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Introduction: Understanding Risk East and West

Industrialisation, the progress of technology, new developments in
agriculture, in transport and in electronics, the expansion of cities, dam-
building and major construction projects, coal and nuclear power sta-
tions, all the advances of modern society bring with them hazards. We
face pollution, new industrial diseases, natural disasters on an unprece-
dented scale, and more recently the problems of global warming and irre-
versible climate change. As the risks of modernity are recognised by aca-
demics, by policy-makers and by ordinary citizens a major academic litera-
ture has developed to chart, analyse and debate them.

China includes nearly a quarter of the world’s population and is chan-

ging more rapidly than any other country in the world. The risks of mod-



ern society are particularly salient here. The achievements of modern Chi-
nese society bring one face-to-face with contradictions and conflicts. China
is recognised by the UN as having succeeded in reducing poverty on a
greater scale than anywhere else in the world. At the same time inequali-
ties between city and countryside and between the winners and the losers
mass in cities are among the largest anywhere. China has developed and
modernised industry at a breakneck rate, producing rapidly rising living
standards supported largely by exports. It is also responsible for the most
rapid increasing carbon emissions in the world. Population growth has
been contained. Population ageing is now an issue that will 'require radical
policy development if the needs of the elderly are to be met. The social
changes of modernity and the risks and uncertainties that attend it must be
at the centre of any attempt to understand modern Chinese society.

Increasingly, scholars have recognised that the uncertainties associat-
ed with the impact of modern industry, urbanisation and environmental
damage cannot be fully understood without taking into account social fac-
tors. Psychologists show how people are much more concerned about par-
ticular" dread" risks, while they may pay less attention to equally seri-
ous but less salient problems. Many more people are affected by road traf-
fic accidents than by food contamination but there is nothing like the same
urgency in newspaper coverage or policy response. Political scientists point
out that the mechanism set up by government to regulate risks have their
own assumptions built in about the trustworthiness of experts and the en-
gagement of the public in the issues. Sociologists discuss the social proces-
ses that lead to" risk amplification" or" risk diminution" once a risk has
been identified.

The study of risk has developed further. Social anthropologists initial-
ly developed understanding of the way in which hazards often become as-
sociated with particular groups in society (migrants, ethnic minorities,
low status people) who are then shamed and rejected. Increasingly we are
aware of the complexity of the social processes in developed risk socie-
ties. Risks that are identified may not be satisfactorily addressed because
particular interests benefit from the processes that give rise to

them. Industrial hazards, such as the Bhopal disaster, or the failure to
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enforce adequate earthquake safety standards in Sichuan illustrate the
point. Pressures from higher authority may constraint the actions of those
dealing with a particular risk, as happened in the case of the Space Shuttle
Challenger. Popular demands may lead resources to be diverted to particu-
lar problems while others do not get the attention they merit, for example
cocaine as against tobacco addiction in the US.

Further levels of analysis consider what the risk perspective can tell
us about social change. The politics of class society and the struggle of the
mass of the population against an elite centre on unequal access to re-
sources. Increasingly, it is argued, political conflicts focus on risks and
hazards. Not on who gets what now, but who might get what in the fu-
ture, or who might face which hazard, as different social groups face
risks from pollution, disease, unemployment and lack of decent housing.

Much of China’s success is based on export-led growth. The financial
crisis and world recession have led to an abrupt downturn in trade, a fall
in the Chinese growth rate and rapid increase in unemployment. The re-
turn of jobless workers to their villages imposes new strains on Chinese
society. This is happening just at the time when an authoritarian system of
government that has attained stability through its success in delivering the
goods of real economic growth is facing particular stresses. Sharing the
hazards of economic stringency is more difficult than allocating the divi-
dend from secure annual growth.

This series includes the leading social science literature on risk from
China, Europe and the US. It is intended to enable the student and also
the interested general reader to understand the arguments and the evidence
that indicate that risk and uncertainty are at the heart of life in modern so-
cieties. China has grown at a headlong rate and has now emerged on the
world stage as a leading international power. Growth leads to stresses and
hazards, and the current economic crisis brings these risks home to poli-
cy-makers and to ordinary citizens. Understanding risk is of central impor-

tance in a future of increasing uncertainty.

Peter Taylor-Gooby
2009. 03. 11
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Preface to the Chinese Edition

This book deals with new social risks. It considers how social provi-
sion responds to changes that bring greater uncertainty into people’s
lives. In China, more intense globalised completion and rapid technologi-
cal changes open up opportunities for expansion but also lead to greater in-
security in employment. Improvements in food and housing lead to longer
lives but also raise the issues of access to health care to support for frail
older people. The shift away from assured government provision to more
decentralised and privatised social services with a stronger element of indi-
vidual responsibility generate further uncertainties, particularly for those
with lower incomes.

Patterns of employment and of family life are changing, with implica-

tions for the risks that different groups of citizens experience in their eve-



ryday lives, for opportunities to develop alliances to promote new forms
of welfare, for the interests and roles of the traditional political actors
(principally business, unions, the party and the state), and for the ex-
tent to which government can use welfare policy to promote national inter-
ests by promoting saving and investment, mobilising the workforce and
enhancing competitiveness.

These issues affect all countries in which governments take explicit
responsibility for advancing the welfare of their citizens. This book focuses
mainly on the emergence of new social risks and of policies to address
them in the four European welfare state regimes: Nordic, corporatist,
liberal and Mediterranean, and also at the EU level. Its relevance to China
lies in the way in which the development of a more competitive market-
centred society, with Chinese characteristics, is currently impacting on
the welfare of ordinary citizens. China has a strongly-established tradition
of state provision for needs which people experience during the life course:
education, housing, health care. The context of policy-making is now
changing. New social risks will emerge more powerfully in people’s
lives. At the same time, responsibility for dealing with those risks is in-
creasingly devolved to individuals. Recognition of and responses to new so-
cial risks will be an important factor in the way social policies devel-
op. Experience elsewhere in the world is increasingly relevant to under-
standing change in China.

Analysis of policy-making requires the detailed study of processes in
particular cases by an experienced scholar, preferably with extended ex-
perience of the issues and of how they have developed over time in the na-
tional setting. For this reason the book includes substantial case-stud-
ies. We examine the Nordic citizenship regime (Finland and Sweden) with
inclusive support for women as citizen-workers and established policies
supporting people into paid work; corporatist states with more (France)
or less (Germany and Switzerland) overt commitment to women’s labour
market participation and traditions of job subsidy and early retirement,
with recent expansion of more active policies; a liberal system, where
government pursues care needs mainly by promoting private provision and

ensuring that people face strong work incentives through weak benefits
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(the UK); and a Mediterranean state with strong family engagement and
lower state support for women’s employment and a de-regulatory approach
to employment issues (Spain) . In addition we consider the influence of
the EU, a highly consensual supra-state body with particular concerns a-
bout legitimacy and discourse, and a mixture of liberal economic and more
generous social policies. The book discusses the three largest economies in
Europe (France, Germany, UK), the largest Nordic country (Sweden)
and a major Mediterranean state (Spain) . Switzerland is also included be-
cause it illustrates the issues surrounding the evolution of consensus in
new social risk policy-making in the least centralised institutional context
in Europe.

The national and EU-level policy-making processes in the main new
risk areas are examined in chapters 2 to 8. Each chapter discusses the con-
text in which debates about new risks and policies to manage them have e-
merged, the extent to which new approaches from privatisation to extend-
ed social insurance schemes are being introduced, the political processes
involved in policy-making, the issues which remain unresolved, and pos-
sible future policy directions. Chapter 1 considers the relevance of the con-
cept of new social risk, and the final chapter draws conclusions about the
implications of the emergence and responses to new social risks for future
welfare state developments in Europe. A the processes of urbanisation
and industrialisation mature in China, and as competitive pressures im-
pact more strongly on people’s lives, the new social risks that have been
an important feature of social and public policy-making in Europe will be-
come more prominent. This book provides a detailed and theoretically-
based account of the ways in which experience of these risks influences so-

cial politics and of the range of government responses.

Peter Taylor-Gooby
University of Kent at Canterbury
January 2010
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