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Risk and Security since the 1970s

Th e contributions to this volume were presented at a workshop held at St. Ant-
ony’s College, Oxford, in June 2019.1 Th ey look at specifi c places of risk that 
stand at the center of security debates and are generally perceived as sites of mo-
dernity: institutions with a long tradition of calculating risks, such as insurances; 
technical facilities striving to prevent or to maximize control over potential envi-
ronmental catastrophes; industrial sites producing hazardous goods and posing 
risks to the community at large; public and domestic security bodies with their 
monitoring apparatuses, like the police and prisons; and, last but not least, hu-
mans and the risks they take with regard to their own physical bodies or to the 
detriment of others. Th ese are sites of modernity in that they promise to provide 
security and safety, yet at the same time are often deemed to be responsible for 
creating new risks. 

Th e history of these places of risk is closely entwined with the ascendency of 
academic risk expertise and theory in the fi elds of actuarial, technical, and social 
sciences, which have always thrived on the urgency to refl ect on the uncertainties 
regarding the future, to make risks calculable, and thus to provide certain degrees 
of security and safety. Risks have always denoted not only hazard and a state of 
insecurity, but also the chance to manage them and thus make a profi t. Th ese 
eff orts are inherent to the project of modernity and thus go back in time. Th is is 
true with respect to the origins of commercial insurances since the late Middle 
Ages; the risk-taking of early modern adventurers, capitalists, and entrepreneurs; 
the attempts of individuals to improve their chances at the gambling table; and 
the eff orts to cope with looming natural risks, such as building dikes to prevent 
fl ooding. It is also true for the history of modern interventionist states that have 
provided institutions promising to make individual and collective risks calcula-
ble and manageable, such as accidents, invalidity, old age, and other health and 
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2 Martin H. Geyer

epidemiological risks. Th e explicit aim was (and is) to provide individual and 
societal security by bundling, that is, collectivizing individual risks on the basis of 
a technical-statistical rationality to calculate probabilities.2 Since World War II, 
modern welfare states have hugely expanded security provisions beyond the more 
narrow confi nes of social security and technical safety by introducing new fi elds 
such as food security, Keynesian full employment policies, human rights protec-
tion, and environmental protection. Ever since 1945, the risks of an atomic war 
have loomed large, thus prompting the call for expansive concepts of domestic, 
international, and military security, as one can see most clearly in the US national 
security state.3 Th ere have always been limits to insurability, especially in cases 
of catastrophes. After all, “when all else fails,” governments and the state have 
remained the “ultimate risk manager(s).”4

Th is volume focuses more narrowly on the period since the 1970s, a time of 
strikingly new and expansive debates on risk. By itself, this is an interesting his-
torical fact, which is dealt with by the contributors. If political and social terms 
are understood not only as a signature of their times but also as an important fac-
tor in creating the reality that they address, then risk is certainly one of the strong 
competitors in defi ning the period from the last decades of the twentieth century 
until today. A search in Google’s Ngram Viewer illustrates that the continuous 
surge of the term started in the 1970s in English, French, and to a lesser degree 
German publications. By the turn of the century, it had become quite common 
to ask whether we live in a “risk society” (be it in the singular or the plural), in 
which nearly every aspect of our social, economic, and political life is framed in 
terms of risk and might actually be at risk. Strikingly new was the widespread 
criticism leveled against techno-scientifi c, “rationalistic” approaches in engineer-
ing, economics, and epidemiology, which for a long time had been engaged in 
“the identifi cation of risks, mapping causal factors, building predictive models 
of risk relations and people’s responses to various types of risk and proposing 
ways of limiting the eff ects or risk.”5 Th e social sciences jumped on the band-
wagon of risk studies and—contested—expertise. Th eir mantra was “new risks,” 
such as the environment; they broadened the debate, along with new heuristics 
and methodologies, to challenge what seemed to be fi rmly established techno-
scientifi c expertise. In 1986, the German sociologist Ulrich Beck coined the term 
“risk society”—quite accidentally—in the same year as the Chernobyl nuclear 
power plant catastrophe in Ukraine, following the chemical and nuclear accidents 
of Seveso in Italy (1976), Th ree Mile Island in Pennsylvania (1979), and Bhophal 
in India (1984). Were such environmental risks something altogether new, man-
made, the unforeseen results of economic growth and modernizing agendas of 
“industrial modernity”? Did nuclear risks have an altogether new quality in so 
far as, unlike former social and economic risks, they aff ected rich and poor alike? 
Were they, in other words, “democratic”? Moreover, was the established risk ex-
pertise, which had become fi rmly anchored in institutions of industry, the state, 
and science, capable of dealing adequately with these new risks? At a time of in-
tensive debates over the advent of postmodernity, Beck framed his critical obser-
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vations in very broad terms of modernity and a new age. In his view, humankind 
stood at the dawn of a new epoch, in which only a “second” and “refl exive moder-
nity” could deal with these new risks and overcome the “fi rst modernity,” namely 
the logic of industrial society. It was a plea to critically refl ect on the premises, 
especially the side eff ects, of industrial society. Th e English translation of Beck’s 
book, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, appeared in 1992, followed by the 
publication of another work of his, World Risk Society, in 1999. Th ese two books 
and the embrace of his theory by fellow social scientists like Anthony Giddens 
triggered an outpouring of English-language—and conspicuously British—social 
science literature on the topic in the twenty years that followed.6 Th ese ideas fell 
on fertile soil and gained a new political urgency.

Th e new academic preoccupation with risk was driven by the environmental 
movement, on the one hand, and by neoliberalism, on the other; last but not 
least, it engaged an increasing number of academics who had become dissatisfi ed 
with modernization theory and its underlying premises of industrial progress. In 
the context of the transformations that the United Kingdom had been under-
going since 1979 under Margaret Th atcher (quite a political risk-taker indeed), 
especially through her extremely unpopular domestic policies, and during the 
Labor Party’s search for a “third way” that was “beyond left and right” (Giddens), 
Beck’s themes of a looming environmental catastrophe were broadly reframed 
within ongoing debates about the future of the welfare state and its promises 
to handle social risk eff ectively, about neoliberal notions of the effi  cacy of risk 
and risk-taking, and even about new consumerist lifestyles. Beck provided some 
of the keywords, prompting most authors to engage productively (yet more of-
ten than not quite critically) with his grand social theorizing and far-reaching 
propositions.7

Ulrich Beck may have sparked a wider debate and coined some key terms, 
but he was never the measure of all things said on risk. Others, like Helga No-
votny, had refl ected on the issue, also in the context of the nascent ecological 
movement.8 As Nicolai Hannig demonstrates in his contribution to this volume, 
the insurance industry has always played a pioneering role in thinking about 
risks, old or new. In fact, big insurers like Allianz and Munich Re, one of the 
greatest world players in reinsurance, were responsible for putting the term “risk” 
on the agenda in their own terms. Especially in dealing with disasters, their oper-
ationalization of risk corroded the prevailing naturalistic and simplistic image of 
safety. Insurances experts worked against viewing natural hazards as events that 
occur suddenly and interrupt the natural order of things. Instead, most modern 
risks arise through state crisis management, these authors argued, through the 
exploitation of resources, faulty infrastructure politics, and forgotten forms of 
self-help by the local populations—all arguments familiar to the readers of James 
C. Scott’s critique of modernization agendas in his book Seeing Like a State.9

Th e ideas of new social movements, innovative insurance expertise, and criti-
cal academic debates on security and risk inspired the trailblazing book Vom Risiko 
(1995) by Wolfgang Bonß, who had worked with Ulrich Beck in the 1980s. In 
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this book (which unfortunately never found its way into the English-language 
book market), he not only provided the fi rst systematic study of risk, including a 
historical perspective, but developed all the themes that one would later fi nd in 
the various handbooks on risk.

Beck was continually challenged by Niklas Luhmann, another German grand 
master of theory. As the German sociologist had noted early on in his contention 
with Beck, increased risk awareness and eff orts to make risks manageable actually 
proliferated risk debates in each respective fi eld of politics and society. Yet para-
doxically, this did not “solve” looming risks. Just the opposite: it may have even 
increased the overall feeling of insecurity.10 Outside Germany, the anthropolo-
gist Mary Douglas (also in collaboration with Aaron Wildawsky) had become 
highly infl uential in risk debates by the 1990s, also by way of criticizing Beck. 
As a cultural anthropologist, Douglas challenged many technicians and theorists, 
including Beck, who conceived risks as something given and “real.”  Instead, she 
was interested in subjective “risk perceptions” in various contexts—social, eco-
nomic, and environmental—and how they were imbued with shared social and 
group beliefs. For her, risks had to do with societal and group-specifi c ideas of 
self-understanding concerning oneself and “the others.” She was interested in 
the mainstream of society, with regard to social and economic risks, as much as 
in what she called sectarian cultures, which included parts of the environmental 
movement.11 Risk always had a correlate of blame—meaning, in anthropological 
terms, attributing blame to those who transgressed the boundaries of “purity” 
in any given society.12 Together with the ongoing work on risk by psychologists, 
Douglas’s approach opened the way for research on how societies, groups, and 
individuals handle risk, fear, and uncertainty, and on their subjectivity. In this 
vein many studies have examined the way that individuals and groups deal with 
the daily risks confronting them, be it in making fi nancial investment decisions, 
using drugs, consuming alcohol, or participating in extreme sports; other studies 
have looked at the risk advice off ered to people concerning how to drive a vehicle, 
use a razor, or operate a lawnmower, for example.13 Th us, in Frank Furedi’s terms, 
risk debates are about “who you are,” a question that is not easy to answer in view 
of the fact that “every conceivable experience has been transformed into a risk.”14

In Germany, Beck’s rather alarmist depiction of new risks has somewhat 
obscured the simultaneous emergence of a broad literature that optimistically 
heralded the new age of risk and risk-taking—the “good risks,” as they became 
known by the 1980s. Did risk not off er opportunities? Were high-risk activities 
perhaps more socially and economically productive than low-risk ones, not least 
because “uncertainty generates fl exibility”?15 Couldn’t risks be “managed” by “the 
market,” including the fi nancial market, instead of by governments? Originally, 
this vein of literature was more prominent outside of Germany. Sometimes it was 
formulated as a critique of the interventionist welfare state, like in Yair Aharoni’s 
Th e No-Risk Society (1981), or as the depiction of somewhat heroic histories of 
the rise of the modern seafaring and enterprising world, like in Th e Taming of 
Chance (1990) by Ian Hacking or Peter L. Bernstein’s bestseller Against the Gods: 
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Th e Remarkable Story of Risk (1998). Th ese books also show how the fi eld of risk 
studies became fi rmly established alongside the narrower fi eld of environmental 
studies.16 New journals emerged, like Risk and Uncertainty (from 1988), the Jour-
nal of Risk (from 1998), and the Journal of Risk Research (from 1998), in addition 
to other more specialist journals like Health, Risk & Society (from 1999). Most 
of all, the numerous handbooks on the topic indicate how established this fi eld 
had become.17 

A Contemporary History of Risk

Historians were somewhat late in joining this research fi eld. Although they can 
claim that few things in today’s world are as new as they may appear at fi rst sight, 
it is quite obvious that the historical studies that address issues and forms of risk 
in the past are epistemologically embedded in the contemporary public and aca-
demic engagement with risk. And historians face the same challenge as their col-
leagues in the social sciences, specifi cally, the diffi  culty of sorting out the closely 
interwoven language of catastrophe, danger, hazards, (in)security, and risk found 
in the sources.18 Language poses other challenges. One example is the German 
word Sicherheit, which encompasses the English terms “security,” “safety,” and to 
some degree also “certainty” (or the lack thereof, in terms of Unsicherheit, that is, 
uncertainty). With this broad semantic meaning of the term (Un)Sicherheit, risks 
lurk everywhere. In fact, against this backdrop it may seem quite appropriate that 
the idea of the “risk society” originated in Germany, a country that appears to 
some riveted by a culture of fear, with a strain of deep-seated, culturally embed-
ded aversion to risk in the name of security.19 

Th e focus of this volume is on the times since the 1970s when the new risk 
debates took off . Th e chapters do not primarily aim at revisiting and probing 
the grand theories of risk empirically. Instead they look at the ways that risk and 
security played out in various social, political, economic, and academic contexts, 
meaning what was being discussed by the 1990s as “risk communication.”20 Of 
particular interest are the ways that individuals, groups, and scientists came to 
embrace risk as an argument in order to criticize established institutions that pro-
vided security, to challenge political and economic assumptions of progress, se-
curity, and modernization, and also to legitimize individual risk-taking. In many 
instances the chapters revolve around forms of risk and the nascent theorizing of 
risk and security, also in terms of modernity. Th us, this is looked at not just from 
the angle of scientifi c theorizing but also from concrete practices that came to 
challenge and indeed change institutions.

German historiography today has dealt intensively fi rst with the 1970s and 
by now also with the 1980s. Originally, an important focus was on the post-1968 
social movements.21 Th ose involved in these movements radically politicized the 
threat of what politicians, business, the media, and no doubt the public at large 
viewed as the requirements and guarantees not only for economic growth but 
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also for political and social stability. Th ere had always been critical voices, but 
by the early 1970s the protest against atomic energy came to present it as the 
source of “new” health and environmental risks, which were discussed in terms of 
lurking dangers. Much of this danger appeared incalculable, despite claims to the 
contrary by technical experts in the fi eld. With respect to atomic energy, insur-
ances argued that the risks were of such a dimension that the public and thus the 
state had to jump in to cover them. Th us, well before Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society 
in 1986, (not just) Germany had become engulfed in intense debates on atomic 
risk. Th ese debates were entwined with critical assessments of economic and so-
cial modernization, technical safety, and even the reform politics of the Social‒
Liberal coalition government. Technological sites of modernity and ideas of 
progress and modernization that had epitomized modern West Germany, also in 
terms of a Modell Deutschland, were now being questioned. Such threats became 
highly political issues, conspicuously unlike in France or on the other side of the 
well-defended German‒German border in East Germany.22

Th e atomic risk debate spun off  into other forms of pollution, including 
chemical waste, asbestos, and acid rain, and soon into a myriad of related issues, 
such as foodstuff s, medical drugs, and car safety (in which the United States was 
a great inspiration). Already at the time, much of this was framed in terms of 
diff erent risk perceptions among the “lay public” as opposed to “experts,” with a 
much-quoted article by Amos Twerksy and Daniel Kahnemann on “Judgement 
under Uncertainty” in 1974.23 Yet it was also a debate among experts. Soberly, 
the Canadian organizational sociologist Charles Perrow described nuclear power 
as a “high-risk system,” whose complexity, he predicted in 1984, could not be 
controlled. Retrospectively, he pointed out that the “metaphor of an accident re-
siding in the complexity and coupling of the system”—that is, the unforeseeable 
interaction of components of a system—has seeped into many other areas where 
he originally never thought to apply it. However, by the late 1990s, the list of ar-
eas that Perrow himself deemed necessary to include in his study of “normal acci-
dents” had increased tremendously and included fi nancial markets, terrorism, the 
internet, wildfi re, and the AIDS epidemic.24 In his chapter on major accidents 
and workplace safety provisions in East Germany’s chemical industry, Th omas 
Lindenberger looks at such “normal accidents” but with a twist, because the 
political-economic planning system established in this communist country pro-
vides a counterfactual argument to Perrow: What happens when no institutional-
ized culture of risk communication exists and when there are no powerful actors 
such as the insurance industry, a concerned public, and particularly a critical 
press to monitor decisions made by the political leadership keen on maximizing 
output, even against objections of plant managers? Ironically, at least on paper, 
East Germany had a very well-developed system of industrial safety provisions 
in the German tradition of accident insurance. Lindenberger presents a vivid 
picture of the catastrophic state that the East German chemical industry was in 
by the end of the 1980s, where everyone played the blame game with respect to 
accepting responsibility for accidents and undermined any ability to manage risks 
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eff ectively. By the time of its demise, communist industrial modernity was no 
beacon of progress, nor for the ecological movement.

Risk, Futurity, and Gaps

Th e focus on nuclear energy, large-scale accidents, and social movements is too 
narrow to explain the broad epistemic embrace of risk in nearly all fi elds, starting 
in the 1970s. It was rooted in a more general sense of what appeared to many 
contemporaries as an “age of uncertainty” at the end of the “boom years,” or 
what the French called the end of “trente glorieuses.” It was a time of “prosperity 
lost” and an “age of fracture.”25 In the wake of the two oil crises in 1973/74 and 
1979/80, which were followed by severe economic recessions, unemployment, 
and infl ation, many assumptions with respect to the malleability of the future 
appeared to be shattered. Th is was true for the zeitgeist, especially for the special 
academic species of “futurologists,” whose previously booming fi eld drifted into 
crisis within a few years.26 Grand predictions about the future became a risky 
business. Futurology, so popular and infl uential until the early 1970s, underwent 
a process of professionalization, specialization, and a repackaging of what were 
formerly often general assumptions about the future into more specifi c research 
fi elds—including risk studies.27 By the late 1970s, critics argued that much of 
what had once been considered “doable” and “feasible” now proved to be unreal-
istic, even “utopian,” an argument that was picked up also by historians.28 Quite 
fi tting was the diagnosis in 1980 by Jürgen Habermas that the “political utopia” 
of the “classical industrial-work society,” which had promised an increase of social 
rights and liberty, had lost its momentum.29 It was not only the present that had 
become “insecure,” “uncertain,” and full of real and potential “crises” (another 
key term that was and is closely related to contemporary risk debates), but also 
the near and distant future.30 In this atmosphere of uncertainty, the historian 
Reinhart Koselleck diagnosed at the end of 1979 the drifting apart of the “space 
of experience” and the “horizon of expectation.” Even though he formulated this 
in the very general terms of a recurring historical experience of modernity, it fi t 
the prevalent sentiments that societies were then facing a turning point and wav-
ing many postmodern farewells to what was being called industrial modernity 
and its false promises of security.31 

Quite like the contemporaries of the 1970s, German historiography has de-
bated the implications of various contemporary diagnoses of shifts quite inten-
sively, in terms of a fundamental “structural break” (Strukturbruch) but also of 
multiple hairline fi ssures (Haarbrüche), be they in the economy, science, politics, 
or culture. Such diagnoses prompt questions concerning the end of “industrial 
modernity” and what to call this new epoch (provided that this is not a misno-
mer).32 Th e contemporary trope of a “loss of the future,” which found its way 
into historiography, seems to contradict the various diagnoses with respect to the 
temporality of mainstream risk studies, because risk societies are conspicuously 
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obsessed with all the possible aspects of what Deborah Lupton has called “futu-
rity.”33 Risks are about the things that may occur in the future and can either be 
calculated or, if not, remain tantamount to hazard and uncertainty. Either way, 
provisions with respect to the future can or have to be undertaken.34 Th is can go 
hand in hand with the sobering experience mentioned earlier that former expec-
tations with respect to an easy manageability of the future lose their credibility, 
hence creating a feeling, if not of “crisis,” then of an urgency to address in the 
present the pending risks of the near and distant future. In the words of a strate-
gic planner at Royal Dutch Shell, “traditional planning was based on forecasts, 
which worked reasonably well in the relatively stable 1950s and 1960s. Since the 
1970s, however, forecasting errors have become more frequent and occasionally 
of dramatic and unprecedented magnitude.”35

Th is peculiar temporality explains some of the juxtapositions of “old” and 
“new” risks, including ideas of (post)modernity on the one hand, and the critique 
of modernization and what was discussed as industrial modernity on the other. 
In the early 1970s, the German sociologist Franz-Xaver Kaufmann could argue 
with respect to the welfare state that the quest for security was tantamount to 
“annihilating the temporality of the future” by means of planning.36 Th is was just 
another way of saying that the modern social state was in fact able to contain the 
looming risks of the future—fi rst and foremost by learning from past failures and 
by doing things better than previous generations, thus implying that it was pos-
sible to avoid the disastrous consequences of the economic, social, and political 
instabilities of the interwar period.

Th e risk debates that started especially in the 1980s turned this logic almost 
upside down: there might only be a few cracks visible at the present, be they in 
atomic safety, a public pension system, or environmental issues, but these cracks 
might herald serious fi ssures and develop into future disasters. Next to the known 
unknowns loom the unknown unknowns, which might pose even greater risks in 
the future. In such risk debates, inaction in the present is often depicted as having 
threatening, if not catastrophic consequences. Th e risks of the future, whether 
real or supposed, colonize the present and assert preventative maxims for action. 
Th us, future risks, as depicted by experts but also other interested groups, are 
used as a veto power over actions and policies in the present.37

Ulrich Beck off ered us a good example of this new risk-futurity when he 
contrasted the incapacity of “fi rst [industrial] modernity” to solve new, pressing 
issues to the new “refl exive” ability of a “second modernity.” Extrapolating the 
future on the basis of past experiences with past assumptions of security and risk 
could not be applied, in Beck’s view, either to what he considered outmoded 
national circumstances or to the new global ones of environmental risks that had 
been produced by the “fi rst modernity.”

One of the characteristics of the drifting apart of the realms of experience 
and expectations in the context of risk was the multiplication of “gaps” in what-
ever policy fi eld or institutional setup one looked at. Th ese perceived “gaps” were 
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(and, in fact, are) the breeding ground of political risk awareness: viewed in terms 
of risk, nearly all sites of modernity showed cracks. Th is phenomenon was  not 
altogether new. In light of the Russian nuclear buildup during the Cold War, the 
United States debated the existence of its “missile gap,” which in many respects 
prefi gured later risk debates and spawned many spin-off s, like the technology 
gap or the educational gap. Closing the missile gap by military buildup was one 
thing. But nuclear armament was about how to act under conditions of uncer-
tainty, how to calculate risks based on models of rational choice, cybernetics, 
systems, and game theory, how to prevent falling behind the military strength of 
the enemy but at the same time to safeguard against Armageddon, and how to 
control and to prepare societies at risk.38 All of this cost vast sums of money and 
engaged scientists of various professions. Th e result was a trickling-down eff ect 
into a wide range of areas.39 One such example is the 1972 report of the Club 
of Rome on the alleged limitation of resources vis-à-vis the growth of the world 
population. Th is report, much quoted at the time, focused on the gaps that were 
to be expected in the future and the possible crises, if not catastrophes, linked 
to them.40 In Germany, the threatening gap in oil supply led to the oversized 
planning of new nuclear plants, whose “safety gaps” drove the environmental and 
antinuclear movement. Likewise, there were gaps in the form of defi cits, for ex-
ample, in the hugely extended system of old age pensions and in public budgets, 
which seemed to be spiraling out of control. Th is was intensifi ed by the fact that 
many countries faced gaps with respect to economic growth and employment, 
which had not lived up to what had been optimistic forecasts. “Stagfl ation,” a 
slowdown of economic growth combined with a new infl ationary trend, also 
seemed to challenge the prevalent Keynesianism.

Th ere were many other fi elds in which the talk was of “gaps.” Were we not 
suff ering from domestic “security gaps” as a result of the terrorist threat? Who 
was to blame and what was at risk? Terrorists posed a deadly threat to individu-
als and society, yet the government’s answer, the buildup of the “security state,” 
also threatened to unhinge the Rechtsstaat. Th e equation of the domestic “secu-
rity state” with the “atomic state” (Atomstaat) and its system of surveillance for 
the sake of security and safety illustrates how the scope of the risk debates wid-
ened into diff erent areas.41 In turn, the state security apparatus and politicians of 
the major parties (not only in Germany) lumped together those who protested 
against security laws and atomic industry as a risk to society at large.42 In order to 
understand some of the confl icts at the time (but also the argument and recep-
tion of Beck’s Risk Society), it is good to keep in mind these social and political 
polarizations of security and risk.43

Such obliterations of historical experience with their specifi c historical as-
sumptions of a new futurity can be found in many risk studies. Th e implications 
of a widening of the “demographic gap” off er one such example. Th e beginnings 
of the dramatic decline in fertility in most industrial countries could hardly be 
felt at the time when the baby boomers came of age and joined an overcrowded 
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labor market. Yet amid the “crisis of the welfare state,” demographic forecasts 
become an argument, conspicuously a veto, against both past and present social 
policies. Starting in the mid-1970s, new scenarios and forecasts of the impact of 
demography in combination with diff erent scales of economic growth became 
standard fare in social policies. Many people, including the economist Milton 
Friedman, denounced the public pension system as a “Ponzi scheme.”44 To man-
age future possible risks almost always called for new measures, whether this 
meant smaller or larger recalibrations of existing provisions in accordance with 
future risk, or the abolishment or fundamental change of systems. More specifi -
cally, the neoliberal aim was to put pension systems on a sound “footing,” that is, 
to base them on actuarial risk calculations and to privatize them.45 When it came 
to issues of risk, societies became geared toward the future; no doubt this applies 
all the more to those who believed in (and cashed in on) the new fi nancial instru-
ments of securitization. Such arguments became entangled with the proposition 
of a new (post)modernity that left the sullen past of statist security behind. Th e 
underlying optimism was a refl ection of the neoliberal time.46

Th e point is that such diagnoses of gaps launched various risk discourses and, 
once set in motion, a process of addressing ever-new risks, also in politics. Big 
political and philosophical issues existed alongside nitty-gritty technical issues. It 
was Niklas Luhmann who sharply analyzed (within his broader general systems 
theory) this great variety of “risk communications,” which he identifi ed as a key 
to understanding the dynamics of the controversies. In modern, functionally dif-
ferentiated societies, he saw a growing plurality of risk discourses, very specifi c to 
each societal subsystem (i.e., the economy, science, and culture) and fi eld (i.e., 
the atomic industry, public security vs. the concerned public). Th e risk assess-
ment of specialists in each of these fi elds would, by necessity, clash with that of 
others who were not part of this system yet had their own specifi c assessment of 
risks. As he argued, this made it quite unlikely that a societal consensus would 
emerge, be it national or global, with respect to “solving” or “controlling” risks. 
Th is argument was aimed against Ulrich Beck and many other risk-technicians 
making such claims. What would occur, argued Luhmann, would be the oppo-
site of what Beck expected, not least because of an ever-intensifi ed societal “risk 
communication.”47

Th is cacophony of public risk communication, which also involved highly 
specialized risk experts, raised questions about what was at risk and who was 
not only to blame but might even pose a risk to individuals and society. Th is 
was articulated in terms of dangers, hazards, insecurity, safety, and security gaps. 
Despite the fact that there was a transnational dimension to this risk communi-
cation, it was not an identical phenomenon in each country. National diff erences 
remained strong. Th e altogether diff erent ways in which the risks of atomic en-
ergy were debated and treated in Germany and France is one such example.48 
Another is the very diff erent attitude of hailing risk as a way out of economic 
stagnation and self-infl icted problems that, as it was argued, resulted in the gaps 
between expectations and harsh reality.
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Security and Risks

Ideas of social and individual risks and perceptions of (in)security (in the broad 
German sense of the word, including safety and certainty) are closely interrelated 
and often cannot be untangled. Th e weakness in some of the social science litera-
ture on risk is that it often leaves out the security side of the equation. Historians 
argue closer to their sources in which the talk of risks and security is more often 
than not easily juxtaposed in terms of old types of security versus new risks. Th is 
is another way of saying that history is often a pretty messy aff air that tends to 
ruffl  e up clear-cut theoretical assumptions. A good example is Christine Krüger’s 
comparative depiction of house-squatting in Germany and Britain in this vol-
ume. Whether house-squatting was motivated by sheer economic necessity or 
expressed a form of alternative lifestyle, it always involved risks. Yet, as Krüger 
argues, the readiness of the squatters to live with the risk of being evicted and to 
get into legal trouble should not be interpreted as evidence that seemingly older 
values of security associated with the welfare state were being abandoned by these 
activists. At the same time, they were criticizing aspects of the welfare state on 
a massive scale: in Hamburg squatting was indeed directed against technocratic 
urban planning and new, large, modern public and private housing. In London, 
the protest was directed against the ineffi  ciency of the welfare system, against 
offi  cialdom, and against the paternalism of civil servants—in other words, the 
workings of the welfare state. 

In his chapter, Isaac Stanley-Becker looks at the nexus of security and risk 
from another, more governmental angle by examining the zone of free movement 
established by the 1985 Schengen Accord as both a place of risk and of (national) 
security. While Schengen off ered the opportunities and profi tability of a larger 
economic space, a free market, and the prospect of a future European citizenship, 
it also created what appeared to many critics to be new risks associated with the 
removal of border controls. Becker casts light on procedures devised to fortify 
Schengen’s external borders in order to block unlawful immigration and surveil 
the movement of foreign nationals into and across a new space of freedom for Eu-
ropean citizens. Th e creation of the Schengen Information System (SIS) became 
a focal point of concern about the risks of information gathering and the threats 
to individual privacy that animated opposition to Schengen among human rights 
organizations and migrants laying claim to free movement as a human right.

Providing security was and is closely connected with the expansion of re-
distributive welfare states, which reached their apogee in the 1970s. Th e agenda 
underlying them thrived on claims of eff ectively dealing with—collective—social 
and economic risks, be they old age, health, housing, unemployment, or crime. 
At the same time, it was also imbued with a sense of economic and social mod-
ernization of societies and aimed to provide social stability. Th e much-discussed 
“crisis of the welfare state”—as manifested in high unemployment rates, dwin-
dling economic growth, infl ation, social unrest, and so on—resounded in one 
way or another in most of the industrialized countries starting in the mid-1970s. 
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It brought to the fore the need to amend and improve the established systems 
of economic and social security. Reforms often went hand in hand with eff orts 
to cut back benefi ts or at least to limit the expansion of the welfare state. In the 
context of the privatization drive starting in the 1980s, a common argument was 
that the provisions for social security produced negative side eff ects both on the 
economic macro- and the individual micro-level: these being, for one, the risk of 
economic stagnation, infl exibility, and economic “overburdening,” and, for an-
other, the much-discussed “welfare-dodgers” and the risk they supposedly posed 
to the welfare system.49

However, the picture is more contradictory than it seems at fi rst, for at the 
same time, new types of societal risks were added to the societal agendas of se-
curity. Th is is best illustrated by the United Nations Human Development Report 
of 1994, which addressed both national and global issues. It advocated a “a new 
concept of human security” and defi ned security very broadly. It included “eco-
nomic security, food security, health security, environmental security,” as well 
as political and “personal security.” Th e latter addressed “threats from the state 
(physical torture), threats from other states (war), threats from other groups of 
people (ethnic tension), threats from individuals or gangs, against other indi-
viduals or gangs (crime, street violence), threats directed against women (rape, 
domestic violence), threats directed at children based on their vulnerability and 
dependence (child abuse), and threats to self (suicide, drug use).”50 Th ese were 
new national policy issues, which strongly involved nongovernmental organiza-
tions and particularly emphasized preventative policies. Most of these new secu-
rity issues were also being addressed by the growing fi eld of risk studies. In fact, 
in addition to the abovementioned gaps, the upswing of the term “risk” starting 
in the 1990s can be traced back to the expansion of public security agendas in the 
fi eld of civil and human rights.

 Th e situation was somewhat paradoxical, in so far as the arrangements of 
the welfare state, and its underlying notions of security and modernization, were 
being heavily criticized at the same time. Th is critique had a strong anti-statist, 
often anti-welfare state impetus. Th e intensity of this criticism grew from the 
1970s onward and gave an altogether new thrust to the arguments of those who 
used the concept of “risk” to attack “old” types of statist security and often to play 
“old” risks against “new” ones. Th is paved the way for new institutional arrange-
ments and ideal reconfi gurations of the relationship between individuals, non-
governmental organizations of civil society, experts, and the state, all of which 
revolved around ideas of how to deal with risks and who or what was at risk.

Th is—sometimes more, sometimes less subtle—anti-statist critique was em-
braced by a very diverse crowd of people with quite diff erent agendas, including 
economists, environmentalists, and broad segments of health-conscious consum-
ers who were concerned about all sorts of risk to their health. Despite this di-
versity, one can identify shared principled arguments and assumptions, among 
them being the emphasis on negative side eff ects, “complexity,” and new forms of 
institutional “governance” with which to address and manage risks.51
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Th e new mantra that spread like wildfi re starting in the 1970s was that the 
sites of modernity, be they the atomic industry or the welfare state, were not 
“solving” but “producing” new types of risk. In 1980, Niklas Luhmann critically 
depicted an ever-expansive “system” of the welfare state—one made up of spe-
cialists as much as politicians—that thrived on the notions of managing risks and 
providing security, thus creating new fi elds of intervention but also new insecu-
rities through its specifi c risk communication.52 Confronted with gaps and the 
phenomena of a crisis of the welfare state, advocates of the welfare state also saw 
what they called “steering problems of the welfare state” (Steuerungsprobleme im 
Wohlfahrtsstaat) and argued the necessity for a social state of the “second order” 
with “reforms of the reforms” to undo the side eff ects of earlier social reform 
policies.53 In this context, “complexity” and “incalculable feedback mechanisms” 
with their “unintended consequences” were catchwords of systems theory and 
cybernetics that critically asked how to steer “complex systems”—be they a chem-
ical nuclear plant, the economy, or social security. Political and academic mod-
ernizing agendas underlying the welfare state were critically questioned across 
political divides in politics as much as in academia.54

Th e “contradictions” and “crisis” of economic and social modernization and 
the role of the modern welfare and “tax state” was an older argument of the New 
Left. Instead of social integration and economic stability, the modern state was 
said to produce new forms of economic and social contradictions, if not ano-
mie.55  In this tradition, Ulrich Beck and Wolfgang Bonß would also point to 
“the dominance of non-intended side eff ects of technical-economic and cultural-
political innovations in global capitalism, which in this way revolutionizes its own 
societal basis”; hence, the earlier modernization eff orts disenchant the “premises 
of modernity ... whereby in the end the preconditions and standards of the rule 
of law, the social state, the national economy, and the corporate system dissolve 
just like those of parliamentary democracy.”56 More specifi cally, the “unintended 
side eff ects” of economic and technological modernization brought about the 
“new risks” of the risk society, which, according to Beck, could not be solved by 
the old means. Left unresolved, these new risks threatened all of society—and on 
a global scale.

By the late 1970s such criticism of the left had become appropriated by the 
emerging “neoconservative crisis literature.” Th is new body of literature spoke of 
the “crisis of the welfare state” and a “crisis of political legitimacy” as a result of 
the gaps between the public’s expectations with respect to benefi ts and what was 
actually feasible. Did the democratic process of modern welfare states cause some 
of the very risks that it tried to solve, namely unemployment, infl ation, and loss of 
economic growth? Moreover, was it responsible for the dissolutions and transgres-
sions of core societal values, the loss of social control, moral hazard, and a mental-
ity of free-riding that in turn brought about new risks?57 Such a diagnosis thrived 
among neoconservatives, neoliberals, and (in the United States) libertarians who 
were dissatisfi ed with traditional conservative and liberal agendas. It found its way 
into politics, even if only in highly diluted forms (as in the case of Germany). 
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Ronald Reagan’s famous statement in his inaugural speech on 20 January 1981 
that the “government is not the solution to our problem; government is the prob-
lem” was another way of saying that governments created the very risks they 
wanted to do away with.58 At about the same time, Milton Friedman told his 
television audience watching the miniseries Free to Choose (1980) that Western 
societies stood at a crucial crossroad on the way to a free, risk-taking capitalism 
that promised new opportunities. To many, this was the beginning of an era of 
regenerated capitalism, one to be freed from the shackles of state regulation.59

 Individuals and Risk

Th e main proposition was that unfettered markets and self-interested individ-
uals could deal more effi  ciently with risks. Th is was often accompanied with a 
highly optimistic embrace of risk-taking, comparable to that of early modern 
voyagers who set out for what became the New World and thus a new epoch. In 
the second half of the 1970s, the idea of “privatizing risks” was still a fairly new 
concept, one used not only critically but also affi  rmatively by those who argued 
that individuals and institutions in the marketplace could handle risks better, 
more effi  ciently, and more rationally (in the sense of rational choice models) than 
the state could.

Necessary were new ways of governing both public and individual risks. To 
undo the old sites of the welfare state and either replace them with or transform 
them into free market institutions or free market incentives was an important 
way to bring about the “great risk shift.”60 As general as these presuppositions 
were (and still are), by the 1980s they were part of the foundational concepts 
for an explosion of new risk discourses that aff ected nearly all sites of moder-
nity. New forms of institutional “governance” were proposed, be they for social 
security, housing, education, or, later, CO2-trading. One area impacted by such 
new arrangements was that of public security, which is examined here by Marcus 
Böick . He shows that, starting in the mid-1970s in West Germany, not only did 
the question arise of who should provide security, but also the awareness emerged 
that security was needed in newly evolving places of risk, such as airports and 
industrial sites. In an age of rising concern over political terrorism and urban 
crime, private security companies entered the stage of public policing, leading 
many observers to ask how risky or outright dangerous the retreat of the modern 
state and the loss of the state’s monopoly on the use of force were. With respect to 
the privatization of security provision, Böick identifi es a sharp shift from confl icts 
and controversies involving private security providers, such as those focusing on 
the “Black Sheriff s” of Munich in the 1970s and 1980s, to a broad range of 
public‒private security cooperation after the fall of the Berlin Wall, starting in 
the 1990s.

Privatization also included the undoing of the regulations of fi nancial mar-
kets, which had been a core aspect of the New Deal policies of the 1930s. Mar-
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kets would handle economic and fi nancial risks better, it was argued. Th e panacea 
promising to sustain the new system was new fi nancial instruments, such as bun-
dling (mortgage) loans in order to disperse them widely through new fi nancial 
products. “Securitization” was the technical term for this new magic: in place of 
the state and public institutions, the new instruments of fi nancial markets could 
provide means to deal with any sort of risk, whether this pertained to old age 
pensions or housing.61 Th is involved new forms of public‒private cooperation, as 
Nicolai Hannig demonstrates. Big companies like Swiss Re or Munich Re devel-
oped into service providers that not only off ered insurance-related expertise but 
also expert knowledge on minimizing natural risks, which benefi ted the business. 

Martin Lengwiler looks at one of the more spectacular forms of such secu-
ritization of risk, namely the history of the by-now-growing capital market of 
so-called catastrophe bonds (CAT bonds) as a novel approach by the insurance 
industry and investors for dealing with mega-risks that had been considered un-
insurable until then, such as windstorms, earthquakes, pandemics, nuclear di-
sasters, or even climate change. Th eir success mirrored a shift in responsibilities 
between the public and the private sector. In the market for CAT bonds, the 
private sector promised to increase its fi nancial stakes to the relief of the state. 
Moreover, the power of capital markets and the economic rationale of investors 
partially replaced the traditional idea of the state as the guarantor of last resort. 

For the new risk enthusiasts—meaning those who stressed the benefi ts of 
risk-taking—notions of liberty, (individual) risk-taking, and individualism be-
came closely entwined. Th e new icons were the Schumpeterian “risk-taking” en-
trepreneurs and fi nanciers, whose path was that of a “creative destruction” of the 
old way of doing things, and who thrived under uncertainty and the chances for 
profi t. Th is path allowed and, in fact, needed failures—ironically, such as those 
of the economist Joseph Schumpeter himself, who had miserably miscalculated 
risks as an academic-turned-brash fi nancier during the Austrian infl ation of the 
early 1920s.62

An equivalent group in popular culture who embraced such arguments were 
the participants in various forms of extreme sports. Th ey conveyed their own 
“aesthetics of risk.”63 Among them were the “free climbers,” people who pro-
fessed ecological sentiments and tried to free themselves from the vast apparatus 
of mountain-climbing gear, while maintaining that they were able to calculate 
the risks of what they were doing (unreasonable as this sounds to outsiders). Th e 
Hollywood fi lm Cliff hanger, a commercial box offi  ce hit released in 1993 starring 
Sylvester Stallone, came to epitomize such aesthetics of risk.64 Such hyperreal 
examples of commercial mass culture should not obscure the wide range of risky 
lifestyles characteristic of many of the social movements. 

Th is privatization of risk has received much attention, particularly with 
respect to its eff ects on former collective risks, known as the “fi nancialization 
of everyday life,”65 and to the formation of “neoliberal subjects” who—suppos-
edly—are able to handle risks effi  ciently.66 As John Tulloch and Deborah Lupton 
have shown on the basis of interviews they conducted in diff erent countries, indi-
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vidual risk assessments do indeed vary greatly, just as a great variety of “risk views” 
are also communicated by the media.67 Th ey found that refl exive risk awareness 
was widespread, yet not necessarily in the way Beck had predicted it: environ-
mental risk played a rather minor role. Instead, mundane issues of everyday life 
and the inequalities of class, gender, ethnicity, and not least age continued to 
matter greatly. To their interviewees, it made a big diff erence whether one was at 
risk or whether one actively took risks. Unsurprisingly, people stressed the subjec-
tive side of risk, namely adventure, emotions of excitement, and the opportuni-
ties that risk-taking could provide. Crossing borders of socially acceptable risks, 
be they real or metaphorical, is an important aspect to understanding “active 
citizens” and their subjectivities.

An extreme and no doubt very peculiar form of such individual risk-taking 
is the hunger strikes in the 1970s. As Maximilian Buschmann demonstrates, to 
embark on a hunger strike meant to take enormous individual risks and produce 
a situation of contingency with uncertainty for all sides involved, not least for the 
authorities, who were subject to public scrutiny. Th is involved a debate on secu-
rity and risk with a dialectical dynamic between the security of the state (which 
seemed to be threatened by hunger strikes) and the much-discussed threat of an 
authoritarian state to society and individuals (which hunger strikes seemed to 
unveil). As Buschmann argues, hunger strikes were another side of a “refl exive 
modernity,” since the actors involved refl ected intensely on who and what was at 
risk and what this had to do with modern societies. Once again, Buschmann also 
depicts the fl uidity between risk and security debates, at a time in which Michel 
Foucault was not just an observer but an activist participant. Foucault’s argu-
ments were not about risks but about the “état de securité,” which appealed to the 
fear of individuals, that is, the risk that this security state posed to individuals.68

Psychologists have a long tradition of researching various forms of indi-
vidual risk-taking. Th e risk shift since the 1970s has also greatly impacted the 
understanding of the way individuals deal with risks. Instead of general societal-
environmental factors, what emerged was a new focus on individual factors of 
risk that were not located so much in society but in genetic and neurophysio-
logical factors. Th is was quite in tune with the interventionist welfare state and 
its eff orts to provide for security. In his contribution, Peter Becker looks from a 
historical point of view at how scientists were peering into the brains of subjects 
and using mouse models to understand the modulation of brain chemistry and 
gene variations and thus decode psychopathic personalities and the risk factors 
relevant for careers in violent and deviant risk behavior. Th is had far-reaching 
implications for the criminal justice system, but also preventive policies of crime. 
Furthermore, this biologization has the potential to shift the location from which 
social problems—careers in violent and deviant behavior—can be assessed in 
terms of risk: namely from the sociologist’s desk to the neuroscientist’s lab. 

In addition to the dissection of individual dispositions in dealing and coping 
with risks, this biological and psychological research also deals with the possibil-
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ities to infl uence and direct individual behavior. If risks could not be contained 
eff ectively by public management and state planning, so goes the argument, indi-
viduals and society at large had to learn to cope with insecurity and risks without 
relying on public institutions, due to their limited capacities to safeguard against 
all eventualities. Starting in the late 1990s, resilience became the catchword to 
denote new ways in which individuals, groups, and institutions could cope with 
insecurity and risks. Th e roots of resilience thinking are to be found especially 
in the bio-ecological research of Crawford Stanley Holling, who published work 
in the 1970s on the adaptability of plants to environmental changes, some of 
which could not be controlled. Th is went hand in hand with a critique of static 
ideas of security and the accompanying assumptions that all the contingencies 
of complex systems were manageable, also by way of comprehensive measures of 
prevention. Defi ned as the capacity of a system not only to absorb disturbances 
but also to reorganize itself while undergoing change in order to continue to 
function, resilience turned out to be very adaptable particularly to neoliberal 
views of the risk society and its institutions. After all, wasn’t the “market” also a 
very chaotic yet self-adaptive system, ever in fl ux and motion? Th e foundation 
of the Stockholm Resilience Centre in 2007 illustrates how Holling and other 
scientists very successfully expanded the concept of resilience to other fi elds of 
social, economic, and political life.69

Th e fi rst decade of the new century was the heyday of the new paradigm of 
risk that had emerged since the 1970s by various routes. As the chapters in this 
volume illustrate, this paradigm thrived in conjuncture with spectacular events: 
major industrial accidents; the British “mad cow disease” of the late 1990s, which 
not only underscored the risks of infectious disease and the need for food safety 
but also highlighted economic and social repercussions, such as rioting farmers; 
the new terrorist threat, prior to and especially after the 9/11 attacks in New 
York and Washington, DC, and later in other countries; the devastation caused 
by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 along the American Gulf Coast and in particular 
in New Orleans; and the dramatic economic crisis of 2007/8. Th ese and a large 
number of other less spectacular events were fueled by an ever-growing “risk 
communication,” in both the academic and public realms and on both a national 
and a global scale. At the center of many social and political confl icts were issues 
of risk: how were they to be evaluated and how were they to be handled? Such 
multifarious threats caused pervasive feelings of gloom and crisis (perhaps all 
the more so in Germany than elsewhere, notwithstanding the fact that it did 
not have to weather any major catastrophes). Yet this should not obfuscate the 
equally pervasive feeling of optimism that existed, particularly before the fi nan-
cial crisis of 2008/9. Th is was nurtured by the promises of a society that wrought 
itself out of the constraints of the prescriptive state, opened the path to new 
individual risk-taking, and made possible new, more fl exible, productive, and 
“resilient” forms of governance applicable to traditional and new sites of risk. 
Th ese were promises of a new modernity, indeed.
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