Assignment Guide for Chapter 22

‘Risks display a social boomerang effect in their diffusion: even the rich and powerful are not safe from them’ (Ulrich Beck). Explain and evaluate this statement.

This question concerns adverse social outcomes that affect societies at the macro-level, as opposed to negative social experiences like poverty, unemployment or homelessness, which can be highly predicted by social class, gender and ethnicity. These risks are the global risks that form the bulk of chapter 22 and are also briefly alluded to in chapter 2.

There are therefore two ways of approaching this. The ‘straight’ response is to explain what the quote is suggesting, then to run through a selection of environmental threats and comment on the capacity of each to be avoided by various groups in society. The text provides useful backup on both the causes of environmental threats (over-population, over-consumption) and also some of their symptoms. Good examples to select from are the pollution of air, water and solid waste (pages 944–9); the running down of non-renewable resources and the global risks produced by the greenhouse effect (page 954 onwards) and the genetic modification of organisms to produce food (page 959 onwards). The thrust of Beck’s argument is that most of these risks are too big to have much relationship to class or other social divisions – this is why they are global. 

Unless you intend to write a descriptive account of why Beck is exactly right, there are two ways in which one might spice up the essay. The first would be to take particular threats in turn (and the different forms of pollution would be the most appropriate) and critically assess to what extent you agree that ‘even the rich and powerful are not safe from them’. This is likely to require wider reading to be executed as well, but here are some thoughts. For a start, there is a global schism between the rich North and the poor South. The wealthy North is responsible for a huge proportion of the world’s consumption and yet the developing world suffers the worst consequences in terms of freakish weather and crop failures, not to mention urban congestion. Across the world, the worst air and water pollution is concentrated in high-density areas or in those with poor public sanitation. These are disproportionately occupied by the poorest in society; property prices directly reflect the preference for low-density living and access to clean air and ‘rural quiet’. With regard to risks related to proximity to toxic chemicals or nuclear processing, the property market does in time reflect these anxieties and wealthier citizens have most scope for distancing themselves, given their greater assets and greater job mobility. 

A second option would be to compare and contrast some of the new ‘boomerang’ risks with more conventional social risks mentioned at the start of this guide. Many of these are described in chapter 10 and, perhaps more appropriately, on the global scale in chapter 11. The more ambitious student might want to investigate the degree to which the rich can always be sure of avoiding these misfortunes. Additionally, you might wish to consider the argument that poverty and homelessness are just as likely to be boomerangs, given that the rich may be burgled in a high deprivation area, or may find that their public services are affected by the decline in the tax base, or that their own taxes have to rise to pay for the costs of such social ills.

