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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






