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Abstract 
 

Hermansson H., 2007. Rights at Risk: Ethical Issues in Risk Management. Thesis in Philosophy from 
the Royal Institute of Technology 25. 104 + viii pp. Stockholm. ISBN 978-91-7178-810-8. 
 

The subject of this thesis is ethical aspects of decision-making concerning social risks. It is argued 

that a model for risk management must acknowledge several ethical aspects and, most crucial 

among these, the individual’s right not to be unfairly exposed to risks.  

     Article I takes as its starting point the demand frequently expressed in the risk literature for 

consistent risk management. It is maintained that a model focusing on cost-benefit analysis does 

not respect the rights of the individual. Two alternative models are outlined. They evolve around 

the separateness of individuals, rights, and fair risk taking. It is claimed that a model that focuses 

on a fair procedure for risk decisions seems most fruitful to develop. 

     Article II discusses the NIMBY (Not In My Backyard) conflict. The ethical premises behind 

the negative characterization of the NIMBY concept are investigated. It is argued that a collective 

weighing of risks and benefits ignores individuals’ rights not to be unfairly exposed to risks in 

siting scenarios. 

     Article III presents a three-party model tool for ethical risk analysis. The focus in such analysis 

is a discussion of three parties that are involved in risk decisions: the risk-exposed, the 

beneficiary, and the decision-maker. Seven crucial ethical questions are discerned by combining 

these parties pairwise. 

    Article IV discusses a model for procedural justice for risk decisions. Two theories of 

deliberative democracy are explored. The first focuses on a hypothetical contract, the second 

argues for the actual inclusion of affected parties. It is maintained that hypothetical reasoning 

should mainly serve as a guide concerning risk issues that affect people who cannot be included 

in the decision-making process. Otherwise an interactive dialogical reasoning is to be preferred.  

    Article V explores the claim that there are no real, objective risks – only subjective descriptions 

of them. It is argued that even though every risk can be described in different ways, involve value 

judgements and emotions, the ideal of objectivity should not be abandoned.  

 

Key words: Risk, risk management, consistency, ethics, rights, cost-benefit, interpersonal 

weighing, decision-procedure, informed consent, NIMBY, deliberative democracy, objective risk. 
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Introduction 

The concept “risk” occurs on a daily basis in the news and broadcast media. Its 

frequency gives the impression that finding new sensational risks to report is a first 

priority for news coverage. Risks seem to follow every step man takes; every aspect 

of society seems to carry some possible risk. As man’s lifestyle changes we are 

unwillingly introduced to new risks; technological innovations can end up in the 

wrong hands, or break down with resulting disasters, or they can carry risks that we 

are unaware of today but will learn about painfully in the future.  

    A quick search of the etymology of risk shows that its breakthrough as a concept 

took place during the later part of the 17th century. The meaning was the same as we 

know it today: hazard and danger, exposure to mischance or peril (Oxford English 

Dictionary). One also learns that originally the term comes from the French risque and 

the Italian risco. An even older precursor is to be found in ancient Greece and the 

term rhiza. The meaning, however, was not the same back then. The Greek term 

stands for “cliff”, which comes from “the hazards of sailing along rocky coasts” 

(Collins English Dictionary). Risk in a narrower and more technical meaning emerges 

during the 18th century.  

    To articulate a risk is to try to predict a future negative event that one wishes to 

avoid or control. The risk concept is thus not easily compatible with a deterministic 

view of life as, for instance, a view that asserts that the future is set by fate or God. 

Risks, as we deal with them today in Western societies, are in many respects a 

product of ideas that originate from the era we know as the Renaissance and the 

following Enlightenment (Bernstein, 1996). Groundbreaking ideas from the second 
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half of the 16th century revolutionized Western science and, hence, the view of the 

world and man’s place in it. The Aristotelian universe, where the Earth was resting 

motionlessly in the middle, was turned into the Copernican universe where the 

Earth was moved to the fringes, rotating just like other planets around the Sun, 

which had taken over the Earth’s place in the centre. Another important change 

during this time is the advocating of a new method for knowledge seeking. Instead 

of carefully studying the Philosopher’s (i.e. Aristotle’s) books, man should gather 

knowledge by going out into the world to study the book of Nature. Observations 

and experiments were emphasised as the correct scientific methods leading to true 

knowledge about the world and the control of nature. Developments in 

mathematics and probability theory contributed to more exact risk estimates than 

before.   

    Instead of accepting man’s fate as given by God in an unpredictable world of 

chaos, the conviction that human beings had a capacity to create a better world grew 

strong. Hand-in-hand with humanity’s majority rose a fervent belief in progress; 

humankind could create their own paradise on Earth by the use of their own reason. 

The ideals of the Enlightenment are still with us today and have contributed to our 

endeavours to find and control new risks, and avoid dangers and mishaps. The 

desire to control nature and the future constitutes the origin of our “risk society” 

(Beck, 1992).  

    The philosophers of the Enlightenment predicted progress within a variety of 

different domains. We may consider some of these predictions far too optimistic, 

such as Condorcet’s view on ethics and art, but few would deny that a general 
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progress has been made. We have gained a lot from our striving to improve the 

conditions under which we live. Human life is not as short and brutal as it once was; 

people live longer and healthier lives today than they did a couple of centuries ago. 

However, despite this progress, people feel that society is constantly getting riskier 

and more dangerous, and distrust towards risk regulators is spreading. Feelings of 

insecurity seem to grow concurrently with more and more safety measures taken 

(Slovic, 1999).  

    The lack of trust among lay people may be a consequence of the scientific, 

technological, rationalistic discourse that has dominated risk issues in modern times. 

Often risk experts have advocated a purely technological definition of risk as the 

product of the probability of a negative event and the consequences from it – for 

instance, expected fatalities. Lay people and experts have often diverging views of 

risks, and the general public often includes a wider spectrum of aspects in describing 

a certain risk. These are aspects of, for example, fairness, voluntariness and dread 

(Fischhoff et al., 1984). That risk experts and the risk-exposed cannot communicate 

effectively may generally contribute to an increasing feeling of insecurity among the 

general public. Another, but related, reason for the public’s declining trust is the 

frequent “top-down” decision procedure, the “decide-inform-defend” approach 

that has often characterized decisions on public risk (O’Hare et al., 1983; Shrader-

Frechette, 1991). 

    Moreover, as stated above, the concept of risk expresses a striving to predict 

future negative events that one wishes to avoid or control. A purely technological 

discourse about risks may give the impression that each individual can, by applying a 
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correct and rational calculation, successfully plan for a healthy and long life. Failure 

to do so may increase feelings of blame and inadequacy.  

    Situations where individuals are expected to calculate difficult decisions about 

future risks presented in purely technological terms of probability estimates seem to 

increase. Consider Mary Douglas’s (1994) example of the pregnant woman who 

runs the risk with a probability of about 1 in 200 of having a baby with the 

chromosome deviation for Down’s syndrome. To find out whether the baby was 

healthy or not she was offered amniocentesis. Going through with the test would 

however result in a probability of about 1 in 100 that she would miscarry. With this 

information, she was expected to make an informed decision.  

    But how much guidance can probability estimates give? What do these numbers 

say? They do not really tell the woman what is the right thing to do. However, 

having been given this information she may feel that now she should be able to 

make a rational, informed decision, and thus be able to avoid undesired outcomes. 

Douglas has argued that the scientific, neutral language, by which the risk is 

presented, like in the example above, is a way for the doctor to inform the patient of 

the risk while avoiding responsibility for the outcome (Douglas, 1994). This of 

course puts a lot of pressure on the woman who has made an “informed” choice, 

and who may feel that she had the possibility to avoid undesired outcomes by 

applying the correct rational calculation.  

    Generally, being presented with hard facts of probability may give the individual 

the impression that a correct calculation will bring about the right and rational 

choice. However, since these figures in fact do not say much about what a person 
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should do, they may instead augment feelings of anxiety and fear on the part of the 

individual who has to make the choice.  

    As choices like these seem to become more common, i.e., choices between risk 

alternatives presented in terms of probability estimates, it is not surprising if people 

in general feel more and more insecure despite the fact that we lead longer and 

healthier lives now than we did a couple of centuries ago. The solution, however, is 

not to spare lay people from making risk decisions or letting experts make the 

decisions for them. In this thesis it is argued that the risk-exposed should be 

included in the decision procedure. Moreover, this procedure should be open to 

other aspects than those that a narrow technical framing allows for. Respecting a 

variety of aspects may not make risk decisions easier to make, but as these decisions 

are in fact seldom easily made, being honest about that may relieve some of the 

feelings of anxiety and distrust among the general public. 

 

Background and aim of thesis 

Risk management is frequently described as a practice in crisis. Critics point to 

investigations analysing several countries’ risk expenditures which have shown large 

variations in the cost per statistical life saved in different social sectors. The 

differences are said to be the result of arbitrary decisions. Furthermore, it is argued 

that if societal resources were used in a more effective and rational way, these 

differences could be levelled out and more lives be saved for the same amount of 

money. Therefore, demands for a consistent risk management have repeatedly been 
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called for in the risk literature (See e.g. Morone & Woodhouse, 1986; Morrall, 1986; 

Viscousi, 1996; Breyer, 1999; Sjöberg 1999; Sunstein, 2002). 

    In technical discussions about risk it has been maintained that risks should be 

managed in accordance with scientific data in order to avoid the irrational fears of 

the public, whose focus is on sensational risks, while the real, but more ordinary 

risks, go unnoticed. Risk management should be a rational, neutral, and scientific 

area beyond the influence of emotions, ideologies and values. One such approach is 

the Standard Model that is discussed in this thesis (see especially articles I and II). 

According to this model a risk is defined as the probability of a negative event 

multiplied by the damage resulting from it, for instance expected fatalities. The 

number representing the risk is weighed against the possible benefit that could be 

gained from accepting it. If total benefit exceeds total cost (risk), then the risk can 

be accepted.  

    In this thesis I argue that scientific and technological reasoning is not enough for 

analysing or managing risks. Even though the Standard Model contributes to a 

systematic way to make risk decisions, it is too narrow a perspective on risk 

management. Such a narrow perspective may allow for risk exposure that violates 

the rights of the individual.  

    While I agree that consistency in risk decisions is valuable and worth striving for, 

I question the standard approach to how this should be done and maintain that a 

new and wider perspective on how to understand consistency in risk management 

needs to be developed. Above all, it is argued that the current “price-tag thinking” 
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(i.e., that consistency in risk management is exclusively about costs for different 

kinds of risk reductions) is insufficient.  

    The aim of this thesis is to accomplish a foundation for a more realistic and 

normatively well-founded theory for consistent risk management. The thesis should 

contribute to a wider understanding of risk management without abandoning the 

criteria of rationality and objectivity. More specifically, risk management should be 

individual-oriented in such a way that every individual’s right not to be unfairly 

exposed to risks is acknowledged. The thesis should provide a basis that can be used 

in practical risk management, partly to remove unjustified differences in managing 

different risks, and partly to eliminate unproductive and unfounded demands for 

uniformity.  

 

The ethics of risk management 

A risk can be described in a variety of ways. Depending on the framing, different 

ways to manage it will follow; the framing is thus implicitly normative. The main 

issue dealt with in this thesis concerns the ethics of risk management. Modern moral 

philosophy has predominantly evolved around two philosophical traditions, 

consequentialism and deontology. One difference between consequentalist and 

deontological theories is that where consequentialists permit weightings of different 

values, the deontologist claims absolute boundaries for acting.  

    For a consequentialist, the rightness of an act depends on the consequences of 

that act; the correct act is the one that gives the best consequences, or has at least as 

good consequences as any other alternative. Deontologists instead assert that the 
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consequences of an act are, from a moral perspective, irrelevant. Instead the focus 

should be on something else, as for instance the intention behind the act, or 

whether the act respect individuals’ rights or not. 

    Within the Standard Model the criterion for accepting risks is whether total 

benefit exceeds total cost.  The cost (or risk) is defined as the product of the 

probability for a negative event, and its severity. Ideally, risk managers should weigh 

total benefits against total costs when deciding whether or not to accept a risk of 

some kind. From a normative perspective this reasoning is consequentialist. The 

most common consequentialist theory is utilitarianism, which the Standard Model 

resembles in some important ways.  

    Utilitarianism, which was founded during the 18th and 19th centuries by Jeremy 

Bentham, James Mill and John Stuart Mill, claims that the morally correct act is one 

that maximizes total value/utility or, that an act is correct if, and only if, it brings 

about as much utility as any other alternative open to the agent. What the utility 

consists in varies between different theories. Hedonistic utilitarianism proposes that 

the correct act is one that maximizes happiness for the greatest possible number of 

individuals. Preference utilitarianism instead seeks the greatest possible satisfaction 

among preferences. The utilitarian principle can either be applied to separate acts or 

to some kind of rule for acting.  

    The founding principle of the Standard Model is in accordance with the utilitarian 

moral principle, but here the value to be maximized is restricted to net monetary 

benefit. A common critique against utilitarian theories is that, as they focus on the 

total sum of some value, they disregard the distribution of these values and hence 
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the separateness of individuals (see e.g. Rawls, 1999[1971]). This critique is also 

relevant for the Standard Model; as the focus is on total benefit and total cost, the 

model disregards who is exposed to the risk. According to this model it is irrelevant 

whether the risk and the benefit will affect one person or accrue to different persons 

(Hansson, 2003). Hence, one person can be exposed to all the risks while another 

person receives all the benefits. 

    In the first article of this thesis two alternatives to the Standard Model are 

discussed: the Model of Inviolable Rights and the Model of Procedural Justice. The 

aim of the discussion is to argue that while consistency is a good to strive for in risk 

issues, it does not say much about, for example, what criteria consistent risk 

management needs to fulfil. Interpreting consistency as a purely formal demand is 

too thin a premise and allows for a risk management that ignores questions of who 

is exposed to the risk, who benefits, and who makes the risk decision.  

    The two alternative models try to include these questions and protect the 

individual’s rights not to be exposed to risks unfairly. However, while the rights-

based model is too inflexible, it is argued that the second alternative model, where 

the focus is on the procedure instead of the outcome, is fruitful to develop for this 

purpose. The crucial criterion is that the decision procedure is open to the risk-

exposed so that they have an opportunity to discuss alternatives, be included in the 

risk decision, and influence the result. When they cannot be included, for instance, 

as when the risk will affect future generations, we still have an obligation towards 

them to try to give voice to their interests in the best way possible.  



Rights at Risk 
 

 10 

    The question of efficiency is often emphasised when public participation 

concerning risk issues is discussed. By including the public in risk decisions, their 

trust in risk regulators is predicted to increase. This is assumed to contribute to a 

more efficient risk management (Löfstedt, 2005). My argument here is not that the 

public needs to be included in risk issues foremost to increase their trust in 

regulators, but that the affected public has a right to be involved in, and influence, 

risk decisions that may affect them. Moreover, it is maintained that such inclusion 

will increase fairness in risk decisions. Inclusion of affected parties may not 

contribute to efficient risk decisions if by that one means quick and conflict-free 

decision-making. However, other advantages are to be expected; intense inclusion of 

affected parties has been shown to increase the quality of decisions made (Beierle, 

2002).  

    The other side of the coin is that, as risk decisions cannot be taken on purely 

scientific grounds, being imbued by uncertainties and value judgements, there has to 

be an openness towards different perspectives which makes a narrow expert or 

technocratic decision less desirable. Information alone has little impact on people’s 

attitudes towards risks, but what does have an impact is whether they have the 

opportunity to influence the risk, choose it freely, etc. (Baird, 1986). These aspects 

also speak in favour of a procedural model in the area of risk management. 

 

Total benefit vs. individuals’ rights 

This thesis deals with the ethical issues of risk management. Of special concern is 

risks that are managed in public decisions that may lead to health impairment or 
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death for some of the affected individuals. However, most risks are not only threats 

of possible damage; the reason why they are accepted is that they are also beneficial 

in some way. Hence, public risk decisions include both aspects of possible damage 

and possible benefit. This is part of what makes these decisions intricate. Other 

crucial aspects are those of distributive justice and equity. Sometimes the benefit 

and the risk fall upon one and the same group of individuals, but just as often they 

do not, for example when rich countries export their hazardous waste to poor 

countries at a safe distance from their own shores. Or when, within countries, areas 

where minorities or the poor live have to host most of that country’s risk generating 

facilities. The concept of “environmental racism” refers to such unfair risk 

distribution (see e.g. Edelstein, 1988; Bryant & Mohai, 1992; Rabe, 1994; Slovic, 

1999; Ringquist, 2000; Minehart & Neeman, 2002; Shrader-Frechette, 2002). Ceteris 

paribus, it does not seem fair to expose one group of people to certain health risks 

simply because it benefits another, larger, group of people.  

    In this thesis it is argued that the Standard Model does not respect the rights of 

the individual not to be unfairly exposed to risks. The main reason for this is that 

the model weighs total benefit against total cost, thus ignoring the distribution of 

benefits and costs among different individuals. Such a model allows for exposing 

one individual to a risk in order to benefit another. A risk exposure can be unfair 

when the sole justification for it is that someone else receives a somewhat larger 

benefit from the risk exposure.  

    Some may argue that, in reality, risk decisions are mostly not made in such a way 

as the Standard Model describes. Hence, the model might not be used in this pure 
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form. My claim is, however, that the consequences of the model are important to 

discuss, as it is often referred to, implicitly or explicitly, as an ideal worth aiming for 

in the context of risk management.  

    Moreover, some would claim that the Standard Model represents a too narrow 

cost-benefit model, and that it is problematic to conflate all cost-benefit approaches 

with this model. An alternative cost-benefit model would include all kinds of costs 

by using “Full Cost Accounting” (Schmidtz, 2001, p. 150). In such an accounting, 

the individual’s rights are included and not disregarded. Thus, if the rights of an 

individual were to be violated by the acceptance of some risky facility, that violation 

would have to be included as a disvalue in the analysis. 

    I do not discuss such an extended version of the cost-benefit model. The reason 

for this is that such a model still bases individuals’ rights on a too unstable 

foundation; if some other value from the facility is greater than the disvalue from 

violating the right, then the individual’s right is no longer protected. Furthermore, 

there are difficulties with translating individuals’ rights into values that fit into a 

cost-benefit analysis. These values will always be arbitrary, and that may be the 

reason why they seem to have been left out of risk decisions so often.      

    A third objection against my description of the Standard Model might be that 

such a model should not be used to decide what to do (in my version, a risk is 

acceptable if the benefit exceeds the cost), but rather what not to do:  

 

When benefits exceed costs, the conclusion should be that the policy has 

passed one crucial test and therefore further discussion is warranted. On the 



  Introduction 

 13 

other hand, when a proposal fails the test of CBA [cost-benefit analysis], when 

costs exceed benefits, the implication is more decisive, namely that further 

discussion is not warranted. (Schmidtz, 2001, p. 152f.) 

 

Even though this could be a more acceptable account of the role of cost-benefit 

analysis, there are problems with it. The idea that failing a cost-benefit analysis is 

sufficient reason for turning down a proposal is not a satisfying solution here as the 

difficulty of weighing rights against other values remains. How should this weighing 

be done? What is the disvalue of violating an individual’s rights? Will it vary 

depending on who it is and where she or he happens to live? And how much 

disvalue should a rights-violating act raise in order to be deemed too costly? These 

questions are crucial, since they point to serious ethical problems with cost-benefit 

models – problems to which I do not see a normatively satisfying solution.  

    So, does this mean that we are never allowed to expose anyone to a risk? No. 

What I am saying is that a decision to expose someone to a risk should not be solely 

based on calculations of total benefit and total cost, since these categories are too 

narrow to respect the rights of the individual not to be unfairly exposed to risks.  

    The context of a risk decision includes more than the probability and negative 

outcome of the risk. More specifically, we need to know who is exposed to the risk 

and how the decision was made. One of the ethically problematic issues in decisions 

about risk management is that some groups of people are for various reasons 

especially liable to be made the subject of dangers. A person who has been 

unemployed for a longer period of time may be forced to accept a risky job, a poor 
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community may accept to host a hazardous waste facility in exchange for new job 

opportunities, and people who for some reason cannot mobilize resistance may end 

up living in a risk dump.  

    Because of shortcomings in the Standard Model, I argue that there is a need for a 

new and wider approach to how to manage risks consistently. A crucial question in 

such a model deals with the issue of fairness – there has to be a justification for why 

we can expose a certain person to a risk, not simply decide that a risk (as such) is 

acceptable.  

    In this thesis I argue for a normative theory emphasizing the protection of 

individuals’ rights to govern issues of risk management. My attempt is not to 

generally settle accounts between deontological and consequential ethical theories, 

although I argue that within this specific area, i.e. risk management, an ethics that 

emphasizes rights is preferable. It is not necessary for the purpose of this thesis to 

specify whether these rights have consequentialist or deontological foundations, and 

I will leave this open. A model that emphasizes individuals’ rights is necessary within 

this area, since there is an imbalance of power regarding who makes the decision 

and who is exposed to the risk. Individuals should be protected from being exposed 

to a risk simply because the risk benefits others to a larger degree.  

 

Preview of articles I-V 

Article I 

The first article of this thesis is titled “Consistent Risk Management: Three Models 

Outlined”. In this article it is argued that a model for consistent risk management is 
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mostly assumed to be in accordance with what I call the Standard Model. Although 

this model has some advantages, it is lacking in ethical respects. Most important of 

these is that it does not respect the rights of the individual not to be unfairly 

exposed to risks. Instead of this model, two alternative models are discussed. It is 

maintained that consistency in risk management can be obtained by another 

approach to risks, as for instance, by the non-violation of the rights of individuals. 

However, this model, which I call the Model of Inviolable Rights, is also 

problematic, since it seems to prohibit every risk-generating activity in society.  

    With the second alternative, the Model of Procedural Justice, consistency in risk 

management refers to the decision procedure and not the outcome. This model has 

the advantage that it will allow certain risk generating activities, but what a fair 

procedure is remains to be decided. My conclusion is that while all three models 

face difficulties, the third one holds the most promise. The aim of this article is to 

examine which ethical features are involved in decisions about risk management, 

and to point out a model that seems fruitful to develop with regard to these.  

 

Article II  

The second paper, “The Ethics of NIMBY Conflicts”, deals with the NIMBY (Not 

In My Back Yard) conflict from an ethical point of view. NIMBY is the adverse 

attitude that local residents show against a risk-generating facility that they have 

been chosen to host. Characteristic of NIMBY situations is that there is some risk-

generating activity that will benefit society at large. While the benefits will be spread 

over a large, unidentified population, the risk will fall on a small identified group of 
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people – those living in the near vicinity of the facility. In the risk literature the 

attitude is mostly negatively characterized as being an egoistic and irrational stance: 

the NIMBY is accused of being positive to a facility but wanting someone else to 

host it – i.e., to be exposed to all the risks.  

    The problem often referred to is that, if everyone has this attitude, siting for the 

risk-generating facility cannot be provided. The consequence is that society ends up 

in a worse situation than if siting could succeed. By comparing three different 

scenarios that all represent some conflict between individual and collective good, I 

argue that the NIMBY critique rests on questionable assumptions about the 

rightness of weighing total net benefit against total cost. In a different risk situation 

the same reasoning is not accepted and could even be perceived as repulsive. The 

conclusion is that a collectivistic weighing-principle will sometimes have to yield so 

that the rights of individuals can be acknowledged. This has implications for the so-

called NIMBY reaction that may not be as irrational and unethical as has often been 

claimed. 

 

Article III 

In this article, “A Three-Party Model Tool for Ethical Risk Analysis”, which is co-

written with Professor Sven Ove Hansson, a tool for ethical risk analysis is 

presented. We believe that when carrying out an analysis of risks, the ethical 

questions need to be clarified. This is best done through identifying the different 

parties in a risk situation and the relations that hold among these parties. The key 

stakeholders are categorized as the risk-exposed, the beneficiary, and the decision-
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maker. We also list seven questions that in our view combine into a useful tool for 

uncovering the salient moral features involved in different risk scenarios. The 

questions are: 

 

1. To what extent do the risk-exposed benefit from the risk exposure? 

2. Is the distribution of risks and benefits fair? 

3. Can the distribution of risks and benefits be made less unfair by redistribution or 

by compensation? 

4. To what extent is the risk exposure decided by those who run the risk? 

5. Do the risk-exposed have access to all relevant information about the risk? 

6. Are there risk-exposed persons who cannot be informed or included in the 

decision process? 

7. Does the decision-maker benefit from other people’s risk exposure?  

 

Our conclusion is that risk analysis needs to acknowledge several different ethical 

aspects in order to provide an acceptable description of the risk. 

 

Article IV  

In the first article of this thesis it is maintained that a model for consistent risk 

management that respects the individual’s right not to be unfairly exposed to risks 

should emphasise the procedure for decision-making instead of the outcome. In the 

fourth article “Towards a Fair Procedure for Risk Management”, two models for 

procedural justice in the management of risks are discussed. The first focuses on a 
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hypothetical thought-experiment, and the second on actual dialogue. The 

hypothetical approach takes John Rawls’s (see e.g. 1999[1971]; 2001) theory of 

justice as a starting point. The actual inclusion approach employs Iris Marion 

Young’s (2000) theory of inclusive deliberative democracy.  

    With Rawls’s theory, important issues concerning risk distribution are 

emphasized, and a parallel between social primary goods and risk management is 

drawn. However, a hypothetical reasoning seems difficult to apply to all the varying 

risk situations; a more context sensitive approach is needed. Moreover, this model 

allows for a few experts to make the risk decisions simply by testing them against 

the hypothetical contract situation. This may not be bad in itself, but it does not fit 

in well with the prevalent idea that the risk-exposed should have the opportunity to 

influence risk decisions and give their free and informed consent to a risk exposure. 

Hence, the hypothetical reasoning should mainly serve as a guide concerning risk 

issues that affect people who cannot be included in the decision procedure, such as 

future generations. However, when the affected can be included, an interactive 

dialogical reasoning is to be preferred.  

 

Article V 

This article, “Defending the Conception of ‘Objective Risk’”, explores the concept 

of objectivity as it is used in much of the risk literature. As there mostly are 

alternative risk descriptions to every risk, and as most risk issues involve value-

judgements and emotional reactions, it is often claimed that there are no real, 

objective risks – only subjective descriptions of them. The standard meaning of the 



  Introduction 

 19 

concept of objectivity is the property of being value-free and impartial. This article 

argues that objectivity can be understood alternatively, and as a consequence, a 

notion of the objective risk be defended.  

    By using tools from feminist epistemology it is possible to defend the conception 

of objective risk. Such an understanding claims that objectivity does not have to be 

unbiased analysis. By including different standpoints, critically and publicly 

discussing values and the emotions involved, objectivity for risk analysis and 

management can increase. The conclusion is that we still can, and should, rank risk 

descriptions; i.e., they are not all equally good/valid. Moreover, a situated concept of 

objectivity prevents a detached approach to risk decisions and emphasises the 

decision-maker’s responsibility to include the affected parties in the decision 

procedure. 
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