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Abstract

The literature on risk poorly addresses organizational behavior, political processes, and
social movements. This is probably due to a tendency to view risk assessment and management
as tasks that require logical and rational decision making rather than as venues for addressing
issues of public acceptability and participation. However, the presence of modern risks height-
ens the necessity of rights-based democracy, and requires a renewed commitment to equal
rights in public dialogue and enhanced citizenship rights within a participatory, communal, and
cooperative decision-making environment. This paper argues that risks need to be evaluated in
terms of their political and social consequences rather than exclusively in terms of possible
effects on human health and environment. © 1998 Elsevier Science Lid. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Throughout history risks have presented a challenge to survival. An ever-changing
environment, incurable diseases, famine, and human-made threats such as war have
always presented risks to both individual and collective survival. Arguably, the most
insidious risk facing both the individual and collective humanity is the danger from
a steady decline in the quality of the natural environment. Several examples, such
as the sometimes wanton use of non-renewable resources, air and water pollution,
careless management of natural areas which support the survival of plant and animal
species, disposal of toxic and nuclear waste, pesticide residues in food, and the thin-
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ning of the ozone layer, make it abundantly clear that environmental problems
involve risk.

Environmental risks imperil not only ecosystems and human health, but they also
generate an ecological crisis which demands political action. The formulation of
environmental policy is an intricate process revealing the influence of multiple actors,
abiding societal conditions, conceptual paradigms that predominate in the minds of
both populace and elites, estimates of the resources available, and perceived costs
and benefits of suggested courses of action [1]. In this context, risk is not simply a
lack of safety, but rather the possible damage that may result from choices made or
not made by decision makers.

In seeking to overcome these pervasive risks, democratic societies are obliged to
preserve certain fundamental values, such as the citizen’s right to comprehend and
to take part in the decision-making process [2]. Decision making without a require-
ment of public participation not only encourages the capture of government agencies
by business interests, but also promotes a relatively uncritical acceptance of science
on the part of the public. However, creating practical participatory mechanisms for
the public is increasingly difficult in a decision-making environment heavily domi-
nated by technical expertise [3].

By embracing technical definitions of issues, the language of political debate may
become specialized and jargon-laden. The concern is that dependence on scientific
experts, whose judgments are necessarily influenced by their moral beliefs and social
aspirations, may replace rule by a technocratic elite for democratic process [4]. As
well, the widespread requirement for specialized knowledge in the assessment and
management of technologically generated risks raises the concern that the power of
public decision making will shift from politically accountable authorities to those
who can best grasp the technical issues associated with a particular hazard [5].

Mary Douglas, a well-known British anthropologist who has written extensively
on cultural theories of risk states, "...the problems of risk perception are essentially
political. Congresses and parliaments give away their rightful territory when they
hand over such problems to risk experts. The public debates about risk are debates
about politics" [6].

This concern is heightened by our society’s tendency to bestow privileged status
and enhanced legitimacy on those participants in a socio-technological conflict who
have scientific credentials [7]. Moreover, if there are a number of different actors
involved in the decision-making process, conflicts are likely to emerge.

Such conflicts suggest that debates about risk are not just scientific disputes. They
are, more precisely, arenas of social conflict in which a poorly articulated argument
about values and visions influences the distribution of economic and political power.
Understanding the relationship between regulation and political conflict over risk is
critical when one heeds the warning of Plough and Krimsky that "those who control
the discourse on risk, will most likely control the political battles as well" [8]. The
public policy questions raised by this debate are clear: what is the suitable balance
between the influence of technical expertise and the influence of citizens in assessing
and managing environmental risk? How much weight should public perceptions of
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risk have in regulating hazardous technologies like nuclear power plants [9], levels of
pollutants permitted in drinking water, speed limits on public highways, and the like?

2. The "'risk society': citizenship rights in peril?

Historically, the central conflict within "liberal” democracies was over the
implementation of citizenship rights. As Ralf Dahrendorf puts it: "The modern social
conflict is about attacking inequalities which restrict full civic participation by social,
economic or political means, and establishing the entitlements which make up a rich
and full status of citizenship" [10]. These early citizenship conflicts were founded
on political and social inequalities between well-defined groups and classes. The
ecological conflicts which emerged in North America, Europe, and parts of Asia
during the late 1960s and early 1970s created new forms of political mobilization
which cut across traditional group boundaries. Mounting evidence of the deleterious
impact of industrial practices on ecosystem integrity stimulated greater opposition
to industry, government, and establishment science.

These transformations in the natural world are probably linked to a parallel process
in the political world where an appreciation of risk and its implications quickly
developed. Such changes coincided with the sweeping diagnosis of an emergent risk
society as proposed by German sociologist, Ulrich Beck [11]. Beck believes that we
are nearing the end of an era that has been concerned with building an industrial
society, and are now moving into a post-industrial "risk distributing” society con-
cerned chiefly with controlling environmental risks created by modern technology.
Beck’s thesis on "reflexive modernity” is central to understanding how and why this
shift is occurring.

For Beck, Western society is in a transition period. He argues that we are heading
toward a second stage of modernity rather than a post-modern era. As such, the logic
of industrial production and the corresponding distribution of wealth is becoming
increasingly connected to the logic and distribution of socially produced risks.
According to Beck, in the first stage of modernity, industrial society was concerned
primarily with the distribution of material wealth. By contrast, a newly emerging
second stage of modernity—called by Beck the "risk society"—is concerned with
distributing risk or harm rather than wealth and status. For Beck this shift represents
a re-distribution of "desirable items in scarcity” to a distribution of risks which are
undesirably abundant.

This new modernity involves replacing the traditional values of progress and
accumulation with a new ethic emphasizing risk avoidance, transfer, denial, and
reinterpretation. In this period of acute uncertainty and risk, a reflexive social system
(a self-monitoring one) should ensure that those individuals exposed to particular
risks will no longer passively live with them. Beck sums up the process as follows:

In contrast to all earlier epochs (including industrial society), the risk society is
characterized essentially by a lack: the impossibility of an external attribution of
hazards. In other words, risks depend on decisions; they are industriaily produced
and in this sense politically reflexive. While all earlier cultures and phases of social
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development confronted threats in various ways, society is confronted by itself
through its dealing with risk.'

Consequently, a period of transition exists where the distribution of both wealth
and risks overlap each other. This transition period strains the relationship between
those who assess and manage risk and a public ever wary of the implications arising
from such decisions.

3. Democracy at the cross-roads

In a democratic society, it is presumed that public understanding of the issues is
necessary for "good"” government. Theoretical interest springs from the fundamental
principle of democratic governance that governmental policies, if they are to be
viewed as legitimate, must be responsive to the will of the citizens governed by such
policies. Dunlap, Kraft and Rosa note that even the most totalitarian regimes must
generate some level of public support to rule effectively [12]. Ultimately, the
"consent of the governed” is nowhere so essential for government as when peoples’
health and safety are endangered by activities of the state or its benefactors.

Ideally, public regulatory agencies are not only setting standards and rules for the
environment, but are themselves participants in the trilateral regulatory process that
includes public interest groups, government, and industry [13]. In political terms,
the increasing concern for environmental values has meant the search for political
formulations that reflect the recognition of limits and the desirability of defending
a plurality of interests. However, many governments now fear the collapse of their
economic structures. This fear, combined with a steady erosion of confidence in
government [14], industry, and science, means that the inclusion of the masses in
public policy will lead to a weakening of the structures usually associated with rep-
resentative government.

A crisis of legitimacy may stem from political movements which insert new values
into political life. As people are attracted to new ideals of environmental quality,
world peace, or a nuclear-free society, this crisis becomes a reaction to the
"scientization of politics"—an alienation from politics which has been reduced to
arcane technical questions and expert decision making.

4. Risk and democracy

The usurping of democratic privilege by a technical elite is not as inevitable as
the late Herbert Marcuse suggests [15]. Advanced technology need not necessarily
lead to a loss of individual sovereignty when decisions on social acceptability and
risks of a technology arise. Neither should one adopt the pessimistic claim of Horkh-
eimer and Adorno that liberation of the individual and the establishment of conditions

' Ibid. p. 183.
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that facilitate self-determination cannot come through technical progress [16]. The
remainder of this paper is devoted to demonstrating how these arguments reflect
modern-day arguments about risk and the role of the public in the consultation pro-
cess.

The earlier work of German sociologist Jurgen Habermas offers an alterative to
the claims regarding the purported inevitable loss of freedom associated with tech-
nology.? Habermas insists on regarding technology as a collective undertaking of
the human race, and he attributes Marcuse’s perception of the dominating features
of technology to, instead, a deficiency of human beings to place technology under
democratic control. Habermas expressed this sentiment in the following question:
"QOur problem can then be stated as one of the relation of technology and democracy:
How can the problem of technical control be brought within the range of the consen-
sus of acting and transacting citizens?" [17] For Habermas, placing technology under
democratic control involves re-defining the role of government, science. and citizen.

Habermas insists on dealing with contemporary social problems within the context
of modernity. His refusal to adopt the growing conservatism and defeatism exhorted
by concepts such as post-modemity and post-structuralism are hallmarks of his intel-
lectual and political stance. Much of his work can be understood in terms of his
pro-Marxist, anti-Weberian position. These terms will be explained in the arguments
that follow.

According to Habermas, the Marxist response to the dilemma of democratically
controlling technology is perceptive yet imperfect. He acknowledges Marx’s demon-
stration that the capitalist system of production has become "a power that has taken
on its own life in opposition to the interests of productive freedom of the producers."”
Since the accumulation of capital has its origins in private ownership of the means
of production, and technical production of "use values" falls within an economic
system that produces "exchange values,” it should become, according to Marx, poss-
ible for humanity to understand "economic compulsion as an alienated result of its
own free productive activity and then abolish it."* The production of goods and
services can now be "rationally planned” using technology which produces "use
values” falling under the control of the public.

Habermas asserts that Marx made a significant mistake, however, when he merely
"equated” the practice of a functioning democracy with the successful control of
technology. He seems to have assumed that the demands of technical control and
the needs of democracy are completely compatible. For Habermas, more than a well-
run democracy is required to realize the "associated material and intellectual pro-
ductive forces in the interest of the enjoyment and freedom of an emancipated

* More recent discussion on Habermas’ notion of the technocratic control of technology can be found
in: R. Brulle, Power, Discourse, and Social Problems: Social Problems From a Rhetorical Perspective,
Perspectives on Social Problems, Vol. 5 (1994), pp. 95-121; and T. Dietz, Theory and Method in Social
Impact Assessment, Sociological Inquiry, Vol. 57 (1987), pp. 54-69.

* Ibid, p. 57.

+ Ibid.
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society."> In our modern era, emancipation may mean more than freedom of self-
determination; risks from hazardous technologies make democratic control of such
technology a life-and-death issue as well. The failure to address this problem, accord-
ing to Habermas, is the main reason why socialists failed to anticipate an
"authoritarian welfare state” which offers citizens material comfort while denying
them political freedom.

For Habermas, Marx’s political economy is appropriate for an examination of
liberal capitalism. However, he maintains that since the late nineteenth century two
trends necessitate a reconsideration of the applicability of Marx’s theory for an analy-
sis of advanced capitalism. First, there is increasing state intervention in the econ-
omy. Corrective action to stabilize currency, interest rates, unemployment levels, and
balance of trade have "re-politicized" the relationships between economy and the
political system. Thus, since the time of Marx, the capitalist mode of production has
lost its ability to sustain itself "autonomously” through self-regulation.

A second trend unmasked by Habermas is the growing interdependence of tech-
nology and research and their metamorphosis into a primary productive force.
Planned scientific and technological progress, coupled with state intervention, is a
mighty tool for arbitrating conflicts arising from a production process directed by
the dictates of capitalist investment. In such a system, the state can support industries
which could not survive in a competitive marketplace. For Habermas, the relation
between scientific-technological progress and democracy leads him to formulate a
critique of positivism which proposes an alternative theory of rationality to Weber’s
concept of purposive or instrumental rationality. Weber viewed purposive rationality
as a Zweckrationalitat, an instrumental rationality concerned with selecting means
for fulfilling predetermined ends. Such a process of rationality is intimately linked
to scientific and technological development by establishing a system of burcaucratic
mechanisms which mirror positivist modes of inquiry and problem solving. Although
Habermas is sympathetic to Weber’s claim that progressive rationalization leads to
the development of bureaucratic domination, he believes that such domination can
be brought under democratic control through more open, communicative interaction
between members of the public, the scientific community, and the political elite.
This is where the disagreement between Habermas and Weber is most notable.

Weber’s thesis on progressive and irreversible rationalization within a bureaucratic
system demands the complete separation of science and politics. This expert model
(my terminology) of political practice implies that political leaders are informed by
technical knowledge, not constrained by it. Accordingly, government officials
employ techniques of rational administration in the execution of policy decisions in
an independent and neutral way. Political practice follows scientific rules of pro-
cedure and positivist modes of inquiry in a rational, objective, and neutral fashion.
Such rules of procedure govern how decisions are made, but not what decisions are
made. In a sense this expert model reflects the scientization of politics.

Habermas questions the validity of this model on two levels. According to him,

S Ibid.. p. 58.
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since Weber’s time, and particularly in the period following World War I, Western
societies have entered a "new or second" stage of rationalization. In the first stage,
the scientization of politics led to political processes which emulated scientific modes
of inquiry and routine. In the second stage, bureaucrats, political leaders, and even
public interest groups [my observation] have been "orienting themselves to strictly
scientific recommendations in the exercise of their public functions."®

A shift toward examining many political issues using techniques such as decision
theory, systems theory, cost-benefit analysis, and risk assessment represents more
than just new tools for analyzing technically and socially complex issues. In essence,
such techniques create a dependence on expertise which unearths so-called "objective
necessities" that appear to dominate the choices of political leaders. As a result, for
Habermas political decisions "... have been structurally transformed by the objective
exigencies of new technologies and strategies."” Weber’s model may no longer accu-
rately reflect the way political decisions are made in this "new or second" stage of
rationalization. According to Habermas, the Weberian notion of separating the func-
tions of expert and politician is being replaced by a technocratic model where a
reversal of the roles of expert and politician has occurred [18].

The technocratic decision-making model posits that political power has shifted
from politician to scientific expert so that the politician is "the mere agent of a
scientific intelligentsia, which in concrete circumstances, elaborates the objective
implications and requirements of available techniques and resources as well as of
the optimal strategies and rules of control."® Essentially, politicians have been left
with fictitious decision-making power while scientific issues and positivist modes of
inquiry have become what politics is all about. Habermas concedes that the techno-
cratic model adequately describes modem-day mass democracies, but fails to address
the politics of practical decisions. At this point we come to Habermas’ second, and
more portentous, criticism of Weber.

The Weberian model of expertise asserts that scientific experts provide politicians
with knowledge which assists them in arriving at policy choices which are rational
and objective. However, this model does not provide an explanation of how such
evidence is weighed by politicians in their final decisions. Additionally, top bureau-
crats influence this political decision-making process by framing scientific debates
within specific social and economic boundaries. Ultimately, for Habermas, decisions
represent "competing value orders and convictions, which escape compelling argu-
ments and remain inaccessible to cogent discussion."® The expert model demands
that politicians irrationally choose between rival values, whereas the technocratic
model utterly excludes a discussion of values altogether. The technocratic model not
only presumes that technological progress is natural, but also suggests that practical
and technical problems can be addréssed with technical solutions. Those interested
in risk assessment should see some strong parallels here.

¢ Ibid., p. 62.
7 Ibid., p. 63.
¥ 1bid,, p. 64.
? Ihid., p. 63.






