
T he future of human rights 
looks promising. That may 
seem surprising, in light of the 
oppressive regimes that con-

tinue to brutally suppress dissident 
uprisings and rig elections, but sev-
eral powerful, positive trends are at 
work, centered around changes in 
values and new technology. These 
trends will drive three contests that 
will define the evolution of human 
rights over the next few decades:

• Freedom-enhancing technology 
versus repressive technology.

• The rise of new powers versus 
the influence of the legacy great 
powers.

Who Will Be Free?
The Battles for Human 

Rights to 2050
By Josh Calder

As geopolitical power around 
the world shifts, so will the 
global consensus on human 
rights. There are challenges 
ahead, but the expansion of 
affluence, education, and 

digital technology may lead 
to a freer and more humane 

world in the long run.
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where most people are most of the 
time and provide clues to their activ-
ities and concerns multiple times a 
day, with the data fed to centralized 
information repositories. The U.S. in-
telligence community has already 
noted the potential utility of the “In-
ternet of things,” with any compo-
nent of the smart environment po-
tentially feeding data about targets 
of interest. As one article put it, 
“We’ll Spy on You through Your 
Dishwasher.”

All this data could be automati-
cally and continuously mined for 
patterns that indicate that a person is 
of concern. People could even be 
monitored indirectly: Studies have 
found that much can be discovered 
about members of social networks 
even if they keep all their own infor-
mation private. The characteristics of 
their associates still reveal facts as in-
timate as sexual orientation—pre-
dictable with 78% accuracy in one 
study—and this would be the case 
with political and social views.

Technology could also intersect 
with human rights much more di-
rectly, as armed robots are deployed 
in policing and warfare. Robots 
could violate human rights deliber-
ately or through faulty performance, 
and they will add a level of deniabil-
ity for violations, potentially reduc-
ing accountability for soldiers and 
policy makers.

New Powers versus Old

Rising non-Western powers such 
as China and India hold views of hu-
man rights that are distinctly differ-
ent from those in the West. As new 
powers gain an ever-growing share 
of global economic, political, and 
cultural power, approaches to hu-
man rights and freedoms will shift.

Since the mid-twentieth century, 
Western nations have slowly and of-
ten only partially adopted the idea 
of universal human rights. Rising 
powers are almost uniformly wary 
of the concept of promoting human 
rights across borders. Many have se-
rious human rights problems of their 
own, and others see human rights as 
a tool that the West uses to impose 

gathering is finding new forms. Ef-
forts such as Syria Tracker gather re-
ports of human rights abuses in real 
time from the field and map them 
for the world.

Some governments and organiza-
tions are backing technologies in-
tended to aid dissidents in sharing 
information. These include technolo-
gies to support clandestine use of the 
Internet and mobile phones, and 
software to document human rights 
abuses. For instance, the U.S. State 
Department is reportedly helping 
create an “Internet in a suitcase” to 
provide dissidents mobile Internet 
access that can elude government 
censors.

Human-rights groups are using 
satellite images and other large-
scale, centralized technology, as well, 
to detect and document human 
rights abuses. One monitoring effort 
in Sudan is even partly funded by 
actor George Clooney.

And new technologies continue to 
come online: Activists have called 
for the deployment of unmanned 
drones to monitor human rights 
 crises.

Overall, transparency is rising in 
the world, making it harder for gov-
ernments to hide human rights vio-
lations from their own people or 
global observers. However, technol-
ogy is also being deployed in ways 
that harm human rights, or have the 
potential to do so. Surveillance tech-
nologies of all kinds are proliferating 
and tracking people’s shopping hab-
its, locations, political preferences, 
and myriad other factors.

The private sector collects much of 
this information, compiling it into 
hundreds of millions of dossiers that 
go beyond what the most totalitarian 
government of the past could have 
dreamed of. Such techniques and the 
information itself could be put to po-
litical purposes in the future. For ex-
ample, Facebook is granting research-
ers access to anonymized data on the 
political preferences of all of its mem-
bers based on their private postings. 
A similar company might do the 
same for a government someday.

Surveillance could also go much 
farther. Technology could track 

• Clashes within societies over 
values.

The definition of human rights has 
evolved and will continue to do so, 
but for purposes of this article they 
encompass traditional political 
rights—democracy and self-determi-
nation and their components, such 
as the freedoms of conscience, asso-
ciation, and information—along 
with the absence of punishment for 
exercising those political rights. This 

definition also includes basic physi-
cal protections for the person—free-
dom from extrajudicial killing and 
torture.

The Technological Arms Race

The potential contribution of tech-
nology to human rights has become 
increasingly clear, especially after the 
prominent role attributed to social 
media in the 2011 Arab Spring unrest. 
Several trends are at work here.

The Internet and mobile networks 
are spreading, giving people more 
open access to information and the 
ability to generate it themselves. 
With 70% of the world’s population 
carrying mobile phones, individuals 
increasingly have the technological 
means to document and publicize 
rights abuses.

Such crowdsourced information 

“As new powers gain an 
ever-growing share of 
global economic, politi-
cal, and cultural power, 
approaches to human 
rights and freedoms will 
shift.”
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ago. Though the country remains au-
thoritarian, what would once have 
been forbidden dissent is now read-
ily discussable and publishable.

This trend of improving human 
rights could continue globally, due 
both to changing global norms and 
to underlying economic drivers. The 
world may get much richer—and 
wealthy countries generally treat 
their citizens better than poorer 
countries do.

The observable pattern today is 
that all countries with per capita 
purchasing-power incomes over 
$20,000 have high levels of civil lib-
erties and personal freedom (unless 
their economies are based on natural 
resource extraction; Kuwait and the 
United Arab Emirates are cases in 
point). University of Michigan politi-
cal scientist Ronald Inglehart, direc-
tor of the World Values Survey, of-
fers an explanation for why attitudes 

toward human rights tend to vary 
with level of development. Put most 
simply, people raised amid material 
security tend to have “postmaterial-
ist” values, including tolerance for 
self-expression, absence of xenopho-
bia, and reduced deference to au-

Emerging powers’ stance on hu-
man rights is evolving. China and 
Russia did not block the imposition 
of a no-fly zone by the United Na-
tions in Libya in 2011, departing 
from their customary views on inter-
vention in “internal matters,” and 
the Arab League voted later that 
year for sanctions against Syria due 
to its violent crackdown against 
 protesters.

The cost of indifference to human 
rights may be rising. China and Rus-
sia were condemned by demonstra-
tors for protecting the Syrian regime 
from international pressure during 
the uprising. If global popular opin-
ion shifts far enough, the policy of 
more countries might come to re-
semble that of the United States and 
Europe: selective promotion of hu-
man rights, in cases where their 
sympathies and their perceived in-
terests align. On the other hand, 
Louise Arbour of the International 
Crisis Group counters that the influ-
ence of new great powers may mat-
ter less than it once would have, as 
the internal evolution of societies is 
now the driving force in democrati-
zation and human rights.

Struggles over Values

Much will depend on the third 
struggle over human rights: the evo-
lution of values, especially within 
rising powers. The trend line is posi-
tive: Observance of human rights 
has improved almost universally 
over the last 50 years, even in au-
thoritarian countries. Viewed over 
longer time periods, the upswing is 
even starker. The most humane gov-
ernments of a few centuries ago 
were crueler than almost all govern-
ments are today. Even mainstream 
Christian churches were torturing and 
executing people for mild intellectual 
dissent a few hundred years ago.

China provides a clear example. 
Though it is still rated “not free” by 
Freedom House, it has retreated 
from mass killing of political oppo-
nents to far more limited and selec-
tive repression. The slightest devia-
tion in hairstyles or artworks could 
bring harsh penalties a few decades 

its views on others. The latter group 
includes democratic states such as 
India, Brazil, Indonesia, and Turkey.

The right of self-determination 
may falter. The West has endorsed 
this right only slowly and reluctantly 
in many cases—such as East Timor, 
Eritrea, and South Sudan—and ris-
ing powers are even more skeptical. 
Many, including China, India, Indo-
nesia, Russia, and Turkey, face active 
internal self-determination issues 
and will oppose any strengthening 

of such rights in ways that could be 
applied within their borders.

The rising influence of emerging 
powers could shift the role of tech-
nology in human rights. Technology 
companies and the systems they run 
will increasingly reflect the prefer-
ences of the largest economies. Early 
signs of this have begun to emerge. 
Twitter has modified its system to 
censor tweets country by country, so 
that it can comply with local laws. 
Activists noted that this could enable 
compliance with information-control 
laws such as those of China.

As China grows more powerful, it 
is likely to pressure global companies 
and other countries to facilitate its in-
formation-control efforts. China and 
other rising powers may determine 
the degree to which the Internet re-
mains open. Commercial control—as 
in diminished “Net neutrality”—may 
be a backdoor to state control as 
global corporations become more re-
sponsive to emerging powers.

“Technology companies 
and the systems they 
run will increasingly 
 reflect the preferences 
of the largest economies. 
Early signs of this have 
begun to emerge.” “This trend of improving 

human rights could con-
tinue globally, due both 
to changing global 
norms and to underlying 
economic drivers. The 
world may get much 
richer—and wealthy 
countries generally treat 
their citizens better than 
poorer countries do.”
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views of the individual, society, and 
future generations. Biotechnology 
could trigger human rights disputes 
based on fundamental ideas of what 
constitutes human nature and hu-
man dignity.

Key Trends to Watch for 
Human Rights

Through 2050, human rights will 
be shaped by technology, changes in 
geopolitical power, and sociopoliti-
cal evolution in the non-Western 
world. These are some key indica-
tors and variables:

• The relative balance between 
top-down surveillance and informa-
tion control versus bottom-up tech-
nologies that enhance freedom.

• The degree to which the Internet 
remains an unfettered information 
conduit, especially in its core struc-
tures.

• Whether  emerging middle 
classes grow, and whether they push 
for more rights (even if not full de-
mocracy).

• Whether governments engaged 
in human rights violations leverage 
the strength of rising powers to 
evade pressures over their policies.

• How India, China, Turkey, and 
other rising powers adjust their own 
self-determination policies.

• How these rising powers ap-
proach protecting human rights be-
yond their borders.

Over the next few decades, advo-
cates for human rights will have to 
push technology toward doing more 
good than harm, and adjust their 
strategies for a world in which the 
West is no longer at the center. It is 
l ikely to be a challenging but 
 ultimately hopeful environment for 
 human rights. ❑
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supported serious human rights vio-
lations through the 1980s with few 
qualms; in Latin America, Africa, 
and elsewhere, the United States and 
Western European countries backed 
some of the cruelest governments on 
the planet. Deterioration of human 
rights is always possible, especially 
if Inglehart is correct that a prosper-
ous and secure environment pro-
foundly shapes attitudes. Popula-
tions that are fearful of losing 

ground economically might put a 
lower priority on human rights. 
Note, for instance, the American 
slippage on waterboarding, which 
was punished as torture in the past 
but was accepted after the 9/11 ter-
rorist attacks in 2001.

And a final caveat: A wealthier 
world may not come. Development 
of emerging markets could stagnate 
at lower levels than discussed above, 
or prosperity could even decrease 
globally, if the theorists of economic 
or ecological collapse are correct.

Even with substantial convergence 
of values, there are still likely to be 
deep-rooted collisions across cul-
tures over human rights issues. If na-
tions such as China turned to pro-
moting a humane vision, the rights 
they emphasized would be different, 
reflecting profound differences in 

thority. All of these are conducive to 
freer, more humane societies.

So, too, are rising educational lev-
els, which are a byproduct of rising 
prosperity (the natural resource ex-
ception is likely due to resource-
based economies’ rapid expansion 
with no need for an extended pro-
cess of socioeconomic development 
or broad distribution of wealth).

This pattern matters because many 
forecasts suggest that very large 
numbers of people will become 
much wealthier over the next 40 
years. For instance, middle-class and 
wealthy people could number 2 bil-
lion in the G20 developing econo-
mies by 2050, according to Uri 
 Dadush and William Shaw in their 
2011 book, Juggernaut. They estimate 
that 1.1 billion Chinese and 273 mil-
lion Indians could be middle class.

The Asian Development Bank 
forecasts that Asia could achieve an 
average per capita purchasing 
power of $41,000 by 2050, similar to 
Europe’s today, in a strong-growth 
scenario. And more-cautious esti-
mates still have Chinese income per 
capita surpassing $17,000 (in con-
stant 2000 dollars) by 2050.

Overall, it seems fairly likely that 
ongoing values changes around hu-
man rights will continue, helped 
along by rising levels of wealth and 
education. Still, several caveats ap-
ply. The recent spread of human 
rights and democracy may have 
been a historical accident. Culture 
and values may have driven those 
forces in Europe and its offshoots, 
and other countries (such as those in 
East Asia) may have gone demo-
cratic because they happened to be-
come rich during the period of West-
ern dominance.

In his book No One’s World, inter-
national affairs expert Charles 
 Kupchan argues that democracy 
might spread in the future, but that 
new powers will transform the 
global system before they are likely 
to  democratize.

Even if rising powers greatly im-
prove their own human rights 
 records, internal evolution is no 
guarantee of external behavior. 
Western countries engaged in or 

“If nations such as 
China turned to promot-
ing a humane vision, 
the rights they empha-
sized would be differ-
ent, reflecting profound 
differences in views of 
the individual, society, 
and future generations.”
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