions that direct 
globalization is one that prioritizes the globalized market economy. Th e 
fact that institutions such as the World Bank are controlled by the West 
intensifi es its economic domi nance.33

New technologies and global fi nancial structures removed from local 
economies have major consequences for ordinary people. For example in 
1987, as a result of the Green Revolution and a dependence on imported 
pesti cides, more than 60 Indian farmers from Andhra Pradesh killed them-
selves by consuming pesticide, overwhelmed by debts they had incurred 
for pesticide purchase.34 An even greater and more insidious dependence 
on the global economy is being instituted through genetic engineering 
and patenting regimes applied to seed and livestock production.

Conclusion 

Th e political economy of gene technology in the current globalizing world, 
particularly with respect to policy on gene patenting and intellectual prop-
erty rights, is becoming more and more dominated by the forces of the 
global neo-liberal market place. Th is process is led by major international 
or ganizations which are undemocratic and in which the major Western 
and largely neo-liberal economies are over represented. Th e World Trade 
Agree ment on TRIPS has brought intellectual property into the forum of 
debates about and regulation of global trade. By ensuring the adoption of 

33  See Vincente NAVARRO (ed.), Th e Political Economy of Social Inequalities: 
Consequences for Health and Quality of Life. New York: Baywood Publishing 
Company 2002.
34  SHIVA, Monocultures of the Mind, p. 112.
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intellectual property rights regimes in developing countries, TRIPS de-
creases the sover eignty of developing countries and allows greater domi-
nation by the devel oped world, both economically and culturally. In par-
ticular, greater IPRs in agricultural and livestock biotechnology increase 
the monopoly of transna tional agricultural companies and undermine the 
economic position of small-scale farmers in developing countries.

Th e convergence of genetic technologies with a neo-liberal political 
economy built around corporate interests is of great concern. It is impera-
tive that a new model of political economy is developed as a framework for 
the development of sophisticated technologies such as genetics – for the 
benefi t of all of human-kind. Without a diff erent structural context, ge-
netic technologies, like many other sophisticated technologies, are at risk 
of becoming another factor in entrenching disadvantage and inequality.

Th e details of how to build a new model of global political economy are 
for another paper. Here however, from what has been set out in this article, 
it is possible to identify what the key features of such a development would 
comprise. Th ese are fi rst the reform of certain global institutions; second 
a reappraisal of patenting; third the creation of a system of international 
pov erty to fi ght global poverty; and fourthly the creation of a fund to build 
better governance in developing countries. 

Currently the global institutions of the IMF, the World Bank, the 
G7 and G8 and the WTO represent only a small minority of the world’s 
popula tion and leave the developing countries disempowered. Th is is in 
part because the voting rights in the IMF and the World Bank are based on 
the economic power of nations rather than one country one vote which is 
the case for the UN. To move these to a one country one vote basis would 
give the developing world more equal power with the rich West. Th e G7 
and G8 should either be disbanded or their powers severely constrained.35 

35  Five years later, the WTO deal on access to medicines is a failure: G8 leaders must 
step up [online]. 2006. Available from: Act Up Paris at http://www.actupparis.org/
article2780.html [quoted 7. 8. 2007].
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Th e WTO needs do more to encourage global trade on terms that are not 
dictated by the rich West and at the same time limit the so called Free Trade 
Agreements that are springing up between pairs of nations to get round 
the problems of negotiating successfully with a wider set of nations.

On patenting what is needed is to return to the practice of granting 
pat ents only on the basis of their original economic principle i.e. that they 
reward research and development. Raff er and Singer propose a system 
of international taxation to fi ght global poverty, marginalisation and in-
equality.36 Th is might be based for example on the so called “Tobin tax” – a 
tax on currency transac tions.37 Finally as there are legitimate concerns 
about the problems of corrup tion and poor governance in many develop-
ing countries, there is a need for a separate fund to build such governance 
where it is lacking or defi cient. Th is will allow the people of developing 
countries to be empowered in negotiations with the developed world and 
be better placed to protect their own economic interests and their local 
cultures. 
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36  RAFFER – SINGER, Th e Economic North-South Divide, p. 255.
37  James TOBIN, Th e New Economics: One Decade Older. Princeton: Princeton 
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