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Objectives and description 

This course aims to present European policies approach to health and food risks since the 1990s. The class 

introduces students to notions and debates on health risks and how they have been addressed in social 

sciences. Drawing on the case of the mad cow crisis in Europe, the class will retrace the reform of health 

risk assessment and  the creation of new independent risk agencies (such as the Anses in France). The class 

will focus on the adoption of new principles regarding transparency, communication of scientific 

uncertainties and the rise of the precautionary principle and their significance for democracy. 

Starting with the presentation of a range of industrial, technological disasters and health and food scandals 

since the 1970s, this course will introduce the notion of risk society and how political sciences and political 

sociology have invested issues of risks through research committed to fostering technical democracy. 

Drawing on the case of the mad cow crisis in France and Europe, the course will then examine the re-

organization of expert assessment and communication of health risks at stake in this seminal affair and its 

major consequences in the shift to more transparent and participative assessment and management of 

health and food risks. In so doing, the course will also give methodological insights into how to design, 

carry out and exploit an empirical investigation on health risk assessment and management. 

 

 

Course schedule (9x2h) 

  

1. Introduction : Risk and risk society 

Course overview. 

 

Reading Ulrich Beck Risk Society- Towards a New Modernity SAGE Publications 

1992 pp. 19-24 

 

 

2. Technical Democracy 

 

Reading Callon, M. Lascoumes, P. and Barthe Y. Acting in an uncertain world- 

An Essay on Technical Democracy. 2009 Massachusetts Institute Press.  

Pp.24-28 

 

3. Risk assessment and Public participation 

 

Reading  Joly, Pierre-Benoît 2007. “Scientific expertise in the Agora Lessons 

from the French experience.” Journal of Risk Research 10(7): 905-924. 

 

4. The mad cow crisis in Europe: an overview 

 

Reading Callon, M. Lascoumes, P. and Barthe Y. Acting in an uncertain world- 

An Essay on Technical Democracy. 2009 Massachusetts Institute Press.  

Prologue pp. 1-10 

 

5. How experts work: communicating risks and uncertainties 

 

Reading Granjou Céline Environmental Changes- The Futures of nature 2016 ISTE 



Wiley, London. pp. 60-66 

 

6. The adoption of new principles of risk assessment in the new public Agencies for assessing risks 

 

Reading Granjou Céline Environmental Changes- The Futures of nature 2016 ISTE 

Wiley, London. pp. 66-72 

 

7. The Precaution Principle  

 

Reading Dratwa Jim, 2002. “Taking risks with the precaution principle: Food 
(and the environment) for thought at the European Commission  

Journal of Environmental Policy & Planning 4: 197–213. 
 

 

8. Oral presentations 

 

9. Oral presentations 

 

 

Please note:  

Active and well-prepared participation is expected. Readings are compulsory; at every session we will 

discuss them together: take time at home to read it and take notes. One of you, randomly selected, may be 

asked to present the assigned reading of the week orally.  

 

To get ready for discussion, the following questions must be addressed for each text: 

 What is the author’s main thesis? 

 What arguments are developed to defend it? 

 What sort of empirical material is used? Does it fit with the corresponding arguments? 

 What is your personal opinion of the text? 

 

Grading will draw on active participation in the class, oral presentations and a written test after the 

class. 

 

Oral presentations will draw on case-studies of contemporary and recent examples of public 

participation/ engagement/ consultation in health risk assessment at the European or national level 

(case-studies will be proposed by students and discussed with me). Requirements are: 

- Producing a powerpoint of about 12 slides (which will be given to me on a memory stick) including 

a slide presenting your sources of information. 

- Discussing why public participation was sought, how it was organized and with what impact 

(critical stance required), in relation with the content of the class. 

- Presenting a high-standard oral performance (clarity, precision, connection with audience, no 

reading of notes etc.)  

 

 

 

 

 


