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(iii) Sum m ary
F ood, b iotech n ology, science and politics:
P olicym ak ers engaged in C od ex A lim en tariu s
The international organisation Codex Alimentarius was established by the WHO and the
FAO in 1963, with the intention o f creating scientifically-based international food safety
standards in order to protect consumer health while also ensuring fair practices in food
trade. The aim o f my research is to answer the question “why do policymakers engaged in
the negotiation of international food safety standards think and act the way they do?” This
question has become particularly important because Codex has been catapulted from a
relatively insignificant and obscure United Nations Committee to one central to WTO
trade disputes over food safety.

Methodology: I undertook 62 semi-structured biographical interviews with policymakers
engaged in the Codex Alimentarius Ad Hoc International Task Force on Foods Derived
from Biotechnology to enable the analysis o f the lived experiences and subjective
meanings o f policymakers negotiating international food safety standards. This allows an
analysis o f how policymakers conceptualise the definition o f the problem o f food
biotechnology, food risks and how they conceptualise both the decision-making process
and themselves as policymakers.

These policymakers consist o f scientists, economists, lawyers and administrators
representing

states,

international

governmental

organisations,

industry

and

non

governmental organisations. There is a need for a more nuanced conceptualisation of
knowledge and the self to understand the cultural dynamics of knowledge formation and
social change. Structures of society do not determine the knowledge of the respondents,
but rather it is a continuous dialectical process between the policymakers’ knowledge and
experience. Agency is maintained because knowledge is negotiable, and actors engage
with the knowledge to which they are exposed and use past knowledge/experience to
assess the validity of seeing the world in particular ways. Not all knowledge is universally
appropriated, as exposure to experiences and discourses are historically, geographically,
socially and path-dependent.

Findings: Chapter five uses convention theory (Lamont and Thevenot, 2000) to analyse
the ‘justifications’ that policymakers use to assess whether an action is beneficial to the
common good. I argue that American and industry-oriented policymakers tend to use
‘m arket’ and ‘industrial’ justifications to understand food biotechnology, food production
and consumption, while NGOs tend to use ‘green’ and ‘civic’ orders o f worth and

highlight the im portance o f pow er relations within the distribution o f resources. The rest
o f the policym akers tend to be far m ore varied as they expressed aspects o f all four o f
these orders o f worth, although usually gravitating towards either the industrial/m arket or
the

green/civic

discourses.

These

conceptualisations

influence

how

policym akers

understand both the role and responsibility o f the consum er and state and the relationship
betw een nature and technology. C hapter five showed how m any o f the policym akers
involved in the Taskforce understood their own consum ption and the production o f food
through the lens o f food safety.

C hapter six uses a taxonom y developed by Thom pson (1997) to understand how
policym akers understand food risks. I found that policym akers understood food risks
through the optim isation approach (w hich is a utilitarian view o f risk) and the
control/consent approach (w here pow er/know ledge influences the definition o f risk). The
optim isation approach can be m apped onto the industrial/m arket order o f worth, as the
same policym akers express these discourses, and the control/consent approach can be
m apped onto the green/civic orders o f w orth as the same policym akers also express these.

C hapter seven analyses the different ways in w hich my respondents understand
them selves as policym akers: as objective experts, as seekers o f change, as politically
savvy negotiators, and as unbiased, honest brokers. These four self-understandings relate
to how they construct their intended achievem ents as policym akers, as they derive
m eaning from their activity by focusing on the decision-m aking process and/or their
position on the definition o f the problem o f biotechnology. Policym akers construct the
decision-m aking process as either technocratic or political. This chapter concludes that
their m otivation results from a com plex negotiation between their conceptualisation o f
biotechnology and how they conceptualise their own role as policym akers. Policym akers
tend to believe in the positions they represent at the Taskforce.

C hapter eight analyses the cultural dynam ics o f self-form ation as know ledge is
appropriated through experiences within different groups. The biographical interview
allow ed an analysis o f both these policym akers’ knowledge and the experiences that they
believe influenced their discourses. By analysing the discourses o f my respondents I
m apped them onto w ider cultural groups, defined by gender, class, religion, nation,
language, epistem ology, politics, and institution, as clusters o f discourses em erged around
these different groups as they are exposed to different ideas through their experiences.
T hey can be understood as an international regulatory group, but one influenced by
national differences, educational backgrounds and political/institutional affiliations.
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Chapter One
Introduction
The Codex A lim entarius Com m ittee was established in 1963 by the Food and
Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the W orld H ealth O rganisation (W HO). Its
purpose was to create scientifically based food safety standards in order to protect
consum er health w hile ensuring fair practices in food trade. The new w ave o f trade
liberalisation, institutionalised in the W orld Trade O rganisation (W TO), has led to
heated debates about fair trade. The last and current round o f W TO negotiations
are increasingly dealing with food and agricultural issues w hich had previously
been excluded from the General A greem ent on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) due to
the im portance o f food and agriculture for national security. Food is also sensitive
due to health, human rights and environm ental issues and its links to the present
econom ic system (Ritzer, 1993; Goodman et. al., 1987). The 1994 G A TTs’
Agreement on the Application o f Sanitary and Phytosanitary M easures’ made
Codex Alim entarius a reference for food safety standards in W TO trade disputes.
This catapulted it from a relatively insignificant and obscure United Nations
Comm ittee to one central to trade disputes over food safety. This research explores
the attitudes and experiences o f policym akers in one o f the Codex standards sub
com mittees: The Codex Ad Hoc International Taskforce on Foods Derived from
Biotechnology (2000-2003).' Biotechnology com panies, governm ents, scientists,
farmers, environm ental and hum an rights N on-G overnm ental Organisations
(NGOs)^ have all made claim s and accusations to support their positions in the
food-biotechnology debate.

' Referred to as the Taskforce throughout this thesis.
^ Through out the thesis I have used the term ‘non-govemmental organisations’ (NGOs) to
refer to justice, consumer and environmental groups as per usual within academic
literature. However this should not be confused with what Codex calls INGOs which are
international non-govemmental organisations and is a special category of organisation
which is eligible for observer status within Codex and includes Business organisations as
well as NGOs. INGOs are discussed in greater detail in chapter Two.
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This research addresses the critical question: w hy do these policymakers^ think
and act the w ay they do. This is an important question from a political and
sociological perspective. M y interest in the collective activity o f international
officials

emerged

through

engaging with

theory

and

being

involved

in

environmental and hum an rights social m ovements. Shore referring to the
European Com m unity and its increased power in decision-m aking argues that ‘it
seemed appropriate to ask “who are these officials and politicians at the “heart o f
the U nion’” and, to paraphrase Geertz, ‘W hat the devil do they think they are up
to ?’” (Shore, 2002:6). Shore has been ‘influenced by Tony Benn, a veteran Labour
politician and EU critic. Benn proposes ‘five questions that one should habitually
ask on meeting someone in power: What pow er have you got? W here did you get
it from? In whose interests do you exercise it? To whom are you accountable?
How do we get rid o f you? These seemingly naive questions provide an excellent
starting point for probing the conditions o f existence that give legitim acy to
arguably any elite’ (Shore, 2002:7). It seems appropriate to ask the same questions
o f those involved in Codex, as it has also increased its power in decision-making.
This thesis will focus on some o f these questions. This type o f analysis is
particularly im portant because these actors are seen as capable o f changing society
while the effectiveness o f social movement activifies is often quesdoned.

Powerful states, businesses and organisations are sometimes personified through
caricatures o f faceless fat men in suits wielding m oney and cigars and standing
cold-heartedly on the vulnerable: the poor, the hungry and the environment. Some
environm ental and hum an rights social m ovem ents use these caricatures o f
selfishness and cruelty (and sometimes stupidity) to understand, or at least to
explain, the actions o f these powerful organisations. The language used by NGOs
is built on a binary o f ‘u s’ versus ‘them ’ and yet ‘w e’ know very little about these
individuals and their motives. In some cases their activities are explained by their
ignorance o f the im plications o f the decisions they make or, the m ore cynical
argue, that they ju st don’t care.

^ I use the term policymaker to refer to all the delegates at the Taskforce, not just those
delegates representing states. The reasons for this will be explained in the methodology
chapter.
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Students

o f international

international organisations

relations,
(George

policy
and

analysis,

Sabelli,

trade

econom ics

1994) have

and

attem pted to

understand the work o f policymakers. M ost policy research exam ines the effects
o f policy with the aim o f m aking suggestions for im provements. However,
‘policy-m aking deserves our attention as a social phenom enon in its own right’
(Hajer, 1995:2). Analyses o f the regulatory/policy process tend to diverge from my
approach in that they often assum e that decisions are purely rational, following
political interests (political economy, Realpolitik) or econom ic/scientific laws
(trade economics). Indeed, political econom y often m aintains the caricatures
associated with activism, while the rational actor is a preferred persona for many
officials representing states and businesses on the international stage. I will show
that the language o f ‘u s’ versus ‘them ’ is also used by m any o f m y business and
state respondents as they construct those critical o f biotechnology as ignorant,
em otional, insincere and political. These stereotypes can, therefore, be used within
the decision-m aking process to legitim ise actors and their positions while
attem pting to exclude others.

Figure 1. W.T.O. Smackdown
(Dennis Draughon, date unknown:
http://cagle.slate.msn.com/news/WTO/wto22,asp)
3

This

research

goes beyond

these

stereotypes by

exam ining

the

cultural

assumptions and experiences o f these policymakers rather than ju st their roles.
This gap in the literature is partly due to a limited conceptualisation o f know ledge
and the self when analysing policym akers or those in power. A m uch more
sociologically grounded, nuanced and complex theory o f the self and know ledge
production is needed if we are to really understand what actors do w hen they make
policy. Those who, like me, focus on the cultural views o f policym akers, however,
tend to focus on a single aspect o f policym akers’ cultural understandings and often
take an essentialist position on nationality or religion (Jacquin-Berdal and Oros,
1998).

M y approach draws upon a strand o f thinking within social science w hich argues
that we should exam ine social and cultural processes in their particular cultural,
political and historical contexts. This tradition includes works from historical
sociology, sociology o f knowledge, and studies o f identity, like W eber (1978,
1992), Berger and Luckm ann (1966), Foucault (1975, 1977, 1997), Goffman
(1975a, 1975b), EHas (1978a, 1978b), Scott (1985, 1990), Bourdieu (1977, 1984,
1990), Somers (1996), Jenkins (1996), Sewell (1996), Brubaker and Cooper
(2000) and M ead (1934). This approach also informs post-structuralism and social
constructionism . This academic tradition challenges the Cartesian view o f the
transcendental self as contained, singular and static, and argues that we are
continuously being formed through our historical and cultural experiences. This is
how I exam ine reciprocal processes o f self-formation, knowledge formation,
reality formation and action. A lthough the knowledge o f the world that we acquire
in this w ay is incoherent, contradictory and context-dependent, it nevertheless
influences our actions. Berger and Luckmann (1966) argue that the w ay we
conceptualise the w orld influences the construction o f reality. W e therefore
sim ultaneously consum e and (re)produce knowledge about the w orld and act to
build reality around these ideas. Berger and Luckm ann argue that ‘specific
agglomerations o f ‘reality’ and ‘know ledge’ pertain to specific social contexts’
(1966:15). This is also w hy W eber’s (1978, 1992) project for sociology is
concerned with hum an lived experience, social action, their subjective m eanings
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and the context in w hich these occur. This tradition also offers an alternative to the
fundamental dispute betw een social science traditions, w hich use the essential
characteristics

o f either the

individual

(rational

actor theory)

or society

(structuralism ) to explain actions. These debates are further explored in chapter
three.

Research into Codex is limited due to its previous obscurity. In relation to the
policym aking process it focuses on the clash between trade liberalisation and food
safety, the political and econom ic processes by w hich food standards were
strengthened or weakened, traded-up or traded-down, and also the undem ocratic
nature o f this process (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000; Sklair 2002). In the only
academic

w ork

to

date

specifically

exam ining

the

Codex

Taskforce

on

Biotechnology, Levidow et. al. (2007) focussed on the sam e issues. Although this
approach is very useful it rem ains on an institutional level and so does not analyse
the cultural assum ptions policym akers bring to the process. This literature on
Codex will be explored in the next chapter.

Most

research

exploring

cultural

processes

o f decision-m aking

tends

to

concentrate on the institutional level, through a m ethodology o f discourse analysis
(Said 1978; Hajer, 1995; O ’Toughail 1994, 1996). This literature is very useful for
gaining insight into how particular ‘agglom erations o f ‘reality ’ and ‘know ledge”
are used to legitim ise particular positions w ithin the decision-m aking process. This
m ethodology cannot show however, the extent to w hich the actors believe in the
position they are representing. D iscourse analysis that rem ains on the institutional
level can, therefore, fall into the trap o f assum ing that discourses are either cultural
positions w hich are whole heartedly shared by the respondents or m ere rhetoric.
This

research

understands

these

policym akers

as

cultural

actors,

whose

rationalisations and political positions are constituted through negotiation with
their cultural context, including the geographical, generational, epistemological,
political and econom ic groups o f which they are members.

Sociologists and anthropologists o f science (Latour, 1987; Gusterson, 1998; Ross,
1996; Bridgstock et. al., 1998) highlight the cultural processes in w hich science is
constructed w ithin particular contexts, thus questioning the objectivity o f
5

scientists. This is close to m y approach, but I would add that science is ju st one
‘routinized’ know ledge (Hajer, 1995) affecting these policym akers’ know ledge o f
the world, as lay know ledges are also influential.

Anthropological and sociological research into elites (Shore and N ugent, 2002;
Sklair, 1997), with the aim o f studying pow er rather than pow erlessness (Nader,
1969), has the ability to overcom e this narrow focus on the institutional level and
the one dim ensional policym aker by exploring the attitudes and experience o f
those considered powerful. In her study o f middle m anagement in a petrochem ical
company, for example, Nash found that these supposedly powerful actors had a
‘high degree o f alienation...: social isolation, powerlessness, m eaninglessness,
self-estrangement, and norm iessness’ (1979:424-425). Sklair’s (2001) analysis o f
the ‘The Transnational Capitalist C lass’ is very useful in going beyond the one
dim ensional analysis o f these actors by highlighting their attitudes and the
education through which these are formed. However, his attempt to do this type o f
analysis for the actors involved in Codex negotiations (Sklair, 2002) lacks many
important aspects. Shore (2002) highlights a num ber o f m ethodologies that are
used to study elites; the history o f how they becam e powerful, their networks and
methods o f reproduction, their views o f the world and their methods for
maintaining their power.

A biographical m ethodology, with its focus on experience o f individuals, is best
suited to my research questions and cultural approach as it treats policym akers as
individuals constituted by their specific life histories and cultural contexts rather
than purely rational actors representing institutional interests. U sing biographical
data, as well as the patterns o f their discourses, I show how their experiences
w ithin epistemological, national, social, institutional and political groups influence
their understandings o f food, risk, science and their role as policymakers. This will
be explored in greater detail in the methodology chapter.

The Codex Taskforce on Biotechnology had approxim ately 700 individual
policym akers present at one or m ore o f the five sessions which had occurred at the
time o f interviewing. They included natural and social scientists, lawyers and civil
servants, representing countries from all over the world, intergovernm ental
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organisations (IGOs) and international non-governm ental organisations (INGOs). I
undertook 62 sem i-structured interviews in Brussels, London, Rome, Tokyo, and
W ashington with these high level bureaucrats from different countries and
organisations and from different sides o f the debate. I also observed three
international m eetings associated with Codex activity.

1. Chapters two and three: Codex Alimentarius and a Review of Literature
The analysis chapters are supported by a history o f Codex which highlights the
im portance o f historical and geographical processes that have occurred to
influence its form ation and development. In exploring the principles that form the
basis o f the present regulatory system, I reject m odernist perspectives that the
present trajectory in food production and its regulation is ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’
but argue it has developed w ithin a particular cultural context, including changes
w ithin the ow nership o f the means o f production, trade, the role o f the state,
science, food technologies and consumption. After all, the ‘decisions made in the
past influence the menu o f choices on the basis o f which future decisions are
taken’ (Hogg, 2000:35). This chapter also explores the structures o f Codex and the
m eanings enshrined w ithin its structures, including its relationship to science and
international trade law. These ideas and institutions are im portant because these
institutions are w here the policym akers work, com m unicate and learn about food,
risk, trade and biotechnology.

2. Chapter five: Consuming Culture; policymakers’ attitudes to food
Social science research explores a recent politicisation o f the agro/food system
within (m ainly w estern) society. Organic, Fair Trade and local food have becom e
popular w ith an increasing variety o f eco-labels on the m arket in recent years, and
can

be

understood

as

a

reaction

against

industrial

agriculture

and

its

environm ental, hum an health and econom ic impacts. Consum ption has been
problem atised, and for some, choosing such foods is a w ay o f supporting
alternative and m ore progressive methods o f production and w ider environm ental,
econom ic and/or social change. Chapter five explores how the Taskforce
policym akers view these debates and w hether their own consum ption reflects
sim ilar concerns. I analyse their understanding o f nature, risk, science, technology,
the environm ent, nationalism , distance o f food to consumers, animal w elfare and
7

price, as well as the boundaries they construct between food and the process
through w hich it is produced. This chapter also explores how they understand the
role o f consum ers as actors o f social change, and what type o f change they may
wish to achieve. This debate over the potential power o f the consum er and its
normative im plications raises questions o f the rights and responsibilities o f
consumers.

Lamont and Thevenot (2000) outline seven ‘orders o f w orth’ or ‘justifications’;
market, industrial, civic, domestic, inspired, opinion and green, in their convention
theory, as a m ethod o f m aking thorough comparisons between cultures. 1 use this
system o f categorisation to understand the policym akers’ attitudes to their own
food consumption, food production and the role o f consum ers as political actors.
This framework is introduced in the methodology.

Policym akers’ conceptualisation o f the relationship between technology and
nature is im portant for their understanding o f food. M any o f the respondents drew
from modernist views o f agricultural development or the industrial order o f worth.
This perspective is questioned by some who highlighted the importance o f power
relations within the distribution o f resources (civic and green orders o f worth).

M any o f m y respondents make a distinction between the food product and its
qualities and its m ethod o f production, which is very im portant in explaining their
attitude to food. This is used as a way o f reducing the consum er’s responsibility
for how the products they consume influence the environm ent and communities.
This conceptual separation is closely linked to how m any o f the respondent’s
privileged food safety as a w ay o f understanding and choosing food.

3. Chapter six: The Social Construction of Risky Food: trust, truth and
control
Risk to hum an health was considered the most important aspect o f food
biotechnology for the m ajority o f my respondents. Using T hom pson’s history o f
the ‘society-based m anagem ent o f food risks [which] has undergone three broad
phases’ (Thom pson, 1997:79) I analyse in chapter six how my respondents
conceptualise risk associated with food biotechnology. T hom pson’s history shows

how the definition o f ‘safe food’ is socially constructed, and includes the
definition o f food into food and non-food (classification), the conceptualisation o f
food as inherently safe (purification approach) or, inherently risky (science-based
optim isation approach). M y respondents expressed another conceptualisation o f
‘safe food’, which can be understood as a form o f the purification approach. Safe
food in this control and consent approach is understood as the ability to control the
risks to food in the context o f (untrustw orthy) food providers.

Beck (1992) argues science has been underm ined as an authority as m odem
institutions have failed to protect us from the risks associated with technology.
New ‘sub politics’ or ‘life and death politics’ have emerged, w here groups are
more reflexive about the truth and objectivity o f science. Lay know ledge, as well
as expert knowledge, has becom e legitimate in defining risks, w ithin this new
politics. This argument is particularly im portant because science occupies a
privileged position w ithin Codex as decision-m aking is supposed to be based on
‘sound science’ and because its relationship to science and other forms o f
authority, under the term ‘O ther Legitimate F actors’ (OLFs), has been under
review since Codex was made the reference point for the W TO sanitary and
phytosanitary (SPS) agreement.

I argue that their conceptualisation o f risk is partly dependent on their level o f trust
in the system which conceptualises it. For the policym akers who trust the method
of, and the actors involved in, risk m anagem ent, the present risk assessm ents are
effective and in some cases too thorough. The definition o f risk is a very
contentious issue, as various participants try to legitim ise or delegitim ise the use o f
scientific, econom ic, environm ental, m oral/ethical and m anagerial criteria for
standards setting within Codex. The official definition o f OLFs is vague, which
leads to multiple interpretations, as policym akers struggle to w iden and narrow its
meaning, prim arily through the use o f scientific know ledge but also through socio
econom ic, religious and m oral knowledge. Indeed the extent to w hich these other
know ledges are scientific becom es an issue as the legitim acy o f know ledge
depends on the extent to w hich it is scientific. M y respondents’ conceptualisation
o f risk is therefore also influenced by the im portance they give to issues not
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directly related to safety, such as the environm ent and the public/private benefits
o f the technology.

An important difference between those who wish to rely on science as the
predom inant source o f authority, and those who wish to allow other sources, is
their

conceptualisation

o f pow er

and

knowledge.

Respondents

who

are

legitimising the science-based optim isation approach tend not to problem atise the
role o f industry, as a powerful group, w ithin the production o f scientific opinion,
while those respondents from the control and consent approach are more reflexive
about science and m ore suspicious o f the scientific consensus and the role industry
plays in constructing it.

Chapters five and six analyse im portant cultural assumptions when they construct
the problem s associated with food and risk, which influences, but does not
determine policym akers’ position within the Taskforce. Because their personal
views are, on the whole, quite sim ilar to those they represent, these chapters show
which knowledges are m ost legitimate within the reality o f the Taskforce. These
chapters also highlight how multiple, and seemingly contradictory, knowledges are
expressed by these policym akers opening cleavages for negotiation which lead to
uncertainty, reaffirm ation o f particular positions or the maintenance o f a
m ultiplicity o f views. Certain policym akers had very strong beliefs about how the
problem s and solutions to biotechnology should be defined, while others took a far
more ambiguous position in evaluating the technology, viewing certain aspects o f
it as positive w hile rem aining uncertain about other facets.

In evaluating the results from chapters five and six, which show how food safety is
prioritised relative to other aspects o f food consumption and production (in
particular in relation to the environm ent), and how other policym akers construct
the problem and solution to biotechnology differently, I also argue that interests
are socially constructed rather than self-evident.

4. Chapter seven: Self-U nderstandings: objectivity and positionality around
scientific truth, political strategies and representing Others
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Chapter seven changes tack, m oving aw ay from the debates central to the
Taskforce and towards the m eanings these policym akers give to their own activity
as policym akers, the extent to which they believe their activity is w orthw hile or
they are powerful, and the extent to which they try to influence the decision
m aking process. In this w ay it is possible to explore how m y respondents negotiate
their own personal positionality on the problem o f biotechnology in the context o f
their position as representing states and organisations at the Taskforce. This is
therefore a question about what they believe and the extent to w hich it translates
into praxis.

A variety o f different authorities have been evoked in legitim ising particular
argum ents with regard to risk assessments, labelling and food consum ption and
production choices. M any o f these are also evoked as a w ay o f conceptualising
their own activity and, by doing so, they legitimise particular positions w ithin the
decision-m aking process. Chapter seven explores how these respondents construct
them selves and Others relative to these authorities and how concepts o f ‘rational’,
‘em otional’, ‘unbiased’, ‘scientific’ and ‘ideological’ take on particular m eanings
which are used to legitim ise and delegitimise particular positions and actors within
the decision-m aking process.

I also return to the question o f m y policym akers’ m otives and w hether their
involvem ent in Codex is strategic or a b elief in the position they take. M ost o f my
respondents do share, to a large extent, the positions o f the organisations they
represent. However, many o f them also construct a boundary between their work
and private lives which allows them to maintain their image o f them selves when
they are representing ideas they do not whole-heartedly agree with.

5.

C hapter

eight:

Cultural

experiences

and

positions;

com m onalities,

connections and identifications
This chapter analyses these policym akers’ know ledges w ithin the w ider cultural
context in which they live and work. I map their know ledges onto w ider cultural
groups to explain w hy they think and act the w ay they do. This includes their
connections with, sim ilarities to and differences from a variety o f different groups
w hich explain w hat knowledge they are exposed to and w hich knowledge
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influences their ideas the most. W hen I started this research I had assumed that
their epistem ologies w ould be the m ost important map for understanding these
policym akers’ views o f biotechnology and their role as policymakers. However,
although these w ere influential in some respects, membership o f national,
language, institutional groups are also important. They can be understood as
expressing an international regulatory culture which is substantially influenced by
national, language, intuitional and political difference.

One o f the m ost general trends w ithin this group o f policymakers was that the
English speakers, and particularly the Americans, made arguments to support a
market and industrial order o f w orth and came from an optim isation approach to
food safety, as they trusted industry to develop safe and beneficial GM food. In
contrast, the rest o f the w orld had far greater variability and showed more
uncertainty about the pow er o f industry and the benefits biotechnology could bring
to w ider society. Interestingly, Europeans tend to focus more on environmental
concerns while Japanese respondents show considerable concern for global food
security, perhaps due to their own food security conccms. I argue that this is due to
a wider societal confidence in science and trust in government held by Americans
in com parison to Europeans who are more suspicious o f both. There is, therefore,
another w ay o f understanding international trade disputes, not purely as interests
based strategies, but as culturally distinct ways o f controlling food and
technologies, as policym akers, to a large extent, share the perspective they
represent.

6. Conclusion
In conclusion I return to theoretical questions, arguing that this biographical
methodology, which explores the cultural dynamics o f self-formation, is important
because it has im plications for how reality is constructed (Berger and Luckmann,
1966). I argue that we need a m ore nuanced conceptualisation o f the self and
knowledge which takes history into account. By viewing the policym akers as a
product o f their particular historical experiences, I argue that these policymakers
represent a generational shift as the contemporary self is different from socially
constructed self o f the past, and can therefore be understood as a change in their
own right, and that this has implicafions for how they construct reality. I also
12

review the conclusions o f this thesis in light o f Sklair’s idea o f the Transnational
Capitalist Class and assess the usefulness o f the biographical m ethodology and
convention theory for understanding these policymakers.
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Chapter Two
Codex History and the Decision-Making Process

Introduction
This chapter introduces the institutional structures and discourses w ithin w hich my
respondents w ork and which influence, constrain or facilitate the w ay they act. It
also outlines how the very limited literature on Codex, and the m ore extensive
literature on international organisations and policymaking, has conceptualised
Codex, international decision-m aking and policymakers. The first section o f the
chapter introduces the main concerns and arguments o f research on Codex
A lim entarius, including the history o f the regulation o f food, the establishm ent o f
Codex and its institutional developm ent and structures. Throughout this chapter I
supplem ent my respondents analysis by draw ing on other bodies o f literature,
including research on food and trade policies and on international relations,
especially the work that exam ines international policies and organisations. The
second section gives a brief history o f food regulation and the establishm ent o f
Codex, highlighting how science, the state, economic and consum er interests, and
food crises have influenced food regulation. Section three explores the structure o f
Codex and its official decision-m aking process. It also introduces the Ad Hoc
Intergovernmental Task Force on Food Derived from Biotechnology (the
Taskforce). Section four analyses the structural changes in Codex that have taken
place with the establishm ent o f the W TO and its links with Codex. It explores how
Codex standards have changed and w hether they have been ‘ratcheted u p ’ or are
facilitating a ‘race to the bottom ’. The changing positions o f science, risk and
Other Legitimate Factors (OLFs) are particularly examined. The w ays in which
the problem o f the Taskforce is defined are also examined in this section. Section
five shows how sociologists who have studied Codex conceptualise the different
actors in the policym aking process, who the important decision-m akers at Codex
are and the reasons they act the w ay they do, including their interests and the
‘m echanism s’ (B raithw aite and Drahos, 2000) available to them to achieve these.

14

1. Literature on Codex
Due to the previous obscurity o f Codex AHmentarius, very little has been written
about it academically. Four pieces o f research from a sociological perspective
exam ine Codex in detail, exploring the political and econom ic aspects o f the
organisation and policym aking process. All have elements o f a historical
approach, an exploration o f the structure o f Codex, including its links with other
organisations, and its principles or ideas which influence its policym aking process.
However, they focus on different aspects. Braithw aite and Drahos (2000) discuss
the developm ent o f globalised business regulation, including one chapter dealing
specifically with food, w hile Isaac (2002) and Levidow et. al. (2007) discuss
Codex as part o f an exploration o f the regulation o f genetically m odified (GM)
food and agriculture. Sklair (2002) uses the regulation o f food at Codex (as well as
the regulation o f tobacco) as an illustrative exam ple o f how the transnational
capitalist class (TCC) increasingly influences the global system. Braithw aite and
Drahos and Sklair also highlight the im portance o f GM food as a challenge to the
international regulation o f food. All these writers have discussed the growing
im portance o f Codex in the international food safety regulatory framework,
especially its recent link w ith the W TO through the Sanitary and Phytosanitary
(SPS) and Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) agreements. Isaac is the only one
who m entions the Taskforce on biotechnology; how ever his analysis is limited, as
his research was concluded before the Taskforce had produced any docum ents.

1.1. H istories, structures and principles
Isaac (2002) discusses the work o f Codex in his political-econom ic analysis o f the
regulatory framework for GM food. The general aim o f his research is to “ ...
identify the developm ent o f GM -crop regulations in order to understand w hy the
traditional trade-diplom acy approach is unable to address the challenge o f
regulatory regionalism [between the EU and the US] associated with GM crops
and, given the shortcom ings, how that approach m ay be am ended in order to
enhance regulatory integration and market access” (Isaac, 2002:1). He explores
econom ic and social approaches or ‘rationalities’ to the regulation o f GMOs,
arguing that food safety and environm ental considerations do not fit into the
existing trade-diplom acy approach and cause problem s for the existing regulatory
framework and further negotiations. W hile exploring the existing international
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regulatory framework for GMOs, he gives a mostly descriptive and excellently
detailed account o f the m ajor changes in the structure, aims and rules o f Codex.
He argues that it is predom inantly influenced by ‘the scientific-rationality
perspective on regulatory developm ent and regulatory integration supported by
economic interests’ (Isaac, 2002:72), and that recent changes within

the

organisation, due to its link with the W TO, tend to reinforce these interests.

In an excellent study, Braithw aite and Drahos (2000) carry out three main
analyses. Firstly, they explore the developm ent o f global business regulation
taking a very long historical perspective.
A sum m ary m ight be that the most important conceptual legal
foundations o f globalized business regulation were laid in ancient
Rome and medieval W estern Europe. The most important institutional
organizational foundations were laid in the three decades after Bretton
W oods (1944-74). M ost o f the limited actual harm onization and
mutual recognition o f rules has been accomplished since 1974
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:5).
They argue that global business regulation has been an uneven process, both
between sectors and in the extent to which it leads national regulation to ‘ratchetup’ or com pete in a ‘race to the bottom ’. They argue that food safety regulation
was one o f the first to be globalised, and that food safety standards have been
ratcheted-up

through

bilaterally

negotiated,

and

eventually

international,

standards. Secondly, they analyse the different interests and conflicts o f actors in
the regulatory process: states, business, NGOs and epistemic communities. This
lays the foundation for a third element o f their analysis. They analyse the
principles and m echanism s that are available to these actors, seeing ‘globalisation
as a contest o f principles - a contest, for example, between the principle o f
harm onization and the principle o f national sovereignty’ (Braithwaite and Drahos,
2000:7). ‘Actors strive to establish principles o f their choosing using the
mechanisms at their disposal’ (ibid). M echanism s include military coercion and
systems o f rew ards (not used in relation to food), economic coercion, m odelling,
reciprocal adjustment, non-reciprocal coordination and capacity building.

Levidow et. al. (2007) follow the same social constructionist perspective o f
Braithwaite and Drahos, but explore the short-term history o f the concept o f
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‘Substantial

Equivalence’ in

GM

food

risk

assessments.

They

track

its

developm ent and subsequent decline through various events and negotiations, as
actors (the EU, nation states (especially the US), protest groups and scientists)
with different interests legitimised different ways o f analysing risk.

Sklair (2002) looks at Codex from a political econom ic perspective but is far more
critical o f Codex than Isaac. From a M arxist perspective, he analyses Codex to
show the interests and activities o f the TCC, w hich he divides into four fractions.
•
•
•
•

those who own and control TNCs [transnational corporations] (the
corporate fraction),
globalizing bureaucrats and politicians (the state fraction),
globalizing professionals (the technical fraction), and
merchants and m edia (the consum erist fraction) (Sklair, 2002:145).

He argues that access to Codex is structured in favour o f TNCs (as representatives
o f global capital) because they have greater resources, influence and are motivated
by com mercial interests. For Sklair, this means that ‘... all m ajor trade and
investment treaties are profoundly undem ocratic in structure and process’ (Sklair,
2002:155)

1.2. G lobalisation studies

Research on Codex is part o f the recent trend in globalisation studies which
questions the realist and neo-realist assumptions that the national state is the most
im portant, and often the only, international policym aking actor.
Sovereign nation-states struggle for territorial or econom ic survival in
a so-called anarchic international system w hich lacks a central
governm ent that can punish those actors who do not live up to the
prom ises that they make. As a consequence, nation-states have to take
into account perm anently (shifts in) the existing distribution o f power.
International cooperation, therefore, can last only as long as it serves
the national interests o f states (Verbeek, 1998:14).
Critics o f this perspective argue that other actors are also im portant in the
policym aking activities at the international level. Sklair (1997), for exam ple, from
a global systems theory perspective, rejects the usefulness o f m ethodologies that
focus purely on the national dim ensions o f international policies, to the detrim ent
o f other global actors.
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This
distinction
between
national-international
and
transnational/global signals the difference between state-centrist
approaches based on the pre-existing even if changing system o f
nation-state and global approaches based on transnational forces and
institutions w here the ‘state’ is one among several key actors and, in
genuine theories o f globalization no longer the most important (Sklair,
1997:520).

But this criticism is not only at the level o f analysis. It is also argued that
something has changed; the world is different, the global level is becom ing, or has
become, m ore im portant than the national level (Reinalda and V erbeek 1998). This
is represented in the broader literature as a clash between national sovereignty and
international institutions (Bloche, 2002). Sklair takes the regulation o f food and
tobacco as exam ples o f this m ove from national to transnational. He argues that
this has im plications for democracy, as power moves from the citizen to
international corporations. Braithwaite and D rahos’ (2000) historical account o f
the developm ent o f global food safety regulation as well as business regulation in
general suggests that food regulation has always developed within the context o f
trade and cross border negotiations to facilitate trade.
‘Harm onization within states as a building-block o f harm onization
across states is not what happened. Considerable inter-state
harm onization o f weights and measures, for example, was negotiated
in the ancient w orld to facilitate trade, particularly betw een N orth
Africa, the M iddle East and southern Europe (Braithwaite and Drahos,
2000:4).

2. Food Safety Regulatory Frameworks - the political construction
of the problem
Food regulation has a long history. Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, C hristianity and
Judaism all have beliefs that regulate food production and consum ption. Indeed,
according to B raithw aite and Drahos, ‘the laws o f M oses include proscriptions on
food similar to some features o f m odem food law (see Leviticus 17: 24;
Deuteronom y 25: 13-15)’ (2000:399). These beliefs are still im portant for large
populations throughout the world, and sometimes influence state laws. For
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example, in 1997 Israel banned the import o f non-kosher b e e f‘d Ancient Roman
civil law had a ‘particularly strong emphasis on weights and measures, labelling,
economic loss and fraud’ (Hutt & Hutt, 1984:6-7). Braithwaite and Drahos argue
‘that the most important conceptual legal foundations o f globalized business
regulation were laid in ancient Rome and medieval Western Europe’ (2000:5).
Mann (1986 in Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000) argues that a common Christian
belief in honouring contracts and respect for private property was the initial basis
for the development o f capitalist regulatory institutions by weak states. The
development o f regulations only occurred with the centralisation o f power, and
state law therefore followed business and cultural practices rather than led it.
These regulations were often supported by business interests, as they allowed them
to monopolise certain markets.^

These consumer interests included fraud in relation to weights and measures,^ but
also the prevention o f food adulteration. ‘State regulation o f food adulteration
blossomed surprisingly late’, spurred by the development o f scientific analytical
tests (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:399). For example, in 1820 ‘F.C. Accume’s
Treatise on Adulteration o f fo o d and Culinary Poisons... demonstrated the
adulteration problem though chemical analysis and called for state regulation’
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:399). Food chemistry and micro-biology have been
particularly important, as they can identify ‘invisible’ health hazards like micro
organisms, pesticide residues, environmental contamination and food additives.
From the start, science has been bound up with the political process o f formulating
regulation, as governments set up scientific commissions and committees to
investigate accusations by consumers, industry or scientists about food production.
The British authorities established two such committees in the 1850s for example
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:399) but ‘A Bill introduced in 1857 was withdrawn
in response to industry opposition. However, anti-adulteration pressure groups
such as the Social Science Association in Birmingham kept up pressure until an
1858 outbreak o f food poisoning in Bradford afflicted 200 people, seventeen

For further details see Echols, 2001:20-21.
^ See Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:339 for further detail.
®For further details on the history of weights and measures see Braithwaite and Drahos,
2000:339.
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fatally, thereby prom pting legislative change’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:399).
Crises in food production helped to drive food safety regulation, especially with
the developm ent o f widespread literacy, mass politics and new, ever m ore rapid
com munication media.
A nother popular book, The Jungle, Upton Sinclair’s (1906) fictitious
account o f unhealthy practices in a Chicago meat-packing plant, made
a decisive contribution to the dem and o f mass publics for what quickly
becam e the US Pure F ood and D rug A ct 1906 and the M eat Inspection
A ct 1906 (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:399-400).
G reater knowledge o f the health effects o f food, and especially popularised
science, led consum ers to begin dem anding greater protection from hazards in
food.

The increase in international trade in food also worried consumers as they
questioned the regulatory system s in exporting countries and, in particular, those
o f developing countries. Imported foods were also subject to controls for food
safety due to their scarcity and cost; for example the English 'Adulteration o f Tea
and Coffee Act 1 7 2 4 ’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:399). However Braithwaite
and Drahos argue that ‘harm onization within states as a building-block o f
harm onization across states is not what happened. Considerable inter-state
harm onization o f w eights and m easures, for example, was negotiated in the
ancient world to facilitate trade, particularly between North Africa, the M iddle
East and southern E urope’ (2000:4). Food safety regulation similarly has a long
history o f being constructed at an international level. The Codex Alim entarius
A ustriacus was a collection o f food standards used within the Austro-Hungarian
Empire between 1897 and 1911 to regulate the m ovement o f food throughout the
empire. Although it did not have any legal force, it was used by courts to
determine standards. The story o f trade liberalisation and protectionism is
therefore bound up w ith that o f food regulation. A n increase in trade protectionism
in the early tw entieth century followed liberalising tendencies under British
hegem ony, causing concern for food businesses. However, Braithwaite and
Drahos argue that ‘The era o f regulation dom inated by central states lasted only a
century’ (2000:399-400). Businesses and their trade associations sought the
harmonisation o f food standards to facilitate trade. Founded in 1903, the
International Dairy Federation (IDF) w as an important precursor to the Codex
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Alim entarius, as it developed standards for milk and m ilk products and established
the procedures for elaborating standards. This standard becam e a catalyst for
further developments. H owever it is important not to overestim ate the quantity o f
trade in food. ‘M ost food is still consum ed in the country it is produced. Until the
1970s this was true o f 90 percent o f the w o rld ’s food’ (Grigg, 1993:236). Because
o f ‘[sjtagnation during the 1930s and 1940s, exports o f food did not becom e o f
real significance until the 1950s.... It was only then that interest in international
harm onization o f food standards began in earnest’ (Braithwaite and Drahos,
2000:400).

After the defeat o f the protectionist Axis powers, A nglo-A m erican free trade
became the dom inant economic ideology in the non-com m unist world. As part o f
the project o f creating a European internal market, the Council o f Europe
established Codex A lim entarius Europeus in 1958 ‘to publish definitions, methods
o f testing and principles fo rju d g in g foodstuffs’ (Leive, 1976 in B raithw ait and
Drahos, 2000:400). H owever ‘The US and some other non-participating states
became nervous about the trade im plications o f this European agenda setting. The
US pushed for a w orldw ide Codex Alim entarius in Rome in 1962 [at the FAO],
som ething Europe was keen to support because the thin infrastructure o f the
European Codex was providing inadequate’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2002:400401). There had already been developm ents w ithin the FAO and W HO such as
their jo in t Conference on Food Additives in 1955 and the estabhshm ent o f the
Joint FAO /W HO Expert C om m ittee on Food Additives (JECFA). A variety o f
international business NGOs w ere also establishing com m ittees to develop
standards for specific food com modities, hi 1961, the FAO, W HO, United Nations
Econom ic Com m ission for Europe (UNECE), OECD and Council o f the Codex
Alim entarius Europaeus entered discussions that led to the establishm ent o f an
international Food Standards Programme. This program m e w as im plem ented by
the Codex A lim entarius Com m ission (the Com m ission), w hich was established in
1963 as an intergovernm ental organisation under the FAO and W HO, w ith a set o f
Statutes and Rules o f Procedure providing the legal basis for its work. M any o f the
NGO com m ittees w ere subsum ed within, or continued to be run jointly with,
appropriate Codex Com m odity Comm ittees. The FAO contributes approxim ately
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80% to the core budget o f Codex, and the WHO 20%, but there is a general view
that C odex’ budget is inadequate.

Article 1 o f the Statutes o f the Codex Alimentarius Commission outlines the
objectives o f the Joint FA O /W H O Food Standards Programme. Its main purpose is
to create scientifically based food safety standards in order to protect the health o f
consumers and to ensure fair practices in food trade. The Codex food standards are
published in a uniform m anner and ‘contain requirements for food aim ed at
ensuring for the consum er a sound, wholesome food product free

from

adulteration, correctly labelled and presented’ (Codex Alimentarius, 2004a:28).
These are intended to ‘guide and promote the elaboration and establishm ent o f
definitions and requirem ents for foods to assist in their harm onization and in doing
so to facilitate international trade’ (Codex Alimentarius, 2004a:28).

M ost

stakeholders, including, for different reasons, both consumers and international
food business, supported the establishm ent o f Codex Alimentarius. As this very
short history o f food regulation shows, from an early stage, the politics o f food
safety regulation has involved contested scientific knowledge, the interests o f
industry,

public

concern

(especially

at times

o f crisis)

and

governm ent

management. The political conflicts between these different interests are still
evident within present debates on Codex standard-setting, and will be discussed in
greater detail with regard to its regulation o f biotechnology.

2.1. Structural changes - the WTO-Codex link
Codex standards are not legally binding, and traditionally were not taken very
seriously. However, in recent years the WTO agreement on the A pplication o f
Sanitary and Phytosanitary M easures (SPS) and Agreement on Technical Barriers
to Trade (TBT) have catapulted it from a relatively insignificant and obscure
United Nations com m ittee to a body with a central role in trade disputes. The US
successfully lobbied for SPS ‘to expand the reach o f the Tokyo Round agreem ent
o f GATT on Technical Barriers to Trade’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:402-3),
partly in reaction to the EU ban on growth hormones in b eef which affected US
exports to Europe. H ow ever Europe and other countries supported the US because
their exports were also affected by other states’ safety and quality standards. The
aim o f the SPS and TBT agreem ents is to prevent food quality and safety
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standards from being ‘disguised’ non-tarriff barriers to trade. National standards
also came under attack by developing countries. One Thai trade official claimed
‘The rich food importers are getting better and better at manufacturing safety
hazards - real and imagined’ (in Consumers International, 2005a: 14).

The adoption o f Codex standards in domestic laws is voluntary. However, the
establishment o f the WTO and its SPS and TBT agreements have given Codex
standards a new legal status. They are now used in the WTO dispute settlement
procedure to resolve trade disputes over barriers created by national food safety or
quality standards. ‘In order to establish a science basis sufficient to justify the use
o f SPS and TBT-related measures, both SPS and TBT Agreements defer to the
international food-safety and quality measures established under the Codex
Alimentarius’ (Isaac, 2002:78). The food quality and safety standards o f Codex are
reference points for the TBT and SPS agreements respectively. Article 3.1 o f the
SPS Agreement states:
To harmonize sanitary and phytosanitary measures on as wide a basis
as possible. Members shall base their sanitary and phytosanitary
measures on international standards, guidelines or recommendations,
where they exist, except as otherwise provided for in this Agreement.
Codex and the WTO are both rule based, and therefore all the Codex standards
apply equally to all member states o f both organisations. However, some countries
do not have the resources to be able to bring a case against another country for not
complying with Codex standards before the WTO.

3. Codex Alimentarius - organisational structure
The Codex Alimentarius Commission (Commission), Executive Committee and
Secretariat work together to create Codex standards. The main decision-making
body is the Commission, which makes the final decision to accept or reject a
standard developed within its subsidiary bodies, as well as discussing and adopting
changes to the structure o f Codex. The Commission meets yearly, alternating
between the FAO headquarters in Rome and the WHO headquarters in Geneva.
Commission members elect a chairperson and three vice-chairpersons. ‘Plenary
sessions are attended by ias many as 600 people’ (Codex Alimentarius
Commission, 2005a: 15) and are open to the public. Membership o f the
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Comm ission is open to all M em ber N ations and Associate Members o f the FAO
and WHO, and currently has 171 members. It is also open to regional economic
integration organisations, a category constructed to allow the EU to becom e a
member. ‘O bservers’ are also entitled to participate in many o f the same activities
as

m em ber

environm ental

governm ents,

and

international

include

industry,

non-governm ental

farming,

consumer

organisations

and

(INGOs),

international governm ental organisations (IGOs) and any members o f the FAO,
WHO or UN which are not members o f the Commission. They may not, however,
present subm issions at the final decision and therefore cannot vote. Eligibility
thresholds for observer status for INGOs are very low, but they must be
‘international in structure and scope o f activity’ meaning that they must have
members and carry out activities in at least three countries.

Between sessions, an Executive Com m ittee acts on the Com m ission’s behalf as its
executive organ. It meets yearly and is organised by region, with representatives
from seven Regional Coordinating Comm ittees (Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin
America and the Caribbean, N ear East, North America, and South West Pacific),
as well as from the FAO and WHO. Unlike the Commission, the executive
meetings are closed and this has becom e a concern (mostly among environmental
and consum er groups), particularly since a proposal that the executive com m ittee
should play a greater role in prioritising C odex’s work. The permanent Secretariat
o f Codex is based in the Food and N utrition Division o f the FAO Headquarters in
Rome. Its main function is logistical, adm inistering the various Codex m eetings
and com piling reports from them, which are then reviewed and amended by the
relevant Codex meetings.

The Com m ission is the main decision m aking body, but the Codex Comm ittees
have the main responsibility for elaborating the draft standards that are submitted
to it. M uch o f the discussion around the problem definition therefore takes place in
these committees. Because o f this, ‘Attendance at some Codex Comm ittees is
almost as large as that draw n by a plenary session o f the C om m ission’
(FAO/W HO,

2002:18).

U nder

its

Rules

o f Procedure

and

Statutes,

the

Comm ission is em powered to establish two kinds o f subsidiary bodies; Regional
Coordinating
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Com m ittees

and

Codex

Committees

(see

figure

1).

Codex

Com m ittees can be divided into General Subject Com m ittees and Com m odity
Com m ittees, as well as a m ore recent form o f ad hoc Intergovernm ental Task
forces.

Regional coordinating com m ittees assist and coordinate the w ork o f regional
coordinating

com m ittees

in

preparing

draft

standards,

guidelines

and

recom m endations for subm ission to the Comm ission. The eleven Com m odity
Com m ittees ( ‘vertical’) are responsible for establishing standards relevant to
specific com m odities or classes o f food. However, four o f these are now
adjourned. This form o f com m ittee has been criticised for its narrow focus and
inflexible com m ittee structure, which is incapable o f dealing with the increased
dem and for standards and guidelines across a w ide range o f subjects. There are
nine General Subject ( ‘horizontal’) Comm ittees, which are responsible for
establishing standards on general principles o f food safety and consum er health
protection, and therefore have relevance for all com m odity standards and
com m odity

com mittees.

These

have

becom e

m ore

popular

than

vertical

com m ittees as they allow Codex to cover w ider areas, which relate to many
products and because com m odity standards can som etim es be restrictive for the
food

industry,

w hich

changes

rapidly

as

new

scientific

know ledge

and

technologies are used to produce and process food. This is a trend in risk analysis
in other regulatory frameworks, for example, w ithin the EU.
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Table 2.1 Codex Alim entarius Institutional Structure

C o d * i A lim tn u r iu t C e m m its itn

Eutuliv«C om m itt«e

X

I

G N iaa l S u b ^ C om m ttees

Com m odit/ C om m ttees

ad h x Intergovernmental TasK Forces

G enefai Principles

M l k m tM k
P rc d u a j
(New Zealand)

Pnjit and Vegetable

Food AdditivM
ind Contam inants
(N sthedantfs)

Ckxoa Products
and C hocdate
(Sw tzefland)

Foods Derived
from B aecJind og y
(Jap ar)

Alrca
(Uiganla)

Food Hygiene
(USA)

Processed Fruits
ano V egetables
(USA)

/f iim i Feeding
(Dennnatkj

Europe
(Slovak Republic)

Food labelling

Meat a n d PouHiy
Hygiene
(N«w Zealand)

Latin America
and the Caribbean
(Dominican R epuN u)

Methods d A ia(ysis
and Sampling
(Hi/ogsry)

PiM and Fisriftfv

N ear E as’.
(Egypt)

Pesticide Residues
(Net iietl a id s )

Fresti Prut and
\^ d a b le s
(M xico)

(Canada)

Residues o tV e te iin a iY
Drags in fo o d s
1
(USA)

I

Products

R egioral Coordinating Ccrryni1t«et

^ ia

(Malaysia)

(No PM /)

Sugars
(United Kingdom)

Food innport and Export
Inspection and
Ceiiilicsl'ion S y sten*
(Australia]

Pats and Oils
(United KMigdcm)

NutijUcn ana Foods
tor Special Q elary U ses
(Gerrrany)

C o ea .s, Pulses
and Legumes
(USA)
adjoum sd
Vegetable Proteins
{Canada)
adjourned

Natural Mineral W aters
(Sviitzefland)
adjourrted
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S e tn ta riit

North Arnerica and
th e Soultiw ea Pacrflc
(C ar«da)

Table 2.2 Codex Committees, the year they were established and their host
countries
1964

Codex Committee on Food Additives and Contaminants

Netherlands

1964

Codex Committee on Food Hygiene

USA

1964

Codex Committee on Sugars

UK

1964

Codex Committee on Processed Fruits and Vegetables

USA

1964

Codex Committee on Fats and Oils

UK

1965

Codex Committee on Food Labelling

Canada

1965

Codex Committee on General Principles

France

1965

Codex Committee on Meat

Germany
Germany

1965

Codex Committee on Methods o f Analysis and Sampling

(until

1971)

Hungary
1966

Codex Committee on Natural Mineral Water

Switzerland

Codex Committee on Nutrition and Foods for Special Dietary Germany
1966
Uses
1966

Codex Committee on Pesticide Residues

Netherlands

1966

Codex Committee on Fish and Fishery Products

Norway

1966

Codex Committee on Processed Meat and Poultry Products

Denmark

1972

Codex Committee on Meat and Poultry Hygiene

New Zealand

1974

Codex Committee on Edible Ices

Sweden

1975

Codex Committee on Soups and Broths

Switzerland

1980

Codex Committee on Cereals, Pulses and Legumes

USA

1980

Codex Committee on Vegetable Proteins

Canada

1986

Codex Committee on Residues o f Veterinary Drugs in Foods

USA

1988

Codex Committee on Fresh Fruit and Vegetables

Mexico

Codex Committee on Food Import and Export Inspection and

Australia

1992
Certification Systems
1994

Codex Committee on Milk and Milk Products

New Zealand

(Compiled from information in Codex Alimentarius, 2004a)
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3.1. Ad hoc Intergovernmental Task Forces
To overcom e the shortcom ings o f the Com m odity Committees, the Comm ission in
1999 decided to create a third type o f subsidiary body, the Codex Ad Hoc
Intergovernmental Task Force. These are Codex Committees that have been given
a fixed lifespan and generally do not exceed five years. Their terms o f reference
are specified at the outset and limited to particular tasks. Since 1999 there have
been three taskforces established by the Commission.^

Table 2.3 Codex Ad Hoc Task Forces, the year they were established and
their host countries
2000

Ad Hoc Intergovernm ental Task Force on Fruit and V egetable Brazil
Ju ic e s(1999-2005)
Ad Hoc Intergovernm ental Task Force on Food Derived

2000

Japan

from Biotechnology (1999-2005) and (2005-2009)
Ad Hoc Intergovernm ental Task Force on Animal Feeding

Denmark

2000
1999-2004

3.2. Codex Committees - Host Countries
Each Codex Com m ittee is hosted by a m em ber country, which is designated by the
Commission. Hosts are responsible for the maintenance and adm inistration costs,
including a secretariat, o f the committees. The host o f these subsidiary bodies is
important in the decision-m aking process as they choose the chair, play a role in
agenda setting and are often involved in formulating draft standards. As we will
see, countries obviously feel that the impact on decision-making by hosts is
significant, as m ost o f the C om m odity Comm ittees are hosted by countries w ith an
economic interest in that commodity.

3.3. Codex Contact Points
Another element in the Codex decision-m aking structure is the National Codex
Contact Points, which facilitate contact between the national and the Codex level
o f decision making. ‘D esirably, the Codex contact point supports a national
committee, the structure o f w hich reflects national legislation, governm ent

^This form o f committee is perceived by many o f the participants I interviewed to be very
positive, in comparison to other committees that tend to work very slowly.
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adm inistrative structures and established procedures and practices’ (FAO/W HO,
2002:18). The level o f debate within the national context on Codex issues varies
greatly, and a significant proportion o f countries have never established Codex
Contact Points or they have lapsed. This is significant because interested parties
are supposed to be able to get inform ation from the Codex Contact Points and not
directly from the Codex secretariat. This differing level o f access to the decision
m aking process at the international level through the national level was one
argum ent for O bserver status w ithin Codex.

3.4. Joint FAO/WHO expert groups
External experts, contracted to jo in t FA O /W HO expert groups, also play a
significant role in the Codex decision-m aking process, providing advice and
guidance. As we saw from the history o f Codex, science has always been a central
elem ent in the developm ent o f food standards w ithin Codex, and in the Joint
FAO /W HO Expert Com m ittee on Food Additives and Contam inants (JECFA)
w hich preceded it. Subsidiary bodies, or som etim es the C om m ission, highlight
areas in w hich risk assessm ent needs to be carried out for the standards setting
process and m akes a request to the FAO and W HO, which m anage and finance the
provision o f expert advice.

Table 2.4 FAO/WHO joint expert committees
established
JECFA

Joint FAO/W HO Expert Com m ittee on Food A dditives

1955

and Contam inants
JM PR

The Joint FAO /W HO Expert M eeting on Pesticide

1963

Residues
JEM RA

Joint M eeting on M icrobiological Risk A ssessm ent

2000

(not a formal com m ittee but term ed a jo in t expert
consultation)

Three expert scientific consultations on the subject o f biotechnology feed into the
w ork o f the Taskforce on biotechnology:
1996 • Biotechnology and food safety
2000 • Safety aspects o f genetically m odified foods o f plant origin
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2003 • Safety aspects o f genetically m odified foods from animals, including fish

The developm ent o f scientific opinion and its role in the decision m aking process
has becom e a contentious issue. The fact that the Comm ission is not involved in
the selection process o f experts is meant to give the scientists a degree o f
independence. However, critics accuse experts o f representing narrow scientific
disciplines and the scientific status quo, and also argue that there are few experts
from developing countries, and that some experts have close ties with industry.
The secretariats o f JECFA, JM PR and JEM RA now draw up rosters o f experts by
advertising in the official W HO and FAO websites, scientific journals and
associations. Although transparency is a core principle o f science, the expert
com mittees and consultations are open to no one but the participating experts.

Research shows that Codex m em bers perceive the provision o f expert advice as
lacking transparency as m any did not understand how the com m ittees w orked
(FAO/W HO, 2002). As a Consum ers International (C l) position paper argues;
The work o f expert groups is the least open and least transparent part
o f the international policym aking process, reflecting certain oldfashioned attitudes about how science should be applied to policy.
M ost expert body meetings are closed to the public. Reports by the
expert bodies that support Codex com mittees often are not available
for months or years w hile recom m endations m ight be issued promptly,
the basis for those positions m ight not be public for a long time. This
lack o f transparency has led to public distrust o f certain conclusions by
expert bodies on controversial topics (2005a:21).
The greatest opposition to transparent expert consultations or m eetings com es
from industry, w hich is concerned about the business confidentiality o f data. The
output o f these scientific com m ittees has also come under review in the last few
years. As part o f the com m ission’s request for a review o f the provision o f
scientific advice, the Evaluation highlighted a num ber o f problem s with the system
for advice, including its speed and efficiency, inadequate budget, m ethods for
prioritising work, and the usefulness o f its output.
Codex risks losing its relevance and national governm ents will be
forced to seek rem edy through bilateral arrangem ents or new regional
organizations if procedures are not improved (FAO /W HO , 2002:47).
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The quality o f the output o f the risk assessm ent process has also been criticised for
not being in a suitable form for risk managers. It is argued that com m ittees spend
too m uch time discussing risk assessm ent issues partly because com m ittees do not
receive draft standards from expert groups and, therefore, can not specify what is
needed

for

risk

management.

D eveloping

countries

also

feel

that

their

circum stances are not being taken into consideration in the standards-setting
process because the risk assessm ent fails to incorporate developing countries’ data.
National dietary patterns are a case in point, with Asian dietary patterns being
particularly distinct (FAO/W HO, 2002).

3.5. Ad Hoc

Intergovernmental Task

Force on

Food

Derived

from

Biotechnology
This Taskforce was established in 1999 and its first m eeting held in Japan in early
2000. Japan was chosen as chair because neither the EU nor the US w anted the
other to host it, as they had very different approaches to biotechnology. The
Taskforce was to have a life o f four years and its term s o f reference w ere very
broad.
(a) To elaborate standards, guidelines, or other principles, as
appropriate, for foods derived from biotechnology;
(b) To coordinate and closely collaborate, as necessary, with
appropriate Codex Comm ittees within their m andate as relates to foods
derived from biotechnology; and
(c) To take full account o f existing w ork carried out by national
authorities, FAO, W HO, other international organizations and other
relevant international fora (Codex A lim entarius Comm ission,
2004a: 134).
At the end o f the four-year period, three docum ents were com pleted and were
adopted in 2003 by the Commission.
•

Principles for the risk analysis o f foods derived from m odem
biotechnology;

•

Guideline for the conduct o f food safety assessm ent o f foods derived from
recom binant-DN A plants; and

•

Guideline for the conduct o f food safety assessm ent o f foods produced
using recom binant-D N A micro-organisms.
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In 2004 the Com m ission re-estabhshed the Taskforce for another four years and
the first session was carried out in Japan in 2005. It is important to note however
that other Codex Com m ittees are exploring issues around biotechnology. The
Labelling

Comm ittee,

for

example,

is

currently

considering

a

Draft

recom m endations for the Labelling o f Foods obtained through Certain Techniques
o f Genetic M odification/Genetic Engineering. Labelling within Codex is a very
contentious issue, particularly in relation to biotechnology. Divisions emerge
between im porting and exporting countries and those that want the technology and
those that do not.

The Taskforce was particularly fast at producing these documents, and this was
partly because the EU, the US and m any other countries wanted international
standards for GM food. The US wanted to be able to export the technology to
countries where restrictions were in place and the EU wanted international
acceptance o f their approach to GM regulation to m inim ise the possibility o f being
brought before a W TO dispute settlem ent body. Perhaps this is partly why the
Taskforce had a friendly environm ent, in com parison to other Codex committees.
The Codex Com m ittee on N utrition and Foods for Special Dietary Uses, for
instance, is renow ned for its difficult and contentious decision-m aking w here
many issues have reached

a stalemate. The fact that other international

organisations, including the OECD, W HO and FAO, had carried out work on
developing approaches to assessing the risks associated with biotechnology also
facilitated the discussion and laid the foundation for work in Codex.

3.6. Decision-making procedures
Decision-m aking for the developm ent o f Codex standards is complex and is
prim arily through discussion until a consensus has been reached. Controversially,
decisions on the elaboration and adoption o f standards m ay now be taken by vote
and each country has one vote at the Com m ission and its sub-committees. This
change in the decision-m aking procedures was instigated as part o f the re
orientation o f Codex due to the creation o f links w ith the WTO.
This departs from the Codex tradition o f consensus-based decision
m aking and shifts it tow ards judicious tim ely decision-m aking in order
to support trade interests. There was considerable support for this
linkage, even among the members from the EU. ... economic interests
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that supported clarified international food-safety rules dom inated the
E U ’s food-trade policy (Isaac, 2002:87).
The aim w as to speed up decision-m aking and w ith a two thirds m ajority be able
to overcom e deadlocks on contentious issues in com mittees. The Comm ission
shall ‘m ake every effort to reach agreem ent on the adoption or am endm ent o f
standards by consensus. Decisions to adopt or am end standards m ay be taken by
voting only if such efforts to reach consensus have failed’ (Codex Alim entarius
C om m ission, 2004a: 15). Because o f the Codex-W TO link, a situation could
em erge w here a claim is brought against a country over a standard that they voted
against. This is partly why voting on standards elaboration or adoption is seen as a
last resort by Codex policym akers (FAO/W HO, 2002). They argue that consensus
was optimal and that voting would lead to groups being left behind. If standards
were elaborated by vote, this could underm ine the feeling o f ownership by
governm ents o f Codex and its standards. However, there is no precise definition o f
consensus and it is left to the discretion o f individual chairs. Chairs have been
criticised for how they reach consensus or interpret ‘the existence o f a consensus
in its clear absence, in order to force progress on a standard despite the lack o f
agreem ent’ (Consum ers International, 2005a: 18).

4. Structural Changes and Decision-Making at Codex; Food
Safety, Trade, Science, and Risk
The tension over the two main purposes o f Codex, fair trading practices and the
protection o f hum an health, can be seen in recent changes in its constitutional
framework and modus operandi. These changes w ere sparked o ff by the
establishm ent o f the W TO and the reference made to Codex in its trade
agreements. Changes to the Codex Rules o f Procedure, w hich are published in the
Codex Procedural M anual, have been im plem ented, as Codex com es to term s with
its new position in international trade rules and the resulting increase in its
standard-setting activity. An im portant review o f the activities o f Codex was
undertaken by a quasi-independent evaluation team and the FAO, W HO and the
Codex Com m ission have been discussing the 2002 ‘Report o f the Evaluation o f
the Codex A lim entarius and O ther FAO Food Standards W ork’ (henceforth
referred

to

as

the

Evaluation

and

m odifying

and

im plem enting

its

recom m endations. This section maps the contours o f the problem definition,
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paying particular attention to contestation over its boundaries and the m echanism s
used by participants to broaden or narrow the parameters o f the problem to allow
consum ers’ or trade issues to be placed at the centre. This will highlight structural
changes to the organisation that influence this process, including its legal position
in relation to intentional trade, the relationship between science and ‘Other
Legitimate Factors’ (OLFs) and the role o f Codex in relation to risk analysis. I also
show how literature on Codex has conceptualised these changes.

4.1. The legal role o f W TO - changing the focus of problem definition within
Codex
The Codex-W TO link has im plications for the type o f standards that are being
developed w ithin Codex. C l argues that ‘the pressure to elaborate standards to
minimise trade barriers, rather than to maxim ise consumer protection, has been
overw helm ing’ (Consum ers International, 2005a:4). This is partly because in 1991
the FAO/W HO Conference on Food Standards, Chemicals in Food and Food
Trade, in cooperation w ith the GATT secretariat, explored the formal linking o f
WTO and Codex standards and proposed that Codex standards, guidelines, codes
o f practice and recom mendations be considered standards under the Agreements.
The Codex Com m ittee on General principles accepted this recom m endation,
which means that the guidelines and codes o f practice that were voluntarily
adopted prior to the W TO agreem ents now have legal force. A ccording to Cl,
governments are less likely to accept Codex standards that may be used against
them in international trade disputes. C l argues that the Draft Code o f Ethics for
International Trade in Food is one such issue, which is being m arginalized by
exporting countries since the Codex-W TO connection. Some EU countries, several
developing countries, and public interest INGOs supported the revision o f the
Code.
Revision o f the Draft Code o f Ethics has been long opposed by those
M embers and observers for w hom ethics has no status in standard
setting, except as ‘disguised forms o f barriers to international trade’,
according to the delegate from Brazil, which is among the M embers
that w ish to stop all w ork on the Code (Consumers International,
2005a:9).
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The Evaluation argues that, because developing countries lack resources to
im plem ent standards on a national level, they often focus on standards that w^ill
facilitate trade, supporting this trend towards trade-focused standards. Because o f
these changes, it could be argued that the focus and scope o f standards, and
therefore the problem definition, has shifted from standard setting tow ards trade
facilitation. The issue is still very contentious, partly because there is uncertainty
over how Codex standards will be used w ithin the W TO dispute settlem ent
process.

4.2. Scientific Principles risk analysis and Other Legitim ate Factors within
Standards-Setting
It is unsurprising that science is central to academic analyses o f Codex standardsetting, since Codex sees science as the cornerstone o f its policym aking and
because C odex’s link to the W TO has changed its relationship to science.
A ccording to Braithwaite and Drahos, Codex docum ents characterise Codex in a
very apolitical way, as decision-m aking carried out by ‘experts’.
For exam ple the docum ent Introducing Codex A lim entarius says ‘At
all times the need for objectivity has influenced the developm ent o f
these procedures’ ... and ‘The discussions take place in an objective
and scientific atm osphere from which em otional considerations can be
elim inated’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:409).
However, this privileging o f science in the definition o f the problem is often
contentious in Codex as various participants try to legitim ise or delegitim ise the
use o f scientific, econom ic, environm ental, moral/ethical and m anagerial criteria
for standard-setting. These tensions have been highlighted in recent years by
debates w ithin the organisation over OLFs as it tries to delineate betw een w hat is,
and is not, acceptable. Although science has always been central to C odex’s
decision-m aking process, its relationship to trade has changed w ith the W TO link
and also influences w hat type o f arguments (and interests) are acceptable within
Codex. Codex is cridcised because o f its econom ic outlook and because it only
assesses food in scientific term s and does not allow other w ays o f evaluating food,
including how food production has econom ic and social effects.

These tensions between science and other forms o f know ledge are also central to
academic writing on Codex as it is argued that, rather than being objective, science
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is used to legitimise the interests or strategies o f the various actors involved in
policymaking. Braithw aite and Drahos conclude from their study o f regulation o f
business at a global level ‘that a basis for the strong dominating the weak, the rich
defeating the poor in the w orld system, was their superior capacity to control and
use know ledge’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:5). Viewing science as a tool used
w ithin the strategic interplay o f groups com peting to assert their interests raises
huge questions about the nature o f science and the ‘expert’, and know ledge in
general. The nature o f science, know ledge and power will be explored in greater
detail in the next chapter. Braithw aite and Drahos, Levidow et. al. (2007), and
Sklair show aw areness o f the debates raised in this literature review from a
sociology o f know ledge perspective. W hile Isaac questions the position o f science
the least however, even he accepts that scientific knowledge is aligned with
economic interests w ithin Codex. According to Sklair, scientists are part o f the
‘globalising professionals’ o f the TCC and he argues that ‘The history o f the links
between science, big business, public policy, and in particular, the cheap-food
policy on which m ost capitalist industrialized societies are based suggests that
science-based corporations are som etim es reluctant to err on the side o f caution
(the precautionary principle) at the expense o f their short-term profits’ (Sklair,
2002:150). Braithw aite and Drahos argue that science has traditionally been used
tactically, not only by business, but also by states. However, they also argue that
their success is not inevitable, and that NGOs need to use science to influence
negotiations effectively.
Industry experts have very effectively infiltrated these epistemic
com munities; consum er group experts have not. I f the latter want to be
effective in m ore than a sensational issue that has a m om ent o f
attention from m ass publics, they m ust join the epistemic com munities
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:410).
Levidow et. al. (2007) give exam ples o f the use o f science by governm ents,
business and NGOs. A w ider literature on the use o f science in (food)
policym aking is aware that science is used by groups in an attempt to achieve their
aims and form alliances.
the processes by w hich scientists, doctors, activists and politicians
have sought to generate, m odify and apply nutritional knowledge,
policies and practices - processes which have involved the
construction, m odification and breaking o f alliances between
individuals, groups and institutions. (Smith, 1996:2)
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In 1995 the Com m ission am ended the Procedural M anual to include ‘Statements
o f Principle Concerning the Role o f Science in the Codex D ecision-M aking
Process and the Extent to which Other Factors are taken into A ccount’. These four
principles em phasise that Codex standards, guidelines and recom m endations
should be based on scientific principles and evidence:
1. The food standards, guidelines and other recom m endations o f Codex
Alim entarius shall be based on the principle o f sound scientific analysis
and evidence, involving a thorough review o f all relevant inform ation, in
order that the standards assure the quality and safety o f the food supply.
2. W hen elaborating and deciding upon food standards Codex Alim entarius
will have regard, w here appropriate, to other legitim ate factors relevant
for the health protection o f consum ers and for the prom otion o f fair
practices in food trade.
3. In this regard it is noted that food labelling plays an im portant role in
furthering both o f these objectives.
4. W hen the situation arises that m em bers o f Codex agree on the necessary
level o f protection o f public health but hold differing views about other
considerations, members may abstain from acceptance o f the relevant
standard without necessarily preventing the decision by Codex (Codex
A lim entarius Comm ission, 2004a: 188).

4.2.1. Risk Analysis - Managing Scientific Knowledge.
The fourth principle o f the ‘Statements o f Principle’ refers to the role o f Codex in
risk management. In Codex (other organisations use different term inology) risk
analysis has three distinct com ponents: risk assessm ent, risk m anagem ent and risk
com m unication. Although the m eaning o f these term s is still contentious, it was
elaborated on in the ‘Statements o f Principle Relating to the Role o f Food Safety
Risk A ssessm ent’ in 1997. In 2002, the Com m ittee on General Principles (CCGP)
elaborated what was m eant by these terms in the ‘Principles o f R isk A nalysis to be
applied w ithin the Codex fram ew ork’. Central to these principles is the idea that
the three com ponents o f risk analysis should be kept separate.
There should be a functional separation o f risk assessm ent and risk
management, in order to ensure the scientific integrity o f the risk
assessm ent, to avoid confusion over the functions to be perform ed by
risk assessors and risk m anagers and to reduce any conflict o f interest.
However, it is recognized that risk analysis is an iterative process, and
interaction between risk m anagers and risk assessors is essential for
practical application (Codex Alim entarius Com m ission, 2004a: 102).
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This approach follows national and regional trends. The EU for instance
established the European Food Safety A uthority to independently evaluate risk
assessm ent while risk m anagem ent is carried out by the European Commission.

According to these principles, risk assessm ent is carried out by FAO /W HO expert
groups and other consultations and ‘aims at ensuring that the risk assessm ent is
systematic, com plete, unbiased and transparent ... and should incorporate the four
steps o f the risk assessm ent, i.e. hazard identification, hazard characterization,
exposure assessm ent and risk characterization’ (Codex Alim entarius Commission,
2004a: 103). However, contention arises over the basis on which risk analysis is
supposed to be carried out. Following the W TO-SPS agreem ent’s reliance on
quantitative data. Codex principles on the use o f science in risk assessm ent state
that;
Risk assessm ent should use available quantitative inform ation to the
greatest extent possible and risk characterizations should be presented
in a readily understandable and useful form. (Codex Alim entarius
Comm ission, 2004a: 190)
This trend is criticised, as other qualitative data is less likely to be relied upon to
justify the Appropriate Level o f Protection (ALOP) w ithin trade disputes. Cl gives
an example o f how this may be used to influence the level o f protection.
Perhaps the most notorious reliance on quantitative risk assessm ent in
a WTO dispute settlement was the use by the USA o f an FAO/W HO
Joint Expert Com m ittee on Food Additives (JECFA) report on the safe
M axim um Residue Level o f three b eef hormones used as livestock
growth. The US contended that JEC FA ’s assessm ent offered
irrefutable p ro o f o f the safety o f six US government approved
hormone growth prom oters used in b eef traded internationally
(Consumers International, 2005a: 15).
The JEFCA report W'as used as evidence in a 13 February 1998 W TO
Dispute Settlem ent Body (DSB) ruling in favor o f the US and against
an EU im port ban against b eef treated with those growth promoters.
Controversies over both the scientific integrity o f the JECFA report
and procedural requirem ents for risk assessments created by the DSB,
as well as the inconclusive results o f EU risk assessm ents o f the
growth horm ones, led the EU to maintain the import ban while paying
the trade sanctions resulting from the DSB ruling (Consumers
International, 2005a: 15).
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This exam ple raises another contentious issue in relation to risk assessm ent; the
definition o f the A ppropriate Level o f Protection. The EU in particular has pushed
for the use o f the Precautionary Principle, although its m eaning is still open to
debate, even w ithin the EU. The Codex Com m ission has not agreed to use the
Precautionary Principle but has recognised that precaution is an elem ent o f risk
analysis, stating that:
W hen there is evidence that a risk to hum an health exists but scientific
data are insufficient or incomplete, the Codex A lim entarius
Com m ission should not proceed to elaborate a standard but should
consider elaborating a related text, such as a code o f practice, provided
that such a text would be supported by the available scientific evidence
(Codex Alim entarius Com m ission, 2004a: 102).
However, as we have already noted, the W TO understands Codes o f Practice as
the same, in a legal sense, as standards unless there is a definite statem ent in the
text to the contrary.

Risk m anagem ent includes ‘w eighing policy alternatives, in consultation with all
interested parties, considering risk assessm ent and other factors relevant for the
health protection o f consum ers and for the prom otion o f fair trade practices and, if
needed, selecting appropriate prevention and control options’ (Codex A lim entarius
Com m ission, 2004a:46). Risk m anagem ent is supposed to be undertaken by the
Com m ission and its subsidiary bodies. It has created contestation because, as Isaac
argues, ‘Econom ic interests tend to argue that, w hile an internally harm onized
approach to risk assessm ent is an appropriate role o f the Codex, the response to
risk is the dom ain o f sovereign governments, because risk m anagem ent inevitably
involves socio-economic issues that cannot be internationally harm onized’
(2002:85). Because o f this pressure, the fourth principle allow s countries to abstain
from accepting a Codex standard although it can still be adopted by Codex. This is
against the Codex aim o f harm onisation by consensus and because the standard
can be adopted by Codex, it can still be used in the W TO disputes settlem ent
procedure.

Codex members do not always clearly distinguish betw een risk assessm ent and
risk management. Ethical concerns are rejected by industry-oriented m em bers o f
the Taskforce on biotechnology for example, because they are not science-based.
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although the subsidiary bodies o f Codex are supposed to be concerned with risk
management and, therefore, OLFs should be allowed. In contrast, they proposed a
standard on the low-level presence o f unauthorised GM products in food, which,
according to the Codex rules, is a risk m anagem ent consideration. This proposal
was criticised also in term s o f risk management.
We oppose undertaking any project on the low-level presence o f
unauthorized GE products in foods. In our view, there is nothing to
discuss here— “unauthorized” means unauthorized. If a country has
not authorized a substance for consumption, any presence is cause for
rejecting the food and destroying it. Any other position m akes a sham
out o f governm ental regulatory processes, as well as exposing the
population to unknown health risks and the environm ent to potential
contam ination, etc. (Codex A lim entarius Com m ission, 2005d: 19-20).

Risk com m unication refers to ‘the interactive exchange o f inform ation and
opinions throughout the risk analysis process ... am ong risk assessors, risk
managers, consumers, industry, the academic com m unity and other interested
parties, including the explanation o f risk assessm ent findings and the basis o f risk
management decisions’ (Codex Alim entarius Comm ission, 2004a:46).

As their term s o f reference are so broad, it is unsurprising that the Taskforces
touched on very contentious issues that question core concepts in Codex in
relation to risk assessm ent, m anagem ent and com munication. The rest o f this
section outlines the m ajor contentious issues discussed at the Taskforce, the
positions o f the various players and the resolution to these debates. These are
outlined in Table 2.5. M any o f these arose during the discussions over the ‘The
Principles for the risk analysis o f foods derived from m odem biotechnology’ as
m any o f what were considered ‘risk m anagem ent’ was discussed at this point. As
w ith m any policym aking processes, there were m any instances o f vagueness being
introduced into the language o f the docum ents w hich w ould allow different
participants to interpret it differently and in this w ay facilitate consensus making.

In the Taskforce and other fora, a fundamental issue has been the starting point for
risk assessm ent o f GM food. For m any years, food biotechnology supporters
argued that food derived from biotechnology was no different from non
engineered food and therefore no special risk assessm ents or regulations were
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needed. Supporters then argued that if the m odified food was substantially
equivalent to its non-m odified food it should not need to be regulated. The US and
industry supported this positions which had been the outcom e o f the OECD
taskforce on biotechnology and argued that genetically m odified (GM) foods are
no different from non-biotech food (Levidow et. al., 2007). This concept o f
substantial equivalence was not acceptable to NGO s and some European countries.
As a com prom ise the substantial equivalence was accepted but it was to describe
the starting point o f the risk assessm ent rather than the end point. A new concept
was introduced to make a com parison betw een the biotech food and its
‘conventional counterpart’.
Rather than trying to identify every hazard associated w ith a particular
food, the intention is to identify new or altered hazards relative to the
conventional counterpart (Codex Alim entarius, 2003c:5).
They agreed that the com parison between the m odified food and its conventional
counterpart would be the starting point o f the risk assessm ent process and that the
changes introduced to the food should be assessed for their risk to hum an health,
stating that:
A safety assessm ent is characterized by an assessm ent o f a w hole food
or a com ponent thereof relative to the appropriate conventional
counterpart:
a) taking into account both intended and unintended effects;
b) identifying new or altered hazards;
c) identifying changes, relevant to human health, in key nutrients
(Codex Alim entarius Comm ission, 2003a:2).
These principles also argue that ‘A pre-m arket assessm ent should be undertaken
following a structured and integrated approach and be perform ed on a case-bycase basis (Codex Alim entarius Comm ission, 2003a:3).

There was also a debate over the definition o f a conventional counterpart. The US,
industry and other biotechnology supporters w anted m odified plants, which had
gone through the assessm ent process and deem ed safe, to be considered
conventional counterparts for further assessments. This was not accepted by
NGOs, Europe (particularly Norway) and India who w anted non-m odified food as
the base for risk assessments. This was solved with a foot note in the ‘Guideline
for the conduct o f food safety assessm ent o f foods derived from recom binant41

DNA plants’ w hich stated that conventional counterparts will not include GMOs
for ‘the foreseeable future’.

Europe and N G O s w ere pushing a precautionary approach to the risk analysis o f
biotechnology. This was seen as im portant in the context o f scientific uncertainly
about this new technology and the paucity o f research on the long term health
implications o f biotechnology. The United States, industry and other proponents o f
biotechnology argued that this was not scientific and placing greater safety criteria
on foods derived from biotechnology than non-engineered foods because non
engineered foods also have risks associated with them which are not regulated. It
was. It was also argued that it w ould be used as a protectionist m easure by Europe
and would slow dow n the developm ent o f the biotechnology industry. This
document makes reference to the Codex Com m ittee on General Principle’s
discussions in regard to the precautionary principle and use o f "other legitimate
factors." A lthough the principles docum ent from the Taskforce does not recognise
the precautionary principle, they do agree that ‘Risk m anagers should take into
account the uncertainties identified in the risk assessm ent and im plem ent
appropriate

m easures

to

m anage

these

uncertainties

(Codex

Alim entarius

Commission, 2003a:2).

One o f the m ain obstacles for agreem ent was the issue o f traceability. Europe, and
particularly France, and NGO s sought the developm ent o f a guideline for the
monitoring and traceability o f foods derived from biotechnology. Traceability is a
system for tracing food and food com ponents from their origin to the point o f final
consum ption and w ould require com panies to docum ent the presence o f
biotechnology foods through each stage o f production and distribution. It would
therefore

facilitate

post-m arket

surveillance,

and

the

assessm ent

o f the

development o f health problem s, and is therefore linked to the precautionary
principle. It w ould also allow expedient withdrawal o f products from the market,
which are deem ed unsafe. Traceability is also seen as a prerequisite for the
(mandatory) labelling o f products.

42

Supporters o f biotechnology w ere hostile to the European idea o f traceability and
were unw illing to use it for a num ber o f reasons. It facilitated labelling o f GM O
products, which they believed was unnecessary. They also argued that it was
impractical and expensive to im plem ent a traceability system for products where
biotechnology and non-biotechnology material would be segregated along the food
chain, especially for staple grains and beans, w here sources are m ixed and the
products are transported in bulk. They argued that it w ould be the consum ers who
would ultim ately pay for this extra expense and it w ould m ake biotechnology less
competitive. They therefore argued that it was an expression o f protectionism .

The US argued that ‘traceback’ was sufficient, w hich is w hen a product or process
has already been established as hazardous and a tracing system can trace back to
an offending com pany, to enable a rectification o f the m anufacturing process and
to establish liability w hen an incident occurs.

The conclusion o f this debate is an exam ple o f vagueness being introduced into the
docum ents to allow the various parties to interpret the docum ent differently.
Canada, EC, UK and Thailand suggested replacing these term s w ith ‘tracing’. This
was accepted and the principles docum ent includes a clause on ‘product tracing’
and states that:
Specific tools m ay be needed to facilitate the im plem entation and
enforcem ent o f risk m anagement measures. These m ay include
appropriate analytical methods; reference materials; and, the tracing o f
products for the purpose o f facilitating w ithdraw al from the m arket
when a risk to hum an health has been identified or to support post
market
m onitoring
in
circum stances
(Codex
Alim entarius
Com m ission, 2003a:3).
A footnote to this clause states that
It is recognized that there are other applications o f product tracing.
These applications should be consistent w ith the provisions o f the SPS
and the TBT agreements. The application o f product tracing to the
areas covered by both agreements is under consideration in Codex on
the basis o f C CEX C decisions at its 49th session (Codex Alim entarius
Com m ission, 2003a:3).
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Therefore, neither ‘traceback’ nor ‘traceability’ were used in the docum ent but the
meanings o f both are evident. It was also a postponem ent, to some extent, o f a
more definite decision on the subject. This means that the US will take it to mean
traceback and the EU will take it to m ean traceability. For example, at the end o f
the discussion at the Taskforce the French delegate was asked what she understood
by the English word ‘tracing’ and, to much laughter, she replied ‘traceability’.

NGOs in particular w ere concerned that the m odification process could introduce
allergenicity into a food w hich previously had been safe for allergy sufferers to
consume. Supporters o f biotechnology and the US argue that obsolete avoidance
o f all risks is not achievable and that food labelling could be used to help the
allergic consum er avoid exposure to foods that cause their reactions, as with
natural occurring allergies. The Taskforce states that genes from com m only
allergenic foods should be avoided, unless it is docum ented that the transferred
gene does not code for an allergen.

There was also a debate over w hether a decision tree or a weight-of-evidence
approach should be used to evaluate whether the various results from the different
tests meant that a food was allergenic or not. A joint expert consultation panel of the
FAO/WHO had proposed a decision tree approach and this was supported by NGOs.
However, the US succeeded in arguing for a weight-of-evidence approach because the
decision tree was believed to be too rigid in the context of no single method available for
predicting allergenicity.

Another contentious issue was the use o f antibiotics as part o f the modification
process. NGO s and the EU argued that the use o f antibiotics for this purpose was
dangerous within the context o f the global problem o f antibiotic resistance. The
US and industry did not see this as a particularly im portant risk as they were used
as markers in the m odification process as opposed to present in the food. The
‘Guideline for the conduct o f food safety assessm ent o f foods derived from
recom binant-DNA plants’ states that alternatives to antibiotics should be used,
and that ‘antibiotic resistance genes used in food production that encode resistance
to clinically used antibiotics should not be present in foods’ (Codex Alim entarius,
2003c:16).
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Table 2.5 Substantive disagreements and outcomes within the Taskforce on
Biotechnology
Topic

under

Leading Protagonists

Negotiated outcome

discussion
Precaution

EU

and

NGOs

wanted

a

precautionary approach to the risk
assessment of biotechnology.
- US and industry rejected this as
protectionist and non-scientific.

Substantial
equivalence

The term substantial equivalence

biotechnology to be understood as

was used although it because the

substantially equivalent to non

starting point of risk assessments

engineered foods.

rather than the end point. The term

and

NGOs

wanted

to

develop a specific assessment for

conventional

counterpart

was

introduced as the reference point for
risk assessments.

biotechnology foods.

counterparts

‘R isk m anagers should take into
account
the
uncertainties
identified in the risk assessm ent
and
im plem ent
appropriate
m easures
to
m anage
these
uncertainties
(C odex
A lim entarius
C om m ission,
2003a:2).

- US and industry wanted food

- EU

Conventional

‘Precaution’ or the ‘precautionary
principle’ was not used but
reference was made through the
sentence:

- US and industry wanted foods

Non-engineered foods are to be

derived from biotechnology to be

considered

considered

counterparts for the purpose o f risk

conventional

counterparts.
- EU and NGOs rejected this and

assessments

conventional

for

‘the

foreseeable

future’

only wanted non-biotech to be the
basis o f risk assessment.

Tracing

- Europe and NGOs argued for

Neither traceability or Traceback

traceability

were used and the vague term of

- US and industry rejected the

tracing was used

term traceability and argued for
traceback
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Allergenicity

- EU and NGOs wanted to assess

Known allergens are not allowed to

allergenicity and make sure that

be introduced into other foods.

known

allergens

were

not

introduced to other foods
- US and industry believed that
the problem o f allergenicity could
be

solved

primarily

through

labelling.

Evaluating
various

tests

- NGOs argued for a decision tree

A weight o f evidence approach was

as a way o f evaluating the results

adopted.

from tests on the prevalence o f
allergenicity.

for
allergenicity

- US and industry argued for a
weight o f evidence approach.

Antibiotic
resistance

- EU and NGOs did not want

The Codex compromised rejected

antibiotics

the presence o f antibiotics, which

used

in

the

modification process.

are used in medicine, in food.

- US and industry did not see this
as problematic.

4.2.2. Other Legitimate Factors
A ccording to Isaac, these Principles o f Risk Analysis were put forward by the
U SA and supported by other agricultural exporters and many developing nations,
while the EU in contrast strongly opposed them. The greatest source o f conflict
was over the first principle. ‘It has been the traditional risk analysis approach o f
the Codex A lim entarius that risk should be scientific evidence o f risk to human
health similar to that outlined in the SPS agreement. The EU was attem pting to
broaden the risk-analysis approach to include other concerns’ (Isaac, 2002:84).
Isaac adds that the third principle also narrows the criteria for standards.
‘the third principle reinforced the linkage between the Codex and the
food trade. Therefore, the amendments to the procedural manual reject
the focus o f food standards on broader concerns (Isaac, 2002:84-85).
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Again we see the tension between the m ore narrow view o f Codex standards as
prom oting trade facihtation and the wider view that incorporates various OLFs.

The second principle does agree that OLFs can be taken into account, but only
w ithin the param eters o f the first principle, providing these relate to the health
protection o f consum ers and/or prom otion o f fair trade practices. A rticle 2.2 o f the
SPS A greement also follows this philosophy by stating:
M embers shall ensure that any sanitary and phytosanitary m easure is
applied only to the extent necessary to protect hum an, animal or plant
life or health, is based on scientific principles and is not m aintained
w ithout sufficient scientific evidence.

•

W hat is meant by OLFs was elaborated in the 2001 in the ‘Criteria for the
Consideration o f the O ther Factors Referred to in the Second Statem ent o f
Principle’, and explicit reference was made to provisions o f the SPS and TBT
agreements.
The key elements o f these criteria are as follows:
• A clear distinction should be drawn between risk assessm ent and risk
management.
• Any ‘other legitim ate factors’ are to be identified as part o f the risk
m anagem ent process and should not affect the scientific basis o f the
risk analysis as a whole;
• W hilst some legitimate concerns o f governm ents m ay be taken into
account when establishing national legislation, these m ay not be
generally applicable or relevant w orld-wide. O nly factors that can be
established on a w orld-w ide basis (or on a regional basis in the case o f
regional standards) should be taken into account in the fram ework o f
Codex;
• The consideration o f ‘other legitimate factors’ in the elaboration o f
Codex standards should be docum ented, w ith a clear indication o f the
rationale for their integration in the draft standard;
• The integration o f ‘other legitimate factors’ into Codex standards
should not create unjustified barriers to trade; and
• Due regard should be given to the im plications o f integrating ‘other
legitimate factors’ into the elaboration o f Codex standards on
developing countries.
There is still no precise agreement on w hat constitutes an ’other
legitimate factor’ (FAO/W HO, 2002:20).
There is, therefore, plenty o f opportunities for contestation over w hat is legitimate
and w hat is not, and I will highlight some o f those w hich em erged at the Taskforce
on biotechnology. The Principles Document from the Taskforce states that:
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Risk m anagem ent m easures for foods derived from m odem
biotechnology should be proportional to the risk, based on the outcom e
o f the risk assessm ent and, where relevant, taking into account other
legitim ate factors in accordance with the general decisions o f the
Codex A lim entarius Com m ission (CAC) as well as the Codex
W orking Principles for Risk Analysis (Codex Alim entarius
Comm ission, 2003a;3).

4.2.2.1. Economic concerns
A lthough ‘It will be open to any M em ber o f the Com m ission to draw to the
attention o f the C om m ission any m atter concerning the possible im plications o f a
draft standard for its econom ic interests’ (Codex Alim entarius Commission,
2004a:27), the extent to which it is legitimate to raise these interests is
questionable. C l argues that ‘M any governm ent M embers and some international
non-govem m ental organisation observers view Codex work largely in terms o f
trade facilitation, going so far as to call for a ‘stand still’ in Codex work until the
econom ic

consequences

of

a

standard

can

be

determ ined’

(Consumers

Intem ational, 2005a:4). H ow ever my observations suggest that countries are more
likely to use hum an health than economic grounds to legitimise Iheir position,
because hum an health issues also have greater legitim acy at hom e and in Codex.

Both consum er and export-oriented participants view econom ic interests as
im portant - although they usually do not state it openly - in the problem definition
but have very different perspectives on what this means and have very different
abilities to engage in this area. Importantly, Codex gives priority to the
circum stances o f developing countries, for exam ple, in the setting o f risk
m anagem ent criteria. However, developing countries often do not have the
resources to research the econom ic im plications o f Codex standards. The w ider
question o f capacity building for developing countries is often raised within Codex
in relation to their ability to attend the numerous com m ittee meetings and
participate effectively w ithin them, and their ability to im plem ent standards.
During the 2005 Com m ission m eeting a developing country objected to a
com m ittee being established because they did not have the capacity to participate.
This discussion about the econom ic interests and the capacity o f countries to
negotiate w ithin Codex or im plem ent Codex standards is very much based on the
idea o f the national interest.
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An N GO attem pts to incorporate socio-econom ic equity into the definition o f
econom ic interest in Codex. It argues that although economic interests associated
with trade are central to the objectives o f Codex, other socio-econom ic
considerations associated w ith equity are m arginalized.
49 P [49”^ Parallel, an NGO] supports proposals that the Task Force
should consider the ethical, environm ental, and socio-econom ic
ram ifications o f foods derived from m odem biotechnology; indeed, a
fundamental principle o f our organization (and its constituents) is that
dem ocratic control over new technologies requires m ore public
discourse on their ramifications. We reject argum ents that such topics
are inappropriate for Codex because they are not “science-based”— our
lengthy conversations about trade issues are, in fact, socio-econom ic
discussions. W e cannot agree that only the socio-econom ic factors o f
interest to the w ealthy and powerful are legitim ate Codex concerns
(Codex Alim entarius Comm ission, 2005d;20).

4.2.2.2. Environmental, Animal Welfare and Religious Concerns
At the 2005 m eeting o f the Taskforce, G reenpeace and N orw ay tried to
incorporate environm ental and food security issues into the discussion o f
transgenic animals by arguing that the dom inant transgenic animals threaten their
native counterparts as well as other fauna and flora, and therefore the food security
o f the hum an population depending on the environm ent is affected.
Several delegations and observers proposed that the issues relating to
ethics, environm ental effects, animal welfare, be included in the scope
o f the draft G uideline for recom binant-D N A animals. These
delegations and observers stated that these issues constituted “other
legitimate factors” as they m ay have im pact on hum an health and on
food trade and that a holistic approach should be taken to appropriately
address the concerns o f consumers, especially in the context o f
recom binant-DN A anim als (Codex A lim entarius Com m ission,
2005e:4).
The 49*'’ Parallel again broadens the definition o f the problem by arguing for the
incorporation o f animal welfare into the discussion on GM animals.
In this project the OLFs should play a role— virtually all societies have
norms about animal welfare, especially for sentient beings. These
ethical principles m ust be reflected in the w ork o f the Task Force on
this project. We have long progressed beyond the days o f D escartes
w hen scientists, believing that dogs had no feelings, nailed them to
w alls for vivisections and explained the how ls and w him pers as m erely
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involuntary reactions, similar to a flower turning towards the light
(Codex A lim entarius Commission, 2005d:19).
Countries with a predom inantly M uslim population argued that religious beliefs in
relation to food should be respected when it comes to Codex standards on GM
animals. They w ere concerned that pigs used in the m odification process would
taint foods and that consum ers w ould not know. Codex has dealt with religious
concerns in the past and has codes on what constitutes halal food for international
trade purposes. Industry and industry oriented countries how ever tried to
delegitim ise this w idening o f the boundary between what is legitimate or not by
arguing that Codex had no expertise in these ethical issues and suggesting that
other international organisations take up these issues.

5. Policymakers
This section explores the literature on Codex and how it portrays the actors
involved in Codex negotiations. In general this literature focuses on policym akers’
interests and the strategies they use to achieve these. I will first deal with this, and
then outline some o f the debates, which are central to this literature, about the
relative pow er o f these policymakers and the ‘m echanism s’ (Braithwaite and
Drahos, 2000) available to them. This aspect o f the literature is very important for
chapter eight, w here I analyse how the experiences o f policym akers influence their
positions. The sociological research on Codex tends to categorise policymakers
into discrete groups, like states, business, fNGOs, the organisation o f Codex and
epistem ic com m unities, with no overlap o f membership. H owever the overlapping
categories o f the class, gender, religion, language, nation, epistemology, politics
and institutions o f policym akers all influence their experiences and attitudes. I
focus on these experiences in chapter eight rather than putting them into their
institutional groups a-priori. By focusing on their m em bership o f one group and
one dim ension o f their experiences it is not possible to explore their other
interests, experiences and possible conflicts between these. Sklair does discuss the
im portance o f the overlapping nature o f the various fractions o f the TCC (Sklair,
1997). H owever this is not really explored in relation to the m em bers o f Codex,
but only in a limited w ay in relation to scientists, as a fraction supporting the other
fractions (I use Sklair in m y analysis in chapter eight). Research on Codex tends to
focus on institutional interests, which can lead to actors being conceptualised as
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static (discussed in the next chapter). Although I focus on research about Codex, I
also use broader bodies o f research literature on food and trade policy,
international relations and especially on international policies and organisations.

5.1. Interests and priorities
5.1.1. State Interests
States, as members, are privileged decision-m akers at Codex, w hether decisions
are made through consensus or votes. The com position o f governm ent delegations
vary depending on the country and are m ainly com prised o f civil servants.
M inisters from national governments do not attend. N ational delegations to Codex
are led by a senior official appointed by their governm ents and the delegation m ay
include as m any delegates as a country wishes, or can afford. D elegations often
contain representatives o f different m inistries, including agriculture, health,
industry and foreign affairs, plus advisors to the governm ent from industry,
consum er’s organisations and academic institutions.

States take a variety o f interests and concerns into account when m aking decisions
at Codex, including their relative econom ic positions (Vogel, 1995), geopolitics,
and public opinion and the opinion o f other stakeholders. B raithw aite and Drahos
argue that especially because the states with greatest market power, like the US,
EU and Japan, also have higher standards than the rest o f the world, they can
dem and that other states com ply with their standards, w hile states w ith less market
power cannot (2000:407). Australia, for example, does not dem and that the US
meet its standards. Geopolitical considerations are also im portant. States w ishing
to join the EU ‘w ant to prove how supportive they can be to the EU countries’
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:406) so they support EU positions at Codex.

Domestic opinion, albeit often conflicting, is cited as an im portant consideration
for the state (Sklair, 2002; Braithwaite and D rahos, 2000; Isaac, 2002; Levidow et.
al. (2007). Sklair argues that ‘Governm ents always have to balance out the
interests o f consumers in the safety and quality o f w hat they consume, the interests
o f food industry workers, and the interests o f those who own and control the food
com panies’ (Sklair, 2002:150). Legitim acy is an underlying, but very im portant,
policy objective, directing governments ‘to simplify a com plex decision problem
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and to take up as little tim e and m oney as possible’ (Barker and Peters, 1993:10).
For Sklair, industry interests dom inate the decisions o f governments and he shows
how access to decision-m aking at the national level and subsequently within
Codex is structured in favour o f business, due to its wealth. This conclusion would
seem to be supported by Braithw aite and Drahos analysis o f the Australian
governm ents approach to food safety.
A ustralia cares more about the value o f the US export market than it
does about the health o f its own consumers. The US w ould consider it
im pertinent for a small m arket like Australia to dem and anything
special for US exports to its shores (Braithwaite and Drahos,
2000:407).

However, Smith and Phillips point to the com plexity and ‘m ulti-layered nature o f
food

regulation’

(2000:7),

suggesting

that

government

departm ents

of,

‘agriculture, fisheries, food, trade, health, consum er protection, finance, education,
local government, defence and international relations’ represent a variety o f
interests (ibid). Braithwaite and Drahos also make this point in relation to the US
governm ent and its dealings with Codex.
The FDA is interested in safe imports, in restricting imports. The US
Trade Representative is interested in open exports (FDA official in
Braithw aite and Drahos, 2000:407).
From a realist perspective a governm ent will only engage in international
policym aking if its interests are satisfied, but ministries o f governm ent have
different priorities. Barker and Peters (1993) argue that institutions try to m aintain,
and if possible expand, their power. For example, a departm ent m ay take a
particular position in relation to a policy suggestion because it influences the
departm ent’s position in a particular way.
This tendency is closely associated with the general sense o f
omnicom petence w hich attaches to public policy-makers, not least in
those dem ocratic systems w here they are accountable to legislatures,
the mass m edia or to public opinion. There is often a vain hope o f
m aintaining the myth that all problem s and issues are largely under
their hand, usually w ith the help o f expert advice (Barker and Peters
1993:4).
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If there are differences w ithin states, there are also differences betw een states.
Bum s and Swinbank (1986) argue that increasing food production and improving
inadequate nutrition are the main concerns o f poor countries. A lthough agricultural
issues are im portant in richer countries there is a greater em phasis on food safety
than in poorer countries. Braithwaite and Drahos give exam ples o f im portant
alliances at Codex between states w ith sim ilar interests and outlook, such as the
quadrilateral group (US, Canada, Australia and N ew Zealand), Latin American
states. The EU, Cairns group (led by Australia and Canada), and a group o f states
dom inated by Japan.

5.1.2. Industry
Research on Codex and the vested interests o f industry in food policy assumes that
increasing profit in the prim ary interest o f industry in the policym aking process.
For exam ple, W alker and Cannon (1984) and N estle (2002) show how British and
US industry respectively try to define nutritional needs in w ays that suits their
business interests. Sklair (2002) discusses the extent to which the interests o f
industry present a problem for dem ocracy in the Codex negotiations.
In one sense it does not. TNCs are legal bodies w ith every right to act
legally to further their interests. They are form ally ow ned by millions
o f individual shareholders whose main interests is in seeing the value
o f their investments increase, though effective control is usually vested
in small groups o f ow ner-executives and institutional shareholders.
The other side o f the m atter is that all m ajor trade and investment
treaties are profoundly undem ocratic in structure and process (Sklair,
2002:155).
However a w ider literature on food policy suggests that the aim o f profit
m axim isation m ay actually m ake com panies accept m ore stringent product rules
rather than always w anting to lower standards to reduce production costs. Fear o f a
public confidence deficit, for exam ple, m ay m ove industry to reject m arket forces
and adopt food safety concerns.
Companies are likely to go to im mense lengths to im prove the safety
o f their products. There may, indeed, be a sym biosis betw een the
regulators and the regulated (Bum s and Swinbank, 1986:21).

According to Braithwaite and Drahos, the national context does not have much o f
an effect on the policy objectives o f industry because a sharp division does not
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exist between US and European industry associations, as US com panies are som e
o f E urope’s biggest com panies. H ow ever there are differences between European
and American interests in respect to biotechnology.
The US enjoys a great com parative advantage in the production o f
such foods (M onsanto, for exam ple, has the bulk o f the market in
genetically m odified soya), whereas other countries (including m any
European countries) have not com m itted to genetically engineering in
their agricultural systems to anything like the same extent (Braithwaite
and Drahos, 2000:415-16).

5.1.3. NGOs
Literature on Codex says very little about the interests o f NGOs, like consum er
and environm ental groups, except for an underlying assumption that their aims are
honourable because they usually highlight dem ocratic deficits in the decision
making process and are usually juxtaposed with the specific interests o f industry.
The main focus o f this literature is on the relative pow er o f NGO s to industry.
Related to this are their respective institutional positions at Codex and the
implications for Codex as a transparent organisation.

Isaac argues that, prior to its link with the WTO, Codex unintentionally lacked
transparency because it had never been forced to provide any. One o f the
suggestions that em erged from the 1991 FAO /W HO Conference on Food
Standards, Chem icals in Food and Food Trade (held in cooperation with GATT)
was to make the organisation m ore transparent.
Traditionally, Codex had been an international institutional
arrangem ent dom inated by technical discussions among leading
scientists, food-safety experts and m ajor food industries. Prior to its
linking w ith the SPS Agreement, there was little reason for broader
interest in the work o f Codex. In this sense, Codex was not a
deliberately untransparent institution; instead, there was no pressure
for it to be accessible to interests beyond those interested in technical
food-standards issues (Isaac, 2002:88).
However, Codex has traditionally tried to limit the direct participation o f non
governmental organisations, and in particular, consum er organisations, arguing
that their contributions should be made through governments. O rganisations’
ability to participate in the national decision-m aking process on Codex varies
greatly, and governm ents som etim es restrict their ability to participate. A C l
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survey o f its m em bers’ ability to participate in national food safety m anagem ent
and national Codex com m ittee m eetings highlights this problem.

The gap in pow er between public interest N GOs and industry is discussed and
seen as significant. Both Braithw aite and Drahos (2000) and Sklair (2002) argue
that industry has far more representatives at Codex. A ccording to Braithw aite and
Drahos, ‘Codex has becom e one o f the m ore industry-dom inated international
organizations’ (2000:401). There are currently 155 Codex-recognised INGOs
(Consumers International, 2005a) with approxim ately ‘71% being industry bodies,
22% professional and 8% consum er/public interest groups (FAO /W HO , 2002:19).
Situations can also arise where, for example, ‘One o f the largest food corporations
in the W orld, Nestle, had 38 representatives, m ore than m ost countries” (Avery,
Drake, and Drake, 1993 in Sklair, 2002:148). These levels o f participation were
also evident within the Taskforce on biotechnology.

Resource constraints forces participants to focus their activity on ju st a num ber o f
the Codex Comm ittees (Consumers International, 2005a). H owever, because o f
pressure from the International Organization o f C onsum ers’ Unions, Codex has
encouraged governm ents since 1991 to financially support the participation o f
consum er groups’ experts in the work o f Codex (Avery, Drake, and Drake, 1993
in Sklair, 2002).
So far, only N orw ay and India (some time ago) appear to have actually
done this (Sklair, 2002:150).

5.1.4. International governmental organisations
Functionalists and neo-functionalists (although not dealing specifically with
codex) view international policym aking as a ‘response to pressing transnafional
problem s that evidently could not be solved by national policies’ (Verbeek,
1998:11-12). U nlike realists, they recognise that international organisations have
an input in the process o f policym aking at an international level. H ow ever their
view o f these actors is very limited as they ‘predicted that technicians and other
experts

who

would

produce

‘non-political’

solutions

to

those

pressing

transnational problem s would populate international organizations’ (Verbeek,
1998:12). As we have seen, Braithwaite and Drahos argues that Codex
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characterises its own activity in this apolitical functionalist way, as Codex
decision-m aking is carried out by ‘experts’ but this has been criticised. There are
variations to the extent to which science is questioned. Isaac, for the most part,
takes the scientific know ledge for granted.

Braithwaite and Drahos see the Codex A lim entarius Com m ission as ‘the most
important international organization in the globalization o f food standards’
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:405), adding that ‘its success has been achieved by
a dynamic secretariat o f only six professionals working to maintain a unity to the
Codex corpus o f standards’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:406). V ery little has
been written about the m otives o f the Codex secretariat or other IGOs.

Although the num bers o f IGOs are small, Braithwaite and Drahos (2000) and
Sklair (2002) believe bodies like the W HO, FAO, WTO, OIE and IPPC are likely
to be important for the process o f negotiating food standards. Certain IGOs write
reports and are asked to make very short presentations to the Comm ission about
their activities that relate to Codex work. In general, IGOs remain silent during
Codex discussions unless their organisation is being discussed or they make, or are
asked to make, a point o f clarification. One o f the reasons for this silence is that
m ost IG O s’ members are in attendance (or are allowed to be) and therefore can
speak for themselves w ithout going through the participating IGOs. I suspect,
however, that they are influential in the corridors o f Codex.

The role o f the W TO w ithin the Codex decision-making process has been raised
and criticised by academ ics and participants. A ccording to Isaac, during the
negotiations over the GATT SPS agreement which made Codex a reference point
for safety issues relating to trade. Codex neither supported nor rejected the
proposal. The W TO was seen as the driving force behind the linking o f Codex and
the

W TO

through

the

SPS

and

2005:w w w .thenhfcom /codex_40.htm ), which

TBT
suggests

agreement
that the

(Dean,

W TO,

and

possibly other IGOs, have their own agenda. It is also important to note, however,
that the WTO is constrained from participating in Codex discussions. Codex
participants sometimes ask the W TO for guidance on how the W TO would
interpret Codex standards if they were in a particular format. W ith a mixture o f
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frustration and humour, m em bers criticise the W TO for frequently replying that
they are unable to comment, stating that it w ould depend on how an appellate body
w ould interpret the W TO agreements.

5.1.5 Epistemic communities
A lthough the role o f science is central to the literature on Codex, none o f the latter
questions the interests o f scientists themselves. A num ber o f other writers have
questioned this aspect o f the role o f scientists in the process o f food policym aking
and m any believe that it is significant (Smith, 1996; Smith and Phillips, 2000;
N estle, 2002). Although some scientific INGOs have gained observer status, the
m ajority o f scientists are members o f other delegations. It is unsurprising therefore
that this literature argues that the extent to w hich scientists question their
relationship with other actors, and their position w ithin the policym aking process,
varies.

Prestige and financial reward are more dom inant themes within the literature
exploring the interests o f scientists. Financial consideradons are usually a very
im portant factor.

On a personal level, for exam ple, scientists can further their

career within or outside the organisation by legitim ising a particular perspective,
and therefore particular actors. On an organisational level:
An organization may, o f course, seek to capture a new problem simply
to expand its own budget and its own im portance (Downs, 1967 in
Barker and Peters, 1993:8).
Taking a certain position in relation to policy, or in relation to the actors involved
in the policy, m ay also be a financial necessity in order to be able to continue the
research o f either the individual or organisation. A nother reason includes the
desire to make oneself, or o n e’s organisation, a prestigious authority in a given
area.
There is always a danger that a new problem w ill becom e a poisoned
chalice for the organization and produce failure rather than more
resources, but most are w illing to accept that risk (Barker and Peters,
1993:8).
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5.2. Power and Mechanisms
Central to the literature on Codex is an exploration o f the relative pow er o f the
various types o f policym akers and the institutional structures which facilitate or
prevent them from achieving their goals within the negotiation process. This
analysis also shows the type o f activity policym akers are engaged in. Braithw aite
and D rahos’ taxonom y o f m echanism s available to the actors involved in the
globalisation o f standards includes economic coercion, modelling, reciprocal
adjustment, non-reciprocal coordination and capacity building.*
The contest am ong actors ... is unequal. Actors like the US can
mobilize coercion m echanism s that are not available to w eaker actors
like com m unity groups. ...n o one actor appears as m aster o f the
world. Sim ilarly there is no m aster mechanism o f globalization. ... We
find that actors prefer to w ork through webs o f dialogue rather than
webs o f coercion. U nderstanding the different strands that make up
these webs is fundamental to accomplishing global regulatory change
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:7).
In what follows I discuss these m echanism s and how they affect decision-m aking
at Codex.

Influence over the decision-m aking process depends on a variety o f factors,
including ability to attend the sessions, resources to produce useful and persuasive
data, alliances created and delegates ability to understand the scientific discussions
or the decision-m aking process, to speak one o f the five official languages o f
Codex, especially English, and to negotiate their position effectively. At the end o f
this section I will highlight the im portance o f some o f these.

5.2.1. Economic coercion
In relation to econom ic coercion, Braithwaite and Drahos argue that due to the
Codex-W TO link, ‘fear o f trade sanctions’ now motivates states to accept Codex
standards (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:414). This may how ever prevent states
from agreeing to standards that they do not want to, or cannot, com ply with.^

* For further detail on these see Braithwaite and Drahos 2000:15-24.
^ My research also suggests that countries threaten trade restrictions to gain support for
their position and that support for a position can be conditional on other types of support
like capacity building.
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5.2.2. Modelling
M odelling is seen as very im portant for the globalisation o f food safety standards.
While British food law provided a leading model in the nineteenth
century and the US law for m ost o f the tw entieth century, since the
1980’s EC harm onization has increasingly been m odelled beyond
Europe. In the tw enty-first century, we can expect that the models
shaped at the Codex A lim entarius C om m ission will be the most
imitated. For the mom ent, however, m odelling o f the standard o f the
leading states rem ains crucial (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:414).
It also seems likely that those w ith higher standards are m ore likely to be modelled
because other countries want to export to them and therefore accept those
standards. H igher standards are usually held by richer and im porting countries.
This mechanism tends to be available to, and used by, business actors far more
than NGOs because industry attends more o f the meetings.
The dom inant models are increasingly set in Rom e and TN Cs early
shape the param eters for the models via Codex technical committees.
Model m ongering by the pow erless is hard to detect. Rather, the
consum er movement, for example, has been reactive to agendas set by
global business (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:414).
As we have seen, the OECD was an im portant precursor to the Codex Taskforce
on biotechnology, which set the agenda to some extent.

A country’s desire for other countries to copy their food regulation could explain
w hy countries volunteer to host Codex committees.'® The host o f these subsidiary
bodies is important in the decision-m aking process as they choose the chair, play a
role in agenda setting and are often involved in form ulating draft standards.
Countries obviously feel that the impact on decision-m aking by hosts is
significant, as m ost o f the Com m odity Com m ittees are hosted by countries w ith an
econom ic interest in that commodity. For exam ple, Switzerland hosts the
Com m ittee on Cocoa Products and Chocolate as well as the Com m ittee on Natural
M ineral W aters, the USA hosts the Com m ittee on Cereals, Pulses and Legumes,

W ell, or you can even go further and not manipulations, but almost threatening or, at least,
putting conditionalities to any support being offered. ... It is part o f the, lets say, the
diplomatic game (Japanese scientist 8).
O f course this could also be because o f the desire for prestige.
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and N orw ay the Com m ittee on Fats and Oils. Braithwaite and Drahos also argue
that ‘states do not choose to chair on the basis o f concern for the diffuse interests
o f consumers, but on the basis o f concern for the concentrated interests o f
producers. This kind o f institutionalization pushes global regulation to be more
captured than balanced national regulation’ (2000:408). A nother exam ple o f the
significance o f host countries can be seen in the negotiation over who would host
the Taskforce. Japan was chosen because the USA did not want a European
country to be host, and the EU did not want the US to host the Taskforce.
Significantly, the cost o f running Comm odity Comm ittees means that all but two
host countries (Brazil and M exico) are wealthy. Power is therefore invested in the
richer countries because o f their greater resources.

5.2.3. Reciprocal adjustment
Braithw aite and Drahos argue that reciprocal adjustment is the most important
mechanism influencing food safety standards at an international level.
Reciprocal adjustm ent has usually operated surprisingly smoothly in
the Codex food standard setting process. Nations with high standards
are forever concerned about downward harmonization; those with low
standards are usually, more covertly, concerned with upwards
harmonization. Yet mutual adjustment has occurred to a remarkable
degree, partly because the structural basis for reciprocity is strong.
Most countries, rich and poor, are both substantial exporters and
substantial im porters o f food. This structural situation creates a
favourable clim ate for give-and-take in the international forum. As a
result, m ost global standards are forged without great political pain and
mostly through the m echanism o f reciprocal adjustment (Braithwaite
and Drahos, 2000:415).
H owever they m ake the point that this does not mean that ‘the globalization o f
food regulation is a story o f brute structural determ inism ’ (Braithwaite

and

Drahos, 2000: 417). The regulation o f GM food was seen as an exception to the
sm ooth working o f this m echanism because ‘the reciprocity o f interests begins to
break down. The US enjoys a great comparative advantage in the production o f
such foods (M onsanto, for example, has the bulk o f the market in genetically
m odified soya), w hereas other countries (including m any European countries)
have not com m itted to genetically engineering in their agricultural systems to
anything like the sam e extent. The very real consum er resistance to such
genetically m odified foods may lead states with the capacity to deliver genetically
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unadulterated foods to superm arket shelves, to adopt a principle o f strategic trade.
In such a case we would expect econom ic coercion and non-reciprocal
coordination to becom e more important (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:415-16).

5.2.4 Non-reciprocal
Braithwaite and Drahos argue that during the SPS agreem ent negotiations over the
W TO-Codex linkage, non-reciprocal coordination was an im portant strategy used
by powerful actors. H owever within Codex the effectiveness o f ‘issue linkages is
limited, because different experts from different countries and, perhaps more
critically from different com panies, participate in the work o f the different
com mittees. This means that trading a loss in one place for a win in another is not
the w ay the game is played’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:416).

5.2.5 Capacity building
Braithwaite and Drahos discuss capacity building as a m echanism but do not think
it was significant to Codex decision-making. M y research does show that
resources, in the form o f technical or infrastructural support, are offered to
countries that support certain positions. One developed country participant
explains why this occurs and the type o f assistance given.
Yes, it’s common, especially for the developing countries. Because
sometimes these discussions have nothing to do with their countries, so
they can say yes or no, based on some proposals from other countries,
...som etim es technical cooperation, technical assistance, and some
sending o f experts or the training course for the officials in that
country (Japanese scientist 3).

5.3. Bargaining capacity
The bargaining capacity o f the different participants depends to a very large extent
on the resources available to them, not ju st to persuade (for exam ple, through
having useful scientific know ledge or rhetorical skills) but also to participate.

5.3.1. Ability to participate
Compared to rich countries and industry, developing countries and N G O s often
lack the resources to participate at Codex. The num ber o f developing country
policym akers has increased in the last few years, partly because o f the Codex-
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W TO linkage, but also because the FAO and W HO set up a trust fund in 2004 to
enable developing countries to participate, by facilitating know ledge transfer and
professional development. However, C l argues that ‘On current projections the
Fund will raise less than a sixth o f its funding target o f US$40 million (Consumers
International, 2005a:25). The political will may therefore not be there to im prove
the inclusiveness o f developing countries, particularly when their inclusion is
perceived to have the possibility o f negatively affecting Codex outcomes.

Braithwaite and Drahos argue that the resources available to industry have been
central to the establishm ent o f Codex and the policym aking process.
In short, although farmers and small business do most o f the valueadding to food, it is the transnational food manufacturers and
agrochemical corporations which dominate regulatory fora and set
regulatory agendas, partly through their influence over the most
influential state, the US, but more through shaping early drafts on
Codex technical com m ittees that set the framework for later debates
(Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:408).

5.3.2. Ability to use knowledge effectively
The ability o f Codex participants to effectively control or produce know ledge for
their own benefit is im portant in policymaking, especially in Codex where
scientific knowledge is central to the decision-m aking process. This control o f
know ledge includes having a say in what is studied, how it is studied, how results
are framed and who should have access to them. However, Braithwaite and
Drahos argue that there are huge variations in the degree to which governm ents
can produce and control scientific know ledge and know ledge about the decision
m aking process. For example:
As one W TO insider put it: ‘sm aller states do not have a clue what is
going on. They have not com prehended w hat the SPS agreement
m eans’. A nother inform ant was less negative, saying ‘some do, some
don’t ’. Our own im pression is that m ost sm aller states have almost
non-existent engagem ent w ith the understanding o f the Codex-W TO
linkage (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:407).
This is partly because they do not have the resources, either tim e or m oney to
collect or produce this know ledge and the ability to control the national or
organisational infrastructure through which know ledge is produced. Braithw aite
and Drahos suggest that NGO s should infiltrate epistemic com m unities to ensure
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that they produce know ledge that supports their views, as opposed to industry’s,
and this m ay be effective, but it is quite likely that they do not have the resources
to do so. If know ledge is as im portant as B raithw aite and Drahos suggest, we can
assume that part o f the reason industry has so m uch clout is because it has the
resources to invest in producing know ledge w hich supports its own interests.
Smith and Phillips argue that ‘in designing a new advisory structure the much
expanded and well established bureaucracy o f the U N agencies now ensured that
their internal experts and in particular their policym akers played a m ore im portant
role, and that the autonom ous role o f outside experts was restricted’ (2000:10).
Codex, as a United N ations organisation under the control o f the W orld Heath
O rganisation and the Food and A griculture Organisation, falls into this category.
However Codex does not carry out prim ary research, but collects inform ation from
secondary sources and assesses it. O f course, some o f this inform ation is from
other UN agencies including its parent organisations. B arker and Peters also argue
how ever that ‘policy-m akers have a dangerous tendency to pretend that they have
access to usable scientific advice when, on some matters, they do n o t’ (1993:4).

5.3.3. Ability to be cohesive
The cohesiveness o f a group and its alliances w ith other groups is often seen as
important in the literatures on policym aking and on Codex.
Competition, active conflicts, negotiations, and strategic co-operation,
between government departments or different sections o f international
organisations, are am ong the strongest them es that em erge from ...
[research] which deal with the processes o f policy m aking (Sm ith and
Phillips, 2000:8).
A cohesive group m ay have m ore political clout. B raithw aite and Drahos, for
example, argue that differences between departm ents within a governm ent can
weaken its international influence.
A Codex insider described the limited Japanese influence in the
following terms: ‘The Japanese M inisters o f H ealth and A griculture
talk to each other little domestically. Then the cultural need for
consensus means they cannot speak at an international forum. The
Koreans are more hard-nosed than the Japanese and are becom ing
more influential players’ (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:406).
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Building alliances is im portant for participants to get support for a particular
position and general approach, but also to gain information about how the process
works, and the possible outcom es o f particular policy decisions. One o f the
reasons developing countries are seen as ineffective within the decision-m aking
process is because they have not built up relationships or alliances am ongst
themselves. This is probably partly due to resources and inexperience within
Codex. The m ore pow erful countries have the ability to foster alliances because
they have the resources to travel to other countries prior to meetings. The most
structured alliance is between the m em bers o f the EU, which successfully lobbied
for Codex to establish a category o f ‘M em ber O rganisation’ to enable it to be
represented. The EC is the only M em ber Organisation w ithin Codex and they
‘exercise m em bership rights on an alternative basis with its M em ber States’
(Codex A lim entarius Com m ission, 2004a:6). The EC, because it represents 27
countries, has considerable pow er because it is a unified force within Codex, this
is particularly true w hen voting.
In sum m ary, it m ight be said that while the US has the strongest
leadership and on many issues the strongest and largest scientific
presence, Europe often has the strongest numbers when these are
relevant. D ecision-m aking by consensus among the m ajor players is
still the norm, how ever (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000:406).
The Cairns group is a coalition o f seventeen developing and developed agricultural
exporting co u n tries'' which push for trade liberation and are important within
Codex. The ‘Q uad’ group o f rich Anglophone countries (Australia, New Zealand,
Canada and the US), although not as institutionalised, also play an important role
within Codex. A lthough these countries are often aligned because they tend to
share similar interests, they do take different positions from each other.

Conclusion
In this chapter I gave a historical account o f the rise o f food safety regulation
including Codex, exploring the crucial political and economic context in which it
developed. Braithw aite and Drahos (2000), in their long historical analysis o f the
development o f business regulation and Codex, are very useful for deconstructing

" Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala,
Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Paraguay, Philippines, South Africa,
Thailand, Uruguay.

64

the principles or discourses that accom pany political and econom ic change.
D rawing on M ann (1986), they emphasise how certain ideas or principles have
developed centuries ago. For example, they argue that in m edieval Europe ‘there
was northern M editerranean leadership tow ard “general recognition o f norms
regarding property rights and free exchange. These were guaranteed by a mixture
o f local custom s and privileges, some judicial regulation by w eak states, but above
all by the com mon social identity provided by com m on social identity provided by
Christian Europe’” (M ann, 1986:504) H onouring contracts w as a Christian thing
to do, and it obtained specificity o f m eaning in the inform al context o f this shared
m erchant identity rather than as a result o f canon or state law, which followed
business custom more than led it’ (Braithwaite and D rahos, 2000:5). This type o f
analysis is im portant as it highlights that these ideas, principles and structures are
historically contingent rather than natural and inevitable. M y next chapter will
explore some o f the political and theoretical im plications o f reifying know ledge
w ithin structures.

Although the research on Codex is important in exploring the organisations and, in
particular, their interests, it does not answer the questions I w ish to ask o f the
people involved in these organisations. Its purely institutional focus cannot explore
how the self negotiates the know ledge that perm eates society, not ju st within the
organisation in which one works but also in other institutions or groups: in the
home, with friends or mediated through the media. W ithout exploring their
know ledge o f the world we cannot know how they negotiate the various types o f
know ledge from these different arenas, and therefore w e cannot know if, or how,
their know ledge m ay contradict the ideas o f the organisation that they represent at
Codex negotiations.
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Chapter Three
Literature Review

Introduction
Conceptualising social actors as rational is com m on w ithin western society and
social science. It is unsurprising that Taskforce policym akers are described in this
w ay by a variety o f disciplines and sub-disciplines writing about their activities as
they fall into various categories: natural scientists, elites, international actors, civil
servants, lobbyists, policym akers and representatives o f business and social
movements. This literature often makes assumptions about their motives and
attitudes. The apolitical functionalist approach describes actors as objective and
following econom ic or scientific laws (for example, the official Codex position
and trade econom ics m ore generally). They are also described as not objective, but
actively

following

their

political

interests

(M arxism,

political

economy,

Realpolitik and m ost research on Codex). The first section explores problem s with
conceptualising actors in this w ay and gives suggestions for overcom ing these
problems. Firstly, I explore the theoretical and political problems with assuming
that policym akers are rational. Secondly, solely focusing on interests, and
conceptualising actors as members o f ju st one group, is problem atic. The
possibility that policym akers have other interests or ways o f understanding the
problems o f the policy other than those associated with the organisation they
represent is not usually analysed. This does not allow for the possibility that
policymakers m ay resist the institutional positions. Focusing on interests, or
assuming that policym akers are rational, leads to actors being conceptualised as
static.

My

argument

is

that

we

need

a

more

sociologically

nuanced

conceptualisation o f the self that takes into account the strategic nature o f
knowledge and the interests o f groups but one which goes beyond the dualism in
which rationality can lead to truth, or that ‘cultural’ know ledge is irrational.
Drawing on a variety o f traditions I explore concepts that can be used to enrich
these more sterile views o f these policy makers in section two. This section raises
fundamental questions w ithin social theory around social action, knowledge, the
self and ‘identity’. I will focus on some conceptual tools in relation to experience.
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knowledge and self-formation, which will be used in the analysis o f the
experiences and knowledge o f reality of the Taskforce policymakers and how they
are constructing reality.

1. Critiquing rational actor theory and introducing a new
approach
Foucault (1975, 1977, 1997), and historical sociology more generally, shows how
the character o f the self is different in time and space, and argue that it is not
obvious or natural that we should be the way we are, or that we should
conceptualise humans as rational beings. Indeed, this view o f the rational actor
emerged with western society and Gallagher and Shear argue that the notion o f the
self ‘continually narrows’ in Western philosophy (1999:ix). Aristotle noted the
biological, social, spiritual and cognitive aspects o f the self ‘as a composite and
very complex human nature. Who I am is closely tied to my embodied existence
and yet transcends it. The soul or psyche, as the form o f the body, involves a
multitude o f life functions, including nutrition, reproduction, locomotion and
sensation, but also action and philosophy contemplation. The rational (and for
Aristotle this means social and linguistic) part o f the soul lifts all o f these
functions to a higher, human and close to divine level’ (Gallagher and Shear,
1999:ix). Later Plato, and Neoplatonic authors such as Augustine, narrowed this
concept, excluding the ‘lower’ functions or the animal elements o f humanity in
favour o f a liberating spirituality. The enlightenment and Descartes brought the
transcendental self, in which ‘medieval spirituality was reducible to an important
but narrow conception o f rationality’ (Gallagher and Shear, 1999:ix).
At the beginning o f the modem era, Descartes was led to the
conclusion that self-knowledge provided the single Archimedean point
for all knowledge. His thesis that the self is a single, simple,
continuing and unproblematically accessible mental substance
resonated with common sense, and quickly came to dominate
European thought (Gallagher and Shear, 1999:ix).
This view o f humans has been the dominant view within western society for
centuries. This view o f humanity is important for this research for two reasons.
Firstly, it is one way in which humanity is understood, but it is not just some
esoteric, academic idea that has remained on the pages o f obscure books and,
therefore, just one more philosophy o f humanity, but rather a common way in
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which people understand the world, themselves, and knowledge about the world
that they base their actions on. It is not surprising then, that it is a common w ay in
which the policym akers I study are understood by social theorists. Secondly, it is
one o f the most influential ideas w ithin the course o f w estern history, if not the
rest o f the world. As this study explores the experiences and perceptions o f reality
o f people from different parts o f the world, it is likely that they will view
themselves as rational too.

However, only certain categories w ere given this mantle o f rational - w estern
white upper-class m en - while Others remained deficient in their capacity to be
rational. A dichotom y em erged betw een the rational and the cultural. W hen talking
about binaries w ithin w estern society, post modernist and poststructuralist
approaches usually argue that the dichotomies are between rational and irrational,
men and women, culture and nature, and therefore culture is on the same side as
rational. H owever it was only w estern white upper-class m en’s culture which was
conceptualised as rational w hile Others were cultural and irrational. This view is
evident in social science, although poststructuralist and postm odern criticism s are
challenging these assumptions.

This perspective is evident within organisation studies and the anthropology o f
organisations. O rganisations, in particular business organisations, often view
culture as an appendage to the organisation, something that exists outside the
organisation that is brought in with certain people or events. The organisation
therefore holds the m antle o f truth, which can be based on science or economic
efficiency, while cultural elements are seen as distorting these truths. Some
anthropological research into organisations assumes this dichotomy, and according
to Schwartzm an (1993) this was because the researchers held the perspective o f
management.

Lapid and K ratochw il (1996) argue that International Relations (IR) theory is
becom ing interested in culture again to explain international relations. However,
IR has traditionally used a very narrow definition o f culture. An interest in culture
began in the 1960s w ith the em ergence o f new states and culture was used to
explain the differences betw een w estern states and these new ly formed states. The
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actions and problem s o f new ly formed states w ere explained by culture while
w estern states were understood as rational. Gaenslen, w riting in 1997, still uses the
concept o f culture in this way. IR still tends to focus on a single aspect o f the
negotiator’s cultural understanding, usually focusing on nationality, traditional
culture and/or religion (for example, Jacquin-Berdal and Oros, 1998). A cultural
analysis only becom es im portant when analysing a conflict betw een cultural
groups, w here culture is defined as ‘traditional’ culture bounded by national
borders or religious affiliations rather than the w ay we think and act in everyday
life, w hich develops through experience and socialisation.

Policymakers, as they fall w ithin various categories are conceptualised as rational
and therefore following some essential truth, w hile culture is seen as something
irrational, illogical and traditional that distorts these truths. This thesis questions
this dichotom y arguing that rationality is ju st another w ay o f know ing and in this
sense no different from other cultural understandings, w hether traditional or not.
This argument has to begin with challenging the assum ptions about the
transcendental self and its knowledge. Social constructionism maintains that
‘Every society, every culture, every group o f people ... has theories about the
w orld and their place within it: models o f how the w orld is, o f how the world
ought to be, o f human nature, o f cosm ology’ (Jenkins, 1992:69). Berger and
Luckm ann (1966) argue that understanding how these theories em erge within the
social w orld should be the aim o f the sociology o f know ledge.
The task o f the sociology o f know ledge is not to be the debunking or
uncovering o f socially produced distortions, but the system atic study
o f the social conditions o f know ledge as such. Put simply, the central
problem is the sociology o f truth, not the sociology o f error (Berger
and Luckm ann, 1966:24).
K nowledge is not something that exists internally and assigned to certain groups
but is, rather, negotiated through social processes. Said (1978) rejects the idea o f
‘pure’ knowledge, breaking the distinction between it and ‘political’ or ‘cultural’
knowledge. M eaning is therefore not fixed but in a constant reorienting process.
A conceptual shift, ‘tectonic’ in its implications, has taken place. We
ground things, now, on a m oving earth. There is no longer any place o f
overview (m ountaintop) from which to map hum an w ays o f life, no
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Archim edian point from which to represent the world (Clifford, 1986
in Barnes and Duncan, 1992:3).

This is no less true o f scientific rationality as a w ay o f thinking about the world.
Indeed following this tradition, sociologists, anthropologists and historians o f
science (Latour, 1987; Gusterson, 1996; Ross, 1996; Bridgstock et. al., 1998)
analyse the cultural processes through which science is constructed within
particular contexts, thus questioning the objectivity o f scientists.
Science aspires to be a neutral body o f objective truth that is equally
true for everyone regardless o f their wishes, motives or the benefits
such know ledge m ight give or deny them. It is true that scientists
som etim es get things w rong and have to revise their opinions, but that
is precisely w hat the system o f scientific thought and procedure is
about: to test our views o f the world and to provide for their correction
when we discover som ething new or find errors in what we thought
before (Noble, 2000:12-13).
This idea o f the objectivity o f science is particularly im portant for this research
because science is central to Codex and because science traditionally creates a
distinction between scientific knowledge, which is true or ‘pure’, and the rest,
which is ‘cultural’, ‘political’ knowledge.

Thomas Kuhn ‘argued that all research and observation is theory-laden, in the
sense that scienfists operate w ithin a paradigm ....to which they feel emotional
loyalty and which colours the w ay they observe data and the experiments they
judge to be w orth doing (Bronk, 1998:79). The process o f producing knowledge is
not an objective collection o f facts that accumulates to create scientific knowledge.
It is rather a political and social process in which scientific knowledge is
produced. ‘Scientific know ledge itself is increasingly recognised as a provisional
collection o f shifting paradigm s’ (Bronk, 1998:79). The personal understandings
o f scientists are also im portant in this process o f producing knowledge. A scientist
is bom at a particular tim e and place and is exposed to different discourses which
m ay influence how they see the world, the questions they ask and how they
interpret scientific knowledge.
Facts do not speak for themselves. The m eaning they have for us is
coloured by the em otional, moral or political com m itm ents which
make the framework o f our understanding. These values are shaped by
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our socialization into a culture, a class position, a religious com m unity,
a g en d er role. It is not possible to step b ack from society for an
objective view . W e are inextricably p art o f it, perm eated b y it through
our loyalties and prejudices, our livelihood and our sense o f personal
identity (N oble, 2000:13).
Institution or class interests m ay also influence their acceptance o f particular
paradigm s. F or exam ple, the availability o f funding m ay influence w hat is studied
and how it is carried out (N estle, 2002). W e are alw ays p o sitioned w ithin society
and can n ev er step outside ourselves to uncover the w orld w ithout bias.

B erger and L uckm ann argue that ‘specific agglom erations o f ‘re a lity ’ and
‘k n o w le d g e '^ ’ pertain to specific social c o n te x ts’ (1966:15) and H ajer (1995)
argues that this too can influence the credibility o f particu lar understandings
w ithin a particu lar context. H ajer argues that all ‘ro u tin iz e d ’ know ledge, like
science, law s and econom ics, is not coherent but has ‘its ow n inherent criteria o f
cre d ib ility ’ (H ajer, 1995:45).

E ach routinised know ledge has its ow n w ays o f

talk in g about reality and different practices that m ake it logical. Indeed the
developm ent o f these practices and languages influences the logic that is form ed.
F or exam ple w ithin law: ‘its high degree o f coherence stem s from (and is
dependant upon) the reproduction and routinization o f cognitive com m itm ents in
p ractices like the law su it’ (H ajer, 1995:45). I f w e look at the stu d y o f food, w e

At this point I want to highlight what I mean by knowledge or understandings. Many
different labels have been used to represent how we understand the world depending on
the history o f the various disciplines and the way they conceptualise and analyse how the
world is understood. Knowledge, truth, belief, norm, idea, attitude, culture, theory, view,
concept, myth, narrative, tracts, tropes, discourse and identity, including collective
identity, are just some labels that are used to express that people have different and shared
ways o f understanding reality. The sociology o f knowledge subsumes all these terms
under the concept ‘knowledge’, cultural studies under the term ‘culture’, discourse
analysis under the term ‘discourse’ but they are all concerned with the processes through
which knowledge is produced, maintained, transmitted, marginalised, questioned and
legitimised. Throughout I use these words interchangeably. I prefer the word
‘understanding’ because as a verb it suggests movement and change, and therefore a
process rather than an object. In the same way I prefer the word ‘cultural’ rather than its
singular form ‘culture’. It is not that these various concepts do not represent differences although sometimes they do not - the point I want to make is that these terms represent the
way we understand reality and therefore are acquired through the process o f self
formation and follow the same processes in which knowledge is produced, maintained,
questioned and legitimised. Indeed, we need a language that acknowledges the variability
within these processes to enable an analysis o f the ways in which these variables affect the
position of knowledge within a given context and how this may affect practice.
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can see m any different forms o f knowledge, languages and practices that are used
to make sense of, and com m unicate issues around, food; ethics, law, politics,
econom ics, natural and social science, philosophy, culinary art and ecology.

1.1. Studying elites - K now ledge/Pow er
The research carried out by anthropologists who study elites, and the methods used
by elites (but not exclusively by elites) to maintain their power, are useful for
showing how the concept o f the transcendental self, as well as objective
knowledge, is bound up with unequal pow er relationships. Policymakers I study
are often considered pow erful as they fall within a num ber o f the categories
mentioned earlier. Social science has traditionally focused on researching the
disadvantaged and viewing them as a problem. There was a dichotom y created
between the rational elite and the irrational disadvantaged (Foucault, 1977; Said,
1978; Hall, 1997). There has been a radical realisation in social theory, with
postm odern and poststructuralist perspectives on power and knowledge, that
conventional academ ic thought needs to be overhauled
not sim ply because change has taken place, but because change has
made us aware that know ledge has for too long been structured in
favour o f elite groups, w hilst ‘O thers’ (nearly everyone else in
practice) are excluded into ignorance (Hannam and Shurmer-Smith,
1994:224).
W ith the aim o f studying pow er rather than powerlessness or ‘studying up’ as
N ader (1969) advocated, the anthropology o f elites argues that we need to explore
the processes through w hich people maintain or try to maintain their positions o f
power. In this w ay know ledge can be structured in favour o f those with less
power. Sklair’s (1997) argument that elites must work to maintain their position
because global capitalism is vulnerable fits perfectly with this approach.
it is a social system that has to struggle to create and reproduce its
hegem onic order globally, and to do this large numbers o f local,
national, international and global organizations have been established
(Sklair, 1997:514-5).

Shore points to four distinct m ethodologies (within anthropology) used to study
elites.
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The first is that ehtes can only be meaningfully understood in their
wider historical context; that is, as fluid and temporal entities whose
powers and status rise and fall over time and in relation to broader
economic and social changes. The extent to which local or regional
elites are in fact ‘epiphemonena’ or by products o f processes
determined elsewhere is also significant
In short elites must be
viewed from a diachronic perspective and - like the concept of
‘culture’ - as dynamic processes rather than static or bounded entities
(Shore, 2002:13).
Chapter two gave an historical account o f the rise o f food safety regulation,
exploring the political and economic context in which it developed and the
principles that accompany these developments. This type o f analysis is important
as it highlights that these ideas, principles and structures are historically contingent
rather than natural and inevitable.

Another methodology for studying elites is to analyse:
Their recruitment and the strategies they use to reproduce themselves
over time. Here the concepts o f succession and reproduction (both in
the cultural and biological sense) are o f paramount importance.
Studying how elites ensure their survival requires close attention to
their kinship structures and networks, as well as to the institutions for
their selection and socialisation (Shore, 2002:13).
Although not dealing specifically with Codex, Sklair (1997) argues that
reproduction and networks are important for understanding the power o f the TCC
and he highlights the growing importance o f business schools with an emphasis on
the global economy, which reproduce the TCC members. He also argues that it is
not only within the business world where networks are important, but that the TCC
are involved in many spheres o f life.
A crucial component o f this integration o f the TCC as a global class is
that virtually all senior members o f the TCC will occupy a variety o f
interlocking positions, not only the interlocking o f directorates that
have been the subject o f detailed studies for some time in a variety o f
countries but also connections outside the direct ambit o f the corporate
sector, the ‘civil society’ as it were servicing the state-like structures o f
the corporations. Leading corporate executives regularly serve on and
often chair the boards o f thinktanks, charities, scientific, sports, and
arts and cultural bodies, universities, medical foundations and similar
intuitions .... It is in this ‘sense that the claim “the business o f society
is business” becomes legitimated in the global capitalist system’
(Sklair, 1997:523).
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This thesis is not only about business experiences, but also the scientific education
w hich is important for Codex policymakers. However, as we will see, this does not
rule out an alliance betw een econom ic and scientific understandings o f the world
through networks. I argue that a m ethodology based on biography lends itself to
the exploration o f education (and other experiences) and networks and is the focus
o f Chapter eight.

According to M cCarthy, social science which is concerned with the po litics o f
m eaning em phasises ‘the pervasiveness o f pow er and ideology with respect to
both the forms o f hum an consciousness as well as the realm o f social practices’
(1996:18).
Its challenge to realism lay in its insistence that all speech and writing
are sociopolitical acts insofar as these practices (speech and writing)
reproduce the positions and viewpoints o f speakers and represent a
social dialogue between speakers and their audiences. These inquiries
radically question the idea o f the objective or free author or subject
and the notion that any know ledge is so privileged that it can speak for
everyone. These inquiries also describe the problem o f the knowledge
o f reality as a problem o f power, since all knowledges and the realities
they purport to describe bear the mark o f their distinctive social and
political histories (ibid).
This can be understood as Shore’s third method for studying elites which aims ‘ to
analyse the language and practices through which elites represent them selves and
the techniques they use to legitimise their position’ (Shore, 2002:13). This
includes the discourses about reality these elites m ay have, and their prescribed
roles within these theories, and how these m ay help to legitimise their positions.
This approach is therefore ‘inform ed by social constructionism : The notion that
the production, as w ell as the application o f scientific know ledge [or any type o f
knowledge] o f food cannot be understood w ithout reference to the social interests
surrounding and perm eating the process’ (Smith and Phillips, 2000:3).'^

Social science therefore, needs to ask the question ‘under what cultural and
political conditions did such a representation seem useful’ (Barnes and Duncan,
1992:xii). The content o f know ledge cannot be understood w ithout exam ining the

This is why I analyse policymakers’ attitudes to biotechnology and the context in which
it is produced in chapters five, six and seven.
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political, cultural and institutional contexts in w hich m eaning is assigned (Hall,
1997).
Clifford ... is useful in providing a partial checklist [for understanding
the context]: the social context in which the piece w as w ritten, the
institutional setting (audience, intellectual tradition, school o f thought),
the genre o f w hich it is a part (textbook, scholarly article, new spaper
piece), the political position that sustains the authority o f the author
(colonial administrator, Third W orld academic. W estern journalist)
and, finally, the historical context that m akes all the above factors
contingent on particular times and places. (Barnes and Duncan,
1992:3)
This goes to the very heart o f scientific know ledge and questions the basis for its
legitim acy as objective; we can ask ‘w hat m akes scientists accept some claims as
better than others, given that confirm ation is not to be had through simple appeal
to the external w orld’? (Jasanoff, 1990:14).

Therefore, although know ledge is not fixed, there are strategies used to try to fix it
in ways that legitimise positions or practices. The debate over OLFs show how
different actors at Codex use science as a political tool to fulfil their interests. It is
ironic that capitalist understandings o f the world, industry is believed to have
particular interests which are understood as legitim ate and yet the know ledge they
produce and use is supposed to be free from these interests.

Shore uses Cohen (1981) to highlight a num ber o f ways in w hich elites legitimise
their position within society w hich is:
a central problem faced by all dom inant elites; nam ely, the need to
reconcile the tension between ‘universalism ’ and ‘particularism ’. To
gain the support o f subordinated groups, an elite m ust convince the
masses that its sectional interests represent the w ider public or national
interest; i.e. it m ust seek to dem onstrate its ‘universalistic functions’ o f
service to the public. As Cohen argues, rulers typically do this through
the cultivation o f mystique, dram atic perform ance, rhetorical
strategies, or a com bination o f all three. The centrality o f symbolism
and pow er in the anthropological o f elites, w hat K ertzer (1988:77)
term ed the ‘ritual construction o f political reality’ (Shore, 2002:2).
The role o f knowledge, within these strategies for legitim acy, is therefore
important. One o f the rhetorical strategies used to legitim ise ones positions, is to
naturalise and universalise ones understandings o f the world.
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Ideologies claim a position o f privilege, a position that grants to its
processor a claim o f universality. Ideologies are absolutizing voices,
passing them selves o ff as natural, as the only w ay o f viewing things.
All know ledges contain w ithin them the seeds o f ideological thinking.
But some know ledges, because o f their totalizing features and their
ability to naturalize social reality, and to reproduce institutions o f
power, achieve m ore perfectly the status o f ideologies. Ideologies
succeed as ideologies by repressing the constructive function o f
knowledge, by hiding the social histories and circumstances from
which ideas and systems o f knowledge derive their logics (M cCarthy,
1996:7).
Sklair makes this point in relation to the TCC that ‘when privileged m inorities try
to impose their definitions o f goals, means and needs on majorities, conform ity
becom es objectionable on moral grounds, and com plicated rationales have to be
constructed to ju stify its im position’ (Sklair, 1997:518). Sklair also argues that for
the present global elite, the universal ideology is that o f consumerism.
The culture-ideology o f global capitalist consum erism is the
fundamental value system that keeps the system intact, but it permits a
relatively w ide variety o f choices (Sklair, 1997:523).

The splitting o f rationality, or ‘pu re’ knowledge, from ‘cultural’ know ledge and
castigating ‘cultural’ know ledge as irrational can also be understood as a rhetorical
strategy where certain people are given the mantle o f being able to see the world in
the correct w a y .'”^ Their views are seen as natural or obvious while a variety o f
other views are denigrated to the position o f ‘culture’. The basis for legitimacy,
and therefore authority, depends on the actors and ideas o f position, experience,
education and/or expertise associated with them.

Said (1978) argues that this concept o f the self and knowledge has political
im plications as som e categories o f people were given this mantle o f rationality
w hile Others (everyone else) were constructed as deficient and excluded,
patronised, and controlled. In the case that Said exam ines, this concept o f the self

'"'This splitting o f ‘pure’ knowledge from ‘cultural’ knowledge and castigating ‘cultural’
knowledge as irrational plays a role in Codex and is explored in the first three analysis
chapters. We also have some evidence of this in the last section, in relation to Codex’
understandings of the use of science within the policymaking process. This is intimately
linked to the categorisation of certain people as ‘experts’ and legitimate actors within the
policymaking process.
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aided the process o f colonisation. In discussing the benefits o f ‘O rientalism ’ to
those who constructed it, he outlines a num ber o f strategies used to establish the
w estern powers as colonisers. This is true o f m any other forms o f knowledge, for
exam ple capitalism.
Orientalism is, above all, a discourse that is by no m eans in direct,
corresponding relationship with political pow er in the raw, but rather is
produced and exists in an uneven exchange w ith various kinds o f
power, shaped to a degree by the exchange w ith pow er political (as
w ith a colonial or imperial establishment), pow er intellectual (as with
reigning sciences like com parative linguistics or anatomy, or any o f
the m odem policy sciences), pow er cultural (as w ith orthodoxies and
canons o f taste, texts, values), pow er moral (as w ith ideas about what
“w e” do and what “they” cannot do or understand as “w e” do) (Said,
1978:12).
This designation o f the capacity to see the w orld correctly is associated with
certain groups and can be linked to biological factors, for exam ple in relation to
racism , which o f course can also be seen as the process o f naturalising certain
groups vision o f the w orld while denigrating others.

Unlike the exam ple by Said, which may be based on the idea that know ledge is
innate, ‘expertise’ is know ledge that can be leam t, but can still be used to
designate certain people as representing truth w hile others do not. Shore argues
that anthropology as a discipline needs to becom e aware that the know ledge it
produces can be used to legitimise the position o f certain actors to the detrim ent o f
others.
Virtually every society has its privileged m inorities: those who, for
reasons o f history, social status, econom ic position, political office or
family connections, are the de fa c to pow er holders w hose interests and
norm ative values set the agenda and define the ‘natural order o f
things’. ‘The ideas o f the ruling classes’ w rote M arx and Engels over
150 years ago, ‘are, in every epoch, the ruling ideas’: i.e., the class
which is the dominant material force in society is at the same time its
dom inant intellectual force (Shore, 2002:2).
These

understandings

o f the

world

m ay

m arginalisation o f other types o f knowledge.

also

be

accom panied

by

the

For exam ple, George and Sabelli

(1994) argue that the W orld Bank m aintains its position partly because it refuses to
acknow ledge or engage with its critics and their understandings o f reality.
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Mere scale o f resources cannot explain this performance. Crucially,
the bank has m anaged to make its own view o f the world appear the
norm. W e think its real success has been not so much economic how ever great the econom ic pow er it wields - as cultural, ideological
and, in a not entirely m etaphorical sense, religious (George and
Sabelh, 1994:3).

In the policym aking process certain routinised knowledges, ideas and activities are
legitimised and others are not. A set o f narratives that will influence the extent to
which actors are legitimised, are the narratives put forward to legitimate the
solutions for a given problem or crisis in the policymaking. The problem itself has
to be defined. This is a highly contested and political process as certain definitions
o f the problem and the solution are legitimised and others excluded or
marginalised.
The m anner in which a problem is defined will determine which set o f
experts will have the first and perhaps only opportunity to address the
problem (Barker and Peters, 1993:8).
There is a tendency for organisations to be colonized by a single perspective on a
problem and therefore a single type o f experts is used (Barker and Peters, 1993:9).
However, there are conflicts between different types o f scientists.
At all levels, the medical experts cannot explain themselves fully to
their laymen employers. If the experts agree, they must rely on their
unified qualified opinions to carry the day. If they disagree, they can
only com pete with rival experts in getting their view o f some technical
issues accepted (Barker and Peters, 1993:3).

I do not want to suggest that these narratives are fixed in time or space.

They

change in the continuous strategic interplay between actors, w here they are
developed, added to as new inform ation becom es integrated, criticised, rejected,
supported, and changed from ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ (Smith and Phillips, 2000;
Smith, 1996). The process o f legitimisation is therefore contextual. A particular
narrative used in one context by an actor m ay be contradicted by another narrative
in another context.

This is due to the strategic nature o f these narratives in

legitimising roles and solutions in policymaking. French and Phillips argue that
assigning expertise to certain groups is strategic ‘... actors such as industrialists
m ay at times w illingly take on the role o f experts, w hile at other times preferring
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strategically to attribute expertise to others (Sm ith and Phillips, 2000:4-5).
N arratives are therefore used in the continuous shifting boundaries between
legitim acy and illegitim acy. Policies are usually instigated due to a crisis; the
solution is not necessarily the best solution but rather the solution that has gained
the m ost legitim acy w ithin a particular context.

Knowledge accum ulates in strength not due to the inherent quality o f the
know ledge but due to the usefulness o f that know ledge to the social actors and
especially to those that have pow er to legitimise them. Said is again useful for
reiterating this, but he also highlights the pow er o f knowledge.
One ought never to assume that the structure o f Orientalism is nothing
more than a structure o f lies or o f myths which, were the truth about
them to be told, w ould sim ply blow away (Said, 1978:6).
W ithin the know ledge that was constructed to define the Orient, space was created
for the political desires and interests o f the coloniser.
[T]he im aginative exam ination o f things Oriental was based m ore or
less exclusively upon a sovereign W estern consciousness out o f whose
unchallenged centrality an Oriental world em erged, first according to
general ideas about who or what was an Oriental, then according to a
detailed logic governed not simply by em pirical reality but by a battery
o f desires, repressions, investments, and projections (Said, 1978:8).
O rientalisim therefore becom es a sign o f the W est’s pow er over the Orient rather
than as a depiction o f the external reality o f the M iddle East.

1.2. Institutional Research
I do not want to suggest that research carried out on Codex is crudely and actively
legitim ising the positions o f those in power, although G rant’s position does tend to
do so. Braithw aite and Drahos (2000) and Sklair (1997, 2002) are explicitly
com ing from approaches that question the legitim acy o f those in pow er and
highlight the im portance o f know ledge as part o f this. For exam ple, Braithwaite
and Drahos state that their aim is to produce know ledge that will support those
marginalised.
We concluded that a basis for the strong dom inating the w eak, the rich
defeating the poor in the world system, was their superior capacity to
control and use knowledge. W e hoped that w e were enhancing
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know ledge o f w hat makes global business regulatory system s tick. So
w e decided to pursue know ledge that would be illuminating to social
scientists, and to place that know ledge in a framework that w ould be
m ost useful to the w eaker players o f global regulatory gam es - citizen
groups and developing countries (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2000, 5-6).
Indeed all the research on Codex has an element o f discourse analysis, through
deconstructing the discourses produced or m aintained it is possible to understand
the logic in w hich reality is constructed and therefore questions the truth o f these
perspectives.

Although this analysis is very useful and im portant for understanding the
policym aking process as well as the individuals involved, there is a gap in the
literature. The analysis o f these actors remains on an institutional level and focuses
on the output o f organisations; reports and public statements, and so do not
question individuals’ understandings and experiences o f defining the problem and
solution and on policym aking. In doing so they lend themselves to the criticism s
o f assum ing that the policym akers are rational actors. M y question is different in
that I w ant to explore the know ledge and experiences o f individuals who are part
o f these institutions, and who m ake decisions for these institutions, not as rational
actors but as both consum ers and producers o f cultural know ledge w ithin
particular contexts. This is the fourth method o f studying elites highlighted by
Shore.
However, useful as such perspectives may be, historical and political
econom y approaches by them selves provide only h alf the picture and
reveal little about w hat is at stake in local politics or what happens on
the ground. U nderstanding the external conditions and interests that
prom ote and sustain local or national elites must also be m atched with
an analysis o f the norms, values and shared interests that characterise
or unite such elites (Shore, 2002:13).
It m ust be noted that Sklair (1997) does explore these norms and values o f the
TCC, but this is not the focus o f his research on Codex as he analyses the
institutions’ docum ents and rem ains on an institutional level.

A nother problem w ith rem aining on the institutional level is that there is an
assum ption that people fit w ithin ju st one group, w hether that is scientist, NGO,
state or business actor. In fact the institutional level is ju st one part o f the
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individual’s world, ju st one area o f their life in w hich they come into contact with
ideas, make decisions and act. There are w hole matrices o f group m em bership
including those that do not relate directly w ith the regulation o f food.

These

include those w hich relate to their private life and include; relationships with
family and friends, nations, class, gender, ethnic and religious groups. In other
w ords their position within society is not ju st determ ined by their link w ith the
policy or the organisation they are representing at the policy m eetings. These
w ider experiences should influence their ideas, values, beliefs, norm s as well as
their interests. These have traditionally been excluded from the analysis o f
policym akers, and indeed, powerful people in general, because the dichotom y
created betw een ‘pure’ and ‘cultural’ knowledge, as w ell as expert and non-expert,
make it difficult to bring these types o f know ledge together again. For example,
from a realist perspective, allegiances to the nation state are param ount and cannot
understand how people can act in accordance with the interests o f an organisation
if it conflicts with the interests o f their nation state (V erbeek, 1998). I am
particularly interested in how the policymakers, especially those who w ork for the
interests o f capital through business associations, can represent the interests o f a
few and their w ealth when m ost o f the m ajor religions o f the w orld and m any non
religious understandings o f the world have com m unitarian ideals. We need to go
beyond this dualism to be able to explore the know ledge they consum e and
reproduce. Identity studies have attempted to do this to some extent, but I will
argue that there are problem s w ith identity as a conceptual tool.

And this brings us to yet another reason to explore the experiences o f individuals,
rather than focusing purely on the institutional level. Because individuals are part
o f other groups they may not share the same know ledge as the organisation they
represent at the negotiations. It is important to explore the extent to w hich the
policym akers take the know ledge o f the organisation they represent for granted,
believe it or question it, w hether it is in conflict w ith their own ideas and if they
are engaged in any acts o f resistance. This raises further questions about
knowledge and how it should be theorised.
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2. A sociologically-nuanced conceptualisation of the Self
I have argued that the sphtting o f ‘p u re’ know ledge from ‘cultural’ or ‘political’
knowledge has both theoretical and political implications, and that focusing on the
institutional level m eans certain important elements, which are o f particular
interest to me, are not possible to analyse, namely: the extent to w hich the
policym akers believe in w hat they are doing; the extent to which they are
influenced by other ideas they have gained from their m em bership to other groups;
and whether they resist against the organisation they represent. By conceptualising
people as rational and rem aining on the institutional level, it is difficult to see
these actors as anything other than bound to one organisation and static, w here
their know ledge is internal or fixed within the individual. In what follows, I
conceptualise the self as dynam ic, which takes into account human lived
experience and how these experiences influence the know ledge we acquire. This
raises fundamental questions w ithin social theory around ‘identity’, the self, social
action and knowledge. I draw heavily on the literature on ‘identity’, but I argue
that this concept m eans too much to be useful w ithin academic research. I also
explore literature that deals with the collective aspccts o f people’s experiences and
develop some conceptual tools in relation to experience, knowledge and
collectivity, which will be used in analysing the experiences and understandings o f
the Codex policymakers.

2.1. Understandings and Experience
A recurring them e in the literature on ‘identity’ is that our ‘identity’ influences
how we are prepared to act (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000; Jenkins, 1996; Elias,
1978a, 1978b). There are three main theoretical perspectives on how action and
‘identity’ interact. There are those that draw from the dominant view o f hum anity,
which is influenced by the concept o f the transcendental self, and views
know ledge as residing w ithin the individual. W ithin this perspective identity is
seen as a precondition for involvem ent in action (D ella Porta and Diani, 1999).
This can lead to a reification o f the self; not a process, but an im m utable
characteristic existing prior to the individual’s involvem ent and unchanged by
their experiences. For exam ple, people becom e involved in an anti-war m ovem ent
because they are hippies and troublem akers or people support a w ar because they
are warmongers. Others focus on how ‘identities’ are acquired though activity.
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w hich can also lead to a reification o f ‘identity’. For example, it m ay be assumed
that, through activity, the internal self ( ‘identity’, individual, soul or personality)
that has been lost or hidden (by an external force perhaps) can be rediscovered.
M arxism is accused o f this perspective, when it argued that one is em ancipated
from the by being alienated by capitalism through involvem ent in revolutionary
activity against it.

The third perspective:
derives from Am erican pragmatism, via the seminal contributions o f
Cooley (1962, 1964) and M ead (1934). From their work, and
understanding em erges o f the ‘s e lf as an ongoing and, in practice
simultaneous, synthesis o f (internal) self-definition and the (external)
definitions o f oneself offered by others. ...th e internal-external
dialectic o f identifications as the process w hereby all identities individual and collective - are constituted (Jenkins, 1996:20).
This approach rejects the idea that we are m onads or ‘self-contained unitary
individuals who carry their uniqueness deep inside them selves, like pearls hidden
in their shells’ (Burkitt, 1991:1) and views action and ‘identity’ as a continuous
process o f mutual reformation. There is no zero point from w hich our ‘identities’
are constructed, they develop in the course o f action in a process o f continuous
redefinition.
If identity is a necessary prerequisite for social life, the reverse is also
true. Individual identity - em bodied in selfhood - is not m eaningful in
isolation from the social world o f other people. Individuals are unique
and variable, but selfhood is thoroughly socially constructed: in the
processes o f prim ary and subsequent socialisation, and in the ongoing
processes o f social interaction w ithin which individuals define and
redefine them selves and others throughout their lives (Jenkins,
1996:20).
Those who becom e involved in these activities and collectivities have some prior
interest and value (both em otionally and cognitively) in these activities. However,
these ‘identities’ are changed by experiences o f action. This new sense o f who one
is m ay encourage further action and involvem ent in a particular group or it may
lead to a rejection o f past activity. As D ella Porta and Diani (1999) put it;
through the production, m aintenance and revitalization o f identities,
individuals define and redefine individual projects, and possibilities for
action open and close (D ella Porta and Diani, 1999:85).
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Szakolczai (1998) refers to this process as self-formation and argues that through
this process we becom e the people we are. He uses this term to create a distinction
between universal and culturally specific aspects o f human beings. Self-formation
is universal. We are formed through ‘a series o f experiences’ (Szakolczai, 1998:5).
It is through these experiences that the appropriation o f the background takes
place.

W hat Szakolczai calls the background is the knowledge that perm eates

society, including ideologies and discourses, and the structures o f society that are
formed due to these understandings. These are implicated in the continuous
process o f experience and self-formation. The cultural context is appropriated
through a variety o f types o f experiences from dramatic, once in a lifetime events
that make people reflect and change dram atically (for exam ple war), to the taken
for granted everyday relations (for exam ple using money as a means o f exchange)
- in all their econom ic, political, cultural and historical particularities - that are
involved in the process o f self-formation. Bourdieu (1977) also makes a
distinction in that know ledge can be acquired either through the process o f
socialisation or through being taught. It is therefore;
through [the m any different types of] “ experiences” that transform the
mode o f being o f individuals and may bring them closer to or exactly
further aw ay from the expectations and requirements o f others, or o f
the entire social order (Szakolczai, 1998:8).
These ’[t]ransform ative experiences are events’ (Szakolczai, 1998:7) and events
not only change structures, as Sewell (1996) suggests, but also change beings.
These transform ative experiences are reflected on by those involved in the event
and by those who recognise the experience through remarks, evaluations,
assessm ents and reflections. These reflections and recognitions ‘contribute to the
shaping o f the s e lf (Szakolczai, 1998:7).

Although I find the literature on identity very useful I have problem s with the
concept ‘identity’. The word ‘identity’ developed within academia in the last few
decades and has becom e increasingly popular, how ever Brubaker and Cooper
(2000) argue that its m eanings has m ultiplied so much that the word ‘identity’ has
becom e contradictory and therefore lost its usefulness in academic theory
(although perhaps not w ithin the political world). Brubaker and Cooper (2000)
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argue that we should use a variety o f other term s that would enable an analysis o f
the com plexity o f the processes involved in relation to ‘identity’. This is
particularly im portant because this term lends itself to the reification o f the self,
and therefore the processes involved in self-form ation. This is also im portant as
different elements o f ‘identity’, including the collective elem ent influence how
people are prepared to act.

We can see Szakolczai’s use o f the concept ‘self-form ation’ as part o f this, as a
w ay o f creating a distinction between w hat is universal and w hat is culturally
specific about the s e lf Like Szakolczai, I think the process through which people
becom e the people they are is universal; however, the character that the self takes
is different depending on the experiences we have and the m eanings that are
assigned to these throughout our life. A very im portant aspect o f this character o f
the self is the know ledge we have o f the w orld and these are (re)form ed through
the process o f self-formation. This again is a rejection o f D escartes approach to
know ledge as resting and unchanging inside the individual. Therefore it is not only
‘identities’ that em erge in this way, but so too do our understandings on other
subjects, including ideas about the world, hum anity, o n e’s self, one’s place within
the world, and relations to others. These theories may not be understood as distinct
categories, but rather as interlinking and interrelating in various ways. This
know ledge may be practical, normative or idealistic. Indeed, all know ledge o f
reality em erges in this way; as a continuous dialectical process between the
individual and society (or intrinsic and extrinsic know ledge as M cCarthy (1996)
describes them).

2.2. Self-understanding
Brubaker and Cooper (2000) suggest ‘self-understanding’ as one alternative for
‘identity’. Self-understanding is ‘one’s sense o f who one is ’ (Brubaker and
Cooper, 2000:17) - it is situated subjectivity. This is one type o f know ledge which
is acquired through the dialectic interplay betw een intrinsic and extrinsic
know ledge in the process o f self-formation. Self-understanding m ay take the form
o f having a sense o f oneself situated in a relational web or in a category or group.
Like self-form ation, this term is universal, in that everyone has a sense o f who
they are. H owever it takes m any forms. Brubaker and Cooper suggest that this
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‘sense o f who one is’ can be stable, although they do put more emphasis on the
possibility that it is ‘variable across tim e and across persons’ (Brubaker and
Cooper, 2000:18). I find this stability difficult to accept and argue that certain
aspects m ay remain the same through their continuous maintenance (for exam ple
gender or sexuality), but that others change dram atically through ones life (age and
perhaps political affiliation).

Because one’s social location is contextual, so too are self-understandings. For
example, I m ay criticise m y governm ent over their handling o f the refugee ‘crisis’
and reject the need for national identities, preferring to view m yself as a m em ber
o f a global com munity. H owever, in other contexts I w ant to be recognised as
Irish, for exam ple when scholarships are open only to Irish people. Therefore, we
can have m ultiple self-understandings that m ay be contradictory, and we have to
negotiate them according to circumstances.

Brubaker and Cooper (2000), argue that w hatever form self-understanding takes, it
is maintained though a variety o f processes including (a) identification, (b)
connectivity, com m onality and groupness and (c) the construction o f the Other.
Sometimes these processes are explicit, as particular agents want people to see
themselves in particular ways. At other times, these forms o f self-understanding
are maintained through discourse.

Jenkins argues ‘that the individually unique and the collectively shared can be
understood as sim ilar (if not exactly the same) in important respects; that each is
routinely related to - or, better perhaps, entangled with - the other; that the
processes by which they are produced, reproduced, and changed are analogous;
and that both are intrinsically social’ (Jenkins, 1996:19). Arguing that there was a
lack o f focus on the theorisation o f the relationship between the individual and the
collective he also makes the point that, ‘perhaps the most significant difference
between individual and collective identities is that the former em phasises
difference, the latter similarity. Even this, however, is never more than a m atter o f
their respective em phases’ (Jenkins, 1996:19-20). As individuals w e share
experiences, including activities, collectivities and engagem ent with the ideas that
perm eate society.
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2.2.1. Identification.
‘Identification’ is another term that is used as an alternative to ‘identity’ by
Brubaker and Cooper (2000) and it m ay help to form self-understandings. This
new term is used to question certain assum ptions associated with the term
‘identity’. It makes clear that identifications are acquired and change through a
continual process and that not all moves to adopt new elements o f identifications
succeed. Identification beckons the theorist to identify the agents doing the
identifying. In contrast to the term ‘identity’, which can lead to a reification o f this
process, identification does not allow us to assume that this process will succeed
and that it will be internalised in the same w ay that self-understandings are
internalised. The reification o f this process also leads to the assum ption that there
is a sam eness within a bounded group distinct from others (Brubaker and Cooper,

2000 ).

This process o f identification, both by oneself and by others, is ‘fundam entally
situational and contextual’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:14). A distinction can be
made between ‘relational and categorical modes o f identification’ (Brubaker and
Cooper, 2000:15). A hum an being can be positioned w ithin a group or category,
for exam ple race, nationality, language. Or one can be positioned ‘in a relational
w eb ’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:14), for exam ple, in a web o f kinship or a
student-teacher relationship. A nother type o f identification highlighted by
Brubaker

and

Cooper

(2000)

is

the

m ore

em otional

‘psychodynam ic’

identification. This term originated with Freud and ‘involve[s] identifying oneself
em otionally with another person, category, or collectivity’ (B rubaker and Cooper,
2000:17).

‘Self-identification

takes

place

in

a

dialectical

interplay

with

external

identification, and the two need not converge’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:15).
W ithin external identification there are also variations: people identify themselves
and others in the process o f social life and there are also ‘the formalized, codified,
objectified

systems o f categorization developed by pow erful, authoritative

institutions’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:15). The m odem state is a very
im portant agent o f this external identification. ‘This includes the pow er to name.
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to identify, to categorize, to state what is what and who is w ho’ (Brubaker and
Cooper, 2000:15). This does not mean that this external identification will be
internalised and even if it is, it can be contested. There are other actors that
produce and diffuse identifications and categories. Charles Tilly (see Brubaker and
Cooper, 2000) highlights a variety o f institutions that categorise, including
schools, religious groups, political parties, firms, bureaucracies and social
m ovements. For exam ple, social movement leaders, for a range o f reasons, have
proposed alternative identifications in opposition to official ones. Leaders also try
to get m em bers to identify them selves in this alternative w ay individually, and
w ith each other, both em otionally and cognitively. This is a long and difficult
struggle and has uncertain outcomes. It is im portant therefore to continually keep
in focus the contestable nature o f this process o f identification. Although Brubaker
and Cooper (2000) highlight the importance o f specifying the agents that do the
identifying, they also point to the fact that this process can be achieved without
specific institutions or persons.
Identification can be carried more or less anonym ously by discourses
or public narratives. ...[in] their anonymous, unnoticed permeation o f
our ways o f thinking and talking and making sense o f the social world
(Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:16).
As w e have seen earlier in the chapter, the identification o f the ‘expert’ is bound
up with the process o f legitim ising certain actors and their interests within the
process o f policym aking. The observer status given to some organisations gives
these groups some rights within policym aking but excludes them from others.

2.2.2. Commonality, Connectedness and Groupness.^^
Brubaker and C ooper argue that these processes are also subsumed w ithin the
concept o f ‘identity’ and hide the com plexity o f the relationship between the
individual and the collective dimension.

Brubaker and Cooper subsume these processes under the term Collectivisation:
This is the emotionally laden sense of belonging to a distinctive, bounded
group, involving both a felt solidarity or oneness with fellow group
members and a felt difference from, or even antipathy to specific outsiders
(Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:19).
Although they have implications for each another, I think they are much better kept
separate as they have different implications for self-understandings and self-formation. I
would view their concept of collectivisation as just one form of groupness.
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“Com m onality” denotes the sharing o f som e com mon attribute,
“connectedness” the relational ties that link people [and] ...
“groupness” - the sense o f belonging to a distinctive, bounded,
solidary group (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:20).'^
This process varies greatly in intensity and therefore influences experience and
action in different ways. The actors involved in Codex have only been studied as
m em bers o f the one organisation they represented at the negotiations. H owever
ones m em bership to groups is far m ore complex and m ay have im plications on
how people are prepared to act w ithin the policym aking process.

Being part o f a group may be symbolised through a variety o f identifiers; cloths,
objects, rituals/practices/activities, stories, a distinctive language or preferences to
food. According to D ella Porta and Diani these sym bols reflect ‘their vision o f the
world (D ella Porta and Diani, 1999:98). Brubaker and Cooper supplem ent Charles
T illy’s (1978) analysis that groupness is the product o f connectedness and
categorical

com m onality

by

draw ing

on

M ax

W eber’s

zusam m engehorigkeitsgefuhl; a feeling o f belonging together. These feelings o f
belonging ‘depend in part on the degrees and forms o f com m onality and
connectedness, but it will also depend on other factors such as particular events,
their encoding in com pelling public narratives, prevailing discursive frames, and
so o n ’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000:20). They also criticise Tilly for suggesting
that relational connectedness is always necessary for ‘groupness’. For example,
nationalists have a strong sense o f belonging but do not have a high degree o f
relational connectedness'^ (unless we take the relation to the state as part o f it or
through the media). It is m ore likely that it derives, from categorical selfunderstanding rather than relational connectedness. M oreover, the existence o f
connectedness or com m onality does not lead autom atically to group identification.
Eye colour is a com m onality less used than skin colour for group formation.
Indeed, social conflicts often take place between groups which are very closely
connected to one another, for exam ple nationalist conflict dividing the intimately
linked societies o f Ireland and England. D ella Porta and Diani (1999) show that

The process of connectedness is very similar to some concepts of networks. I prefer this
concept of connectedness because networks is also used to refer to a particular type of
organisational or social structure (Castells, 2000; Johanson, et al., 1991).
Of course, this varies depending on the size of the country.
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through the sense that a w ider com m unity shares aspirations and values,
individuals w ithin the com m unity are encouraged and motivated by it. And, o f
course, it works the other way; if they feel isolated it m ay reduce the possibility o f
action.

There are a variety o f presum ed shared characteristics that are the basis of
groupness. These can be divided into at least four broad but overlapping
categories, spatial, social, tem poral and value-orientated. N ationalism for exam ple
is built around a notion o f geographical space, class around a social group, w hile
the advocates o f m odernity rely on temporal metaphors. The value-orientated ideas
are used by groups that do not limit themselves to any particular space, and
suggest that their values are timeless and are therefore open to anyone with sim ilar
values. For exam ple, there are universal religions including Islam, Christianity and
Buddhism but there are also less formal organisations based on values or ethics.
Value orientated categories are im portant for m y respondents as they align
them selves with different sides o f the debate.

2.2.3. The Other.
An im portant aspect o f self-understanding, both on an individual and group level,
is the concept o f the ‘O ther’, which is mentioned by Brubaker and Cooper, but not
properly explored. Hall (1997) exam ined w hy difference plays an important role in
constructing meaning:
difference is ambivalent. It can be both positive and negative. It is
both necessary for the production o f meaning, the formation o f
language and culture, for social identities and a subjective sense o f the
self as a sexed subject - and at the same time, it is threatening, a site o f
danger, o f negative feelings, o f splitting, hostility and aggression
towards the ‘O ther’ (Hall, 1997:328).
The O ther can be both positive or negative. This is part o f the process o f
categorisation, as we nam e and place people, objects and events into categories.
Categories o f difference show m ore about the production and reproduction o f
difference rather then ‘inherent’ differences (Said, 1978). Said explains that in an
international setting ‘European culture gained in strength and identity by setting
itself o ff against the O rient as a sort o f surrogate and even underground s e lf (Said,
1978:3).
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For groupness, there is a boundary constructed betw een the group and the Other.
This m ay be com phcated, as categorisation can lead to w hole m atrices o f
groupness, which overlap and contradict. For example, som eone Irish is different
from som eone French but are both Europeans. There m ay be m ore than one O ther
for a group.

This again lends itself to the argument that our self-understandings

are contextual.

The process o f categorisation is not m erely a necessity o f the im agination, but can
be em broiled in relationships o f unequal pow er and dom ination (Said, 1978; Hall,
1997). It can lead to the Other being held up in opposition to the group. Their
differences can be naturalised through the process o f stereotyping. Stereotyping
‘reduces, essentializes, naturalizes and fixes “difference” ’ (Hall, 1997:258). It
reduces groups to essential characteristics in binary oppositions in a process o f
splitting (Hall, 1997).

In a racialised discourse. Blacks w ere reduced to

‘savagery’, opposed to ‘civilisation’, and ‘abnorm al’ opposed to ‘norm al’. This
stereotyping fixes boundaries and prevents the slippage o f meaning. Through this
process, a group is bound together in an im agined com m unity which allows for
‘the maintenance o f social and symbolic order.

It sets up a symbolic frontier

betw een the “norm al” and the “deviant” ’ (Hall, 1997:258). ‘D ifference’ from this
perspective must be excluded to maintain the purity o f the w ay o f thinking (Hall,
1997). It is therefore im portant to understand representation o f ‘difference’ and the
categorisation that accom panies it because it is im plicated in the process o f
legitim ising pow er relations: ‘stereotyping tends to occur w here there are gross
inequalities o f pow er’ (Hall, 1997:258). Usually, the O ther is assigned negative
characteristics and roles, allow ing the group characteristics to be held in .h ig h
esteem within its membership. There are how ever huge variations in the degree to
w hich the Other is highlighted and dem onised w ithin a group, and this depends on
the socio-historical context.

A ccording to Della Porta and Diani (1999), collective activity is not possible
w ithout the construction and identification o f a ‘w e ’ and ‘O ther’. As Gamson
argues the ‘w e ’ is ‘characterized by com m on traits and a specific solidarity....
[while the ‘O ther’ is] attributed the responsibility for the actor’s condition and
against which the m obilisation is called (Gamson, 1992 in Della Porta and Diani,
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1999:87).

This involves a definition o f boundaries between these positive and

negative identifications w ithin the conflict.

Touraine (1981) agrees that action

occurs w hen ‘actors develop the ability to define themselves, other social actors
and the content o f the relationships which link them (Della Porta and Diani,
1999:87). The Other is, therefore, ‘not only excluded but actively opposed’ (Della
Porta and Diani, 1999:87). Although this is a com mon understanding o f the use o f
the O ther within a conflict it is not necessarily the case. As 1 have already argued
categorisation does not necessarily have to be based on negative attributes o f the
Other. Just because there is a process o f categorisation does not mean that these
categories have to be placed w ithin a system o f hierarchies. Action does not
necessarily have to be based on the construction o f the other which is held up as
negative or in opposition.

W hat is important to rem em ber is that although identification, com m onality,
connectedness, groupness and the construction o f the Other influences o n e’s sense
o f who one is, this sense o f w ho one is also influences how subsequent
experiences and action are understood. Della Porta and Diani (1999), for instance,
highlight this in relation to the influence o f groupness (although they call it
‘identity’). ‘On the basis o f such allegiances, they give meaning to their own
experiences and to their developm ent over tim e’ (Della Porta and Diani, 1999:85)

2.3. Uncertainty and knowledge
A nother them e that em erges w ithin the literature, both in relation to selfunderstanding (although usually referred to as identity) and around other subjects
o f understanding, is the taken-for-grantedness and, at the other end o f the scale,
the uncertainty o f our understandings. Jenkins argues that ‘the privacies o f the
person are among the themes o f discourses o f identity’ (Jenkins, 1996:10).
A lthough understandings becom e part o f our very being, at a cognitive, em otional
and physical level, we m ust not assum e that all our understandings o f the world
are taken-for-granted.

Social theories o f self and know ledge often overem phasise the degree to which
know ledge is taken-for-granted, im plying that we are cultural and social dupes
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determ ined by the society we Hve in. This is ironic since it is these theories that
have problem atised what is usually taken-for-granted. One o f the m ajor problem
w ith these theories is that they do not explain w here ideas com e from and w hy
they change.

In other words: who writes the scripts or m yths that permeate

society, w hether these create harm ony as in the case o f P arson’s theory, or
m aintain positions o f pow er as advocated by M arxist theories? A central question
w ithin social and scientific research relates to the validity o f our knowledge; how
do w e know that we are right? M annheim (1954), M erton (1968) and M cCarthy
(1996), argue that it is com m onplace to be uncertain about the know ledge we have
o f reality. It is not only scientists who question what we know. We are
continuously

confronted

w ith

com peting

interpretations

of

events

and

disagreem ents that arise from differing perspectives. This is particularly important
for m y thesis, as there is so much uncertainty about the science and the risks
associated with new biotechnologies. Latour (1987) proposed the idea o f the black
box to represent accepted scientific knowledge. This black box is reopened during
policym aking. ‘W hile the boundaries o f the expertise claim ed by actors vary over
time, conflicts between ex p erts.. ..seems so widespread in food policy m aking and
regulation that they m ight fairly be described as endem ic’ (Sm ith and Phillips,
2000:1-2). The boundary betw een the known and the unknow n is continuously
changing, not just in one direction, but rather, back and forth. This opening o f the
black box may be due to public concern and suspicion o f scientific know ledge or
technological innovation. A nother cause for uncertainty is the diverse nature o f
scientific speciality. One group o f scientists m ay think the black box is closed
w hile others think it is still open. Probably the greatest chasm is betw een natural
and social science. There m ay also be am biguity over the place science plays in
the problem and solution. Science can be seen sim ultaneously as the problem and
the saviour. In policym aking scientists are involved in defining the problem but
can also be seen as part o f the problem. It m ay also be possible that one scientist or
group o f scientists do both. This may leave science in the defensive as it is on the
boundary between legitim acy and illegitimacy.

M cCarthy argues that the increase in special interest groups m akes us even more
aware that our understandings o f the world are ju st one among many.

I would
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imagine, however, that the dynam ics o f poHtics have always made us aware o f
this. I also agree w ith Jenkins in his assessment.
Reflexive self-identity is one o f the social phenom enon which are
hailed as diagnostically m odem by many sociological com mentators
(e.g. Giddens 1991). But this is at least an overstatement, which tells
us more about the conceits o f W estern m odernity than about anything
else (Jenkins, 1996:10).

This question is not w hether we do or do not take things for granted but, rather as
Bourdieu has suggested, that we cannot exist w ithout taking things for granted.
The pow er o f the habitus derives from the thoughtlessness o f habit and
habituation, rather than consciously learned rules and principles.
Socially com petent perform ances are produced as a m atter o f routine,
w ithout explicit reference to a body o f codified knowledge, and
w ithout the actors necessarily ‘know ing what they are doing’ (in the
sense o f being able adequately to explain what they are doing)
(Jenkins, 1992:76).
The process o f categorisation (w hether this is in relation to people, things or
events), and nam ing is a central part o f this process o f m aking the world more
comprehendible. A lthough the know ledge o f the world that we acquire is
incoherent, contradictory and context-dependent, it nevertheless influences our
actions. Our understandings about the world are formed through negotiations with
intrinsic and extrinsic knowledge.
sociology o f know ledge has been principally concerned with how
social groups and forms o f social organization have contributed to the
production and dissem ination o f these knowledges. K nowledges are
subject to these two distinct processes: they are socially produced or
generated, and they are socially distributed.- The “social distribution o f
know ledge” refers to the fact that the knowledges that make up a
society’s “stock o f know ledge” are possessed and used with varying
degrees o f clarity, refinem ent, and elaboration.... from individual to
individual and from group to group. It is also the case that any given
person uses m ay different kinds o f know ledges as a m atter o f course,
m ixing inform ation and com m on sense, draw ing on both experts’ ideas
and on traditional notions, com bining facts and observations with
judgm ents and evaluations. (M cCarthy, 1996:16)
The question that is im portant is to what extent do we take things for granted, on
what subjects and why?
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2.4. Powerful people and knowledge uncertainty
One o f the tenets o f M arx’s argument is that the class w ith the means o f
production is also the dom inant intellectual force, having the ability to set the
natural order o f things. W hat is particularly im portant for m y thesis is the extent
to which this class believes these theories. For exam ple, in her study o f middle
managem ent in a petrochem ical company, N ash found that supposedly powerful
actors had a ‘high degree o f alienation...: social isolation, pow erlessness,
meaninglessness, self-estrangem ent, and norm lessness’ (1979:424-425). The idea
o f interests can be questioned w ithin this context. The category o f ‘pow erful’
therefore becom es problem atic, as pow er is not fixed w ithin the individual, in the
same w ay that Cartesian rationality is not fixed w ithin the individual but rather, as
D ’Cruz (2000) argues, is contingent on context and negotiated. W e m ust therefore
make distinctions between ideas that are believed and those w hich are used for
some purpose but not believed. The question then arises: do we need to believe in
the understandings that we have, transm it them to others and encourage them to
take them up?

Although this has not been explored to any great extent w ithin the literature there
is evidence that scientists, and various other actors, vary in how they view their
position in relation to the policym aking process. N estle argues that m any ‘nutrition
scientists as practitioners typically believe that com panies are genuinely interested
in im proving health. They think it makes sense to w ork with industry to help
people improve their diets, and most are outraged by suggestions that food
industry sponsorship o f research or program s m ight influence w hat they do or say’
(Nestle, 2002:2). This would seem to support S klair’s argum ent that science and
industry are aligned. As Barker and Peters argue (although on an institutional
level), scientists m ay believe they are able to define the problem and solution.
An organization m ay believe that its resources and m ethods represents
the best w ay to solve the problem and m ay aggressively seek to claim
it and solve it. This m ay represent excessive faith in the m ethod used
by the organisation but it is carried out for sincere and policy-oriented
reasons (Barker and Peters, 1993:8).
But, we can see the other end o f the spectrum in Nestle h erself As a nutritionist, it
could be said that her book Food Politics is an act o f resistance to the w ay industry
and governm ent influence nutritional science in food policy. This would fit with
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the argum ent made by Braithw aite and Drahos that science may not only be
aligned to business but m ay be aligned with NGOs as scientists become involved
in NGOs.

It is not surprising then that within this spectrum we can see ‘those

engaged in the production o f scientific nutritional knowledge have adopted various
strategies either to m axim ise the im pact o f their activities upon society, or to
distance them selves from policy m atters’ (Smith, 1996:1).

Conclusion
This literature understands the self as different in different points in tim e and space
and focuses on this historical self, w hich is formed in the society in which it lives,
through the experiences it has, including the activities in which it is engaged, and
understands the w orld according to his/her experiences. The historical aspect is
im portant in two ways. O ur understandings o f reality are formed, and continuously
being reformed, through our experiences including our interaction with others and
that these understandings influence our actions. Secondly, through our actions we
construct, and continuously reconstruct, this social world from which we, and
future generations, em erge (Sahlins, 1976; Foucault, 1975, 1977, 1997; Berger and
Luckm ann, 1966; Szakolczai, 1998). The history o f the individual is important
because it is through the historically contingent experiences, activities and events
that we becom e the people we are. This explains why I am interested in biography
as a w ay o f getting at these historically contingent experiences, activities and
events to understand the Codex policym akers’ perception o f reality and social
action. W e live at a certain tim e in history and therefore our shared ways o f being
are different from other times in history, due to our different experiences within a
specific social world. This explains generational differences. Society forms and
reform s the self, but the se lf also forms society. The w ay we understand the world
influences the w ay we act and this influences how reality is constructed. These
understandings m ay change society or m ay m aintain the existing order o f things.
M y assum ption, therefore, is that the experiences and attitudes o f these
policym akers influence how they act w ithin the decision-making process and
therefore the policy which flows from them. However, as I have argued, analysis
usually takes place on the institutional level, which ignores the experiences o f
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individuals within these institutions as well as their experiences in other areas o f
their lives.

Analysis o f connectivity, groupness and self-understandings helps to understand
how the private and public experiences o f policym akers are intim ately linked.
W hen research rem ains at the level o f the institution it tends to assume that the
people who make up institutions are rational and static over time. Drawing from a
perspective o f the self w hich is more dynamic allows the m ore private or non
work related experiences to be included, and in such a w ay that non-institutional
perspectives are not denigrated as illogical.
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Chapter Four
Methodology
Introduction
If sociology is to take seriously the critique o f the objectivity o f knowledge it has
to apply that critique to its own theory and practices o f social research. W hat then
for the aims and methods o f sociology? In what follows, I briefly outline the
approach to sociology taken for this research in the light o f the previous debates
about know ledge/ pow er and objectivity. The methodological im plications o f the
aim to have a m ore nuanced view o f knowledge, and o f the social self for
understanding the shared know ledge o f policym akers, will also be explored. I
outline the various stages and decisions o f this research process, including issues
around access, sample selection, the interview, data analysis, theory development,
w riting and m y relationships w ith respondents. The choices I made will be
discussed in the context o f broader methodological debates within sociology and
ethical issues in particular will be explored. The final part o f this chapter looks
forward to the rest o f the thesis explaining how I analysed and structured m y data.

1. Research as Art/Science - Objectivity and Positionahty
I describe this research, and research in general, as art, in an attempt to question
and break down the disciplinary boundaries between science and art (and indeed
other forms o f knowledge) and to problem atise the objectivity o f science (Denzin,
1994). Both science and art are concerned with reality and discovering significant
relationships, and they also try ‘to understand, to interpret, and to communicate
their understanding to the rest o f the w orld’ (Nisbet, 1962:69).

Concepts in sociology, and indeed biology and physics, are not ‘the result o f
problem -solving

thought, proceeding

rigorously

and

self-consciously

from

question to hypothesis to verified conclusion’ (ibid) but the result o f intellectual
‘processes o f intuition, im pressionism, iconic im agination’ (Herbert Read in
N isbet, 1962:67). N isbet argues that art and science were historically understood
as ‘different m anifestations o f the same form o f creative consciousness’ (Nisbet,
1962:67). It was in the nineteenth century that the distinction emerged as science
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becam e useful for the industrial revolution and Rom antic artists distanced
them selves from this new world to be concerned w ith beauty rather than reality.
Science, and later social science, becam e a profession governed by rules and
criteria o f service with the developm ent o f industry and technology. W ith this
developm ent, m ethod was prioritised rather than independent thought (Nisbet,
1962). I do not w ant to suggest that scientists do not think but they often
understand their thought processes as method rather than im agination. Biographies
o f scientists show that they are ‘not working w ith finite and ordered problem s in
front o f them. They w ere not problem -solving at all. Each w as, with deep intuition,
w ith profound im aginative grasp, reacting to the w orld around him , even as does
the artist, and, also like the artist, objectifying internal and only partly conscious,
states o f m ind’ (Nisbet, 1962:71). It is not that art and science are the same, after
all ‘science is concerned with problem s, with questions rooted in empirical
observation as well as reflection’ (Nisbet, 1962:70), but ‘that in both art and
science the same type o f creative im agination w orks’ (Nisbet, 1962:73). The w ord
m ethod suggests going through practice with purpose and this chapter will explain
the practices I used and the purpose 1 chose particular ones, but it is also true that
research questions and methods reflect the interests and assum ptions o f the
researcher.

C hapter three argues that our experiences influence how w e understand reality,
and I have been socialised w ithin particular sociological traditions and also
influenced by m y involvem ent in social m ovem ent activity w hich has been critical
o f a purely scientific perspective to biotechnology and m any aspects o f
contem porary capitalism. I therefore recognise that the argum ent o f this research is
constructed within a particular paradigm and m ight not m ake much sense to
people outside it, including my respondents. This cultural relativism does not
necessarily m ean that the researchers’ view is dism issed. This research will always
be m y interpretation o f reality rather than an objective reality because we are
forced to be positioned w ithin society as w e can never go beyond the reality that
forms us.
W e cannot rid ourselves o f the cultural self we bring w ith us into the
field any m ore than we can disown the eyes, ears and skin through
which we take in our intuitive perceptions about the new and strange
world we have entered (Scheper-H ughes in Olesen, 1994:165).
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M y experiences as a sociologist and w ithin social movements have influenced this
research in various ways. I was very conscious o f the different, and sometimes
contradictory, aims o f these traditions throughout the research process. In general,
m y interests in the object o f study, Codex, agriculture and food, developed from
m y involvement in social m ovem ents and sociological research from a political
econom y perspective. W hile m y research methodology, based on a biographical
methodology, developed out o f m y engagements with sociological theory and an
interest in social processes o f self, know ledge and reality formation.

M y interest in agriculture, food and the environment, as well as economic
developm ent and global equality developed through my experience in social
m ovem ent activity and sim ultaneously through sociology courses on these topics,
which often took a political econom y and environmental perspective. From this
perspective I do not believe that GM food, particularly within present social
relations, can im prove either o f these fundamental concerns about inequality and
environmental destruction. I share m any o f the economic, political, environmental
and animal welfare concerns expressed by NGOs cam paigning against GM food
production. I am open to the possibility that some foods from biotechnology are
safe but the benefits are minimal for the general population, even if they are great
for a small and already powerful section o f society. M ore sustainable farming
methods, rather than industrialised agriculture, should be developed.

The object o f the research was therefore certainly influenced by my political and
academic interest in agriculture and the environment. This influenced me in my
decision to study Codex and its Taskforce on Biotechnology as many o f the issues
in which I am interested are raised within this organisation. It also influenced the
topics on which I questioned m y respondents. For example, organic food. Fair
Trade products and labelling w ere not topics o f interest to some o f my respondents
but I was particularly interested in finding out their views on these topics.

M y research design, however, developed very much from m y engagem ent with
theoretical questions w ithin sociology about the processes o f self, know ledge and
reality formation, outlined in the previous chapter. The biographical m ethodology
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can be seen as com ing from an engagem ent w ith this type o f sociological literature
as I see it as an appropriate w ay to explore these social processes o f self and
reality formation. These discussions would be alien to m ost o f my social
m ovem ent friends.

I was very conscious o f not allowing m y political views from influencing m y
m ethodology. For example, I was conscious to ensure that m y views on
biotechnology did not influence the w ay I asked questions o f m y respondents, and
in this w ay bias their responses. I feel I was largely successful in doing this, as I
asked the same questions to policym akers and got w ildly different answers. I also
see no advantage in putting words into my respondent’s mouths. Rather the aim o f
sociology should be to understand their understandings w ithin the context in which
they are said and (although not discussed in this thesis) the political, economic,
and social im plications for these understandings.

As we have seen in the previous chapter, viewing know ledge as negotiable, and
the self as formed through social experiences, has political implications. The
analysis o f my research interview data was influenced by a critical theory
perspective, in which sociology is seen as a w ay o f critiquing the present
construction o f reality with the possibihty o f changing it (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984,
1990; Foucault, 1975, 1977, 1997). Critical theory aims to deconstruct the
discourses w hich m aintain the existing social order so that we do not reify social
structures and see them as obvious, inevitable and unchangeable. This type o f
sociology aims to highlight the methods and purposes o f know ledge production
and consum ption, including the role o f pow er w ithin these processes.
The espousal o f poststructuralist thinking (w ith the realization that...
[meaning is not fixed]) m eans the possibility o f em pow ering different
types o f thought which was previously castigated as illogical (Hannam
and Shurm er-Sm ith, 1994:224).
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2. Research Design: qualitative methodology and biographic
interview
I use qualitative research methods that can illuminate the policym akers’ own
account o f their lives, their experiences and perspectives. This research also seeks
to explore w here their ideas have developed from and therefore an adaptation o f
the biographical interview was chosen as the m ost appropriate methodology.

M y theoretical approach, which highlights the im portance o f a more nuanced view
o f know ledge and the social self for understanding the shared know ledge o f
policymakers, had im plications for the type o f m ethodology adopted for this
research. I designed a semi-structured biographical interview (Fontana and Frey,
1994; Smith, 1996) to be able to analyse their discourses about food, risk and their
role as policym akers, and how different or sim ilar these were to their institutions.
The interview was also used to highlight the patterns o f sim ilarity and difference
between these policym akers. The biographical aspect o f the interview in particular
was useful as it allowed an analysis o f their self-formation, including their
education, their experience in regulation, their experiences with food. The
narratives o f these policym akers are not history but interpretations o f their own
history and are therefore bound by memory, inconsistencies and ambiguities
(Stanley, 1992, Stanley and Wise, 1993; Lentin, 2000). H owever ‘studies are most
successful when they preserve and highlight the m ultiplicity o f views and voices
that constitute the “circuits” o f cultural production’ (Luttrell, 1994:19). In an
attempt to analyse their self-formation I also asked them about their relationship to
wider social groups to analyse their self-understandings, and how the various
policymakers constructed Others and their groupness.

Each interview covered a range o f topics (some o f the shorter interviews
necessarily excluded some), including their perspectives on the consum ption and
production o f food and the political, social, economic and risks associated with
biotechnology and their role as policym akers and their discussions about these
issues w ith friends, fam ily and colleagues, and where they thought their ideas
developed from. I used open-ended questions as guides to conversation in an
attempt to encourage people to talk about what was important to them, so if the
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respondent m entioned som ething that was im portant to them w e explored those
concerns rather than sticking with the questions. This aimed to allow them to
structure their discourses rather than forcing their views into m y interview
structure (Fontana and Frey, 1994).

I had experience in carrying out this type o f biographical interview prior to this
research, and this provided me with an understanding o f the type o f appropriate
questions to ask. In m y previous research I interviewed biodynam ic farm ers in the
w est o f Ireland, and focused on their discourses about their own activity, w ith the
aim o f analysing their life histories and how they arrived at their present
perspectives and activity in a social movement. It also analysed how they engaged
w ith a w ider com m unity and the type o f strategies they used to change society
(M cM ahon, 2005).

There were, o f course, considerable differences betw een these biodynam ic farmers
and the Taskforce policym akers in how they reacted to questions about their
particular histories. The policymakers, for the m ost part, saw their life trajectories
as ‘norm al’ and took them for granted and therefore the link betw een their own
histories and their discourses were not always seen as im portant. For example,
they took their choice to go to university and the subjects they chose to study as
obvious. Although education seems to be very im portant for how we view the
w orld, it was understood as so banal that it was never seen as im portant in one’s
ow n history.

The biodynam ic farmers chose to go against m any o f the social norm s to do
som ething quite different and they understood their choices as som ew hat unusual.
The policym akers’ decisions were understood as normal for these policym akers,
although there were some decisions which were understood as a bit unusual as
scientists moved into the regulatory field. The biodynam ic farm ers’ choices were
understood as more individualistic than the m ore institutionalised decisions o f the
policymakers.

The biographical m ethod did not yield as much biographical content as I would
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have liked. As we have seen, this was partly because they took their own
biography so much for granted. It was also because, as I will explore in chapter
seven, they did not see their own views on biotechnology or food, or their
biographies, as important for explaining their involvement in Codex. A small
num ber o f policym akers did not want to be interviewed and gave this as a reason
for their unwillingness to participate in the research. For reasons o f confidentiality,
I was conscious o f not giving biographic detail which would enable my
respondents to be identified. This was particularly important as there w ere so few
policym akers at the Taskforce. This also prevented me from using some o f the
biographical detail I did elicit from the interviews.

2.1. Sample Selection and N egotiating Access
When I started arranging interviews the Taskforce on Biotechnology had
approxim ately 600 individual policym akers present at one or more o f the four
sessions, but this increased to approxim ately 700 when the first session o f the
second Taskforce took place. One o f the benefits o f choosing this Taskforce was
that Codex provided the name, organisation and postal address for all o f the
individual participants, and most had e-mail addresses and phone and fax numbers
included. This m ade the population for the sample very defined but made access
relatively easy. They included civil servants, natural scientists and economists,
representing countries (m ainly European, N orth American and Japanese), IGOs
and INGOs. M y aim at the beginning o f the research process was to interview
thirty people, which is 5% o f the policymakers. The Codex Comm ission
established the second Taskforce on Biotechnology before m y data collection was
com plete and this changed m y original sample. Although there w ere 237
policymakers at the fifth session o f the Taskforce many o f these policym akers had
attended one o f the other sessions o f the Taskforce. In total, I interviewed 62
people who had attended one or m ore o f the five sessions o f the Taskforce.

I aimed to interview people who were representative o f the larger group, and
therefore

included

a cross

section

o f people

from

different

educational

backgrounds (scientific, law, economic and adm inistration), occupations (civil
servant,

104

NGO,

lobbyist,

academic),

institutional

contexts

(government

representative, IGOs, industry organisation and N GOs), geographic locations, age,
gender, and different political positions in relation to biotechnology. This w ould
also allow me to explore w hether there were any correlations betw een these
variables and their attitudes. It was not always possible, however, to categorise
people prior to interview ing them. The list o f participants did not give detail about
academ ic background and even gender was som etim es obscured w ith non-gender
specific titles like doctor.

2.2. Access: A Geographical Strategy
A lthough I had guiding aims in relation to the type o f characteristics (outlined in
the previous chapter) I w anted m y respondents to have, this actually played a very
small role in the selection o f respondents. Due to the international nature o f the
research, the central constraint in relation to sam ple selection was access linked to
the cost o f travelling. The option o f going all over the w orld to interview anyone I
wanted was impossible. I therefore had to be strategic in accessing people who
were representative o f the whole and this m eant focusing on particular (and core)
geographic locations w here groups were either living or travelling to as part o f
their work. These possible cores, based on my original figures for the first
Taskforce, included W ashington and New York w here there w ere a possible 39
interviewees; cores w ithin Europe included Rome (14 people), Switzerland (14
people m ostly in Geneva) and Brussels (17 people). These cities were also
im portant possible locations o f research because participating IGOs and INGOs
w ere also located there. N ot surprisingly, Japan, with a possible 280 people to
interview was also a possible location for research. This was not only because o f
the large num ber in the Japanese secretariat but also because poorer countries
som etim es sent members o f their Japanese consular as well as, or instead of,
sending people from their countries. M y strategy also entailed organising travel
w hen events were taking place to be able to interview people from other
geographical regions. As part o f this research I travelled to Belgium, Italy, Japan
and the United States.

M y first trip was to Brussels in September 2004 w here I interview ed 8 people out
o f a possible 17. This trip was made possible because I had been w orking on
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another project that entailed travelling to Brussels. This is an exam ple o f where the
cost o f travelling influenced the research strategy. The interviews from this trip
were used as pilot interviews and adjustm ents were made to the interview
questions. For this trip I contacted all the Taskforce policym akers who lived in
Brussels, first by e-mail and then by telephone if there was no reply.

This strategy was successful, but it also raised a num ber o f problem s in relation to
access that I faced throughout m y research. Out o f the original 600 respondents,
approxim ately a quarter o f the e-m ails did not work. This was due to institutional
changes in e-mail systems or the fact that people changed jobs. For m y trips to
Brussels and A m erica I spent tim e searching for people who had m oved or whose
e-m ails had changed. This was tim e consum ing but sometimes successful. Access
was sim plified in general by the fact that I had the contact details for the
policym akers and did not have to negotiate w ith gatekeepers. For ethical reasons,
when I contacted m y respondents through e-mail, I made it clear that the questions
I intended to ask would be about their personal views as well as the more
institutional perspectives. This was in the spirit o f openness and honesty and to
prevent them from feeling uncom fortable during the interview (Punch, 1994).

In general, the policym akers showed a w illingness to participate although there
were som e issues to negotiate. A num ber o f objections were made by some o f the
policym akers w hen asked if they w ere w illing to be interviewed. Some o f the
policym akers I contacted did not believe they w ere the right person to talk to for a
num ber o f reasons. Some felt they did not play a significant role at the meetings.
Others had only attended one m eeting and w ere no longer involved in the area so
w ould not know the present debates. Some respondents were intrigued by my
m ethodology, and pointed out that their personal views had nothing to do with
their participation in the negotiations and that this sometimes affected their
w illingness to participate. There w ere also a num ber o f participants (although
surprisingly few) who w ere cautious about how I would use the inform ation they
gave me, especially if I was asking about strategies used in the decision-m aking
process. This raises questions about the pow er o f know ledge and will be discussed
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in m ore detail below. The problem with this last enquiry was that I was not certain
m yself w hat w ould em erge from the data.

A nother im posed restriction, which more than likely affected sampling, w as that
m y respondents had to be able to speak English. I was very conscious when
contacting people that language m ight create a bias, but there was very little I
could do to com bat this. It is difficult to assess the extent to which this affected the
sam ple as it is difficult to know w hether the people who did not reply to m y em ails are those that do not speak English or are not replying because they do not
w ish to participate. From my experience o f the m eetings, however, 1 believe this
bias is minimal as nearly everyone I approached had English, although fluency did
vary considerably. D uring interviews with people who w ere not fluent in English
or who had difficulty w ith my accent, I tried to sim plify the questions as much as
possible and talk slow er and m ore clearly. For exam ple, I tried not to use phrasal
verbs.

I travelled to W ashington in April 2005 for two weeks, and interview ed 19
policym akers (out o f a possible 39). This trip was partly funded by the Trinity
Trust Travel Grants w hich enable students to carry out prim ary research. It was
essential for m y research that I interview a proportion o f the U nited States
delegation, because they form

one o f the m ost powerful groups within

international

they

negotiations

and

have

a

relatively

high

num ber

of

representatives at Codex. W hile I was in A m erica I was also able to interview
people who represented INGOs and IGOs. I had to take every opportunity to
arrange as m any interview s as possible as I did not know if I w ould be able to get
further interviews. I had m y quota o f interview s fulfilled after this trip, but they
w ere biased, w ith far too m any A m ericans (both representing the US and
International N G O s) in com parison to other geographical areas.

M y last two trips were organised to coincide w ith events that w ould draw people
from other geographical locations; Rome in July 2005 for the Codex A lim entarius
Com m ission m eeting and Japan in Septem ber 2005 for the first m eeting o f the
second Taskforce. This gave me the opportunity to meet as w ide a range o f people
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as possible and allowed m e to address the previous bias in relation to the
geographical location o f m y respondents while incurring the least cost. I sent emails to all the delegates I had not contacted previously and who had attended one
or more o f the m eetings o f the Taskforce in Japan and asked them for a m eeting in
Rome or Japan. I received replies from approxim ately 130 people and the
responses were, in general, very positive. All but a few people w ere w illing to
participate although m any w ere not travelling to Rome or Tokyo.

I interviewed 10 policym akers in Rome during the week o f the Com m ission
meeting and 23 policym akers during m y tw o-w eek field trip to Japan. I w as unable
to carry out more as each m eeting lasts five days, and tim etabling interview s while
people were attending the m eeting was difficult. It is important to note, however,
that the hosts o f the m eetings acted as gatekeepers and this had im plications for
who I was able to contact during the meetings. The FAO hosted the m eeting in
Rome and the public was able to mingle freely with the participants during the
breaks o f the sessions. This allowed me to approach delegates and find out who
had previously participated in m eetings o f the Taskforce and to arrange meetings
quite easily. In contrast, in Tokyo, the Japanese government had placed a barrier
between the public and the participants, m aking it very difficult to contact people.
Instead I used a strategy o f approaching participants before they cam e into the
conference building. I was always careful to be polite, and allowed the participant
room to reject m y request for an interview.

The role that the hosts play varies considerable between nations. It was argued that
the Japanese were particularly cautious about the public’s contact with delegates,
although they w ere becom ing m ore relaxed with more experience in organising the
meetings. The first year the public w ere not allowed into the same building but a
video link was set up in a different building. It is not surprising that the Japanese
would have taken extra caution in com parison to other Codex meetings as it was a
very contentious issue for the public and there had been violence at other
international m eetings about biotechnology.

108

In the second w eek o f my field trip to Japan I arranged meetings w ith people who
lived in Tokyo, these included Japanese people and people who w orked in their
national embassies in Japan. I also arranged interview s while I was in Japan from
the new list o f participants from the report o f the Taskforce. This was particularly
im portant for some Japanese delegates as they are forced to change their position
w ithin the civil service every few years and therefore few o f the people involved
in the first Taskforce m eeting in 2000 are now involved. Therefore, it was difficult
to contact them and those I contacted were reluctant as they did not believe they
w ere the most suitable as they did not know what was happening at the Taskforce
at the tim e o f the interview.

Prior to my trip to Tokyo I was finding it difficult to contact people representing
countries from the South. This is com pounded by the fact that considerably fewer
attend in com parison to richer countries. Their e-m ails often did not work and I
spent considerable time searching for their e-mails on the Internet. M y trip to
Rome did allow me to talk to some richer countries in the South but I felt I needed
a greater representation. W hile I was in Tokyo, I made a particular effort to
contact people representing countries in the south. This allowed me to interview
three m ore people

from

poorer countries.

In total

I interview ed

eleven

policym akers from developing countries and although this is a small number, it is
representative o f the num bers that attends. Interview ing m ore w ould have made it
easier to assess their sim ilarities and differences with each other and other
countries.

I also travelled to London to interview a Japanese delegate. Due to the short notice
I was unable to organise other interviews in London. I also interviewed a
European country delegate in Ireland.'*

There w ere therefore a num ber o f stages in achieving access, from m aking contact
(through e-mails), hoping they w ould reply, their ability to speak English, to their
w illingness to participate to the geographic practicalities o f m eeting them. Despite

I do not give any more details of these interviews as it might lead to exposing the
identities of these policymakers.
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these restrictions, I do beheve that the 62 people I interviewed are representative
o f the larger group and include a cross section o f people from different education
backgrounds and jobs.

2.3. Pilot interviews
The first interviews I carried out w ere used as pilot interviews and analysed to
improve the interview design. Im portant themes came from these interviews,
which helped m e to refine m y questions, including that bureaucrats need
progression in decision-m aking to legitimise their position, and the im portance o f
local food production to m y respondents. I was therefore able to highlight areas o f
interest and further reading. Restructuring the questions also made it possible to
reduce the length o f the interview s to an hour, in comparison to an hour and three
quarters.

Recording the interview s also allowed me to analyse m y own

interventions during the interviews.

2.4. Interview execution
During the interview process I tried to make things as com fortable and as non
threatening as possible for the policymakers. Interviews, where possible, were
arranged in advance. There were a couple o f short interviews that took place when
I approached them about carrying out an interview and when the policym akers had
some tim e to spare. Interviews lasted on average an hour but ranged from fifteen
minutes to three hours. M any o f the interviews were carried out in the office o f my
respondents or in a conference room. However, it was difficult to get private space
during the m eetings in Rome and Japan and interviews were carried out in
corridors or in the com er o f a room. This sometimes influenced the extent to how
com fortable people felt w hile talking. M ost o f the interviews were carried out
alone although there w as one instance when the interview was carried out during
lunch and a colleague w as present. This was difficult for me but I don’t think it
unduly influenced his answers. I also interviewed someone over dinner and
another respondent at their house. I was also invited to go to drinks w ith a few
policym akers and this gave m e insights into the type o f relationships they have
with each other.

110

H aving some training and practice at counselling I took on m any o f the attributes
o f this role with my respondents. This included engaging in active listening,
showing em pathy but not showing encouragem ent for particular perspectives,
asking open ended questions that allowed the interview ee to express their own
views. Although, this approach was useful as a starting point, a m ore challenging
approach was also needed to try to encourage/force respondents to respond to
criticism s. Reading over the transcripts I w ish I had been m ore challenging on
some points (Esterberg, 2002).

The policym akers w ould have experience speaking in public and therefore the use
o f a tape recorder was not a problem for m ost o f them. R ecording the interviews,
rather than taking notes, allowed the discussion to be m ore like casual social
interaction and relaxed. If I had taken notes, I believe it w ould have m ade the
interviewees more self conscious and I would not have been able to engage in
active listening. I always asked them if they m inded being recorded and most o f
them seemed to take it for granted, although clarifications that nam es w ould not be
used was sometimes requested prior to me offering the reassurance. Tw o people
were cautious o f it, one did not want to be recorded, but once she saw how badly I
was taking notes she changed her mind and offered to be recorded.

The atmosphere o f the interview was conditioned to some extent by the
w illingness o f the interviewees to com m unicate their ideas. M ost o f them seemed
very happy to talk, even though a few respondents showed intrigue, suspicion or
hum our when I asked about their personal eating habits (although I had tried to be
clear about this in my letter). As already m entioned, a few respondents were
suspicious o f the type o f questions I was going to ask and the political im plications
o f exposing too much about the strategies they use, and this did influence the
extent to which some interviewees were relaxed and w illing to talk. It is very
difficult to assess the extent to which they were open or honest w ith me. In
general, I believe that they w ere very forthcom ing and in some cases surprisingly
honest. There were situations, however, where I felt that they w ere not being
forthcom ing with their own views but rather giving a m ore sanitised and public
relations version.

Ill

2.5. Participant Observations
I was able to observe three different meetings, the Codex Commissions meeting in
Rome, the first session o f the second Taskforce in Japan and a public meeting in
Washington about the second Taskforce. These meetings were important, not just
as a way to meet participants o f the first Taskforce, but observing the meetings
added another dimension to my analysis. These meetings were a opportunity to see
how the decision-making process o f the organisation worked, including the
cultural norms o f the meetings, the way the participants communicated during the
proceedings, how they greeted and communicated with each other, whether they
were animated when they spoke and what groups and friendships they formed
(Adler and Adler, 1994). I relied predominantly on the interviews as a source o f
material but I do occasionally draw on some observations to enrich the analysis.

2.6. Power and Knowledge of the Research Process
Throughout the research processes I was negotiating the power (im)balance
between my respondents and I. Although I took on the attributes o f a councillor,
the power relations within the research interview were/are very different. Unlike
counselling, which aims to help the speaker, my aims were to the fore when
interviewing (Esterberg, 2002). They were giving far more than I was, and I found
this particularly uncomfortable when they asked questions about my own views on
the topics that they had revealed so much about (Esterberg, 2002; Hermanns,
2004). My central concern was ensuring I did not bias them, or their colleagues
they might talk to, rather than that I did not want them to know my views. 1 felt
particularly rude when they had given so much o f their time and energy. I dealt
with this very badly, and sometimes I explained that I would prefer to not express
my views until I had finished my research and other times I gave a few non
committal remarks when the interview was finished (Fontana and Frey; 1994,
Hermanns, 2004).

I was gaining far more from the process than my respondents. Their response to
the interview process was mixed and ranged between intrigued, guarded and open,
but all were friendly and many said they enjoyed the interview experience. I was
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very careful to m ake clear in the introductory e-m ails and w hen I met them that no
nam es or identifying m arkers would be used in the thesis. For ethical reasons and
to m aintain privacy, I have only given detail about the respondents which can not
be traced to a specific individual (Punch, 1994).

All social action is a two w ay process and therefore it is im possible not to bias the
interview process (A ltheideand Johnson, 1994, D enzin, 1994). However, I did try
as m uch as possible to reduce the extent to w hich I biased m y respondent by being
very conscious about the w ay I phrased the questions and, as in good counselling
practice, tried not to show m y own perspectives in case they would influence those
o f m y respondents. This did not always w ork; for exam ple, my cultural
assum ptions w ere quite obvious when I asked, ‘w hat do you think o f Fair Trade
products?’ Some o f m y respondents had never heard o f them. 1 therefore had to
include the question ‘have you heard o f Fair Trade products?’

3. Analysing data
The data was catalogued using the N UD*IST qualitative software program m e and
it was very effective for managing and coding the interview data. I tried to allow
the respondents, through their concerns and interests to influence the focus o f my
w riting, ‘but ultimate decisions about the narrative reside with the researcher’
(Janesick, 1994:215) and my concerns and interests and the framework o f other
researchers influence how I structured chapters. Transcribing the interviews
allowed me to highlight particular themes that emerged from the research, and to
carry out further theoretical research on topics that particularly interested me. It,
therefore, helped me to redefine the chapter content. Before I explain how 1 have
structured m y analysis 1 explain some o f the approaches taken in the w riting
process.

3.1. W riting and referencing
I tried to write in an accessible style in an attem pt to dem ocratise sociological
know ledge by enabling lay people to understand it (Canagarajah, 2002). I have
presented the interview data so that 1 can use the policym akers’ voices as much as
possible. This was sometimes challenging as non-English speakers were difficult
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to understand. I have tried to use quotes from a variety o f different respondents but
I also tended to use m ore quotes from the policym akers that were easier to
understand.

The term ‘policym aker’ is often used to refer to those actors that are agents o f the
state because they usually have a special and privileged position in producing
policy relative to other actors, as they
context o f Codex this

write the policy. However, within the

distinction is not particularly important. Although inthe

rules o f Codex state that non-state actors do not have the same privileges as nation
states in decision-m aking, in that they do not have the right to vote and have to
wait until all states are finished m aking com m ents before m aking a statement, in
practice these are not particularly important. This is because voting only occurs
very rarely and chairs ignore the rule allowing states to speak first. This is w hy I
think it is appropriate to refer to all the delegates at Codex as policymakers, as
they are all engaging in the activity o f policymaking.

Throughout this thesis I was very conscious o f ensuring
respondents. The aim

the anonym ity o f my

o f the research was to explore the attitudes o f the

policymakers involved in the Codex Taskforce on Biotechnology and general
trends about their history (through biography), rather than to give details about
who said what. I had to strike a balance betw een giving enough relevant
information for the reader to make sense o f the data and ensuring that I did not
divulge too much inform ation w hich could expose the identity o f the respondent. I
therefore gave inform ation that I thought was particularly relevant; geography,
epistem ology and organisational category. I assigned numbers to the policymakers
within each category arbitrarily.

Geographical Titles: African, Asian, European, Middle Eastern and South
American Anglophone, Japanese and Americans
Firstly, the use o f geographical (including language) groups was im portant for
understanding

sim ilarities

and

differences

policymakers.

It was therefore important to

among

the

attitudes

of

the

show the reader w here the

policymakers were from. These categories do not only refer to those who were
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representing these nations/geo graphical areas but also those representing ESIGOs
and IGOs who came from these geographical regions.

In m ost cases I did not divulge the country from w hich the policym aker came
from, as giving this inform ation would mean com prom ising their anonymity. I
therefore decided to use larger geographical areas: African, Asian, European,
M iddle Eastern and South American. I also use the category ‘A nglophone,’ again
because this allowed anonym ity and it was im portant for understanding the
attitudes o f these policymakers. There were two exceptions to this: Japanese and
A merican. The large num ber o f Japanese and A m ericans representing a variety o f
organisations m eant that it was possible to m aintain the anonym ity o f those
policym akers w hile still giving greater clarity to the reader.

Epistem ological titles: scientists
The epistem ological background is sometimes understood as important for
explaining the attitudes o f policymakers. I found this to be true, although not to the
extent I expected, and therefore wanted to give the reader this relevant
inform ation. Again, it would have been nice to give greater detail; for exam ple if
the policym aker was an economist, or greater detail on the type o f scientist. It was
necessary to hide this information, however, because it w ould expose my
respondents’ identities.

Organisational category: NGO
M any

respondents

who

represented

consum er/environm ental/public

interest

groups at Codex shared com mon attitudes, and these attitudes were often different
from other policymakers. It was therefore im portant to give this inform ation to the
reader. There were also a sufficient num ber o f people representing these groups to
m ake it possible to label them as such, w ithout exposing their identity. It was not
as im portant to categorise industry respondents, as they did not usually differ
substantially from their country/region group. It is im portant to note that these are
only a sub-set o f INGOs defined by Codex which also includes business
organisations
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3.2. Convention theory
I use convention theory in chapter five to analyse m y respondents’ views on food
production and consum ption, and m any o f the issues raised in this chapter are
developed in the following chapters. This section will outline this theory and show
how it was useful as a w ay o f analysing their perceptions o f reality. The theory
developed in the previous chapter forms a platform from which to understand my
policymakers and I use concepts developed there to understand their self
formation.

Convention theory’s assum ptions are com patible w ith m y theoretical position
developed within the literature review, but it is probably better to describe this
theory as a framework for analysing cultural differences and similarities. Boltanski
and Thevenot (1991) developed six orders o f worth (or orders o f justification) that
people use to assess or justify w hether an action is beneficial to the com mon
good.’^ These are
"market" perform ance; "industrial" efficiency based on technical
com petence and long-term planning; "civic" equality and solidarity;
"domestic" and traditional trustw orthiness entrenched in local and
personal ties; "inspiration" expressed in creativity, emotion, or
religious grace; and "renown" based on public opinion and fame
(Lamont and Thevenot, 2000:237).
Lamont and Thevenot (2000) have included the ‘green’ order o f worth which has
em erged recently, but w hich they argue is still often combined with other
justifications (The details o f these are in Table 4.1).

This approach to com parative cultural sociology focuses on national culture and
aims to ‘identify repeated taken-for-granted cultural differences across societies
and to produce an understanding that is more qualitatively nuanced than is
generally achieved from com parative survey research’ (Lamont and Thevenot,
2000:2). W hat is particularly im portant about this approach is that it develops
‘...th e concept o f national cultural repertoires’ (Lam ont and Thevenot, 2000:1)
w hich are a set o f relatively stable ‘cultural to o ls’ (Swidler, 1986) that are
m obilised through historical and institutional channels at a discursive level and
I have accessed this work through the English language work by Lamont and Thevenot
( 2000 ).
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unevenly available across national contexts in order to avoid the pitfalls o f
‘psychologism , naturalism and essentialism ’ (Lam ont and Thevenot, 2000:9) o f
1960s com parative culture analysis. Cultural repertoires are very sim ilar to the
idea o f know ledge in the sociology o f know ledge put forward by Berger and
Luckm ann (1966).

M y aim as part o f this research, discussed in the previous chapter, had been to go
beyond the narrow representation o f culture as purely national culture w hich has
been the basis for analysing culture within international contexts (Jacquin-Berdal
and Oros, 1998) and m ove towards a more com plex concept o f the self in which
people are influenced by the different know ledges they are exposed to throughout
their lives. I have also found these orders o f w orth very useful for analysing the
similarities

and

differences

between

other

groups,

particularly

language,

epistemological and political groups. Indeed, Lam ont and Thevenot’s (2000)
com parative analysis o f environm ental disputes in US and France show how
different groups in these countries rely on different orders o f w orth to justify their
positions.
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Table 4.1 Schematic summary of orders of worth
M arket

Industrial

C ivic

Dom estic

Inspired

O pinion

Green

M ode o f
evaluation
(w orth)

Price,

Technical
efficiency

Collective
welfare

Esteem,
reputation

Grace, singularity
Creativeness

Renown, fame

Environmental
friendliness

Test

Market
competitiveness

Competence,
reliability,
planning

Equality and
solidarity

Trustworthiness

Passion, enthusiasm

Popularity,
audience,
recognition

Sustainability,
renewability

Form s o f
relevant p roof

Monetary

Measurable:
criteria, statistics

Formal, official

Oral, exemplary,
personally
warranted

Emotional
involvement and
expression

Semiotic

Ecological,
ecosystemic

Q ualified
objects

Freely circulating
market good or
service

Infrastructure,
project, technical
object, method,
plan

Rules and
regulations,
fundamental,
rights, welfare
polices

Patrimony,
locale, heritage

Emotionally invested
body or item the
sublime

Sign, media

Pristine
wilderness,
healthy
environment,
natural habitat

Q ualifled
hum an beings

Customer,
consumer,
merchant, seller

Engineer,
professional,
expert

Equal citizens,
solidarity unions

Authority

Creative being

Celerity

Environmental
ist

Tim e
form ation

Short-term
flexibihty

Long-term
planned future

Perennial

Customary past

Eschatological
revolutionary,
visionary moment

Vogue, trend

Future
generations

Space
form ation

Globalization

Cartesian space

Detachment

Local, proximal
anchoring

Presence

Communicatio
n network

Planet
ecosystem

p roof

Cost

(Table 1. ‘Schematic summary o f orders o f worth’ in Lament and Thevenot, 2000:241)

C hapter five focuses on the market, industrial, civic and green justifications
because these

are particularly im portant discourses

for understanding the

Taskforce policym akers’ understandings o f food production and consumption,
w hile the inspired and opinion justifications were not important. The domestic
order o f w orth was only used occasionally by the policym akers and I highlight
these throughout the chapter when they are used to support certain positions.
W ithin this context at least, the industrial and green orders o f worth conceptualise
the relationship between nature and technology in agriculture but legitimise
different positions about how best to m anage this relationship. The market and
civic orders o f w orth legitimise different m echanism s through which we can solve
problem s associated with food production and consum ption; the consum er through
the m arket and the citizen through the state. Chapter five divides into two sections.
The first explores the market and industrial orders o f w orth and the second focuses
on the green and civic orders. I use this structure because policym akers who tend
to use an industrial order o f worth also rely on a m arket order o f worth, and
policym akers who use a green order o f w orth also tend to rely on a civic order o f
worth. A lthough these orders o f worth do not necessarily have to be paired in this
way, in this context it also coincides w ith w hether m ethod-of-production is
considered a legitimate w ay to evaluate a new agricultural technology. The
m arket/industrial believed it is not while the civic/green believed it is legitimate.

A lthough chapter eight analyses which policym akers express these discourses in
greater detail, it is important to introduce the policym akers I am referring to within
the forthcom ing chapters. Industrial/m arket orders o f w orth are m ost strongly
expressed by policym akers from the U nited States and industry representatives
from around the world. Anglophone policym akers also tended to rely on these
discourses

to

understand

food

production

Consum er/environm ental groups, even those

from

and
the US,

consumption.
expressed the

green/civic orders o f w orth most strongly. The rest o f the policym akers tend to be
far m ore varied as they expressed aspects o f all four o f these orders o f worth,
although usually gravitating towards either the industrial/m arket or the green/civic
discourses.
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Chapter five showed how m any o f the pohcym akers involved in the Taskforce
understood their own consum ption as well as the production o f food through the
lens o f food safety. Chapter six uses a taxonomy developed by Thom pson (1997)
to understand how policym akers understand food risks. He outlines three main
approaches to food safety; the classification, the purification and optimisation
approaches. I developed this taxonomy further by adding the control/consent
approach to conceptualising safe food. The optimisation approach and the control
and consent approach are the most important ways in w hich my policymakers
conceptualise food safety and so I focus on these. But I do introduce the
convention theory approach to show how they are sim ilar or different to these
approaches. As the chapter shows, the optimisation approach can be mapped onto
the industrial/m arket order o f worth, and the control/consent approach can be
m apped onto the green/civic orders o f worth.

The taxonom y for chapter seven is quite different from chapter five and six and
more com plicated. It explores how my respondents understand them selves as
policym akers and how these understandings relate to their conceptualisation o f the
decision-m aking process in Codex. First, I explore those self-understandings
w hich give m eaning to their activity through their position on biotechnology, and
secondly, those who give meaning to their activity through their role w ithin the
decision-m aking process. Each o f these can be broken down further. The first
discussion shows how those from the scientific perspective o f pro-biotechnology
discourses construct themselves as objective ‘experts’ and construct Codex as a
technocracy. Those m ore sceptical o f biotechnology, using a civic/green order o f
w orth, can be understood as ‘seekers-of-change’ who construct Codex as an arena
o f interest-based politics. Analysing how policym akers derive meaning from a
focus on the policy-m aking process shows how they construct them selves as
‘politically savvy negotiators’ and construct Codex as an arena o f interest based
politics. The ‘honest brokers’ construct Codex as a bureaucracy. Although the
policym akers who express extreme industrial/market orders o f worth m aintain that
Codex should be (or is) based on science (predominantly some o f the Americans),
the m ajority o f policymakers view Codex as an arena o f interest-based politics.
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Their poHticisation o f Codex is usually in its more bureaucratic form rather than
its Realpolitik form. This chapter also explores some o f the ways these
policym akers negotiate between these different discourses, as they are sometimes
in conflict with the organisation they are representing at the Taskforce. This shows
how they try to m aintain certain self-understandings which are under threat by
their activity in the Taskforce.

C hapter eight analyses the cultural dynam ics o f self-form ation as know ledge is
appropriated through experiences within different groups. The biographical
interview allowed an analysis o f these policym akers’ know ledge and the
experiences they believe influenced their discourses. B y analysing the discourses
o f m y respondents, I can map them onto w ider cultural groups, defined by gender,
class, religion, nation, language, epistem ology, politics, and institution, as clusters
o f discourses em erged around these different groups as these groups are exposed
to different ideas through their experiences. This is a type o f com parative
sociology, in that I am showing how cultural repertoires or know ledge are
unevenly available geographically (Lam ont and Thevenot, 2000), as well as
socially, epistem ologically and institutionally. I rely on their conceptualisations o f
them selves, as well as my analysis o f the clusters o f shared discourses which were
analysed in the previous chapters. M y analysis and their interpretation are for the
m ost part aligned. Structures o f society do not determ ine the know ledge o f the
respondents, but rather, there is a continuous dialectical process between the
policym akers’ know ledge

and

experience.

Agency

is

m aintained

because

know ledge is negotiable, and actors engage with the know ledge to which they are
exposed and use past know ledge/experience to assess the validity o f seeing the
world in particular ways (Sewell, 1996). N ot all know ledge is universally
appropriated,

as

exposure to

experiences

and

discourses

are historically,

geographically, socially and path-dependent. As Lamont and Thevenot argue:
As is often argued in the com parative literature, generalizations
concerning national differences can be dangerous as they are bound to
lead one to overlook variations and the specificity o f structured
contexts in which people use principles o f evaluation. They can also
lead one to confirm a view o f differences as national character traits
attributed to almost all the citizens o f a country and expressed in an
heterogeneous range o f situations. We believe that our approach allows
us to avoid these pitfalls (2000:9-10)
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I also explain these differences by looking at the historical context in which the
particular ideas becam e salient for particular groups. W ithin the constraints o f a
Ph.D it was not possible to write a com prehensive history o f these different groups
and the social construction o f their interests, but 1 have tried to give some
exam ples

w hich

seem

particularly

important.

I

found

the

biographical

m ethodology particularly useful for overcom ing the dichotom y between the
conception o f the self as rational and to explore the cultural dynam ics o f cultural
change.
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Chapter Five:
Policymakers’ Evaluations of Food Production and
Consumption
Introduction
There are two important contem porary debates w hich influence m y respondents’
relationship to food and their attitudes towards consum ption: their evaluation o f
the

relationship

between

m odem

technology

and

nature,

and

their

conceptualisation o f consum ers’ interests and roles w ithin society. This chapter
uses convention theory to analyse how policym akers construct the relationship
between technology and nature, and shows how this influences their attitudes to
politicised food issues such as biotechnology, organic food, the origin o f food and
Fair Trade. The extent to which they distinguish between the food product and its
m ethod o f production is central to understanding these attitudes, and influences
how they conceptualise consum ers’ interests and their role in influencing food
production and consumption. I use the debate about m ethod-of-production
labelling as an exam ple o f how they conceptualise these consum er interests and
roles. This distinction is also central to international trade debates, as the WTO
does not view m ethod-of-production as a legitim ate concern for governm ent as it
can be used to block trade.

U sing convention theory, I found that policym akers tended to express both an
industrial and market order o f worth, and prioritised the product over the
production process. These are explored in section one o f this chapter. In section
two I show how policym akers who expressed a civic order o f w orth also expressed
a green order o f worth, and also used m ethod-of-production to evaluate food.

20

Policymakers, m ost o f whom are food scientists or w orking in this area, generally

Rather
than
continually
saying
“those
respondents
who
express
an
industri al/market/c ivie/
green orders o f worth”, I refer to the people as industrialists, marketeers, civic
policymakers and greens. I realise that these are a little clumsy, but they allow me to make
sentence structure less complicated. O f course, these are ideal types and should not be
understood as all-encompassing. Policymakers pick and chose between these different
discourses to makes sense o the world in which they live and depending on the context.
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gave a high priority to food safety, but those who evaluate their food and food
production from an industrial and m arket perspective tend to evaluate food
exclusively through a food-safety lens.

P eople’s roles and interests were predom inantly understood from a market
perspective, w here food consum ption was conceptualised as an individual and
private act o f consum ers who should not be legitimately concerned with the
m ethod-of-production o f their food, but only w ith the private econom ic, aesthetic
and safety im plications o f the product. It is not surprising that this perspective was
im portant for the m ajority o f policymakers, as free trade econom ics seems to
dom inate international food safety decision-m aking in Codex. I critique this
conceptualisation o f consum ption in the conclusion, arguing that consum ption is a
social activity. U sing consum ption alone to regulate food production will not
allow us to prevent our actions from causing environm ental destruction or social
injustice.

1. Industrial and M arket orders of worth
1.1. Industrial order o f worth
Technical m odernisation or, within the convention theory, the industrial order o f
worth was a particularly im portant discourse. It was expressed by the m ajority o f
respondents, and very strongly by m ost o f them, especially in their evaluations o f
agricultural biotechnology and organic production and produce.

1.1.1. Efficiency and Cartesian space.
In classical econom ics, problem s are understood being as the inefficient use o f
scarce resources, and are therefore concerned w ith increasing growth, yields and
efficiency. M odernist perspectives have confidence in technology’s ability to
increase production and solve problem s o f inefficiency, including environm ental
and food security problem s.

W ithin this discourse, first-generation biotechnology was believed to have created,
or at least to have had the potential to create, production benefits through the
increase o f the efficiency o f resources. These benefits could include increased
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yields through the developm ent o f pesticide and herbicide-resistant plants, or
increasing the area o f food production land by overcom ing issues o f altitude,
drought, salination or low fertility. These changes are presum ed to help farmers
reduce labour and other costs.
Biotechnology is going to be an im portant part o f enabling the human
population to feed itself the years [to come] w ithout having a very
adverse im pact on the environm ent ... we can raise very high quality,
high yielding varieties on a m uch sm aller land mass than would
otherw ise be required. The other issue is even using the land that
m ightn’t have been used before, w e can do it in such a w ay that is less
intrusive to the environm ent, for exam ple, the types o f chem icals or
pesticides, be it an insecticide, a herbicide, tend to have less o f an
impact, degrade quicker. ... Those are all very positive im pacts it
makes (A m erican 8).
The benefit o f developing pharm aceuticals in plants was also m entioned as having
benefits for medicine. It was argued that biotechnology had brought environm ental
benefits, m ainly through the reduction o f pesticides, herbicides and fungicides.
This was understood as particularly im portant as population growth put a greater
strain on natural resources. M any o f the benefits o f biotechnology were expressed
in the context o f food security, w here food insecurity is understood as food
scarcity due to an inability to grow food in the developing countries. Rich
countries are believed to be supporting developing countries, w hich are associated
with infertility and drought. As we will see later, discourses based on a civic order
o f w orth reject this conceptualisation o f food insecurity. A central narrative
expressed by m any o f the policym akers was that enhancing the nutritional value o f
food could alleviate m alnutrition w ithin developing countries; vitam in A enhanced
rice or ‘golden rice’ was believed to be able to prevent blindness and w as usually
given as an example. On the production side, biotechnology, through increasing
yields, was believed to alleviate food scarcity. The benefits o f biotechnology for
food security w ere made in the context o f population grow th and environm ental
destruction and the resultant reduction o f available land and w ater for the
cultivation o f food.

Biotechnology is also understood as efficient in technical term s because it
increases the speed o f research and developm ent. An im portant benefit recurrently
noted, is its precision and predictability com pared to traditional breeding or
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hybridisation, as it is possible to change some traits without changing others. This
precision was also believed to reduce the possibility o f risks being introduced by
technological m anipulation o f nature.
Yeah, m aking new varieties, because it’s been done in the past for ages
and ages and now it’s ju st like with more precise tools. I mean, w e do
the same thing but m ore precisely. Before you ju st crossed like,
everything w hich w as in a genetic, in a plant, for the few genetics and
now you ju st cut bits and pieces and transfer it, I mean th at’s the
difference (European Scientist 8).
It was also argued that the know ledge gained from the technique o f biotechnology,
for example, know ledge o f DNA, can be used to inform more traditional methods
o f breeding. This discourse expresses the m odernist/enlightenm ent goal o f
overcom ing the constraints o f nature by controlling it (Goodman et al., 1987).

1.1.2. Naturalising Technology- long term planned future
The desire to overcom e these ‘bio-constraints’ (Goodman et. al., 1987) is often
viewed

as an

ancient or natural human desire

and

activity.

Transgenic

biotechnology is placed w ithin a larger narrative o f agricultural technological
progress through traditional breeding and green revolution hybrids, creating a
seamless connection with this progressive modem biotechnology.
It’s not unlike any other technology that w e’ve experienced over time,
I mean, some sixty, seventy years ago we had the advent o f hybrid
products, and then in the seventies we had what they call the green
revolution, and it’s just, it’s another technology that has been rapidly
adopted in the U nited States and is now going to be adopted in most
other parts o f the w orld (Am erican 8).
W ithin this narrative, chem icals and the chemical industry are seen as having
provided valuable benefits for producers and consum ers through the increase o f
production o f ‘nutritious food’. Some older m em bers o f the Taskforce recalled
being cautious o f eating fruit for fear o f worms, and noted that the new
technologies had eradicated these concerns. This discourse questioned the extent
to w hich biotechnology had delivered production, environm ental, consum ption
and food-security benefits, but there was a general optim ism by industrialists
about its potential future benefits, and particularly the as-yet unrealised consum er
benefits o f the technology. There was optimism about the present production
benefits o f biotechnology and enthusiasm for the potential o f second generation
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biotechnology to improve the nutritional quality o f food, reduce toxins and
allergies, and improve the taste, quality and variety o f food.
We could do things like that with other foods. We could improve the
functionality o f casines so we could go over milk proteins and those
kind o f pastes, and we wouldn’t be worrying about stability, or
microbiological stuff We can do those things, we can do those things.
That is the tomorrow o f food science. W e’re really on the cusp o f food
science, w e’re beginning to see some developments that are just
unimaginable. I mean, we have been thinking about crops out o f the
fields and doing minimal processing, cooking them, you know. I can
tell you this tomorrow it’s going to be a different world, I mean, we
are going to be making, we are going harvesting things that are not
even harvesting today and we are going to be taking things from those
foods that make new and exciting food that we like to eat, but also
things that ironically are going to deliver health benefits. (American
scientist 2).
It was also argued that some o f the production-oriented applications o f
biotechnology could have consumer benefits by reducing pesticide residues in
food and reducing the price o f food, bringing down production costs while
maintaining yields.

Transgenic biotechnology is understood as following a long tradition o f changing
agricultural

technology.

Within

this

historical

perspective,

present

biotechnological developments are seen as ‘boring’ (American 2) in comparison to
traditional breeding, because they have led to relatively minor alterations to food.
There was a general belief, however, that the technology would bring greater
changes and benefits in the future, but that a clear distinction should not be made
between transgenic biotechnology and other bio-techniques, as both change the
characteristics o f plants.
Since mankind invented agriculture they kept improving the plant
species, the agricultural practices etcetera, they are all biotechnology
in my definition, they’re all biotechnology. And they’ve developed
new technologies, newer and newer and newer and currently the
molecular biology is the one o f the newer technologies. Molecular
biology is also one o f the biotechnologies so. For agriculture there’s no
doubt about that, biotechnologies is one o f the fundamental
technologies for the improvement o f food qualities, for yield or traits
(Japan scientist 5).
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Indeed, it is argued in defence o f m odem biotechnology that there are no natural
varieties rem aining because all food seeds have been altered by this long tradition
o f agricultural technology.

1.1.3. N aturalisation o f risk

-

risks are m inim al

Concerns about the risks o f m odem biotechnology w ere dism issed by associating
it with the long historical m anipulation o f genes through traditional breeding
practices.

Respondents

saw

nothing

particularly

dangerous

about

the

environm ental and hum an health im pacts o f m odem biotechnology, arguing that
its im pacts are very sim ilar to conventional food, traditional breeding and farming
practices. They also trusted m odem biotechnology because they believed it has
been tested adequately prior to being placed on the market. In this w ay they
legitimised biotechnology by portraying the risks as minimal. This ironically
highlights problem s with existing farm ing practices however, such as the reduction
o f biodiversity and appUcation o f toxic pesticides.

1.1.4. The opposite o f progress - B ackw ard organic
W ithin

this discourse o f progressive technological changes,

frustration

is

expressed at being held back by those who do not share an optim ism for
biotechnology and are concerned by the technology and its application. Those who
have not gone down this trajectory o f industrialising agriculture, or who reject this
discourse o f progress, are characterised as ‘backw ard’ (European Scientist 6).
Environm ental/consum er

groups

and

consum ers

who

criticise

m odem

biotechnology are dism issed as hysterical (see chapter eight).
I see ... groups w here they’re com ing at it from a political, sort of,
“w e’d rather be like ancient man, and each o f us digging in the dirt
ourselves and not using a lot o f artificial inputs.” That cam p is never
going to be happy with developing technology, because th ey ’re really
they’re warma let nature take its course; w hatever that m ight be
(Am erican scientist 1).
We can understand the considerable hostility tow ards organic food and the organic
food m ovem ent w ithin this discursive context. It was argued that organic produce
was neither better than nor different from conventional products and this was
usually explained with reference to the fact that organic produce was no safer.
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No, I d on’t bother with organic. I feel the food supply is safe, and even
though you use various agricultural chem icals on it during the
production process it does enhance the quality. W hen I grew up, you
eat an apple and you always had a worm in it, now you don’t have to
w orry about that and that’s because o f the ability to use this
agricultural chem icals in the production process, so I’m not an organic
person. I don’t think anything about it (Am erican 5).
As w e can see from this quote, m odem agriculture is trusted and believed to be
better than organic production because it leads to better quality produce through
chem ical applications. The ability o f m odem agriculture to supply m ore food and
food with higher nutritional quality is also cited as im portant. Technology is
associated with variety, lower food prices and food safety, w hereas relying on
nature, as in a backward past, means reduced variety and quality. This trust in
technology means that people should adapt to technological change rather than
technology bending to the needs or desires o f people. H ow ever, this ignores the
question raised by civic understandings o f biotechnology: that technologies have
different costs and benefits for different groups w ithin society. The technology is
viewed in an overw helm ingly positive light, w hich leaves no room for questions
about who is developing the technology, for whom, and w hat im plications there
are for those who do not have the pow er or capability to w ithstand the change its
adoption may bring.

A narrative w ithin this technological discourse that shows less hostility towards
organic farming but still a b elief in the benefits o f biotechnology is the argument
that organic farming should protect the environm ent by using biotechnology to
reduce pesticides. This rejects the concem s o f the organic m ovem ent about the co
existence o f organic production and agricultural biotechnology and it accepts
organic food with genetically m odified material in it.

These policym akers see consum er decisions to buy locally produced, organic and
Fair Trade produce as a misconceived critique o f the existing m odem agricultural
system. As one argues:
No, I don’t buy it; I d o n ’t have any particular hold against organic
food. I d on ’t buy it sim ply because I don’t hold any preference for it
either. W orking within the system w here I have a quite high degree o f
confidence in the system, and those who select organic food norm ally
select organic food because they don’t have confidence in the system.
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they’re looking for som ething that provides a characteristic that they
see rather than the absence o f a particular set o f pesticides or its
produced in a certain manner. I d o n ’t personally ... I d o n ’t personally
see a problem in term s o f the use o f pesticides etcetera (Anglophone
3).

1.1.5. Separating the technology from its application - Case by case assessments
The case-by-case approach o f evaluating biotechnology forms part o f this
discourse and is accepted as legitim ate by the Taskforce. This approach to
assessing biotechnology separates technique from application, arguing that the
technique cannot, or should not, be assessed, but rather, one should focus on how
the technology has been applied. This is the ‘guns don’t kill people, people kill
people’ argument, and the m etaphor o f biotechnology as a tool is used w ithin this
context. This argum ent is also made by industrialists with reference to technology
in general; it is not the technique that has benefits or drawbacks, but the use for
w hich it is employed. The argum ent for case-by-case assessm ents m ost often
relate to food safety but are also m ade with reference to environm ental, ethical,
nutritional, econom ic and animal health impacts o f the technology.
Again, it’s ju st a technique and w hether it’s a single researcher in a lab
doing their thing or whether it’s a huge m ultinational using it, it’s the
same technique. Biotech isn’t a thing, and so as a result I always have
a problem when p eo p le.... It’s a bit like arguing against blue, you can
have big business blue, but b lu e’s ju st blue, and th at’s w here I have a
real problem when people, again, they objectify biotechnology, it’s not
an object ju st like blue isn’t an object .... You could take the view,
anything th at’s blue, I want nothing to do, and most people w ould say,
well th at’s a bit ridiculous. W ell, it’s the same thing if you say, if it’s
biotech I w ant nothing to do w ith it because it’s not an object, it
doesn’t in itself belong to anyone. How it’s used m ay be objectionable
to some people in certain circum stances, and who am I to tell them not
to have a problem with that, but to vilify blue becom es a little strange
and hard to defend, in m y view (Anglophone 3).

This allows respondents to be open to the possibility that there are problem s with
certain applications o f biotechnology, as each m odification can introduce new
risks. As w e will see in chapter six, the evaluation o f these risks is com plex, as
both the benefits and risks are weighed. Even some o f the m ost optim istic
policym akers accept that some applications o f the technology m ight not perform
well or could be used in a negative way. They are not really open to criticism s o f
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the

technology

however,

still

characterising

consum er

groups

and

environm entalists as unreasonable for criticising biotechnology and its application
(see chapter seven). The technology, because it is separated from its application,
can be evaluated in an overwhelm ingly positive light even when it has had
negative outcomes. This approach therefore m aintains the typically optimistic
m odernist

w orld

view

that

all

the

social,

political,

econom ic,

cultural,

environm ental changes brought about by technology will be overw helm ingly
positive.

1.1.6. Consumption practices
How much does the industrial order o f worth really influence the consum ption
practices o f respondents? Their confidence and trust in science and m odem
technology, and its application in the industrialisation o f food production means
they do not avoid food derived from biotechnology and sometimes avoid organic
food. However, the respondents who view food through the lens o f an industrial
discourse were also likely to view it through a m arket perspective and construct a
particularly strong boundary between their individual private food consumption
and the processes out there in the world through w hich it is produced. This means
that the im pact o f their trust in m odem agriculture is lessened. As consumers, they
are not so enthusiastic about m odem biotechnology that they actively seek out its
products in their private lives and advocate its consum ption w ith family and
friends. They only seek GM products if they have benefits for them. This
expresses the m arket order o f worth, w hich em phasises the characteristics o f
products over the process by which they are produced. Their m arket perspective
on the roles and interests o f consum ers is central to w hat they believe constitutes
good food.

1.2. Market order of worth
The m arket order o f worth prioritises the price o f food, and supports the free
circulation o f foods when evaluating w hether food is good or not. However,
Taskforce policym akers express two variants o f this m arket discourse, with
different conceptions o f the role and interests o f the consum er, relative to the state
and business. The consum er is therefore understood as having different choices
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and responsibilities towards nature and different groups within society. One view
sees the consum er as an apolitical individual consum er who is only interested in
the price o f food and the characteristics o f the product. The other, far m ore civic
view o f consum ption understands the consum er as a political actor, who makes
consum ption decisions which influence the w ider social, econom ic, political and
physical

environm ent.

These

different

conceptualisations

influence

the

policym akers’ evaluation o f food production and consum ption and their own food
consum ption practices, and are m ost evident in their attitudes towards the methodof-production (organic or biotechnology) and origin labelling. Labelling raises
issues o f rights and responsibilities, as human beings are conceptualised as
individuals or as part o f w ider national or global com munities. This section will
discuss the variants o f this m arket discourse, especially how consum ption is
viewed as a purely apolitical act and a discourse which understands it as political.

1.2.1. Product Versus Process
The market discourse views consum ption as an apolitical individual private act
and the market as the best w ay o f satisfying the interests o f the consumer, and
believes the state should only influence the m arket in the area o f food safety. They
construct consum ers’ interests in a very limited way; the safety o f the individual’s
body, as determ ined by their own consumption, their personal finances, and the
aesthetics o f eating (through the discourses o f quality, variety and taste). This
prioritisation o f safety, price and quality is what m ost influences these
policym akers’ food choices, and is predicated on their construction o f a distinction
between the food product and the production process. This conceptual construct is
central to how they understand ‘good’ food and how they are able to prioritise
food safety over all other aspects o f food. Traditionally, products were tested to
ensure they w ere fit for consumption, checking for exam ple for pesticide residues,
antibiotics, bacteria, or whether they conformed to the description on the packet.
The m anagem ent o f the product was therefore predom inantly about the safety o f
the product. In recent years there has been a trend towards assessing the process
through w hich food is produced, processed, packaged, transported and sold and
towards auditing the process, usually for hazards to hum an health. HACCP^' is a

Hygiene Analysis Critical Control Points (HACCP).
132

perfect exam ple o f this type o f food safety process and probably the m ost
internationally respected. Systems are also put in place to ensure these food chain
processes conform with rules relating to organic food, biotechnology, origin,
ecology, animal welfare and labour rights. Traceability and labelling usually form
part o f these system s o f control (for m ore detail on traceability see chapter 2 and
Table 2.5). The policym akers’ construction o f this distinction between product and
production process is a reaction against these dem ands for greater controls on the
production process. This is significant because the present W TO rules stipulate
that a country cannot reject a product on the basis o f the process it has gone
through, but only the characteristics o f the product. In contrast, some countries
have been bringing in a num ber o f process controls that relate to issues other than
food safety. The EU, for example, brought in regulations to ensure animal w elfare
in the production o f cosmetics. The rejection o f m ethod-of-production criteria
stems from a b elief that goods should circulate freely. Production concerns should,
therefore, not be allowed to influence international trade. This can also help to
explain why the policym akers are so critical o f traceability and m ethod-ofproduction labelling, and believe consum ers have no interests in, and should not
be concerned with, the m ethod by w hich their food is produced or the im plications
o f its production. This supports industry’s position that food safety is the m ost
im portant aspect o f food and the only aspect o f food that should be regulated
nationally or internationally. From this perspective, going beyond safety risks a
politically unacceptable slide towards regulation o f the production process.

1.2.2. Food safety lens
V iew ing their prioritisation o f individual gratification through the m arket and,
therefore, the product over the production process, as purely a strategy to support
industry is m isleading, however, as m ost o f the same respondents also evaluate the
food they consum e in a sim ilar manner. B y understanding food through both
m arket and industrial orders o f w orth they evaluate the food they consum e through
a food safety lens to the exclusion o f other aspects. This is probably unsurprising
as many o f them are food scientists w orking in the area o f evaluating food safety
and are all delegates to Codex, an international food safety standardising body.
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Asked if they w ould eat GM food, they argued that they had no problem with it
because it was safe. As we have seen, this is because they trust modernity and its
outputs and have confidence in the case-by-case evaluations o f the products on the
market. However, they did not seek out GM food, showing that the production
process was irrelevant to them in their own consum ption as they see GM food as
no different than conventional foods (see Table 2.5). They said they would,
however choose products derived from biotechnology if they had characteristics
that they particularly wanted. The possibility that biotechnology could affect the
environm ent or sections o f society negatively did not curtail their enthusiasm
(greater detail in chapter six), because they did not believe they had sufficient
knowledge o f biotechnology’s econom ic and/or environm ental impacts and
because there were no negative food safety implications.
D on’t know [about patenting and the econom ics o f biotechnology]. I
think you’ll have to ask an econom ist that question, (laughter) I’m
really sorry (A m erican scientist 1).

Their focus on the product, and particularly food safety, is one o f the main reasons
why there is hostility am ong respondents towards organic food and the organic
food movement. It was argued that organic products had no advantage or were no
different to conventional products, and this was usually explained with reference
to the fact that organic produce is not safer than conventional food. Their rejection
o f organic food was also expressed in terms o f their confidence in the safety o f
conventional

food

and

the

regulatory

system

which

ensures

its

safety.

M arketeers/industrialists som etim es buy organic produce, but specify that it is
only for the particular product’s characteristics (quality, convenience, taste) rather
than the fact it is an organic product.
I don’t personally think it’s safer, so I ’m not doing
buy organic spinach because in order to get it to
using a pesticide on it, they have to pick it really
flavour better. But, no, I don’t consciously buy
scientist 1).

it for that purpose. I
the m arket without
small and I like the
organic (American

Their exclusive concern for food safety and lack o f concern for the environm ent is
highlighted by their attitude to the environm ental im pact o f organic food. Organic
farming was believed to have no environm ental benefits or, if it did, this did not
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factor into their rejection o f organic food because they were prim arily evaluating it
through a safety lens.
A. No, No [I d o n ’t eat organic food]. I, funny enough, I deal with the
organic process here as well. Now, the thing about organic food, ...
organic food is ju st normal food. The organic refers to the m ethod o f
farm in g .... Because a lot o f people think, you know, it’s this, that and
the other, and there’s no proof o f it yet. It’s fine, I think there's nothing
w rong with organic. In fact if people buy it, I w ould defend their rights
to buy it, because it's like vegetarians, they have their own reasons for
not eating meat so that's their choice as such. Me, I w ouldn't buy it
because it's ju st too costly and I don't think there's any advantage in it.
Q. And the main advantage in relation to non-food?
A. You mean environm ental or?
Q. Yeah.
A. Yeah, ... I suppose that's the only reason I can see a logical reasons,
if you were to buy organic is that because you're trying to do your bit
for the environm ent and animal welfare and that kind o f stuff. And the
food itself, I don't think it's any better or any w orse than your average
(European Scientist 6).
In this w ay consum ers are reduced to consum ers concerned with their own self
interest (reduced to their bodies and their money) as opposed to interests that relate
to their survival as part o f a w ider ecology.

1.2.3. Price and taste
As a mode o f evaluation, price is central to the m arket order o f w orth and its
evaluation o f food. It is believed that biotechnology will reduce the price o f food
b y red u cin g production costs. However, respondents did not actively choose foods
derived from biotechnology because they w ere believed to be indistinguishable
from conventional products. Price was an im portant, and for a small num ber o f
policymakers, the m ost im portant aspect in their food choices. This was often
expressed as a negotiation between taste and price. The im portance o f price was
also dependent on their stage in life. For exam ple, it was m ore im portant when
they were raising children or in college.

Because organic food is more expensive, they believed it was a scam to convince
ignorant consum ers to pay more, by tricking them into believing it is safer.
I deliberately avoid organic food. [Because] often it’s o f poorer quality
to food th at’s been produced by conventional agricultural methods. It’s
often more expensive. And, I am not convinced that it offers tangible
benefits in terms o f safety. I am not, however, opposed to the concept
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o f organic food production, or at least, limiting the use o f chemicals
and things like that, but I am not a great fan o f the organic food
movement. I think it’s a bit o f a scam, a m arketing scam (laughing)
(Anglophone 1).
It was also argued that although organic food had become popular, it is, and will
remain, a niche market. In this w ay they delegitimise the organic food m ovem ent
as marginal. This is a sophisticated criticism ; they relegate the concerns o f those
w ho buy organic produce or are pro-organic to minority status, and argue that
consum er concerns can be satisfied through the market. The availability o f organic
produce is, therefore, an exam ple o f the market working well for everyone and is
available to those who do not w ish to eat GM food. This is an acceptance that
those who do not want to eat GM food should incur the cost o f avoiding it.
Well, y’ know, labelling obviously working more as a - who wants
what and w ho’s going to pay for what? And we discussed the organic
situation, you have, h ere’s a perfect example, someone wants a
differentiated product, som ebody steps up to the supply chain and
provides that differentiated product, they put it side by side with
another product, people choose on that basis. ... people make market
choices ... on a voluntary basis where people, where there’s market
developed that wants that inform ation, stu ff springs up to supply it.
Same thing with Fair Trade coffee. Ok, there are people who, and
that’s basically predom inantly a workers right, labour (American 7).
As this quote suggests, concerns about workers rights or the environm ent are
conceptualised as private concerns, the costs o f which should be bom by the
individual consumer.

1.2.4. Space formation as global foods: Fair Trade and Origin-Labelling
Their attitude towards Fair Trade and the origin o f food also exhibits their beliefs
that consumers should not be interested in the production process and that the
market should w ork on a global level. The origin o f food was not important for
their food choices and trade was seen as offering consumers a greater variety o f
foods from other countries and out-of-season foods.
No, no, no, [the origin o f m y food is not important to me] not at all.
You know and one o f the w onderful things about living as we live
today and you can ’t relate to that. As a youngster ... we very seldom
had any kind o f fruit in the wintertim e ... particularly citrus type o f
fruits, oranges, grapefruit, lemon drops, certainly we didn’t have any
tropical fruits. We certainly didn’t have mango or papaya or star fruit
or kiwis but all o f which are available today, available from this time
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o f the year, outside o f the United States. Ok so, yeah so selection o f
foods, geography is not an issue. Well I m ean it’s a little bit o f an
issue, I mean, ... when I choose beef, for exam ple, I m ight choose a
steak from Kansas as opposed to Florida. I m ean, but I ’d choose b eef
from A ustralia as quickly as I’d choose b e e f from the U nited States.
But I mean if there is some typical quality attribute associated with the
food then I would select the food but typically geography doesn’t
influence me (Am erican scientist 2).
Price, quality, freshness and safety were far more im portant than the origin o f their
food. Following the rules o f the market, country-of-origin labelling was criticised,
but as we can see from the quote above, they also used origin as a w ay o f m aking
judgm ents about the taste o f food. However, they w ere clear that it was the
characteristics o f the food that was important and not the fact that it cam e from a
particular place. In this w ay they were rejecting nationalistic reasons for m aking
food choices. It is unsurprising in the present political environm ent that country o f
origin labelling is understood as a trade barrier. This is an expression o f the market
order o f worth and its conceptualisation o f space as a global m arket place.

22

Food is food, in my opinion, and the only reason that I can think of,
that people would want to label [origin]... is to discrim inate. ... It is a
trade barrier. ... I think it doesn’t have any place in legitim ate food
standards activities (Am erican 6).
M arketeers did not leave room for civic and green reasons for being interested in
the origin o f food, and castigated all discrim ination based on origin as
nationalistic.

There was no great concern for farm ers’ ability to survive social change brought
about by technological development, as it was argued that farmers will survive if
they can produce food with qualities that consum ers want. It is therefore a
rejection o f a m ore civic order o f worth.
Q. W ould you like supporting farmers in [your country]?
A. N ot necessarily no, because I believe that (laugh) farming, you
know, I don’t, well I believe that farmers have a role, but on the other
hand I don’t believe very much in .. farm subsidies and support, it’s
only if they have a better product, that one has to support (European
Scientist 2).

H ow ever, it is significant that no Europeans or Japanese conceptualised origin labelling
as a barrier to trade.
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1.2.5. Qualified Human Being: The Individual (Apolitical) Consumer
M arketeers’ prioritisation o f the product and its safety, to the exclusion o f any
concern about the production process, can be partly explained through their faith
in

industrial

agriculture.

They

are

not particularly

concerned

about

the

environm ent or the survival o f farming com m unities and/or trust that industrial
agriculture does not significantly contribute to these processes. From this
perspective,

criticism s

of

industrial

agriculture

made

by

consum er

and

environmental groups and the solutions they advocate, like organic farming, are
dismissed.

The prioritisation o f the product is also partly explained by their conceptualisation
o f the market and the roles and interests o f consumers, who they believe have no
legitimate interest in production issues. They show a very complex attitude
towards consumers. On the one hand, from an industrial perspective, they portray
consumers as obstructing the progress o f new technologies despite expert
assertions that the technology is safe. In the com ing chapters I show how these
policymakers trust science to m anage the risks associated with agricultural
technologies. They construct them selves as experts in contrast to consumers, thus
delegitimising the m any consum er concerns about food.

On the other hand consumers, rather than the state, are given the authority to make
a variety o f judgem ents about the food production process. This is most clearly
evident in the policym akers’ attitude to environm ental and labour rights controls,
like organic agriculture and Fair Trade. They believe governm ent should not be
involved in regulating the environm ent or labour rights. These consum er (and
therefore individual) concerns should instead be regulated through the market.
Responsibility therefore rem ains at the individual level rather than at the state, or
some other com m unal or collective level. As I have shown, these respondents
reject environm ental, social, political and w ider econom ic reasons for choosing
their food as they construct food consum ption as private, and castigate those who
accept such reasons as hysterical. This argument therefore legitimises a reduced
role for the state w ithout m aking the role o f the consum er particularly powerful,
because they argue that consumers should have no interest in the production
process and only be concerned with the product and its safety. The authority o f
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consum ers over the production process therefore vanishes and they have no right
to choose products for ethical, envirorunental, political or social reasons. This
com plex conceptualisation o f interest and role o f consum ers and the state is
evident through their attitude to labelling, and in particular m ethod-of-production
labelling for GM products.

1.3. L abelling

M arketeers rejected M ethod-of-production labelling because it was believed that
food on the m arket was safe and therefore labelling was not needed. This view is
expressed in US law w here labelling is restricted to the ‘m aterial difference’ o f the
food and the production process is dism issed as irrelevant. C onsum ers’ interests
are therefore restricted to the material difference o f the product. This focus on the
product and food safety is an attempt to dismiss acts o f consum ption which were
understood as m otivated by political aspirations as irrelevant or illegitim ate. The
respondents do not believe consum ers (and therefore citizens) should have an
opinion, or an impact, on how food is produced and in extension how natural
resources are m anaged and how producers, and others (anim als and hum ans) along
the food chain, are treated.
W ell, the labelling issue is a controversial one, because it draws in two
dim ensions. It is the labelling com ponent that is an absolute must, and
that is the com ponent that deals with health and safety, you know, if
there’s a material difference in the product, then th ere’s a really strong
basis for labelling. If there’s not a material difference, then, and th at’s
where I becom e much less interested, personally, but I understand that
others have that interest. The question is, you know, what are you
trying to answer? And again, this goes back to your Fair Trade practice
consideration, you m ight be interested in, you know, w hether these
socks have been sown by a child or not, and as I said before, there m ay
be some circum stances where th at’s actually beneficial in the
com munity, and there m ay be some w here it’s truly having taken
advantage o f an individual. Similarly, on biotech, you m ay w ant to
know the inform ation in order to make a decision, out o f w anting to
understand, or you m ay w ant that inform ation in order to, again, take
advantage, and if it’s the latter then I have a problem w ith it. ...
because if the reason that an individual advocates to have a product
labelled, if so that they can then take a position as it relates to that
product in the m arketplace (Anglophone 3).
Labelling GM food was believed to mislead, deceive or prejudice the consumer,
particularly within the present com mercial and political context, w here labelling
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becomes ‘essentially a stay away from this skull and crossbones’ (American
scientist 1). The media, consum er and environm ental groups are said to be trying
to corrupt consum ers and convince them to reject biotechnology.^^
W ith the level o f m isconceptions and the m isinformation, bad
information that has been given to the society by, particularly some o f
the activists, and even I would say with the level o f wrong and false,
deliberately w rong and false inform ation that has been given to the
society, people are frightened by the w rong inform ation that has been
given to them, I w ouldn't go for labelling. But in a normal condition,
when the inform ation is being com m unicated in a normal m anner and
everybody can com m unicate all the inform ation and the inform ation in
the society is balanced, I would go for labelling (M iddle Eastern
scientist).

Labels were also described as m isleading because consumers are too ignorant^"* to
fully understand w hat they meant. This argument is based on the b elief that
consumers would assum e that labels only refer to food safety issues and were
therefore a w arning about increased levels o f risk when the policym akers assumed
there was none.
W ell one, the consum er no longer knows if what they see on the label
is, if it’s mandated then they think ‘oh there must be some dangerous
associated w ith it’. So then they no longer actually are having the traits
that they actually good products. It shouldn’t be a, more regulatory
agencies ... shouldn’t allow any product out on the market, genetic
engineered or not, th at’s problematic. But to label it like it’s
problem atic ju st because it’s genetic engineered, I think creates
confusion so then, consum ers don’t, can ’t, are less able to make a
choice, a choice based on health or safety issues. I mean, just,
naturally, you’d ju st say, ‘well if it’s here, it m ust mean there’s some, a
problem w ith that. I d o n ’t understand what this, so I’m not going to
deal with it’ (A m erican scientist 6).
This highlights once again the reliance on food safety as a lens through which to
understand food.

This was a particularly American discourse, but was also made by European
policymakers who were in favour of method of production labelling as they agreed that
consumers should know whether food was produced using biotechnology, but disliked the
way some anti-GM groups actively used that information as a way of encouraging
consumers to reject products derived from biotechnology.
This idea that consumers are ignorant is explored more fully in chapter seven.
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The practical problem s o f introducing m ethod o f production labelling were also
highlighted as a reason to reject it. Due to a lack o f space on packaging, they
argued that this inform ation should be omitted in favour o f characteristics like
ingredients, nutritional inform ation, how to use the product, quantity and price.
Secondly, it was argued that adding further inform ation to the label could create
‘inform ation overload’ (Am erican 2) for consum ers who should focus on food
safety and nutritional issues rather than m ethod-of-production information.
I think the im portant inform ation that has to do w ith the health and
safety o f the product and description o f its contents and w hat you’re
buying, the integrity o f it being the ingredients and things like that is
the im portant inform ation, and if you put too m uch inform ation on a
label you overw helm the im portant inform ation, you dilute out the
im portant things on the label, so, and if you started listing what
pesticides were used, where, what farm it was grow n on, all these other
things. I mean, you ju st dilute out the im portant inform ation that the
person m ay miss because m aybe they’re looking for something
specific (Am erican scientist 8).

A nother difficulty with introducing m ethod o f production labelling w as that it
w ould be difficult to establish principles that could underpin such legislation. The
principle o f the ‘right to know ’ adopted by the EU was occasionally tentatively
accepted, but ultim ately rejected because m arketeers argued that there was no limit
to that principle, which could allow people to dem and any inform ation on a label.
I would think there’s a “right to know ”, but the question is w hat is it,
w hat is it that needs to be known and what is it appropriate to what
y ou’re trying to do. I m ean is it the consum er’s right to know that, how
m any people were in that factory and w hat ethnicity they were, and
should that be on the label. I d o n ’t think so it do esn ’t really have any,
it doesn’t really have any im pact on the safety and suitability o f that
product (Am erican scientist 3).
Once again it becom es an argum ent for focusing on food safety and rejecting
consum er interests in the production o f their food.

The

cost

associated

with

introducing

m ethod-of-production

labelling

for

biotechnology was also used to reject labelling by marketeers. The cost to
producers in particular was considered significant, because they would have to
establish traceability systems.
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Yeah, some o f them [com panies], they have hardship to do it. ... But
producers, some o f them, the cost may be increased, twenty, thirty
percent. So, it can be quite important. We have done our regulatory
impact assessm ent to study this issue (Asian scientist 2).
The cost o f regulating labelling w as also viewed as significant because it would
draw resources aw ay from the priority issue; food safety. These costs to the
producer, consum er

25

and the state were considered a significant problem ,

especially for developing countries exporting to countries with m andatory
labelling. One delegate from a developing country argued that the costs associated
w ith labelling are so significant that she and her country only supported labelling
for foods that have a material difference to their conventional counterpart, and
w hen genetic material can be detected in the food (see Table 2.5).
I think that the label is not a safety question. It is an inform ation
question .... So, we should label in order to inform the user that this is
GM, I d o n ’t agree with labelling foods that you can not detect the
DNA ... Because nobody will know if that oil comes from a GM soy
bean or a GM maize. And the price, the increasing in prices for the
traceability is very high. So in Europe, you have this now but people
can afford to pay more, for instance, for ... [my country] we are only
going to label the things that you can detect. W hen you have the DNA
or the protein, I think for developing countries like us, this is an
intermediate position that is good. We cannot afford traceability now.
But I think label is good for as an option for the consum er (South
American 4).

M arketeers m ade a clear distinction between the aspects o f food that were
legitim ately controlled by the governm ent through m andatory labelling and those
aspects that should be provided by the m arket voluntarily. This was constructed as
a distinction between ‘need to k n o w ’ versus ‘w ant to know ’ (American scientist
1). Governments should therefore not be involved in m ethod-of-production

Some policymakers argued that although the costs for producers were significant they
were not significant important to most consumers.
For consumer, I don’t, the impact is relatively small. I think, it will add less
than one percent to the food cost, so it should not make a big difference to the
average consumer, unless you are terribly poor, and then that one percent may
be important. But for the majority of the consumers it shouldn’t make a big
difference for them. But producers, some of them, the cost may be increased,
twenty, thirty percent. So, it can be quite important. We have done our
regulatory impact assessment to study this issue (Asian scientist 2).
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labelling because it m ight force consum ers to be concerned about issues other than
safety.
Q. And what do you think about the argum ent that people want
labelling for non-safety reasons, for other reasons like ethics?
A. Okay, we have a discussion very much about that, and we think that
you m ust not transfer your concerns to the consumers. If you are a
regulatory agent, agency you must do well your work, no transfers,
only by labelling for the conscience to the consum ers to say or to think
that that food is safer than another one. You know, you m ust say that
the food is safe, if it’s different and its use is different you m ust say it.
But if the foods are not safe you cannot open it to the com merce
(South American 1).
W ithin countries w here m andatory labelling had been introduced, it was argued
that the introduction o f m andatory labelling had reduced consum ers’ choice
because labelled GM products were driven o ff the market.
I think that any o f the labelling regim es that have been introduced as
they have been in ... [my country], have been designed to achieve
consum er choice. The practice has been though, in many cases, that
foods have been driven o ff the market, as a consequence o f labelling
so, I mean it’s a difficult issue. Because on the one hand governm ents
around the world are struggling with how to give consum er choice, on
the other hand, it can end up that choices end up being removed. So,
what is the best outcome? And governments all around the w orld have
different approaches (Anglophone 4).

1.3.1. Voluntary labelling: responsibility, Choice and Cost
W ithin this m arket oriented perspective, voluntary labelling w as accepted as
positive for industry and consumers. Labelling foods as not containing GMOs is
believed to differentiate these products in the same w ay that branding is used to
attract consum ers in the market.
W hat they’re doing is practices, and that’s fine. It is very equivalent to
w hat I would call some type o f brand labelling. I mean, we have
brand-labelling, people try and establish brands in such a w ay that they
convince the public, that it enhances the value and that’s, you know,
that’s all part o f the game (American 8).
Because producers react to consum ers’ dem ands, a w ide variety o f consum ers’
desires and concerns can be satisfied in this way, including environm ental
concerns, concerns about the destructive pow er o f big business, religious beliefs
such as the need to eat halal or kosher food. Religion beliefs w ere understood to
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have slightly more legitim acy than these other environmental and economic
concerns and some policym akers accepted that some states m ay wish to enforce
labelling for religious reasons.
I think in those cases [where there are religious
foods] some labelling m ay be necessary. You
instance, M uslim or Jew ish people to eat pork. ...
some state intervention is necessary through some
inform ation requirem ents (South American 3).

objections to GM
cannot force, for
M arket driven but
labelling or some

The cost associated with introducing labelling is given as a reason to consign these
non-safety issues to voluntary labelling status. They argue if consumers are
concerned about the role o f agribusiness or the environment, or have religious
beliefs and wish to support alternative agricultural systems they should also be
w illing to pay for that privilege.
Am, what do you make m andatory and what do you make people pay
to find out? W hat you make mandatory, everybody pays for. Ok? So if
a small segm ent o f society has this interest that they wanna be sure that
they’re not destroying the environm ent, well, then, you can have them
seek out products there. I f somebody, if the market is w illing to or can
support, providing them all the certifications they need to know and
you see this in some voluntary program m es.... But th at’s really the
question that it comes down to is; who pays? (American 4).
It was also argued that labelling m ay not be the most appropriate w ay to fulfil
these consum er concerns. Some argued for example that consumers with ethical or
environm ental concerns about biotechnology should buy organic

or seek

inform ation about corporation structures through government listings, and in that
w ay the cost will be borne by those who wish to make food choices based on that
inform ation and not the w ider population. This is the conceptualisation o f
consum er’s concerns as individual or private problems, and therefore private costs.
M andatory labelling in contrast can be understood as represenfing shared
concerns.

The possibility of mandatory labelling for religious beliefs was not expressed by any
Americans, probably because of the plurality of religions beliefs within American society
and the strong separation of state and religion in the US constitution. Indeed, American
policymakers argued it would be impractical to label GM food for religious reasons
because there are so many religious beliefs and because government should remain
separate from such considerations.
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biotechnology is understood as misleading, it is not surprising that restrictions on
voluntary labelling were established and are supported by these policymakers,
including restrictions on the description o f food that has used biotechnology in its
production. These restrictions depoliticise biotechnology and separate the food
product from the technological production process. For exam ple in the American
context they reject ‘genetically m odified food’ or ‘genetically m odified organism s’
in favour o f ‘foods derived from biotechnology’ or ‘genetically engineered’
because the latter descriptions do not suggest that the food has been altered by the
technology.

2. Civic and green orders of worth
Compared to industrial/m arket perspectives, the civic and green orders o f worth
m ake a w eaker distinction between the product and how it is produced. They see
the w ay food is produced as an integral part o f its evaluation and this influences
the policym akers’ own food consum ption practices. Few o f the civic and green
argum ents advocate blanket bans on biotechnology, as evaluations are m ade on the
same case-by-case basis previously discussed, but the environm ental and social
im plications o f biotechnology are given greater weight.

2.1. Green order o f worth - Trusting the natural environm ent and controlling
technology
A green order o f w orth is expressed w hen evaluating biotechnology, organic
production, the origin o f food and in assessing food safety, w hich is especially
interesting as greens trust nature to be safe. The main critique o f biotechnology
from this discourse is that technology can disrupt the natural balance. In general,
greens have relative confidence in the safety o f GM food for hum an health but far
greater uncertainty about the effect o f biotechnology on the environm ent, with the
b elief that it is not evaluated or controlled adequately.

2.1.1. Biotechnology, organic, origin and the environment
Greens were concerned that biotechnology could have negative im pacts on the
environm ent if, or when, it gets out o f control. They argued that greater care was
needed to ensure living agricultural produce did not disturb the existing balance
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w ithin nature and reduce biodiversity. M odified food was understood as safer
because it because it was not intended for reproduction in the environment. They
also argue that once GM Os are released into the environm ent they cannot be
withdrawn. They also question the ability o f the state to effectively control these
GMOs. W ithin this context the existing regulatory framework was inadequate to
prevent negative environm ental implications.
Environment and GMO, I ’m scared about it, I ’m afraid about it
because you know the fish, the GM O fish that could be escaped from
the fish farm. This ... accident will be contaminant for the native
species so I ’m afraid about it, yeah, but if the control is perfect its, but
no perfect is in m en’s work so. ... If the containm ent is perfect that
could be for the environm ent but everybody will make mistakes so I ’m
afraid about environm ental issues with GM O (Japanese scientist 7).
Indeed, as this quote suggests, the m ost fervent arguments were based on the
assum ption that it was im possible to have a system that prevents risk, because
living organism s w ithin the environm ent cannot be controlled. The lack o f
com prehensive evaluations and controls at an international level for the im pact o f
biotechnology on the environm ent was juxtaposed with the more developed
international food safety standards. W ithin this context, the developm ent o f
biotechnology ‘m ust be brought in bit by b it’ (European 2) and limited until there
is greater know ledge o f its im pact on the environment. As with food safety, greens
argued that there should be pre-m arket evaluations o f the impact the m odification
event would have on the environment. W ithin this context, nature is viewed as a
positive system which does not need to be altered.

The three main reasons given for supporting organic food and agriculture mix
together issues o f production practices and consumption properties. They are that
organic food is safer, organic production methods are better for the environm ent
and organic production and consum ption are better for the local economy.
Organic farming was believed to be better for the environment, m ainly because
less chemicals are used in the production process.

Organically produced food is often internationally distributed and therefore may not
support local economies. It is therefore uncertain whether greens buy locally produced
organic produce or associate organic agriculture with locally produced food. It would
seem that these different perspectives are expressed different policymakers.
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I think organic is the best w ay to conserve the land or conserve nature
so I try to eat organic food as much as possible. ... som e chem icals are
needed. So, but, in m any cases farmers use more, m ore chem ical, more
chem icals than needed so some people say that it is im portant to make
the use o f chem icals as less as possible (NGO 5).
As this quote suggests, environm ental justifications did not mean com plete
antipathy to technology and its use in agricultural production, but greens distrust
the enthusiasm for technologies w hen their benefits to society or the environm ent
are not evident.

Influenced by the environm ental discourse o f ‘food m iles’, som e policym akers
preferred to buy locally-produced food. The food was not seen as being
necessarily different, but local food was thought to have a higher degree o f
freshness and taste, along with the associated benefits o f less w aste o f natural
resources and environm ental destruction through the burning o f fossil fuels. The
shorter distances travelled by the food also m eant potentially fewer chemical
additives and preservatives.
1 think it’s for the freshness because, I think it’s logical that if you
have to im port an apple from New Zealand [to Europe], you can
anticipate that, first o f all it takes longer, secondly, m aybe they are
treated in a very special way, and thirdly I think it’s a w aste o f energy,
to fly apples in from N ew Zealand (European Scientist 8).
Eating locally was also associated with the desire to eat seasonally, w hich had
benefits for the consum er as seasonal food is fresher and tastier. The desire to eat
locally and seasonally can be understood as a desire to live w ithin the constraints
o f nature rather than trying to overcom e them, w hich w as evident within the
industrial order o f worth. Choosing foods based on origin was portrayed by
m arketeers as purely nationalistic and therefore an expression o f the domestic
order o f worth. However, very few policym akers m ade food choices based on
nationalism , or at least openly explained their food choices as nationalistic.
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Non-

nationalistic understandings o f origin were clearly evident, how ever, particularly

This is an example of a particularly nationalistic view of food choices:
Well, if I put aside my nationalistic feeling that I would like to take food
produced in [my country] because everybody accepts that, has that sort of
feeling, then it doesn’t really make any difference for me, if the food is
produced in Africa or United States or in Japan, whatsoever (Middle Eastern
scientist).
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from those poUcymakers who did n ’t live in their own country but still bought
locally produced food. Buying locally produced food was based on universal
aspirations w hich reflected civic and environm ental orders o f worth rather than the
trustw orthiness o f the local, as advocated within the domestic order o f worth.
Plus I know that it’s actually, th at’s good to support local, you know,
to try to reintegrate food systems. I am well aware of, not only the
argum ents o f organic and sustainable ag, but food miles and particular
w hole food systems (NGO 2).

2.1.2. Trusting Natural food safety
In this discursive context, food safety is also a preoccupation but is m ore closely
associated w ith the idea o f natural food. However, there were two conclusions
about the safety o f biotechnology from this perspective. They saw GM foods
presently on the m arket as safe because they trusted the regulatory system but they
still remain uncertain because a m odification could introduce a hazard to human
health. Secondly, some respondents said they avoided GM food because they were
unnatural and therefore unsafe.

A llergens being introduced by the modification were something that caused
particular concern, and this was also contentious w ithin the Taskforce (see Table
2.5). D iscourses on food safety are explored in greater detail in the next chapter,
where I argue that the policym akers who express this environm ental discourse also
take a purification approach to food safety and therefore view food as naturally
safe, w hile hum an activity is believed to introduce risks, especially because
hum ans don’t have the ability to control the risks they introduce. The long term
perspective o f this green approach is also evident in relation to their attitude to
food safety, as it is argued that there need to be com prehensive scientific studies o f
long duration to effectively assess the im plications o f m odified food on human
health and the environment.

Organic food is believed to be safer and healthier because it is associated with
nature and foods w ith fewer additives. The m ain reason respondents give for
choosing organic food is that it has fewer chem icals used in its production. It is
also argued that it is m ore nutritious.
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[I buy organic food] Because, being organic, ...th e y are not exposed
to it, chemicals, w ith pesticides, with some additives, w ith some
artificial components. They are m ore tow ards nature (Asian scientist
1 ).
It is also believed that organic food tastes better, or is o f better quality, than
conventional food. In contrast to those policym akers who viewed support for
organic food as ignorant, those who support organic agriculture argued that it was
the more educated members o f the population that chose organic food.

2.2, Civic order o f worth

2.2.1. Collective welfare and equality through the fo o d chain
A civic order o f worth, which em phasises collective w elfare and equality, was
expressed when evaluating food and technologies for food production. From this
civic perspective, which is more likely to legitim ise politics, policym akers argued
that the benefits from biotechnology depend on who develops it and the traits they
develop. They argue that different groups benefit from different types o f
modifications. This is expressed most frequently in relation to the production traits
developed for rich countries and the m ajority world.
A. Yeah, [I think biotechnology could help feed people], if there is
very rational and well designed policy overseeing the, you know, that
mass population o f world, the biotechnology can have the potentiality,
but still there is long w ay to go ... it has the potentiality, but still there
is the question o f rational use. [I do not think its being used rationally
now], not to the expected extent, but consciousness has increased.
Q. Do you think there are any negative aspects to GM food?
A. Yeah, if ... the technology and the m onopoly is still held with some
o f the big economies, the risk is still rem ain (Asian scientist 1).
The m ost critical expression o f this is that biotechnology is so closely enm eshed
with industrial interests that it is not possible for it to be o f benefit to society. This
argument that industry, and indeed, scientists, have their ow n interests, which are
not necessarily com patible with the interests o f a w ider public, is discussed in
greater detail with regard to food safety in the next chapter.

It was also argued that farms, and farming com m unities, could be negatively
affected and increasingly lose control over their operations due to the patenting o f
seeds. The possibility that consolidation o f farms w ould take place due to
increasing inequality between large and small farms was also raised. It was further
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argued that the introduction o f biotechnology would erode traditional farming and
food practices.
So they [developing countries] can’t produce their own foods, and
their own traditional foods. Yeah, that is a problem. These GMO
crops are concentrated in the three, w heat or corns or something, and it
is not useful for the developing country as traditional industries. T hat’s
a problem I think. So, factory or company, or seed com panies should
concentrate on preserving the traditional crops or traditional,
som ething to eat, to produce (Japanese scientist 7).

2.2.2. Biotechnology not the whole solution - there are other options
The m ost radical rejection o f biotechnology claims it is not needed and that other
methods are better at solving problem s facing producers and consumers. It is
unsurprising that the public interest INGOs put forward these alternatives as part
o f their rejection o f biotechnology in the food sector. Sustainable agriculture and
organic agriculture in particular is believed to offer less expensive and safer
options for food production, while conventional food is also im proving and able to
provide higher yields and nutrition.
I d on’t think [biotechnology] ... works, I mean, there are various
ways, if they w ant to make, ... the crops which can, the am ount o f
productivity is good, there are other ways to develop that and that kind
o f technique, the old technique is much safer and, ah, it costs less so if
they are using m y tax, I ’m sure I will object that [the governm ent
developing biotechnology] (NGO 4).
The ineffectiveness o f biotechnology is m ost com m only expressed in relation to
the problem o f food security. Public interest INGOs, in particular, argue that
‘Technological solutions to food insecurity [are] not going to w ork’ (NGO 1)
because the problem is not caused by insufficient am ounts o f food but its unequal
distribution.
No, I don’t think [GM foods can solve any problem s], yeah. Because, I
know people in developing countries are suffering from famine or food
shortage but, it’s not about the amount, I mean, people in Japan or
United States w e have too much food but we ju st cannot send them
that, its about the structure o f the system itself. So even if we have
large am ount o f food it doesn’t solve the problem. And also, the
person who develops genetically m odified crops they are doing so
because they w ant to m ake profit, not to help them. The problem is,
some researchers are eager to develop crops which can help
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developing countries but it doesn’t m ean they can really do so. So it
doesn’t solve the problem at all (NGO 4).^*
Even though policym akers make the point that food insecurity is prim arily due to
inadequate distribution, this does not necessarily lead

to

a rejection

of

biotechnology, as they view biotechnology as a useful tool and one o f a num ber o f
options to solve problem s o f food production (usually through increasing yields)
and consum ption (through nutritionally fortified foods). This is a critique o f the
over-enthusiasm o f the m odernist perspective on technology and its ability to solve
social problems,^'^ rather than an outright rejection o f technological innovation.

2.3. Green and Civic Food choices: production processes and consum ption as
social rather than individual
These critiques o f industrial agriculture, from civic and green perspectives,
influence a considerable number o f respondents to choose particular foods and
avoid others; they are more likely to choose organic and local foods and reject GM
food. Their choices are not made exclusively on the characteristics o f these foods
and individual private interests but they are understood as having w ider
im plications and can be understood as public goods. The act o f consum ption is
therefore understood as w ider than the individual as it is linked by these
respondents to w ider social, political and ecological processes. This is particularly
evident when they believe GM is safe but reject it because it does not benefit
society.
But, if it was for m y private life I w ould not buy them. Given a choice,
o f course. ... [Because] I don’t, I sort o f object to technical
m odification o f genes, o f foods. If it’s not for a purpose that is useful
to mankind. So I was regulating pharm aceuticals for several years, and
there w e fast tracked biotech considerably, because there w ouldn’t be a
treatm ent for, say, hepatitis B without biotech products, there w ouldn’t
be a treatm ent for A lzheim er’s these days, and so on. So, many
vaccines would not be available. So I see the merits o f biotech there,
w hilst to agri-biotech, it’s been largely for the benefit o f the producers
o f the biotech. Possibly to some extent o f the farmers, but that’s not
been very transparent about these benefits and, so I have no sym pathy

It is interesting to note that this respondent is understanding scientists as altruistic but
just unable to understand the situation, w hile, as w e w ill see in the next chapter, som e
other ING O s are very critical o f scientists and their lack o f forethought.
“S ocial problem s” is my language not my respondents.
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for the technology. A gain this is a personal matter nothing to do with
m y job (European 1).
Buying locally was an expression o f a critique o f the globalisation o f the
agricultural system. Supporting local food production and local varieties was
believed to have the ability to increase biodiversity, which w as framed as
particularly im portant due to decreasing biodiversity caused by industrial
agriculture. Buying foods produced locally was also supported because it meant a
greater variety o f produce for the consum er because distinct local varieties were
developed as opposed to the agricultural and food processing m onocultures
produced by industrial agriculture. It w as also supported because it helped local
farmers to survive in a global economy. As we have already seen, it is also
associated with reducing food miles and their accompanying environm ental
damage. Buying Fair Trade products and organic food was also viewed as
important for supporting developing country com m unities and the environm ent
respectively. For a small num ber o f policymakers, predom inantly w ithin the
consum er/environm ental

INGOs,

supporting

these

methods

o f agricultural

production and distribution was an expression o f solidarity with a wider
environmental and social justice m ovem ent which supports civic and green orders
o f worth.
Well, over the last couple o f years I have been buying far m ore organic
than I used to. W hy do I buy organic? One, it’s much more
available.... Two, there is a certain way in which, we will live with
contradictions in our life but there comes a time when you sort o f say
‘wait a m inute this is obscured, why, am I believing it or not.’ I m ean I
have never m uch been involved in the pesticide pact action com m unity
but these are m y colleagues (NGO 1).

Some o f these choices w ere also seen to have individual benefits, for example, that
locally bought foods w ere fresher, tastier and more nutritious. However, costs are
associated w ith these public goods. From this civic perspective, organic food was
believed to be m ore expensive than conventional products, and characterised as
elitist and unavailable to poorer m em bers o f society. Civics/greens w ere critical o f
some people who bought it because it was associated with exclusivity. They,
therefore, often recognised their privileged position in society which allowed them
to buy these m ore expensive products.
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Yeah, yeah [I eat organic food], w hen it’s possible, especially the
vegetables and som e o f the other stu ff as well are too expensive, but I
think I’m in a bit m ore fortunate position than the others because I can
afford to buy them (European 5).

2.3.1. Labelling - Food consumption as social responsibility and social change
This is a very different conceptualisation o f the role o f the consumer. Unlike the
m arket oriented perspective which focused on the individual, and conceptualised
biology and w ealth as the individual’s only legitim ate concern, this civic
perspective gives consum ers a right, if not a responsibility, to act to im prove the
world they live in. H owever, I will also argue that this is often still quite a market
perspective. A n analysis o f their conceptualisation o f the consum er is best
explored through their attitudes to m ethod-of-production labelling.

There are two reasons w hy respondents are supportive o f m ethod-of-production
labelling

for

biotechnology.

Firstly,

policym akers

who

are

critical

of

biotechnology are uncertain about its benefits or safety, and so look to labelling as
a means o f avoiding their own consum ption o f GM
(particularly

from

environm ental

and

consum er

food. Policym akers

INGOs)

criticise

their

governm ents’ labelling policies for not providing enough inform ation to allow
consum ers to avoid biotechnology. M ethod-of-production labelling is used as an
expression o f the civic role o f consum ers in an attem pt to avoid problem atic
agricultural methods. It is also used in a m ore individualistic sense, in an attempt
to avoid a technology they fear will dam age their health.
Primarily the consum er will be aware and if you d o n ’t have definite
proof that eating a particular food over ten years period will be [safe],
the consum er would like to know w hat they are eating. This is a right
o f consumers. Any legislation contem plates that consum er has to be in
control o f what food they are buying, or w hat are the ingredients and
the nutrients (South American 5).

Secondly, there are policym akers who do not avoid biotechnology themselves,
either because they are overw helm ingly supportive o f biotechnology or believe the
product is no

different

from

conventional produce, while

sim ultaneously

supporting the consum er’s right to know and choose w hether they want to
consum e biotechnology or not. From this perspective, consum ers have a right to
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m ake a decision even if it is ‘irrational’, does not represent scientific consensus, or
is based on political, ideological or ethical views on the technology, its ownership
or its impacts on the environm ent or distribution o f resources.
Now, when I think that, that by the way, they say ‘it’s not material or
that it blah, blah, blah’, consum ers have the right to buy, ok, you w ant
to buy, you don’t want to buy French stuff because you are against
France because they did n ’t support us in the war in Iraq, you have the
right to know that. I think that is stupid, but you know, if you d o n ’t
want to buy French wine, by the w ay the wines are labelled, you know
which wines com e from France and which don’t come from France,
you can do that, and it is your right to do that (NGO 1).
There are policym akers, therefore, who are overwhelm ingly positive about
biotechnology but pro m ethod-of-production labelling and the consum er’s right to
know. This seems a particularly difficult position to hold. Some quite cynical
policym akers accept that labelling GM food is positive, but then seem to
delegitim ise the concerns behind the desire for labelling.
There are these people with ethical or ideological issues with them and
that's fine, label it because o f that. There's a thousand different reasons
you could label food, for different things, but people don't bother, did a
cow pee on the head o f cabbage, before it was, you know, label it; yes
pee, or no pee. T hat’s a silly exam ple but, you know, there's loads o f
stuff you could label, that m ight be a little more realistic than GMOs.
But it's got to the stage that people in Europe are sensitive to it, so I’d
say “fine, label it and make their own decision” (European Scientist 6).

M ethod-of-production labelling and the right to know is an expression o f the civic
order o f worth and constructs people as citizens rather than consumers. From this
perspective labelling is justified because the m ajority o f citizens do not w ant GM
foods and governm ents should represent the majority view and allow consum ers to
choose.
And also, I know exactly w hy they resist labelling, because they know
people w on’t buy it. I mean, em pirical studies are all there, in the US
Novartis found 93%, in the US wanted labelling, and o f that, at least
three quarters said they would use the labels to make sure they
w ouldn’t buy the stu ff W ell, th at’s why the US has this posifion, ...
tied into this economic reality. (NGO 1)
The appropriate role o f goverrrment is also the reason voluntary labelling is
rejected as an alternative option. It is argued that government needs to be involved
because it has the sanctioning pow er while voluntary labels could be abused.
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Conclusion
The discourses poHcymakers express to understand, and act w ithin, their pubHc
and private Hves have their own internal logic, and are appropriated through the
policym akers

historically,

geographically,

linguistically,

epistemologically,

institutionally, politically, and socially-contingent experiences (see chapter eight).
The know ledges from these m ultiple experiences are not always com patible, so
policym akers

negotiate

betw een

these

different

ideas,

using

know ledge

appropriated in the past to assess new know ledge and to accept, reject or adapt
them.

Policym akers from both sides o f the argum ent were very confident in their
evaluation o f the different production and consum ption benefits o f different
agricultural technologies and methods. However, the m ajority o f policym akers
were uncertain about some aspects o f their evaluations as they are exposed to
contradictory opinions. This was very clear in some (predom inantly European and
Japanese) policym akers’ attitudes to the safety o f organic produce. On the one
hand organic produce was seen as safer because it used fewer pesticides while, on
the other, the consum er could be exposed to m icrobiological hazards associated
w ith natural fertilisers used in the production process.
Q. W hat about organic food, what do you, do you buy organic food?
A. Ye, yes, from time to time. But, as a m icrobiologist I have to, well,
w arn people that organic food is not com pletely safe, it is, sometimes
it contains m ore bacteria than others. .. .Especially ... if the fertiliser o f
animal origin is not fermented enough it could contain pathogenic
m icro-organism s and if it is fed to vegetables it could contam inate
those vegetables.
Q. And w hat do you think are the benefits o f organic, w hy do you buy
organic?
A. Yeah, o f course, I think, because I think I can avoid extra use o f ...
fertiliser or pesticides, yes (laughing) (Japanese scientist 1).
This debate exhibits the prioritisation o f food safety discussed in this chapter, but
also shows how policym akers are receiving inform ation about the positive
(probably from the pro-organic farming m ovem ent) and negative (probably from
advocates o f industrial farming) aspects o f organic food, and rem ained in a state o f
uncertainty.
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It is also notew orthy that pohcym akers also am algam ate discourses^' from both
extremes o f the debate. For exam ple some policymakers, m ainly those from
consum er/environm ental groups, express the civic and green order o f worth
strongly and do not believe that agricultural biotechnology will benefit society.
Industrialists and m arketeers are so supportive o f biotechnology that they find it
difficult to say anything negative about it. M ost o f the policymakers are
somewhere in-between. One particular group o f policymakers expressed both
industrial and civic orders o f worth, arguing that biotechnology, in its present
guise, does not benefit society but rather com panies and rich economies. However,
they were also optim istic about the possibility o f future developm ents and the
benefits for a w ider population.
But it seems that all these benefits are still several years from the
market place. I think we should keep the doors open and our minds
open to these developm ents. And in the m eantim e it’s serving the
commercial interests o f com panies rather than anything else (European
1 ).
These policym akers have been exposed to some o f the civic and environmental
criticism s o f the reliance on biotechnology, and are far more reticent about giving
it their w holehearted support, but they also represent the m odernist optimistic view
that technology can play an im portant role in bringing benefits to society.
However, we have not used GM foods to its full potential and we have
specifically not used them to create benefits for the consum er or for
poor countries or things like that. It’s been m ainly driven by big
com panies in some w estern countries and supporting their econom y
and the econom y o f the farmers. W hich is fine, this is fine, but the
thing is, if you really w ant to get benefit from GM foods, you probably
have to think differently and say, ‘what smart things, that we could not
do before, can we now do? Is there an area w here we can only grow
maize if it’s resistant to drought, can you then change the maize so that
it becomes m ore resistant to drought? ... Is there an area w here there is
too little vitam in A in the food, is it then a smart thing to do to put
extra vitam in A into the rice so you could get m ore vitam in A through
the normal foods that you eat’. All these could be, would be options
that w ould be beneficial to the population that w ould choose that such.
But, they are not really being prom oted like that, they are not being
developed like that (European scientist 3).

It is difficult to know whether my respondents amalgamated the different sides of the
debate or are exposed to discourses which construct the debate in this civic/industrial way.
It is most likely that both are true.
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There are some all-encompassing discursive frameworks from which these
policymakers evaluate the positive and negative impacts o f agricultural production
and consumption, with extreme expressions o f industrial, market, civic and green
orders of worth. However, the majority o f policymakers weighed up the positive
and negative aspects o f particular methods o f agricultural and made some caveats
to a particular discursive framework, while some maintained a position of
uncertainty.
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I

Chapter Six
The Social Construction of Risky Food:
Truth, Trust, and Control
Introduction:
The previous chapter showed how policym akers using industrial and market
perspectives understood food production, and their own consum ption o f food,
through a food safety lens. For the m ajority o f these policym akers, risk to human
health was considered the m ost im portant aspect o f the regulation o f food
biotechnology. U sing T hom pson’s history o f the ‘society-based m anagem ent o f
food risks [which] has undergone three broad phases’ (Thom pson, 1997:79), this
chapter analyses how m y respondents conceptualise the risks associated w ith food
biotechnology.

Thom pson’s history shows how the definition o f ‘safe food’ is socially
constructed,

32

and distinguishes between three different definitions o f food: food

and non-food {classification), the conceptualisation o f food as inherently safe
{purification approach), and the conceptualisation o f food as inherently risky
{science-based optimisation approach).

People have classified plants and animals into food and non-food for m ost o f
human history, categorising poisonous plants and anim als as non-food by trial and
error. ‘[E]arly beliefs about food safety were a mix o f superstition, speculation and
hard-won experience’ (Thom pson, 1997:80), and these beliefs now survive as
codified rules o f religious belief or taste. Douglas and W ildavsky (1982) described
adherence to these rules as a process o f purification; how ever this distinction
between food and non-food does not necessarily have to do with food safety, but
can be associated with breaking religious and social rules. Going against these
rules or tastes m ay create cognitive and visceral reactions, so cannot be dism issed
as insignificant in present food choices.

Although he does not use this term.
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Religious, ethnic and regional food rules persist today because they are
constitutive o f social, cultural and personal identity, because they
reinforce feelings o f w ell-being and order, and because people love
them, find them pleasing, satisfying and find gratification in following
them (Thom pson, 1997:80-81).
Some reactions o f uncertainty towards GM food can be understood as a reopening
o f the question o f w hat should be classified as food. Expressions o f repulsion at
the possibility o f eating cloned animals, or the possibility o f vegetarians
inadvertently eating animal genes inserted into vegetables, can be understood
w ithin this context.^^

Thom pson traces the beginning o f the m odem conception o f food safety to the
discovery o f germs in the nineteenth century. This scientific developm ent, as well
as the developm ent o f analytic chem istry, allowed the inspection and control o f
hum an-introduced health hazards in food. Regulation aimed to m aintain the purity
o f food in order to prevent hum an-caused injury. This m odel dom inated food
safety regulation prior to W orld W ar Two, but the regulations also retained many
o f the assumptions o f the classification approach. For exam ple, cats and dogs,
classified as food in other cultures, were prohibited in m eat products in many
countries because o f cultural abhorrence rather than safety concerns. The U.S.
Delaney clause, introduced in the 1950s, follows many o f the assum ptions o f the
purification approach by banning additives that were found to cause cancer, and
supplying a list o f traditional food ingredients ‘G enerally Recognised As Safe’
(GRAS). A nything introduced into food must be proven safe prior to use. The
dem and for pre-m arket testing o f GM foods can, therefore, be understood as part

It is surprising that these types of concerns were rarely expressed by the Taskforce
policymakers in light of current media and public expressions of concern about
“frankenfoods”. Some respondents did show personal distaste for GM foods, where they
expressed uncertainty about their safety.
I think scientifically it’s [GMOs] not so dangerous, but mentally I avoid sometimes.
And also it’s not so easy to find biotechnology foods in Japan. Most of them are,
some say the, they don’t use materials, ingredients from GMOs. ... But probably
processed foods include lots of GMOs, processed foods, like oils or foods in the
restaurants, cheaper restaurants (Japanese 1).
As this quote suggests, GM food is believed to be cheaper and of lower quality than nonGM food. The definition of non-modified food as natural and modified as unnatural, as
explored in the previous chapter, can also be understood in terms of this classification
process.
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o f this purification approach, though not necessarily exclusively as it can also be
incorporated into the optimisation approach.

It is within the optimisation approach that Beck’s conceptualisation o f risk as ‘the
probability to harm’ (1992:12) is most understandable. I also highlight another
conceptualisation o f ‘safe food’ that my respondents used: the control and consent
approach.^'* This approach is a form o f the purification approach, where food
safety is understood as the ability to control the risks o f food in the context o f
untrustworthy food providers. Thompson highlighted the importance o f control
and consent, but did not fully explore or classify them into a specific approach.
This analysis focuses on the optimisation and the control/consent approaches,
because they seem most important for explaining my respondents’ understandings
o f food risks associated with biotechnology.

Their conceptualisation o f science is central to their understandings o f risk, as it
was central to their attitudes to food production and consumption and, as we will
see in the next chapter, to their attitudes to themselves. Beck (1992) believes
science has been undermined as an authority, as modem institutions have failed to
protect us from the risks associated with technology. New ‘sub politics’ or ‘life
and death politics’ have emerged, where groups are more reflexive about the truth
and objectivity o f science. Lay knowledge, as well as expert knowledge, has
become legitimate in defining risk within these new politics. This is particularly
important in a study o f Codex Alimentarius because science occupies a privileged
position within it, as its decision-making is supposed to be based on ‘sound
science’. However Codex has also put its own relationship with science and other
forms o f knowledge under review, since it was made the reference point for the
WTO SPS agreement.

The optimisation and control/consent approaches (See Table 6.1 for an overview
o f these approaches) are fundamentally different in how they conceptualise

As with chapter five, I give titles to policymakers who express the optimisation and
control and consent approaches to promote clarity. I call them optimisers and
consent/controllers.
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pow er/know ledge, w hich leads to different levels o f trust in the decision-m aking
process and risk evaluations. The optim isation approach views know ledge as
objective, and constructs it as being im pervious to pow er, while pow er was seen as
trustw orthy

because

it

engaged

in

w orthw hile

activity.

In

contrast,

the

control/consent approach relied on a m ore reflexive view o f know ledge, and
placed know ledge construction within a political and historical context w hich
makes it susceptible to the vagaries o f power. Power, in the form o f industry, was
understood as untrustw orthy because its interests are different from those o f the
w ider public.

Conceptualisation o f risk is partly dependent on the level o f trust in the methods o f
the risk analysis system. For the policym akers who trust industry, governm ent
regulators and their m ethod o f risk management, current risk assessm ents are
considered effective and, in some cases, too thorough. On the other hand, those
who are unconvinced that the present system is even asking the right questions
with regard to technology have very little, if any, confidence in present
conceptualisations o f risk and its management. The optim isation approach
constructs a clear distinction between risk assessm ent, w hich is believed to be an
objective science-based evaluation o f risk, and risk m anagem ent, w hich is
believed to involve m ore decisions based on political calculation about the im pact
o f managing risks on various stakeholders. This distinction is m aintained through
a belief in the objectivity o f science, which even extends into the interest-based
decisions o f risk m anagem ent, and the separation betw een product and production
process. However, this distinction becom es far less im portant w ithin the
control/consent approach, which conceptualises pow er/know ledge differently and
extends the legitim acy o f control to the production process rather than ju st to the
final product. It also allows control to be extended along the food chain towards
consumption, as the consum ers’ hierarchy o f risks is legitim ised and allowed to
influence the risk m anagem ent process. The boundaries between an objective
expert-led risk assessm ent and a risk m anagem ent process based on interest based
politics therefore becom es far more blurred, if not obsolete. Science is also an
im portant point o f cleavage along which alliances are forged am ong C odex’
participants.
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The definition o f risk is a very contentious issue, as various participants try to
legitim ise or delegitim ise the use o f scientific, economic, environm ental,
m oral/ethical and m anagerial criteria for standard-setting within Codex. As well as
analysing the policym akers’ conceptualisation o f risk, this chapter shows how the
optim isation and control/consent approaches are used to both legitimise particular
stakeholders and their interests, and delegitimise the interests o f other stakeholders
within Codex (and indeed m ore generally). The vague official definition o f OLFs
leads to m ultiple interpretations, as policym akers struggle to widen and narrow its
meaning, prim arily through the use o f scientific knowledge, but also through
socio-economic, religious and m oral knowledge. Indeed, the extent to which these
other know ledges are scientific becom es an issue, as the legitim acy o f know ledge
depends on the extent to which it is scientific. An important difference between
those who wish to rely on science as the predom inant source o f authority and those
w ho wish to allow OLFs within Codex is, again, their conceptualisation o f power
and

knowledge.

The

science-based

optim isation

approach

tends

not

to

problem atise the role o f industry, as a powerful group, in the production o f
scientific opinion, while the control and consent approach is more reflexive about
science and more suspicious o f scientific consensus and the role industry plays in
its construction. Ideas o f what constitutes legitimate knowledge are used to
legitim ise certain positions w ithin the Taskforce while excluding others. I return to
attitudes to science again in chapter seven, when I analyse how respondents use
particular authorities to construct themselves and legitimise their position within
the decision-m aking process.

Thom pson’s typology is based on a historical perspective, and shows how
different views o f food safety have developed within particular historical and
political contexts. H owever, m y data w ould suggest that these approaches to food
safety do not replace each other sequentially over time, but in fact co-exist.
Classification, for exam ple, still seems very important for how humans understand
w hat is edible. From the analysis o f m y respondents, different approaches are
invoked by policym akers who tend to come from different political traditions,
particularly because they conceptualise pow er/know eldge differently.
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Although some respondents drew very strongly from either the optim isation or the
control/consent approach, they usually used a m ixture o f approaches. The
optim isation

approach,

which

is

usually

expressed

by

industrialists

and

marketeers, was expressed in greater clarity by m ore o f the respondents, as if a
group o f them, m ainly A m ericans and industry-sym pathetic respondents, were
developing their ideas by draw ing on the same sources. In contrast, the
control/consent approach, w hich is usually expressed by civics/greens, was
expressed in its m ost radical forms by fewer people, m ostly public interest INGOs.
Some o f the Europeans and Japanese also seem ed to be draw ing from these
approaches, as they were m ore likely to legitimise politics and saw a greater role
for the state in controlling the risks to human health and the environm ent, and also
in w ider ethical concerns like animal welfare. H ow ever they w ere also confident
about the safety o f the products on the market, and tended to view safety as being
just one aspect that needed to be looked at rather than being the only important
one. The different approaches outlined by Thom pson can therefore co-exist within
the same person, as policym akers exhibit a tendency towards a certain approach
but also use elements from other approaches to define risky food. W hat constitutes
risky food can, therefore, rem ain uncertain and contradictory, as policym akers rely
on the different approaches in different contexts o f speech.

Through this analysis we can also see how policym akers are in dialogue with the
other side o f the debate, as they try to legitimise their own position relative to
these opposing arguments. This is why, in the section on the control/consent
approach, I discuss the arguments o f the optim isation approach as they attempt to
counter the position o f the control/consent approach, and also how some o f these
are countered again by the control/consent approach.
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Table 6.1 Schematic summary of the Optimisation and Control/Consent approaches
to the construction of risky food
Optimisation

Consent/control

Food and risk

Food is inherently risky

Food is risk free

Source of risk

Food is risky

Human activity introduces risks

e.g. natural toxins and

e.g. pesticides, antibiotics,

allergens.

additives.

Create a balance between

Control the production process to

risk/benefit

ensure human activity does not

Prevent harm

negatively influence the product
Sources of

Scientific experts

A combination of experts and lay
knowledge from stakeholders

authority

(including ethics, traditions, lay
experience, science and
economics).
Decision-makers

Scientific experts

All stakeholders

(Developed from inform ation in Thom pson, 1997).

1. Science-based Optimisation approach
A central assum ption o f the science-based optim isation approach, as outlined by
Thom pson (1997), is that risks are pervasive in food. The toxicity o f common
foods like potatoes, beans and fish were often given as exam ples o f this
pervasiveness by the optimisers. The risk o f allergenicity in food for certain
‘exquisitely sensitive people’ (Am erican scientist 2) was also raised as an inherent
problem o f food (see Table 2.5). This approach thus reverses the assum ption o f the
purification approach that foods are inherently safe, and many o f the respondents
w ere highly critical o f advocates o f ‘zero-risk’ approaches to food safety as it was
believed to be ‘a conceptual im possibihty’ (Thompson, 1997:78).
It’s the w hole risk process, it’s how you get people to understand the
risk process, and the, you cannot say that anything is risk-free or zerorisk. But it’s a probability, and the probability o f anything happening
in these areas is m uch less than the probability o f getting struck by
lightning, or huge percentages different than getting injured or killed in
an autom obile accident, or a plane or a train, or anything. And yet
people do that every, every day but when it comes to this they
somehow, m ind has formed this issue that it has to be totally.
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absolutely, unequivocally risk free; well, th at’s ju st not reality, that’s
ju st not reality (Am erican 8).
The definition o f risk was debated within the Taskforce negotiations.^^ W ithin this
discursive context, the concept o f substantial equivalence developed w here GM
foods do not have to be risk free, but have to have the equivalent risk as their nonGM food counterparts (see Table 2.5).

A sim ilar argum ent is made with regard to the environm ent. Because the
environm ent is continuously changing, due to natural variations and because o f a
long history o f traditional breeding, present changes brought about by GM
production do not pose a great risk.
I think that issue [of biodiversity] should be assessed, not em otionally,
but scientifically. And its very important, we have to be aware that the
biodiversity.. ..is changing, always changing. I have a garden....an d ....1
go back there and ju st forget everything, and the diversity o f my
garden is changing, always changing things, so the biodiversity is not
stable one. So, there is the quesfion if the genetically m odified plants
go in to the fields: so what? (Japanese scientist 2).
W ith such argum ents, respondents naturalise the risks associated with GM food,
where any risks introduced by the technology pale in com parison to the risks that
are already naturally inherent within food or the environm ent. Thom pson (1997)
argues that the cancerous effect o f chem ical additives and pesticide residues have
been conceptualised in a sim ilar way in the US (which is the focus o f his
discussion), naturalising the risks associated w ith new technologies.

This approach rejects the ‘zero-risk’ approach enshrined in the D elaney clause as
‘intellectually incoherent’, because ‘it is m ethodologically im possible to prove that
there are no instances o f unwanted outcomes in an indefinitely large sam ple’
(Thom pson, 1997:78). Studies m ay reveal ‘no statistical evidence’ o f risk, but this
does not prove zero-risk, as better studies can reveal new inform ation which can
contradict the previous results (Thompson, 1997:83). M any o f the regulators and
industry representatives expressed frustration at being asked to carry out this

Indeed, a public interest INGO member explained how her position changed through
the negotiation, when she conceded that the purification approach to GM food did not
make sense in the light o f industry members’ explanation o f the toxicity o f common
foods.
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methodological im possibility, and prove that there is no risk introduced by GM
food. The b elief that this zero-risk perspective led to unwarranted suspicions about
biotechnology was often expressed in conjunction with rejections o f zero-risk
philosophies.
It was the same kind o f thinking that you can ’t, ultim ately that you
can’t respond to, and ultim ately drives a whole lot o f thinking on nay
parties, and that is that you can’t prove, there’s no w ay that you can
absolutely prove that som ething will not cause harm. You can ’t do
it .. ..You can’t respond to that. I mean, you can respond to it by saying
the guy is not correct, but there is, again I think from a societal nature
and how people think, it’s very simple to get into this concern mode,
and very difficult for science to say ‘no ’, it’s not, and you can say it’s
not likely, but it’s not im possible, so where does that line go? So, you
get into the biotech area; you can do all that science has to offer in
terms o f safety assessm ent o f products, but you have to adm it that
there is always the slim, slim, slim chance that som ething m ight go
wrong, alright? And therefore you can say, ‘well, what if,’ and ‘it’s
possible that, and therefore you shouldn’t ’, and, you know, you’re
never going to be able to prove those folks wrong. That, coupled with,
I think, an innate desire on the part o f people to, well, an innate trait o f
people (laugh) to think that there could be something that m ight go
wrong, and you have this dilem m a (American 4).
Respondents also argue that risks must be identifiable, or there has to be p ro o f that
there are risks to hum an health before they are banned.
I don’t mind [eating GM food] at all...I don’t think it’s been
dem onstrated that there’s an identifiable risk to human health from
hazards in the m atter o f food. And like, to me th at’s w hat it really
comes down to; is there an identifiable hazard, a risk to hum an health
from a hazard in the food? Not ju st ‘oh we don’t know what it m ight
b e ’, and here you get into the issues o f substantial equivalent and
w hat’s your point o f em barkation in your assessm ent o f w hether food
is a hazard or not. You know, I really just don’t have a great deal o f
concern about the safety o f foods that are offered (Am erican 4).

This rationale is translated into the regulation process with the assum ption that
present risk assessm ents are based on present scientific knowledge, and that
greater knowledge in the future could overturn the present acceptance o f particular
GM products. This argum ent supports a positivist approach to science, which
views science as a continuous body o f knowledge that is achieving ever-greater
clarity about the world. The present regulatory position is understood as a snapshot
o f present scientific know ledge, w ith the possibility for change in the future.
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Uncertainty is, however, dim inished by an inherent confidence in the abihty o f
scientists to calculate risk w ithin present risk assessm ents. This perspective is w hy
respondents are critical o f the precautionary principle outlined by the EU, and why
it is supported by respondents who are uncertain about the present risk
assessm ents (see Table 2.5).
Ah, well, it was mostly I think on the idea o f the precautionary
principle with the Europeans [that I disagreed w ith m o st].. ..W ell, 1
think it’s fundam entally not any different than w hat existed in various
EU m em ber states or the US, or Canada or Australia; you look at
som ething and you take care, you don’t ju st allow anything to occur,
you do take caution and make sure that it is based on the best science
that you have, that it is safe to use. If there are significant questions
then you limit its use or you prevent its use. And I think all countries
have had that, kind o f And more im portantly 1 think if you allow
som ething and new er evidence, new science com es up that raises a
question then you can pull it back. And, I mean, ju st because it’s been
approved for use, doesn’t mean it’s that w ay in perpetuity; it’s still, it’s
subject to new information. So I don’t think philosophically there’s an
im m ediate negative reaction to the idea o f the precautionary principle
because we all have some version o f it. It was really more I think the
w ay it was im plemented, and it was ju st used as, ‘well we d o n ’t know
absolutely everything so therefore we shouldn’t do anything’. I think
that was really more the reaction and what the cause the negative
response.. .It ju st freezes up too m any things, when it is applied that
w ay (American scientist 3).

T hom pson’s argument that ‘m ost scientifically trained students o f food safety
understand safety in terms o f relative risk, and they understand risk as a function
o f the probability o f harm ful events’ (Thom pson, 1997:74) seems to be supported
by m y respondents’ understanding o f food safety. An im portant distinction made
by optimisers, and is central to Codex Alim entarius, separates risk assessm ent, risk
m anagement and risk communication.
1 think risk assessm ent is the province o f the scientists who are
evaluating the risk...B ut, that's different than risk m anagem ent.. .from
a scientific perspective I can calculate w hat your risk is w hen you
leave m y office today and cross the street...th at you m ay be hit by a
car. And so as a scientist, I can, people are gifted and can do that. We
could bring in some m athem aticians and other people who could do
that. And you m ight argue that the probability that they've created is
incorrect, but m ost o f the scientists and the m athem aticians would
validate and say “yeah, that, you could get hit by a car” . Y ou know?
W hat you choose to do about the risk o f being hit by the car is a
separate matter. The m anagem ent o f that risk, that is a different entity.
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And there's a place for scientists, and there's a place for policym akers
and there's a place for society and political leaders in general in that
regard. But that varies from country to country, region to region and
society to society (Am erican scientist 5).
‘A naive view o f science-based food risk assessm ent presumes that identifying and
m easuring risk is a totally objective matter, and that ethics com e into play only
when one m ust decide how much risk to accept’ (Thom pson, 1997:74). The
scientific objectivity o f risk assessment, meaning the probability o f harm when
GM food is introduced into a diet, is a central w ay in which optimisers legitimise
their position that GM food is safe. Risk assessm ent is therefore understood as the
realm o f scientific experts, usually from state agencies and industry, but university
scientists and m em bers o f the public w ith a scientific background are occasionally
accepted as being legitim ately involved. Optimisers argue that there is no other
way o f producing the data, and that industry has the responsibility to ensure the
safety o f their products and to carry the costs o f risk assessment.
Now, and does industry have a role [in risk assessm ents]? Absolutely,
industry, being the beneficiary, has a role in generating the inform ation
to be assessed because it’s their product, they benefit from the sales o f
those products, and it’s their responsibility frankly for the safety o f
those products. In our case, the governm ent’s role is not to take
responsibility for the safety o f products but to take the responsibility to
confirm that industry has undertaken the due diligence necessary to
dem onstrate the safety o f products (Anglophone 3).
In contrast, risk m anagem ent is understood as a far involving far more decisions
based on interest based politics, where stakeholders and other types o f experts,
including econom ists, are involved in discussing and evaluating the im plications
o f particular strategies for m anaging risk. According to optimisers, judgem ent
decisions are excluded from the process o f risk assessment, except for the ethical
and policy question o f ‘how much risk should we tolerate?’ As we will see, this
question can also be understood as a risk m anagem ent question, so the boundary
between risk assessm ent and risk m anagem ent does not seem particularly clear
even w ithin the optim isation approach. It is interesting that the lawyer quoted
below expresses this optim isation approach, but agrees w ith other respondents and
believes that scientists tend to reject even this level o f judgem ent within risk
assessment.
W ell, I, o f course, I’ve always left the science to the scientists, but part
o f the challenge o f any regulator, anybody dealing with scientists, is to
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understand them (laugh). They have their ow n w ay o f looking at the
world. And they actually tend to see everything as a scientific issue,
and, o f course, there’s a lot in regulatory w ork in anything having to
do with safety, including food. But they often d o n ’t see that there’s a
big social policy (laugh) com ponent associated w ith it, there’s a
tendency for people to talk about, or ask w hether food is safe. W ell, I
mean, there’s a scientific question lurking there, but there’s also a
policy question lurking there. You know, around the definition o f say,
“safe” and “how much risk people are able to tolerate?” I mean, there
is nothing about food that is totally risk free. So the question is, well,
“how much risk”, and the scientist can help inform judgm ents about
that. In fact, it’s essential to have those judgm ents. But that alone is
not enough, I mean, there is the other com ponents (Am erican 2).

1.1. Utilitarianism and Science-based O ptim isation
Thom pson (1997) argues that, because food safety is understood as relative risk,
and because risk is understood as pervasive, ‘quite recently scientists and
regulators have adopted the science-based view o f food safety: optim ize the ratio
o f risk and benefit in dietary choice’ (Thom son, 1997:82). W ith the assumption
that some risk must be accepted, the aim is to find the optim um level o f risk and to
m anage the risks so they equate to this optimum. This introduces far more
com plex ethical questions than risk assessment. ‘It requires one to answer
questions such as "How should we com pare a statistically high level o f risk to a
few agricultural field laborers, to a very low probability o f harm that m ay fall on
food consum ers?"’ (Thom pson, 1997:84). Thom pson also argues that this sciencebased optim isation, with its em phasis on the optim um level o f risk, can be
interpreted ‘as an extrem ely sophisticated extension o f utilitarianism ’ (Thom pson,
1997:85). U tilitarianism believed it was possible to calculate all the beneficial and
harmful consequences o f an action, with the aim being to ‘prom ote the greatest
good for the greatest num ber’ (M ill, 1861 in Thom pson, 1997:85). It recognises
that defining and ranking actions into good and evil is com plex, and tries to use
science to predict and calculate them. This type o f optim um decision-m aking
w ould be most readily understood as fitting w ithin the risk m anagem ent stage o f
risk analysis. W hile risk assessm ent is understood to be a purely objective process
o f the assessm ent o f the probability o f harm, risk m anagem ent is understood to a
process which involves far m ore decisions based on interest-based politics, where
econom ic, safety, political, environm ental, food security, nutritional and ethical
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considerations are discussed, and w here stakeholders can show how particular risk
m anagem ent strategies influence their interests.
Risk m anagem ent is more o f a political exercise. It’s a subject o f
political exercise based on things like feasibility and econom ics and so
forth. And the risk m anagem ent decisions they should take, consider
the risk to hum an health from hazard in food, which is established as
risk assessment, and then you make your judgem ent as to what you put
in place based on your resources, based on your hierarchy [of] need.
Y ou know, you’re going to accept a greater risk o f cancer from a
pesticide if y o u ’re facing a greater risk o f starvation you know. One in
a million people m ight die you know, increased cancer risk versus the
surety that tens o f thousands o f people are going to starve to death.
That gives you a different answ er than if nobody’s going to starve to
death. Then you can be concerned about the other risk (Am erican 4).

The variety o f issues considered important by the entire range o f stakeholders is
huge! The exam ples given by respondents are very diverse, as they tried to
relativise a variety o f different issues. The previous quote questions food safety
within the context o f food security. An interesting exam ple o f this risk/benefit
calculation was the querying o f w hether it was a good idea to spend considerable
amounts o f m oney on assessing the safety o f food biotechnology when there were,
statistically, far greater risks to hum an health, such as w ater quality or microbial
contamination. A more com m on benefit/risk analysis within this tradition leads to
the rejection o f traceability and m andatory labelling o f GM food (see Table 2.5).
Labelling, as we saw in the previous chapter, was rejected because it would cost
too much for industry to im plem ent and regulators to control. Traceability was
rejected because it was considered too expensive to im plem ent and especially
because, w ithin this science-based approach to food safety where risk is equal to
probability, it was not considered an effective w ay to m anage food safety.
I d on’t know. I think it’s perhaps something that has developed to
m ollify the public and w hether it actually will produce anything o f
value to the public I d o n ’t know. But I suppose that will, w e ’ll know
after, you know, m aybe a decade o f its im plem entation if it actually
produces some kind o f....T h e public, for every convoluted or every
simple regulational requirem ent that’s put in place, they cost money.
And so, I d o n ’t know how much m oney it will take to im plem ent the
traceability, but, it will cost a lot o f money. Y eah, I don’t know how
they can m easure...w hether it gave them the results that they wished.
T hat’s the thing. So the public pays a lot o f m oney and Europe is
known for having, has much higher taxes than we do and has much
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higher unem ploym ent also (gentle laugh). But, it all adds up to what
governm ent costs, a n d .. .whether the end justifies the m eans, I d o n ’t
know. I think, like a lot o f things, you do it and then you see if, will it
turn out in the end (Am erican scientist 6).

As this quote suggests, risk m anagem ent entails very com plex and difficult
judgm ents.
Y ou’ve got to have a scientific basis for w hatever you’re doing, and
then that scientific basis can be altered somewhat. For exam ple, if you
say there’s two deaths per thousand, or ten deaths per thousand, those
are all facts, and that’s very much scientific data that y o u ’ve got to
look at, but when you’re considering that you m ay save a hundred
thousand lives, then two may be too strict, and ten deaths m ight be the
kind o f thing that you’d look at in term s o f And you’d listen to all the
arguments and you never want to trade a death for, but if you’re giving
up some benefits then you’ve got to look at everything in the picture.
It’s very difficult som etim es to know w hat the position ought to be.
I’ve always said. I’d hate to be in President B ush’s, w here he has to
face that issue a lot. I mean you com m it a hundred thousand troops,
that kind o f thing, so th a t’s basically, h e’s com m itting lives. But we do
the same thing in food; we com m it liv es... .Som etim es you’re very
conscious o f it, and you should be conscious o f it w henever you’re in
the food safety business, because everything is not ju st black or white,
you know. If you’ve got a death, you don’t use it, th at’s, forget the
risks and benefits negotiations that need to com e in on some o f those.
W e would have never used pesticides, in m y opinion, unless you did
have risks versus benefit, we w ouldn’t expose anybody to any
pesticide, that was the Delaney clause in the United States you know,
for a long time, which said anything that produces cancer cannot be
considered, in the United States (American 6).
The conclusion made by those following the science-based optim isation approach
to food safety w as that more stringent regulations were therefore not necessarily
better for society in general or, indeed, for consum ers’ health.
But too often decisions are made on non-science basis to respond to
peoples’, sort of, intuitive sense that ‘well th at’s m ore stringent, th at’s
m ore safety’. You know , expose that lie that m ore stringent m eans
safer and w e’ll all be a lot better o ff and will be able to offer more
protection for people. So, yeah, that’s the kind o f thing (A m erican 4).
The debate over the threshold for allergenic material in GM food can be
understood as involving these types o f ethical dilemm as, and policym akers from
this perspective argued that the threshold should not be too low as it w ould make it
econom ically and practically more difficult to prom ote food biotechnology.
Ethical issues are internal to this science-based optim isation approach, with the
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utilitarian-type calculation that ‘other things equal, the lower the probability o f
disease or injury, the better’ (Thom pson, 1997:75). However, ‘other things are
rarely equal’ (Thom pson, 1997:75).

1.2. Legitim ate or not - ‘fuzzy squishy things’ and OLFs
For the m ost part, yeah [Codex is based on sound science], I think
there’re still fuzzy squishy things in there like Other Legitimate
Factors and th ere’s other things which is again, not abandoning the
precautionary principle I think has had some backlash in other
countries. W ell, O ther Legitim ate Factors can be a w ay o f keeping us
from doing, keeps us out o f their market. And a lot o f people don’t
believe, you know, if you’re thinking about food safety th at’s fine, the
O ther Legitim ate Factors for the most part, a lot o f people feel that that
should be left up to the m arket place and ... the consum ers’ model
(Am erican scientist 3).
The debate over w hat constitutes legitimate concerns and interests within risk
m anagement is a very contentious issue, both within national contexts and within
Codex. W ithin Codex, this debate has developed around the concept o f ‘other
legitimate factors’ (OLFs), which factors that should be considered legitimate
within Codex, and which should not. The environm ent, animal welfare, trade,
farm ers’ survival, religious beliefs, food security, nutrition, and consum ers’ rights
are all debated w ithin this context. Recently established institutional structures
limit the possibility o f discussing m ost o f these concerns within Codex. As we saw
in chapter five, industrialists/m arketeers believed that a large num ber o f these
concerns are illegitim ate, and argued that Codex should not discuss them. These
were the same policym akers who expressed the optim isation approach.

There w ere debates in the Taskforce about w hether its rem it was to deal with risk
assessm ent or to extend to risk management. This had still not been worked out at
the second Taskforce on biotechnology, w here debate raged over w hether animal
welfare,

food

security

and

environm ental

concerns

associated

with

the

m odification o f animals should influence the w ork o f the Taskforce. Optim isers
argued that non-scientific concerns are outside the rem it o f Codex.
W ell, I'm not an attorney, so I can't speak to that in great detail, b u t.. .1
think you need to fully separate in your mind w hat occurred at the
Codex m eeting in Japan versus the question [about OLFs being
allowed to influence international trade] that you ju st posed. They're
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very different things. W hat people w ere trying to reach and did reach
in Codex is about science and about food safety. And it's pretty much
limited to that, as opposed to the question that you ju st posed
(Am erican scientist 5).
An alternative view, but still within the optim isation approach, is that, although
risk m anagem ent is w ithin the remit o f Codex, it should be dealt with
scientifically.
A. Well, I think it should be the scientists [who should be involved in
risk assessm ent], not the politicians (laughs)! I mean, we have enough
political influence at the end o f the process, and so the risk
m anagem ent part o f it. I think the risk assessm ent part o f it needs to
really be, strictly the scientists involved in the discussion; now I know
that you can ’t keep the politicians out o f the risk m anagem ent part o f it
(laughs)...
Q. W ould you like that?
A. Oh yeah! (Laughs) like to, very much, but I know the reality o f it is
that’s not going to happen (laughs) (American scientist 8).

As the above exam ples suggest, optimisers often gave high priority to health issues
and evoked econom ic rationalism in relation to the ethical dilem m as o f risk
management. By narrow ing the conceptualisation o f risk m anagem ent to these
econom ic and health considerations, it is easier to understand how optim isers wish
to base this risk m anagem ent process on science. Respondents believed risk
m anagement entails the calculation o f all the diverse positions in order to ensure
that the best solutions are achieved. The terms risk/benefit or cost/benefit analysis,
as used by optim isers and w hich seem to be popular within policym aking in
general, can be understood as the attempt to rationalise diverse interests and
calculate them scientifically.
If you could get the hysteria out o f the food regulatory area, if you
could have m ore rational decisions. We need philosopher kings or
something, but these decisions are being made in political venues. And
people are bringing in all kinds o f other values an d ...m ak in g things
into political questions that really should be science questions. Really
should be driven by efficient, effective use o f resources (A m erican 4).
W hether risk m anagem ent was believed to be w ithin the rem it o f Codex or not, the
outcom e was very similar because ‘rational decisions’ w ould exclude the interests
and concerns o f many stakeholders. W ithin this science-based optim isation
approach, food safety concerns are understood as being synonym ous w ith science,
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and anything other than food safety is considered non-scientiflc and pohtical and,
therefore, unjustified w ithin the Taskforce negotiations. Optim isers found OLFs
were therefore illegitim ate w ithin Codex as a science-based organisation with a
food safety remit.

As we have seen in chapter five, the rejection o f concerns about the production
process and a focus on the safety o f the product also support this ‘scientific’
approach to regulation.
No, I don’t think ethical issues are, because you get into very
subjective types o f things and, basically, anybody can raise any issue
at any time. Things have to be judged on the merits, from what they
are, and it’s, again, going back to the same thing I said before, it’s the
nutritional, it’s the content type o f thing, and th a t’s what counts and
that’s, that should be the basis for it (American 8).

A num ber o f other institutional arguments also tended to delegitim ise many o f
these OLFs. Optim isers believed that Codex, as a science based organisation with
a food safety remit, did not have the expertise to deal with every issue that could
be raised in relation to food biotechnology, and that other experts were needed to
explore these issues in other contexts. This supports the view that Codex is about
scientific issues, and that other issues are not legitimate within it. It was also
argued that, by bringing in non-food safety issues, the focus on food safety
concerns would be obscured and would be held to ransom over other issues.

The need for consensus was often highlighted as a reason for restricting the issues
discussed w ithin the Taskforce. The policym akers almost unanim ously desired
consensus, which was believed would ensure that developing countries had some
food safety guidance and w ould encourage international trade, or at least not
restrict it. O ptim isers understand science as a unifying force, w hich is capable of
overcom ing the m any com plex issues and interests around food. Ethics, in
contrast, were understood as particular and subjective.
I really think that w e’re [Codex] a whole lot better o ff to stick with
science and risk assessm ent in w hat w e’re doing here. The ethics is
truly circumstance. I ju st think that the continuum is so consistent all
the w ay down that there’s no place to draw a line and say .... ‘This is
not wrong, this is hum an m anipulating’ (Am erican scientist 1).
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The fact that ‘ethics’ are not based on universal facts was given as a reason why
they

should

be

excluded

from

decision-m aking,

as

they

w ould

cause

insurm ountable complexity.
No, I don’t think it [ethics and OLFs] is appropriate for Codex
because, you know, it will not be som ething on w hich Codex can
actually forge a strong consensus. Because there are no com mon
elements in them. Each country, those are factors that belong at the
national level. Codex is about developing standards based on science
and fair trade that are low, that w e can codify or identify as being
relevant to international standards development. And the m om ent you
im port ethical considerations and so on, you get, you open the door to
a wide spectrum o f opinion and it w ould make the jo b o f developing
international consensus that much more difficult (African scientist 2).

As we saw from a num ber o f the above quotes, optim isers suggested a num ber o f
alternative international fora w here certain concerns could be addressed, so that
they could be excluded from C o d e x . W h i l e the above quote on ethics argued that
they were individual concerns, the national context was suggested as an alternative
■17

level o f decision-m aking,

partly because the com plexity o f risk m anagem ent

w ould lead to different conclusions in different situations. Indeed, the Taskforce
has been highlighted as a beacon o f good practice w ithin Codex, specifically
because it has restricted its term s o f reference to science issues and food safety
concerns.
I guess, the thing that I found the m ost interesting, being honest, was
the progress and the revolution that was achieved. So it w asn't a
debate, I mean, having been at many, m any Codex m eetings through
the years and been involved in debates that were, in some respects,
perhaps, outside o f the scope o f Codex, it was very refreshing and it
was very heart w arm ing to see this take place (A m erican scientist 5).

I observed this at the first meeting o f the second Taskforce, when it was suggested that
animal welfare issues should be delegated to the The World Organisation for Animal
Health (OIE) and excluded from Codex. A counter argument was made that animal
welfare was not presently part o f that organisation’s remit either, and that delegating it to
another organisation would not necessarily mean that it would be taken up by that
organisation.
OLFs are usually understood as trade-distorting. It is therefore surprising, but not
unusual, that this argument is made. This should be understood as a way o f delegitimising
OLFs at the international level, but they are also delegitimised at the national context by
the same respondents.
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As we saw in chapter five, the industriahsts and marketeers did not accept m any o f
these OLFs as legitimate. Arguments that Codex should not discuss them were
therefore a strategy for delegitim ising these issues in general. It is im portant to
note then that optim isers who reject these concerns within Codex also view these
concerns as illegitim ate at a variety o f levels although, interestingly, different
reasons are given for different arenas. For exam ple, optimisers/m arketeers believe
that these issues are non-tariff trade barriers which should not be allowed to
influence international trade, and see m andatory labelling for the purpose o f
concerns other than food safety as confusing for consumers and costly for both
consumers and industry. Arenas w here decisions could be made about these
concerns are therefore continuously rejected as illegitim ate for the purpose.
Well, I mean, other than food safety, yeah, probably things like on the
environm ent if there w ere agricultural practices or processing practices
that caused a negative, but on the other hand, you already have that
with the em ission controls and pesticide regulation uses and so on. So
you d o n ’t necessarily need to have that, in m y opinion, you need to
have that in the food safety standard, because there are other
instrum ents to take care o f that kind o f thing. I don’t think th a t.. .Other
Legitimate Factors and products and claims, I don’t know that the
governm ent should have any m ore say than to make sure that the
claims are truthful and not m isleading and can be substantiated. I don’t
know if th at’s the kind of, it’s certainly not the business o f the
governm ent to say, th a t’s kosher, because that’s a religious, or it’s
halal, I don’t know that it’s governm ents business to define w hat’s
animal friendly or whatever, that’s up to the m arketplace to decide. It’s
the governm ent’s responsibility, authority to make sure that those
kinds o f claims are truthful and not misleading and substantiated
(Am erican scientist 3).

2. Control and Consent Approach
Thom pson argues that safety does not necessarily have to equate to ‘low
probability o f disease or injury. It is equally possible to direct a conversation so
that risk and safety will come to be understood in light o f familiarity, confidence
and trust in other hum an beings’ (Thom pson, 1997:87). He also introduces a non
science based understanding o f food safety which ‘characterizes “control” as a
prim ary dim ension o f food safety’ (ibid).

In contrast to the optim isation approach, consent/controllers are m ore reflexive
about knowledge, and place know ledge construction within a political and
historical context which m akes it susceptible to the vagaries o f power. Power, in
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the form o f industry, is understood as untrustw orthy because its interests are
different to those o f a w ider pubhc. Trust is central to this conceptualisation o f
food safety. Consent/controllers criticise a num ber o f the basic assum ptions o f the
optim isation approach in relation to science, and their conceptualisation o f science
and interests influences their conceptualisation o f risk m anagem ent. Though in its
less radical forms this alternative conception o f risk is an extension o f the
optim isation approach, in its more radical forms it rejects some o f its basic
assumptions. M any o f these criticism s o f the optim isation approach have also been
directed towards utilitarianism , as both raise problem s about lack o f consent given
to social actors. Consent/controllers who argue from this perspective tend to argue
that society, or at least consum ers, should have a greater role in the decision
m aking process.

2.1. Science and/or m ethodology questioned.
Consent/controllers are reflexive about the role o f science in defining the problem
o f biotechnology, but the extent to which they are reflexive varies considerably
from an acceptance that science is, and should be, inherently sceptical about its
own knowledge but that the know ledge it produces is very useful for deciding
levels o f acceptable risk (as we saw w ithin the optim isation approach), to a
rejection o f science as objective, because it is plural and because vested interests
can m anipulate it to mean anything they wish. None o f the consent/controllers
reject science as a legitim ate form o f knowledge, but question its priority relative
to other forms o f knowledge.

Consent/controllers made a num ber o f arguments that challenge the adequacy o f
scientific studies in assessing risk. These question both the objectivity o f the
scientific method and the extent o f the research carried out to assess all risks
associated with the introduction o f a new technology. Such m ethodological
debates are often carried out by scientists, and therefore do not necessarily lead to
the rejection o f science as useful w ithin the decision-m aking process.

Thom pson (1997) argues that a series o f subtle judgem ents are m ade in setting the
param eters and confidence levels for probability assessments. V ariables which
could affect the probability o f harm include the age, sex, health, and overall diet o f
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those included in calculations, as well as the concentration and quantity o f the
substance ingested. M ethodological approaches are complex and involve choices
that influence the definitions o f risk (Thompson, 1997). The consent/controllers
recognise this, particularly those more critical o f both biotechnology itself and the
portrayal o f its risk-assessm ent as objective. The following is a sophisticated
articulation o f this view;
I mean, actual doing o f the assessm ent....w hat I called the subjective
elements o f risk assessment. And the fact is that risk assessment
involves sound science but is not sound science, it’s judgem ent all the
way, including w hat you define as a hazard, to do a risk assessm ent on,
is a totally judgm ent thing, subjective thing. I, m aybe totally, a little bit
overstating it, I mean, everyone can agree on certain hazards but there
are plenty o f things that are culturally defined (NGO 1).
Consent/controllers

more

supportive

o f the

technology

understood

these

judgem ent differences as being both part o f the scientific process and cultural.
Risk assessors obviously [should be responsible for assessing risk].
People with appropriate train in g .. .in human health and physiology.. .in
interpreting the scientific studies, because we d o n ’t normally, as a rule,
do experim ents on hum ans
A lot o f it comes from experience, we
do have a lot o f know ledge and a lot o f research. And it has to be, you
know, it isn ’t always clean cut, sometimes these studies aren’t as
perfectly designed as w e ’d want, and they do need interpretation so I
think you ought to have appropriate people. And it has to be a dialogue
with people, because they’re, you know, some, again, even within the
same culture, there m ight be people who had taken a slightly different
interpretation o f something, because o f some experience or a fact that
they do not know, or they do know, so I think there has to be room for
dialogue to m ake sure that that gets fully evaluated (American scientist
3).

Consent/controllers are concerned about the unintended effects for food safety and
the environm ent o f introducing GM material, and believed that these should form
part o f risk assessments. These unintended effects, discussed within the Taskforce
are w hat Thom pson (1997) calls ‘collateral consequences’. Thompson argues that
the introduction o f new technologies changes the w ay in which things are done,
which m ay have unpredictable consequences, and that it is very difficult to assess
the risks associated w ith these indirect or collateral consequences. As this
respondent argues:
W ell m y concern is that they [GMOs] be regulated properly to prevent
negative im pacts, all the potential negative impacts. T hat’s what this
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Taskforce is about, proper guidelines for safety assessm ent ‘cause they
can cause allergens, toxins, nutritional changes and unexpected effects.
And in addition the Biosafety Protocol addressed the possibility that
they can upset ecological balances that exist and threatens species and
so forth (NGO 3).
An example, given by consent/controllers who w ere concerned that the Taskforce
was not effectively engaging with these unintended effects, was the use o f
antibiotic markers w ithin the m odification process and the possibility o f negative
effects on antibiotic resistance w ithin the general population (see Table 2.5).
Consent/controllers (and even the policym akers who expressed extrem e versions
o f the optim isation approach) were critical o f the use o f food crops for
pharm aculture because o f the possible negative health effects for people who
unw ittingly eat them. Consent/controllers do not restrict their concerns about these
unintended effects to hum an health, but also argue that they can have
environm ental consequences that need to be assessed, including that herbicidetolerant crops will encourage the use o f herbicides. There was also a concern that
parts o f the w orld could not im plem ent effective risk assessm ents because they
lacked the scientific resources to take into account all the variables.
T hey’re [the Taskforce guidelines] easily im plem ented by developed
countries who have established food safety infrastructure. ... For a
country like Zimbabwe, which I ’m not sure they even have a food
safety agency. And if they did, ... no w ay do they have the human
resources to create their own safety assessment. And it’s a serious
problem, it’s an extrem ely serious problem , because, well, in general,
human beings are the sam e the world over. They have different eating
habits, the total diet is different, other things im pacting the diet that
could im pact food safety are different exposure to aflo-toxin and you
have interactions between different environm ental toxins. And they
will be developing different GM products for different parts o f the
world, you w ould want, if you were going to grow GM com in Africa,
you w ould use a different variety. And even if you use separate safety
assessment, and I don’t know w ho’s going to do that. I think it’s been
extrem ely serious and unsolved problem. Y ou change things one at a
time, you create the safety standard first. But then w hat w e’ve been
saying to people is, “h ere’s the safety standard and if you d o n ’t have
the infrastructure to im plem ent it then you should not allow GMOs
into your country” (N GO 3).
These are criticism s about the lack o f scientific data available (at least in some
countries) to fully assess all o f the risks associated w ith introducing a new
technology.

179

We found the safety assessm ent for genetically modified food is not
enough and we alarm people about that (NGO 4).
This

supports

T hom pson’s view

that

‘W hen

collateral

consequences

are

anticipated, it is because someone (frequently a critic) serendipitously happens to
think o f them, not because there has been an organized effort to anticipate the
systemic im pact o f a new food or agricultural technology’ (Thompson, 1997:76).
It was agreed w ithin the Taskforce that intended and unintended effects should be
assessed, but only in relation to food safety.

The counter argum ent was made by the optimisers to this call for more research,
and greater precaution until it is com pleted, is that all o f the extra tests are
expensive and do not necessarily tell us m ore about the safety o f the food.
I believe unless you can show a dead correlation for safety, to safety,
and I don’t think necessarily m ore data is better, because data doesn’t
answer safety questions. W hat you need to understand is what is your
safety question and w hat is the fundamental information you need to
answer, not how much data can you get. That may sound a little odd,
but the problem with requiring tons and tons o f data is you put out all
the little people. Data costs lots and lots o f money and big com panies
can afford it, but little com panies and universities and developing
countries and other kind o f third world countries cannot afford all
that....P ersonally unless it’s correlated with, you know, directly
correlated w ith safety, it’s. There’s what we used to call in the OECD
as ‘need to know ’ versus ‘nice to know ’. Do you absolutely need to
know this to answer this question. ...1 feel th a t...th e governments are
playing into the hands o f...ju st certain special interests by requiring
higher., .levels o f data... And they’re not necessarily going to increase
public safety (A m erican scientist 6).
I would argue however, that this type o f argument undermines the distinction
between

objective

risk

assessm ent

and

the

cost/benefit

analysis

o f risk

m anagem ent constructed by optimisers. I f the choice o f m ethodology is influenced
by the cost o f the study, this introduces the types o f calculations that are
emblematic o f risk m anagem ent to risk assessment, and therefore can lead to
questioning o f the objectivity o f the results. M any o f these m ethodological
arguments about the collateral consequences and pervasiveness o f judgem ents
w ithin risk assessm ent are raised within the normal course o f scientific research
projects, but they do raise doubts about the objectivity o f the risk assessm ent
process. This can result in a call for m ore science by consent/controllers to fully
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understand all o f the im pacts o f agricultural biotechnology, and therefore
reinforces the science-based approach to risk assessment, or it can lead to a
reduction or rejection o f the legitim acy o f science as an authority w ithin the
decision m aking process (Thom pson, 1997). Beck (1992) argues that criticism s o f
science have their seeds w ithin science itself, as the public are educated about
scientific

scepticism

in

situations

of

uncertainty.

It

was

argued

by

consent/controllers that there is a huge level o f uncertainty, because our present
levels o f know ledge about hum an biology and the environm ent are not adequate to
fully assess the consequences o f genetic modification. Consent/controllers have
called for long-term studies to assess food safety and environm ental consequences
prior to the use o f the technology. The plural nature o f scientific conclusions
means that there is a high possibility o f disagreem ent within the scientific project
to assess the risks associated with a new technology; this uncertainty can lead the
general public to m istrust scientific conclusions as markers o f truth. There are very
few sw eeping rejections o f science by consent/controllers, as they tend to call for
m ore science at the same tim e as calling into question the legitim acy o f its
authority w ithin the decision-m aking process.

There are a num ber o f contextual and historical reasons w hy science as a source o f
authority on biotechnology is problem atic for consent/controllers, including the
vested interests o f researchers and those supporting the research, the over
enthusiasm o f scientists, and the history o f technological disasters. For a num ber
o f reasons, science and/or scientists are understood consent/controllers as
untrustworthy. These factors are particularly im portant when science is understood
as not being objective, but plural and subject to various interests. These factors can
lead respondents to reject science altogether, or to seek other sources that are
trustworthy.
For me, it depends on h av in g .. ..people I can trust and I can say to
them ‘w hat does this actually mean, what does horizontal gene transfer
actually mean (NGO 1).

The safety o f biotechnology is evaluated within the history o f technology and its
negative effects.
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The biggest problem [with food biotechnology], there are m any
uncertainties, w e ju st d o n ’t know w hether it is safe or not, the only
w ay to know the food is safe is probably from the long history o f use,
right? So we haven’t eaten genetically m odified food for long time so
we never know what's going to happen, there are many, many
chem icals or many, m any products w hich we used to believe were safe
but now it is found out they’re dangerous, like CFCs, you know that?
(NGO 4).
The fact that a scientific consensus can be formed that portrays a technology as
safe, but that is overturned w ith new know ledge or more extensive research,
makes consent/controllers uncertain about the trustw orthiness o f science to
effectively predict risks associated w ith biotechnology. W ithin this context,
scientists are seen as overly enthusiastic about the science associated with the
technology and therefore untrustw orthy in assessing its safety.
I have quite a few friends who are more in the scientific field, who,
scientists in particular, they love science, and “this is such a clever
thing you can do, it’s such a clever thing that biologists have figured
out to do, and such a powerful thing” . So scientists really have faith in
science and, w ant to go forward with these advances. And so they...
say, “oh yeah, oh yeah but we haven’t really seen any problem s” or,
“and this is ju st such a neat thing, and we can really do this” . ... So I ’ve
had quite a few arguments with some friends in the scientific field.
W ho really d o n ’t think that we should be doing the whole big
regulatory thing (NGO 3).

Consent/controllers also argue that scientists have their own interests, w hich are
not necessarily com patible w ith the interests o f the general population.
To think, w hy w e had this problem with antibiotic resistance markers,
because it was som ething they were fam iliar w ith in the laboratory. I
mean, w hat you are seeing is, or, the scientists’ convenience and the
convenience o f the corporation, the rest o f us are dealing with an
enormous public problem , public health problem. This is an abuse o f a
privileged relationship, bar none. ... the only reason that, I mean,
because it is easy in the lab so then you throw some, tetracycline, or
w hatever it is, into the petri dish and the ones that are living are the
ones, ‘ok lets use those’. But, w hat does it mean in terms o f m illions o f
people every day, genetic elements which are resistance to the
antibiotic, the push, it’s stupid, it’s banned in m ost places, we ban, the
Taskforce, cam e out against it, and the ... came out against it. But
meanwhile, o f course, its going on. So, these are all for the advantage
o f small groups o f proponents and have nothing to do w ith social
desirability (NGO 1).
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Consent/controllers believe scientists are engaging in ethically suspect activity
because they do not look at the unintended effects o f what they are doing, and they
have in the past represented risk assessments o f technologies as objective while
further evaluations have proven this to be untrue.

As we see from the last quote, the interests o f science and scientists are linked to
the interests o f industry. Consent/controllers do not trust the integrity o f risk
assessments o f biotechnology carried out by scientists, because scientists are
employed by industry or receive research grants from industry. Science is
therefore understood to produce results that support the commercial interests of
industry, by making biotechnology seem safe and acceptable to consumers.
I doubt what is sound science (laughter)... Science is important and I,
but still researchers can do research only when they have enough
money, I mean, enough funds. So, they’re, o f course, when, in this
situation now we have more funding for sciences who is for GM so the
science data, now, it’s,...the amount o f data for pro-GM is much
more...Yeah, far more than against GM, so that’s always happens, not
only for GM issue but for other things. So the science itself is biased I
believe (NGO 4).
This quote is a counterargument to the ‘weight o f evidence approach’ adopted by
the Taskforce, and supported by the optimisation approach, and criticises the idea
that scientific consensus is objective on the basis that industry has more money to
invest in producing science that supports biotechnology (see Table 2.5). This was
an important debate within the Taskforce, as the ‘weight o f evidence approach’
allows more critical scientific evaluations o f biotechnology to be dismissed
because they are in opposition to the consensus. As the quote below suggests, the
consensus, or weight o f evidence approach, was meanwhile defended by
optimisers as the method by which scientific knowledge has always been
evaluated.
Well, I mean, I guess, one of the key things is what is the range of
information, that is available in particular areas. So, I mean, basically,
all o f science works on a weight of evidence type o f approach I think
there are some issues where some people may consider that one
person’s opinion should be sufficient to weigh it to sway a whole
argument. Now generally science doesn’t work that way. ... So, I
mean, there’s probably some issues about what is the scientific process
and then how does that affect decisions that are ultimately made in all
areas around food safety because generally things are done on a weight
o f evidence approach (Anglophone 4).
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More extreme versions o f the consent/control approach views industry as so biased
that it should not be trusted to produce the data needed for the government to
assess the product’s safety.
A. I don’t think its enough [for companies to collect the safety data],
but at the same time if there are no other ways to fund that safety
assessment. Yeah.
Q. So you think that the state shouldn’t become involved or the state
should?
A. Yeah, in some way they should do but, I don’t think it’s the way to
spend tax (NGO 4).
Within the consent/controllers’ discourse o f biased science, another option was put
forward as a way o f overcoming this distrust o f science. Increasing the
transparency o f the risk assessment process would allow the public to vet the
process and legitimise the outcome.
1 don’t have a problem with the companies creating the data as long as
there’s sufficient access for people to point out missing stuff Its not
so much what they do create its what they maybe don’t create; the kind
o f tests they don’t do, the kind o f exposure studies they don’t do, these
sorts o f things, and if it’s completely transparent ok, that is assuming,
one, that government agencies have sufficient resources and are not
politically barred from asking those questions. Because o f course the
general public does not usually have the resources to do this ... Having
it transparent and enabling members o f the public and NGOs to raise
the questions is better than not having it, that’s all (NGO 1).

Consent/controllers gave examples o f untrustworthy behaviour within the
Taskforce decision-making process. Because industry is understood to be
particularly powerful within the decision-making process, it was believed that the
guidelines produced at Codex were not strong enough to ensure safety.
I think it [that Codex doesn’t have strict rules] is because in the
decision-making process, food industry has very much power, big
power, so food industry is always trying to make very weak rules. So
as you saw in the Codex meeting this week, there was BIO
[Biotechnology Industry Organization] in this room and they are very,
they are always very active in the Codex discussions. And the United
States government is also very strong and they have very big, big, big
voice in the discussion so. That, Codex standard is based on scientific,
science but in reality they are made in a very political way. So it is a
very big problem for us (NGO 5).
This was only expressed by a few consent/controllers however, as most o f them,
believed that the guidelines were ‘a significant step forward’ (NGO 3) as they
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could lead to far m ore com prehensive risk assessm ents than they had expected
from the Taskforce. It was argued, however, that some o f the m ore industrysym pathetic

delegates

tried

to

m anipulate

the

decision-m aking

process

surreptitiously to support industry interests.
it w ould sound like they [other delegates] were ju st trying to change
things to make it read better, read m ore sm oothly and be a little more
precise when in fact they totally change the meaning. A nd the first
couple times that happens, you think, “oh, perhaps they don’t
understand the im port of, or they haven’t noticed that they’ve changed
the m eaning” . But then you discover that there are certain delegates
who are constantly m aking these changes, and lo and behold, all their
w ording changes to make it read m ore sm oothly benefit industry. And
that made me very irritated and aggravated after a while (NGO 3).
Consent/controllers also highlighted how science, w hich they viewed as malleable
to the interests o f various groups, was used to support particular positions within
the decision-m aking process. However, as this quote suggests, this process goes
both ways; and the science can support interests other than those o f industry.
W ithin Codex those are always seen, the expert consultations are seen
as the stone tablets handed down from on high that can ’t be
questioned. T hat’s how the US and all other countries dealt with them,
why? Because they picked, they made sure that those expert
consultations that they got their people, they got their industry and
other folks there to do w hat they wanted. I see w hat has happened
m ore recently is that there has been som ewhat o f a change and there’s
been a more honest appraisal at these things. Yes, there’re still high
level scientific experts that they bring in, but they’ll bring in a w ider
range o f scientists in m y m ind what are better scientists that is not ju st
folks that are, I w ouldn't call them industry hacks, but that are biased
tow ards the industry. So, and that’s actually led to, th at’s part o f what
that expert consultation on allergenicity. They got w onderful people
and sort of, for the first tim e you had countries like the US rather than
saying ‘oh this is wonderful we have to im plem ent it’, o f doing the
exact opposite, o f doing everything they can to stop the
recom m endations com ing out o f those things. And there w ere some
fairly successful, they w ere able to do it, not as m uch as they w anted to
but. But so, I think you have to look at any o f those things, you can ’t
ever expect to get everything you want, but from w here the Taskforce
started, that first one, w hat they cam e out with, we got, we sort of,
couldn't have im agined the extent to which, strong things were, strong
guidelines cam e out (NGO 2).

These quotes show a lack o f trust in how industry produces food and acts w ithin
the decision-m aking process. The conceptualisation o f industry as untrustw orthy
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evokes a sense that they are not fulfilhng their responsibihties towards consumers.
Thom pson argues that ‘today's’ food system depends on an impHcit social ethic
that makes the exercise o f prudential duties on behalf o f others a moral duty. It
was

not

always

conceptualisation

this
is

a

w ay’ (Thom pson,
m odem

1997:73).

phenom enon,

which

He

argues

that

this

developed

with

the

industrialisation o f the food system. W hen food was predom inantly produced,
prepared and consum ed w ithin the same household, food safety was understood as
a ‘purely prudential norm ’ (Thom pson, 1997:73) o f self-interest and selfpreservation. ‘Farmers and food preparers who fail to undertake the precautions
necessary to ensure the safety o f their own food would be thought foolish rather
than im m oral’ (ibid).

Optimisers, who are industry-sym pathetic, tried to counteract criticism s that
industry’s self-interested nature leads to weak legislation by describing industry as
prudent. They argue that industry can be trusted because it has a vested interest in
ensuring the safety o f its products for the same commercial interests as it tries to
construct and maintain its good brand name within the market.
A. The present system o f developing GMOs has com panies that are
very much interested in environm ental situations as they are in
producing profit, because the worst thing a com pany can do, if they
have long term interests, is to destroy the environm ent that they are
using to produce the products that they are trying to produce. So I
think that the com bination o f capitalism and the self-protection that
goes with responsible com panies will control the environmental
aspects, negative environm ental aspects that might be on the horizon
for some o f these so-called biotech products. It’s been that way for
years and years, and I think it’ll continue to be, it’s like farmers; the
last people that want to destroy the land they live on are the farm ers....
Certainly the farmers do [have a long term perspective in relation to
their own interests]. They probably know more about environmental
issues w ithout being able to put them in words, sometimes, than many
o f the scientists do that are so-called environm entalists. But they have
that self-protection m ode th at’s built in from day one, you know, you
know that you can ’t let your land to w ash away, because you’re going
to lose a lot o f the productive capability o f the soil, therefore they
control the w ater to the best o f they have inform ation that allows them
to do so, so ah ....W ell, com panies, o f course, are interested in selling
to farmers so they are trying to help them protect and preserve their
soils because they know it’s im portant to farmers; they’re not going to
be able to sell com to farmers that’s going to lead to deterioration o f
the soil that they have to use to make a living (American 6).
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Optimisers also argued that industry has a legitimate role to play within the
decision-making process, because it has expert knowledge that should inform the
process o f establishing risk assessment procedures.

Thompson argues that the industrialisation o f the food industry had changed the
way we conceptualise the social ethic o f producers and processors, from one of
prudence to one o f morality. This is because consumers have relinquished control
over these processes, as they are no longer engaged in them, and are therefore
•5 0

unable to assess food safety risks.

They are therefore forced to rely on those

involved in these processes to ensure food safety.
For at least a century the food industry has expanded by winning
consumers' trust, and when this effort has been found wanting,
consumers have called upon government agencies to intervene.
Through their collective efforts to win the confidence o f food
consumers, food producers and the food industry have accepted
responsibility to exercise duties o f prudence on behalf o f others....
Some (but not all) o f these moral duties have legal force, and
government agencies enforce laws and regulations to ensure food
safety (Thompson, 1997:73).

2.2. Control, trust and the deflnition o f risk

It is in this context that we should understand some o f the calls by
consent/controllers for greater control of biotechnology. Strong regulations are
seen as legitimate within this context o f both uncertainty with regard to the present
level o f knowledge, and distrust o f those considered responsible for ensuring food
safety. Within the Taskforce, consent/controllers advocated the traceability o f
biotechnology and the precautionary principle (see Table 2.5). The extent to which
the respondents are advocates o f precaution varies, and, to some extent, depends
on what they understand to be the level o f knowledge about the consequences of
the technology.

The reasons for this inability o f consumers to assess risk are complex. Industrialisation
o f agriculture and food processing has led to them becom ing deskilled in food production
and preparation. This is also due to wider social changes, like women working outside the
home and greater urbanisation. Consumers also find it harder to assess risks associated
with food because the risks are often invisible, because processing may alter the
characteristics o f food in ways that can hide poor quality.
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I have never pubhcly said ... ‘I am opposed to all genetic engineering’.
I have public stated that, that I believe in rigorous testing blah, blah,
blah, and I believe that none o f these things would pass such a test to
be honest with you. Because, frankly, science knows so little about the
receiving environm ent, they know so little about w hat’s going on in
the hum an gut and all the rest o f it that the uncertainties w ould
probably always be large enough to invoke the precautionary principle
(NGO 1).

It is im portant to

note that the

individual policym akers’ know ledge o f

biotechnology influenced their level o f acceptance o f GM food within their own
consumption.
A. Well, as a consum er and not as a researcher, I feel that there could
be unknown aspect for GMO, so if I can avoid I would, select those
foods other than, developed other ways than G M O ...
Q. And that w ould be for safety reasons.
A. Basically.
Q. Any other reasons you would?
A. Because I ’m not involved in GM O research. I ’m not fully studying
the background, so because o f m y lack o f knowledge I just, well, try to
avoid it. Like any other general consum ers (Japanese scientist 1).
It is interesting that this respondent is a scientist but does not trust the risk
assessm ents made by scientists in this area. Another scientist respondent,
confident in the scientific risk assessm ent about biotechnology because she is
working for the biotech industry, avoids b eef as she is uncertain about its safety,
because she has not studied it h e rse lf This shows that scientists do not necessarily
have confidence in other scientists’ risk assessments, and decide to be cautious in
areas o f uncertainty.

It is these uncertainties that lead consent/controllers to see greater controls as
legitimate.
A. No, the only negative thing that could arise [from food
biotechnology] comes [fi-om] a lack o f strict safety assessment. And,
perhaps w e humans at current level o f know ledge cannot assess all the
effects, for instance, long term effects o f the food we are producing
today.
Q. Okay, okay. So do you think we should move slower?
A. No, perhaps no, not so slowly, but to be strict on the standards
(South Am erican 3).
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As this quote shows, this m ay not mean a com plete rejection o f the technology on
a societal level, although this particular respondent does not eat GM foods because
he does not trust their safety. Control can therefore be undertaken at an individual
level but not advocated on a societal level. This approach was developed when
they were com ing from a particularly econom ic perspective, and supported a freem arket ideology while not trusting the present level o f science.

Consent/controllers (and indeed optim isers) agreed there should be greater
controls with regard to pharm a products.

Consent/controllers who highlighted

the self-interested and untrustw orthy nature o f industry, saw this as a particularly
strong confirm ation o f that view. However, those from the optim isation approach
never came to this conclusion, instead suggesting the technical solution o f
excluding pharm aceuticals from edible foods. Tobacco was alm ost always given
as an exam ple o f a non-edible plant that could be m odified to allow the
developm ent o f pharm aceuticals in plants. This was seen as a particularly good
choice because farmers who produce tobacco were under threat (in the US at least)
due to a decline in smoking.

2.3. Consum ption, consent and risk perception
Food choices are com plex and m ultifaceted, and are not limited only by the extent
to which food is risky to hum an health. People ingest food for m any reasons. It
forms part o f com plex social processes o f religious beliefs, identity construction,
political symbolism and taste. Food biotechnology m ay be rejected to show
solidarity w ith farmers and rural com munities, to protect the environm ent, or
because it is believed to be unsafe or distasteful. Chapter five explored these
various views. This chapter has also shown how uncertainty feeds into cautious
approaches to consum ing foods associated w ith biotechnology. W e have also seen
how traceability, the precautionary principle and other controls have been
advocated in an attem pt to control these uncertainties. Labelling, and the principle

‘“Pharma" crops are GM crops used to produce drugs and industrial chemicals. The US
Department o f Agriculture has recently given final approval to the first commercial
production o f rice engineered to include human genes and produce human proteins found
in breast milk and saliva. Over 3,000 acres o f this GM rice will be grown in Kansas. There
are concerns about what could happen if GM pharma crops entered the food chain, and
about the environment impacts’ (Genewatch, 2007:www.genewatch.org/sub-538151).
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o f the consumers right to know, can also be understood as an attempt to control;
how ever unlike the above exam ples, which are organised at the state or
institutional level, labelling acts on the level o f individual decision-making.
Advocates argue that labelling is legitim ate because it allows individuals to at least
partially"^^ control w hat they consume. The question o f choice is important in this
context also, because consent influences how risk is conceptualised (Douglas,
1992).

Lack

of

choice

Consent/controllers

w hen

and

labelling

industry

is

is

particularly

believed

to

be

frustrating

for

untrustworthy.

Consent/controllers believed it was m orally unacceptable for risks (not ju st
defined as risks to human health) to be concealed, leaving consumers unable to
know which foods are risky or not. Consent/controllers also argued that eating
certain products generally believed to be risky was acceptable, because it was their
personal choice o f consum ers and they were getting something worthwhile out o f
the experience.
Cheese, raw m ilk cheese is a food that is risky, but it’s tasty, I mean, I
like raw m ilk cheese and I buy raw milk cheese, but I know that it’s
more at risk than sterilised m ilk cheese, but to me it’s also a personal
choice and people should be conscious o f that. If they want to eat
meals with zero-risk, it’s possible but it w on’t be tasty, well, it will be
less tasty, m ore standardised, so it’s a benefit cost analysis (European
Scientist 7).
However, consent/controllers argued that consum ers/citizens, or at least their
views o f reality, should also be allowed to have a far greater role in the decision
making process and the definition o f risk, which should not therefore be left
exclusively to experts. This is advocating what Beck terms ‘sub-politics’, where
lay know ledge is legitimised in the process o f defining risks. As we have seen,
treating the definition o f risk as a purely objective project is not accepted by
consent/controllers; it is understood to involve subjective judgem ents where
everyone can have an opinion.

Thom pson argues that the science-based

optim isation approach o f risk assessm ent and management, as with utilitarianism,
can be criticised for giving too m uch authority to experts and too little to other
forms o f knowledge. Consent/controllers legitimised lay knowledge within food
policy because food choices are complex and not always based on scientific

The extent to which labelling allows consumers to really choose can be debated. For
example, the cost of choosing foods not associated with biotechnology may be significant.
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consensus. Lay know ledge is also legitimised because, unlike scientists who only
engage with a technology in a controlled setting w ithin the param eters o f research
and perhaps on a theoretical level, people who are using the technology or are
exposed to its consequences have practical know ledge and can highlight aspects
which m ay not have been appreciated by scientists.
I believe strongly in public participation in risk assessment. First o f all
there are a lot o f consequences o f certain actions that only the locality,
the public in the locality knows about, not the experts in the university
and whatever. W e have all these cases ... o f clusters o f diseases with
people saying ‘w ait a minute, maybe there is som ething w rong in the
w ater’ this is the Erin Brockovitch syndrome and if you saw ‘civil
action’ m ovie with John Travolta, based on a great book, its about one
o f these in M assachusetts w here there had been tanneries going back to
the nineteenth century and, you know, there w ere all these clusters o f
leukaemia, or w hatever it was, am ong kids. Ok, so, I guess the
identification o f hazards, identification o f the actual types o f
consequences, evaluation o f them, 1 mean, ordinary people are
im portant in this (NGO 1).
Not only is the science based approach criticised by consent/controllers for not
giving authority to lay know ledge, it is also criticised for excluding what people
considered important. The science-based approach is incapable o f com prehending
and acknow ledging the m ultifaceted and com plex reasons why people choose the
food they eat. This was debated w ithin the Taskforce in relation to the topic o f
OLFs, and can be understood as a counter-argum ent to the optim isers’ rejection o f
OLFs because it would introduce too much complexity.

2.4. R isk/benefit analysis - evaluating the risks within the context o f the
usefulness o f biotechnology
Consent/controllers evaluated the risks relative to the benefits associated with
technologies, arguing that the benefits associated w ith biotechnology are minimal
or non-existent (as explored in chapter 5), and the risks associated with
agricultural biotechnology are therefore unacceptable. This view w as often
expressed by Consent/controllers who w ere concerned for the environm ent and
supported sustainable agriculture.
So I fully support the principle that the environm ental risks also need
to be checked. And, o f course there are also some ethical issues. The
question ‘do we really need biotechnology or n o t?’ and it is a big
change if you change the DNA, so you’re really changing the future
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for always. I don’t think you can really w ithdraw a GMO, if it’s
already in the environment. So, o f course it makes that it’s the
responsibility, it’s bigger than for other things, so pesticides, you can
withdraw it at a certain m om ent, o f course, you could w ithdraw an
authorisation for GMO, but you can hardly fully withdraw the GM O if
it’s in the environm ent (European Scientist 1).

Optim isers often argue that consum ers will accept biotechnology w hen it has
benefits for them. Products w hich tasted different or had health benefits were
given as prim e examples. In other words, the benefits will outweigh the costs on
the weighing scales o f assessm ent, and consum ers will tip to acceptance when
biotechnology com es up with the goods. C onsum ers’ acceptance o f biotechnology
w ithin the medical area was seen as evidence that this w as true. This view was
evident within the Consent/controllers’ views, as they w ere critical o f food and
agricultural biotechnology because they did not believe it was needed, but
accepted the possibility that m edical biotechnology could be useful.

Conclusion
In this chapter I explored the arguments o f the science-based optim isation
approach and the control/consent approach in greatest detail, as they are the main
ways in which risk is conceptualised by the Taskforce members. A lthough some
respondents drew very strongly from ju st one o f these approaches, they generally
used a mixture o f approaches. Overall, the optim isation approach seemed to be the
m ost dom inant discourse expressed by the policymakers.

This chapter, as well as the previous chapter, shows how the discourses these
policym akers use to understand the w orld in which they live have their own
internal logic. This questions the construction o f scientific know ledge as objective,
and gives equal status to non-scientific know ledge as a w ay o f viewing the world.
This chapter also shows how know ledge is used to legitim ise particular interests.
These interests and political positions, like all other know ledge, are culturally
negotiated and not self-evident or obvious. Through the negotiation process certain
interests or concerns are legitimised, w hile others are cast aside as irrelevant. As
we will see in chapter eight, these discourses are appropriated through the
policym akers’ experiences w ithin a variety o f groups. The exam ple o f the
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environm ent is a case in point with com parable resources; Europe and the United
states are very different in how they conceptualise, and give w eight to,
environm ental protection. Their positions cannot, therefore, be explained purely in
objective econom ic terms. All positions are culturally specific w ith their own
internal logic, and the concept o f ‘rational’ is therefore inappropriate w ithin this
context (G usterson, 1996).
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Chapter Seven
Self-Understandings: Objectivity and Positionality around
Scientific Truth and Political Strategies

Introduction
This chapter shows the different ways in which my respondents understand
themselves as policym akers; as objective experts, as seekers-of-change, as
politically savvy negotiators, and as unbiased, honest brokers. Chapters two and
three reviewed the academic literature that has tried to understand sim ilar types o f
social actors; scientists, policym akers, bureaucrats, lobbyists, N G O s and elites.
Much o f this literature describes these types o f people as rational individuals
(economics) or as political agents {Realpolitik, M arxism). This analysis uses their
discourses about them selves or self-understandings as a w ay o f categorising these
policymakers into these four broad divisions. The objective experts, for example,
are therefore not necessarily scientists.

An analysis on how these four self-understandings relate to their intended
achievem ents as policym akers is also carried out. This can be divided in two;
those that focused on the decision-m aking process (honest brokers and politically
savvy negotiators) and those that derived m eaning from the position they held on
the definition o f the problem o f biotechnology, either the pro-biotechnology
m arket/industrial/optim isation

position

(expert)

or

the

m ore

sceptical

civic/green/contro 1/consent position (seeker-of-change).

This chapter also analyses how the policymakers construct the decision-making
process as either technocratic (objective experts and honest brokers) or political
(honest brokers, politically savvy negotiators and seekers-of-change) and how
these relate to the four self-understandings. (An overview o f these relationships is
available in Table 7.1.) The term ‘political’ is used by the respondents in different
ways w hich do not always correspond to how I understand the term. I understand
politics as referring to pow er in social relations and therefore all social relations
are political. In general, however, the term ‘politics’ is understood by the
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policym akers as referring to the representation and protection o f interests. This
can, as we will see in this chapter with the seekers-of-change policym akers, mean
that they view the decision-m aking process w ithin Codex, and the w orld o f food
production and consum ption, w ith which Codex deals, as political in the same way
as I do, as they highlight the unequal pow er relations between actors involved in
Codex and the actors involved in producing food and along the food chain.
However, some o f the policym akers, m ostly the ‘experts’ and ‘honest brokers’,
divide issues, procedures and actors into ‘political’ and ‘apolitical’. This is
because they believe in the objectivity o f science and view issues that they believe
can be dealt w ith though science; scientific procedures; and actors that rely on
science, as apolitical and representing facts. In contrast, issues like ethics, animal
welfare and socio-econom ic inequality are understood as beyond the procedures o f
science, and therefore ‘political’ issues which are not based on fact. Interests are
also understood as the opposite o f science. We will see how they understand the
Codex decision-m aking process, because it is supposed to be based on scientific
procedures, as apolitical. The actors who are interested in these ‘political’ issues
are also labelled ‘political’ or ‘m ore political’. We will see in this chapter how this
categorising o f issues, procedures and actors as political as opposed to objective is
involved in a process o f delegitim ising these issues, procedures and actors.

Therefore, from a scientific discourse, experts conceptualised them selves as
objective actors who present the scientific truth about biotechnology. This
scientific perspective legitimised the conceptualisation o f Codex as a technocracy,
and delegitim ised interest-based politics, conflict and discourses o f inequality.
Seekers-of-change conceptualised Codex as a political arena, and them selves as
political actors w hose role it is to highlight the various pow er relations in the
agri/food system and its regulation. These respondents sought social and political
change through the legitim isation o f representative dem ocracy and transparency.

From a discourse which legitimises interests, politically savvy negotiators
portrayed the Taskforce negotiations as a political process and a stage for
Realpolitik, w here policym akers are strategists seeking to achieve particular ends
for particular stakeholders. In contrast to the objectivity o f the scientific approach,
these respondents represented themselves as taking a particular position w ithin the
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negotiations. The fourth self-understanding is from a bureaucratic discourse, and
policym akers portrayed themselves as advocates for the opinions o f other people,
groups and/or institutional attitudes and interests. They portray themselves as
unbiased, honest brokers. The m eaning they give to their activity does not revolve
around a desire to have a particular solution to the problem , but to find any
com prom ise that m oves the process forward.

It is important to note that the ‘experts’ w ere not necessarily scientists, the
‘seekers-of-change’ were not necessarily from the NGO com munity, and the
‘honest brokers’ were not necessarily civil servants. Policymakers never gave
m eaning to their activity exclusively through one o f these four ideal types. More
often than not, the policym akers express these different narratives sim ultaneously
in an attempt to understand their role within the Taskforce. I have therefore
highlighted variations within, and shared perspectives between, these narratives in
section three as I explore how the policym akers draw on these different discourses
and position them selves partially and am biguously between them. Policymakers
negotiate between their own personal positions on the problem o f biotechnology
w ithin the context o f their position in the Taskforce negotiations. This influences
how they conceptualise their role within the decision-m aking process, how much
they influence the decision-m aking process and the extent to which they believe
that their activity is w orthw hile or powerful. Throughout this chapter I show that
the w ay they conceptualise them selves and their activity influences their ability to
act in particular ways. Their ability to act, o f course, is also influenced by their
level o f pow er and so I explore how respondents negotiate their dealings w ithin
the Taskforce to ensure the integrity o f the self they have constructed.
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S chem atic su m m ary o f the self-u n d erstan d in gs o f T ask force

p olicym ak ers
Self-

1. Expert

3. Political

Change

understandings
Positionality

2. Seeker-of-

Objective

4. Honest
broker

Representing a

Representing

position I believe

the position of

in

others

Unbiased

Main focus/aim

PROBLEM

PROBLEM

PROCESS

PROCESS

of activity -

A particular

A particular

The decision

The decision

solution to the

solution to the

making process

making process

problem

problem

- reaching an

- reaching an

agreement

agreement

Legitimises

Associated

Associated

long-term

Short-term

policymaking

closely with

closely with the

interest-based

consensus-

activity with

industrial/market

green/civic

politics.

building and

regard to ...

/optimisation

/control/consent

decision

approach to the

approach to the

making.

definition of the

definition o f the

Associated

problem and

problem and

with playing

Associated with

solution to

solution to

the political

finding

biotechnology

biotechnology

game o f trade

solutions to

interests and

conflicts at the

the rules o f the

national and

WTO

international
level

Decision

Technocracy

making process

Interest based

Interest based

Technocracy/

political/

political/

interest based

understand what

understand

political

they do as tactical

what they do as
tactical

Attitude to

Messy, dirty,

Politics is a

Politics is a

Ignores politics

interest based

illegitimate

central part of

central part of

to a large extent

decision-making

decision

politics

making

197

1. Self-understanding through the definition of the problem
1.1 Technocracy - experts representing the scientific truth
In chapters five and six I argued that a discourse o f m odernity, which expressed
confidence in the abilities o f science to solve m any o f hum anity’s serious
problem s and to conceptualise and assess risks associated with biotechnology, was
dom inant among the Taskforce policymakers. In this section, I argue that this
confidence in science, its objectivity and methodologies, led them to construct the
decision-m aking process w ithin the Taskforce and Codex as a technocracy and the
decision-makers them selves as spokespeople for scientific truth. As Thom pson
(1997) argued, this can be understood as a utilitarian philosophy which gives the
authority o f decision m aking to experts and excludes many o f the concerns
expressed by a variety o f stakeholders.

In the process o f legitim ising science-based decision making, this science-based
discourse can exclude certain actors from participating in the decision-making
process, because they are believed to be ‘em otional’, ‘cultural’, ‘ignorant’,
‘political’, ‘self-interested’ and ‘backw ard’. Through the process o f constructing
Others, who are believed to be unfoundedly critical o f biotechnology, expert
policymakers construct themselves as rational and following the rules o f science.
This section shows how these expert respondents construct them selves in
opposition to a variety o f constructed Others.

1.1.1. Emotional and ignorant - the opposite o f rational
A confidence in science often leads to a frustration with family, friends,
consumers and groups critical o f biotechnology for their apparently hysterical and
em otional reactions against biotechnology. The calls for precaution and for proof
o f risk-free food from biotechnology were seen as irrational by those w ith a
science-based approach to food safety. They therefore portrayed critics o f
biotechnology as incorrigible, because they were never satisfied w ith any level o f
hum an safety protection. As we saw in chapter six, these em otional concerns were
viewed as illegitim ate w ithin Codex.
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It was generally accepted, within this scientific perspective, that greater
know ledge o f science w ould eradicate these em otional views o f biotechnology. It
therefore constructed science as truth and others as misinformed.
I wish, I guess my ideal w ould be also that we w ould have a
consum ing public that w as more, I w on’t say understanding, but more,
less em otional, more thinking, and not a gut react kind o f thing, so that
we get aw ay from some o f the em otional, what, using em otion instead
o f thoughtful science, if you will, in decision m aking (Am erican
scientist 7).

A critical view o f biotechnology was also understood as ignorance.
One o f the things that really disturbs me at the m om ent, ... is this
separation from that hum an beings have from w here their food comes
from. This ignorance about how their food is produced, grown, what
practices are used and I think because o f all o f that ignorance, it gives
people unrealistic expectations about their food. ... I actually think
[greater knowledge] m ight make them m ore com fortable about
biotechnology. (Anglophone 1).
This ignorance was also explained with reference to the source o f inform ation on
which consum ers or those against biotechnology m ade decisions about the
technology. The m edia was criticised for being biased against the technology,
particularly in how they represented the scientific consensus as being far more
critical o f biotechnology than it actually was.

The ‘em otional’ argum ents and

‘m isinform ation’ propagated by groups critical o f biotechnology w ere viewed as
devious strategies to turn more people and groups against the technology.
Consum ers and developing counties, in particular, w ere represented as ignorant
and therefore vulnerable to these types o f ‘em otional’ arguments.
There’s issues that go back as far as even the M onarch butterfly thing
that suggested this was having an adverse im pact on the environm ent,
and that had been disproven ju st so m any times over, it’s not even an
issue. I mean, again these are just, these are outright lies, I mean, if
you read any o f the research manuals you will find it. So there are a
num ber o f NGOs in both, in term s o f Codex, that had a constant
stream o f this type o f thing and, in the case o f the bio-safety protocols,
I noticed this was, seemed to be really focused at the African
delegates, they seemed to, in m y opinion, be trying to target an
audience that m aybe has a, not a great deal o f depth o f inform ation and
understanding in these areas, and that is a little naive frankly, and it’s
just, it’s very disheartening to see these kind o f activities taking place.
... It’s always interesting to me to watch the people that are doing this,
and they claim they have some credentials, but if you observe it y o u ’ll
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find that, basically, most o f the people are no more than fundraisers,
and have very little scientific background, and it’s unfortunate in that,
sometimes the people w ill, they give, I guess I would describe it as a
very em otional argument, and in some sectors that seems to find, finds
a home, as opposed to a factual or scientific one (American 8).

As we can see from this quote, the scientific credentials o f critics o f biotechnology
are questioned as a way o f delegitim ising their positions w ithin the decision
making process. It is interesting to note that this quote is from an econom ist, who
legitimises his own scientific know ledge through his contact w ith scientists at
work. The quote also raises the question o f science as truth. H owever, science
which counteracts the scientific consensus that biotechnology is safe is understood
as being a lie, and outside scientific credibility. Differentiations are m ade between
groups critical o f biotechnology, and their credibility varies depending on their
know ledge o f science and their level o f criticism o f biotechnology.

Characterising those critical o f biotechnology as ignorant individualises and
pathologises their critical position. For example, policym akers argue that risk
assessm ents carried out by industry and governments should be trusted because
they are using science to make evaluations. Frustration is expressed at people who
are not convinced that science can be trusted. This rejects the possibility that
individuals and groups could be drawing on alternative inform ation

and

perspectives to m ake their judgem ents. Previous chapters have analysed som e o f
these alternative discourses w here science is not trusted because collective
historical experiences have led to its problematisation. This explanation is
excluded by characterising critics o f biotechnology as ignorant. This is particularly
paradoxical when policym akers who criticise the public’s lack o f know ledge o f
science and rejection o f biotechnology are them selves largely ignorant o f other
aspects o f biotechnology, including its environm ental and econom ic im plications
and patenting issues. Their scientific lens on food safety is seen as the only
legitim ate w ay to evaluate the technology.

1.1.2. Culturally different and backward
Cultural explanations for understanding different attitudes to biotechnology were
also used. However, these were predom inantly used to explain national or regional
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differences, and in particular the differences betw een Am erican and European
publics’ and governm ents’ approaches to biotechnology. The history o f food crises
w ithin Europe, its food culture and greater concern for food quality and safety
were highlighted and contrasted with a narrative o f US consum ers as more
concerned with price, m ore confident in the food supply and free from entrenched
food traditions. A m ericans were believed to be m ore enthusiastic about technology
and the role o f the m arket in regulating the food supply. The strength o f the
European green m ovem ent was also considered im portant in explaining the
differences. An em otional attachm ent to food traditions was given as another
reason why various non-A m ericans w ere critical o f biotechnology. It was believed
that Japan was sim ilar to Europe in its strong food traditions w hich influenced its
position on biotechnology.

This is not however, a legitim isation o f biotechnology’s critics, but rather draws
on a discourse o f m odernity that characterises them as frustratingly backward,
ignorant and afraid o f technological change.
Currently you get a sense o f Europe, and m aybe for some good reason,
that trust is not there, given the BSE situation, these other situations
that occurred with HIV and blood transfers, and a few other things. So,
that’s resulted in kind o f two different cultures in two different
approaches to this type o f thing, which are understandable on the
surface, but the reality is, you know, it’s the same product, it’s a
healthy product, you know, .... it’s how you get people to understand
the risk process, and the, you cannot say that anything is risk-free or
zero-risk (American 8).

1.1.3 Self-interested
W ithin this science-based discourse, consum er and environm ental groups are
believed to be using a variety o f strategies to achieve self-interested aims. As well
as being characterised as ignorant and em otional for w anting to w iden the scope o f
Codex, it was also believed that they used em otional arguments, and particular
‘fear-m ongering’ (Am erican scientist 7) as a strategy to convince consum ers and
developing countries to support their view and reject biotechnology. It was
believed that these tactics w ere used to ensure that consum ers w ould donate to
these groups and justify their existence. Their criticism s o f biotechnology are
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therefore understood as illegitim ate because their reasons for being critical are
illegitimate.
Well, do you play up the fear or do you play up the benefits? Do you
present a balanced view? W ell it depends on what you want to use it
for. If you w ant to use it to be your big hook, that ‘w e’re the only
people standing between you and the horrors o f food irradiation, send
us 25 dollars, you’ll receive our news letter. W e’ll keep you posted on
our fight against this terrible hazard’. OK? There’s incentives that run
that way. And do M onsanto have a set o f incentives related to GM O
foods? You bet they do. Do NGO s have a set o f incentives related to
GM O foods? You bet they do (American 4).
As this quote suggests, respondents recognised that industry was m otivated by
profit. However, within this discourse these m otivations were accepted as more
legitimate and it was believed that industry representatives were not as biased or
fanatical as consum er and environm ental groups.
They [biotechnology representatives] are, you see these, they are paid
by the com pany and they are interested in developing new products so
the m otivation is quite different you see. Just m y im pression is that
very neutral in that sense. ... Unbiased. O f course they work for the
com pany and the com pany should get profit but not in the sense like
the activists. A ctivists is very, activities their liveliself [all their life].
But for the com pany people, after com e back to their own, they enjoy,
even they can be activist (laugh) (Japanese scientist 2).
The m otives o f consum er and environm ental groups were also called into question
because it was believed that they did not engage with the scientific aspects o f food
safety, and acknowledge the safety o f biotechnology, which has been, from the
experts perspective, proven. Their lack o f engagement was interpreted as a lack o f
com m itm ent to understanding the central scientific issues, and being more
interested, as organisations and/or individuals, with raising m oney, ‘stroking their
own egos’ (Am erican 5), and engaging in the m ore ‘glam orous’ activity o f
protesting.
I think for a lot o f them, this is very cynical, but a lot o f them are doing
it for fundraising purposes. And so they w ant that evening news
because that’s going to stir up interest and they’re not really in there
for the long-haul, tedious look at the science (American scientist 1).
However, some groups are believed to be more legitimate than others because they
engage with the scientific issues.
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1,1.4 Political and Ideological- constructing a technocracy and rejecting politics
A rgum ents made by consum er and environm ental groups are often characterised
as ideological w ithin this perspective, specifically, when they w ish to bring ‘other
legitim ate factors’ into the decision-m aking process. A position other than one
believed to be based on science is therefore understood as political and ideological
and usually juxtaposed w ith the respondent’s own scientific perspective.
I thought there w ere some o f the environm ental groups, I think
em brace a political ideology. ... I shouldn’t say a lot o f their positions,
but, well, yeah, I ’ll ju st say that, I think that some o f the groups
em braced ideologies that I thought were more rooted in politics than in
science. I w on’t nam e the specific groups but, there w ere definitely
some in my view, they were pursuing m ore political agendas than
scienfific agenda. ... W ell, I ju st thought it was unproductive. I
thought it was unproductive. I mean I think what should drive
developm ent o f guidelines for how to do a risk assessm ent for
genetically m odified food, I think science should drive that, not
politics (American scientist 4).

Criticism s o f being political are also directed towards national positions on
biotechnology. By rejecting interest based politics they construct Codex as a
technocracy, or at least try to.
I think what you really w ant to do is to have a system that, from a
science standpoint, assesses, properly assesses the safety o f the
product, and then allow that product to be on the market, and try and
avoid all the other stu ff th at’s out there, but obviously you can ’t avoid
all o f that, th at’s the w ay the w orld turns (Am erican scientist 7).
The EU, in particular, w as criticised for being disingenuous about its m otives and
really self-interested and/or representing a certain constituency with special
interests. European rejections o f biotechnology w ere portrayed as attem pts to
protect their industry’s interests by constructing technical barriers to trade. This
was viewed as particularly disingenuous in the light o f the E U ’s acceptance o f
m edical biotechnology, their use o f GM enzymes in beer and cheese, and because
they believed Europe d id n ’t adm it to using biotechnology in food. European
attem pts to make Codex more sim ilar to their own legal fram ework so that
com plaints would not be brought against them at the W TO under the SPS
agreem ent were also viewed as illegitimate. E urope’s attem pt to legitimise some
OLFs and traceability w ere taken as p roof that they were representing consum er
special interests.
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[I disagree m ost with the Europeans] because they want to drag in too
m any thm gs that are really not part o f the issue, they w ant to drag m
these so called ‘other legitim ate factors’ w e talk about animal welfare,
we talk about other things. And they have no place in this when you
come right down to it, if the product is safe and it can be produced in
the normal w ay as is if were not a genetically engineered, genetically
m odified product, then w hat difference does it make? Get back to this
ethical question, ... I think they are irrational and they are
obstructionist, they really d o n ’t w ant progress (Am erican 5).
Portraying people with non-scientific or critical views o f biotechnology as special
or partisan are w ays o f delegitim ising them as political actors by defining them as
m arginal and therefore irrelevant to a dem ocratic majority. The reality o f Codex as
an arena w here interests are defended, as opposed to an ideal scientific decision
m aking process, is therefore blam ed on a variety o f actors, especially public
interest INGOs, Europe and, to a lesser extent, developing countries, w ho bring
illegitim ate concerns into the negotiations.

The distinction between risk m anagem ent and risk assessm ent was used to
distinguish between supposedly more politics-based and science-based decision
m aking within Codex. The principles docum ent, the first docum ent produced by
the Taskforce, was understood by these policym akers as ‘m ore political’ and
concerned with risk m anagem ent, while the subsequent guidelines docum ents
w ere based on scientific decisions and concerned with risk assessment.

Codex is conceptualised as a technocracy, placing science in contrast to decision
m aking based on interests and democracy. Dem ocracy is understood as messy,
tim e consuming, illegitim ate and leading to sub-optim al decisions, w hile science
‘sort o f speaks for its e lf (A m erican scientist 4), and is therefore understood as
outside politics. Governm ents should therefore not necessarily represent the
wishes o f their country’s citizens within a decision-making process because
consumers are ignorant and irrational and do not necessarily know w hat is best for
them. D em ocracy can lead to bad decision-making.
It’s w hether w e’d all be better o ff with philosopher kings or not, I
don’t know. It’s, we certainly like the idea o f dem ocracy, but I think
you have to recognise that the m ore you involve people and values and
stuff it gets pretty m essy, and you have to look at everybody’s, what
are they bringing to the table, w hat m otivations and so on, and it
becom es, you know, and does anybody have an interest in clarity or
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would they rather see everything a little hazy so that their baser
motives w on’t be so obvious (American 4).
The attitude o f ‘we know b est’ is central to this science-based discourse on the
Codex policymakers. As w e saw in chapter six, Thom pson’s (1997) criticises the
science-based optim isation approach, and utilitarianism in general, for being
dictatorial and not allow ing other opinions to be heard.

1.2 Seekers-of-change - R epresenting the Political and E conom ic context and
social change
C onsum er and environm ental INGO representatives and some government
delegates construct Codex as a political arena w here pow er relations are evident
and policym akers are representing various interests (and share m any o f the same
assum ptions o f the political discourse discussed below). These policym akers
express environm ental and civic orders o f w orth and w ant to achieve specific
solutions to the problem o f biotechnology. In doing this, they construct (or at least
try to construct) Codex and the Taskforce decision-m aking process as a
representative dem ocracy and try to focus its attention on the aspirations o f
environm ental and civic orders o f worth: environm ental protection, social change
and equality. They construct them selves as having a political position or having
interests rather than being objective. The w ay respondents conceptualise Others,
and themselves in contrast, illustrates how they conceptualise their aims and
activities. Interestingly, not only do they critique the aims and activities o f
industry and certain bureaucratic perspectives w ithin the Taskforce, but also the
aims and objectives o f some other NGOs.

Com ing from civic and environm ental discourses, these policym akers are
concerned about the production process as well as the characteristics o f the
product. They view food choices as com plex and m ultifaceted rather than dictated
purely by risks to human health. They consum ed food for political and economic
reasons such as solidarity, and they supported the inclusion o f m any o f these
concerns in the international regulation o f GM food. Anim al w elfare, the
environm ent, religious and ethical beliefs and econom ic survival all become
legitim ate w ays o f evaluating biotechnology. This is partly because, unlike the
pro-biotechnology discourses w hich tended to construct a distinction between the
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technology and the im plications o f its im plementation, these respondents often
actively highlighted the political, econom ic and institutional context into which the
technology would be placed. Context therefore influenced the extent to which
biotechnology was understood as beneficial. The users o f this discourse believed
that the present dom inance o f industry m eant that biotechnology would not be
used for sustainable agriculture or to benefit poor farmers. O ne o f their main aims
therefore was to change the unequal pow er structures o f the agricultural/food
systems.
(Laughing) I’d change the w hole pow er dynam ics [o f the present food
and agricultural system]. Y ou’d get rid o f industrialised food systems
in the pow er o f corporations and ... you’d focus on sustainable, more
sustainable agricultural practices and actually giving pow er back to
m ore local com m unities, because they are going to have to make
decisions for themselves. W e can’t dictate what they should do. So I
w ould try to, if I could do anything or help anything, I would try to
em power local peoples to take more control over their lives and
livelihoods. And in an ideal world we would have m ore ecologically
rational systems. So they would tend to be smaller, more diverse,
sm aller num ber of, m uch shorter distances for food, you would
drastically reduce food miles. And so you would see, in the United
States what that would mean is smaller farms, huge increase in
com m unity-supported agriculture. You know, farmers markets and
sm aller m ore diverse system s and you’d also have to do it, you can ’t
just do it if you are looking at agriculture it’s a w hole system so you
can’t ju st do it on the farms, there is the input suppliers... you’d have
to break the m onopoly o f the seed and the other manufacturers so you
have to, one thing that w ould be crucial is stop patenting on life forms,
because th at’s led to the buying up o f seed com panies and the
consolidation o f input industries. So you would have to change the
input industries and then you would have to look at the output
industries, there has been a consolidation in the distributors and
particularly the superm arket chains. That would all be in an ideal
w orld that would all be changed, you would have, yeah, much sm aller
local m arkets and you’d have a more dem ocratic control over
international m arkets as well (NGO 2).
Rather than the scientific truth about the safety o f GM food, they stress the pow er
relations, econom ic, environm ental and ethical context o f biotechnology, as well
as food safety.

An im portant cleavage between respondents from this seekers-of-change tradition
and those that are supportive o f biotechnology is their understanding o f change. As
w e can see from the last quote, policym akers from this perspective, w hen asked
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w hat they would hke to change, were very quick to answer, as if they had thought
about that question many tim es and wanted to change things considerably. In
contrast, w hen I asked the same question o f other respondents, some were unsure
about how to answer, and although they did com e up with answers, it was clear
that m any o f them had not thought in that w ay previously. Respondents seeking
social change expressed frustration at people’s acceptance o f the status quo,
especially human suffering and inequality. As this governm ent representative
explains:
I did that [talk to people about m y views on socialism and capitalism],
for exam ple, w ith one o f the, even more o f the A m ericans and they
listened carefully, it w as fun, they listen, because m any people ju st
don’t w ant to hear about that because they think its evil to talk about
the social ethics system. ... I always try to make people aware o f the
huge injustice. So, for example, I spent a couple o f days in New
O rleans just before the hurricane cam e over that city or that area and
... I saw that this is such a poor, a very poor, a very poor, there is so
m any poor people there. And so I, when I see that I try to talk to my
colleagues and telling them that I feel, I feel very bad if I see that and
that som ething should. ... and I felt really, very, very, what is it, very
pity for him. I dislike this feeling because it is ju st helpless and then I
tried to share it ... with m y colleagues and one o f them said, ‘yes I find
it also very hard to accept it’, and I said ‘how can you accept it, you
need to change it’ so I try to (European Scientist 5).

As we saw in previous chapters, respondents from a civic and green perspective
w ere critical o f industry’s role in food production, which they considered
unhealthy, unsafe, environm entally dam aging and disem pow ering for farmers.
They w anted constraints put on capitalism because industry was viewed as
inherently self-interested. Industry’s role w ithin standard-setting at the Taskforce
was also criticised because these respondents believed some o f the representatives
w ere disingenuous about their desire to protect public health.
Am, well it really depends on w hether I got a sense that they had a
genuine desire to reach the goal o f having, let’s say, a sound safety
standard. Or w hether I felt that they w ere being obstructionist and, or
just, were totally focussed on the industry’s need to m ake m oney...
[and] prevent anything that could interfered w ith that (NGO 3).
O f course, those who were very supportive o f industry and capitalism also
characterised industry as self-interested but saw a focus on profit as legitimate.
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There was huge variation in how poHcymakers from consum er/environm ental
groups portrayed those groups and individuals who they saw as m ore sympathetic
to industry interests. One respondent for exam ple argues that she prefers not to
talk to industry people because they view the world so com pletely differently and
she does not have respect for their views. The m ajority o f policym akers from this
discourse

said

how ever that they talked

to

industry representatives

and

representatives o f industry-sym pathetic counties and liked some o f them as people,
despite criticising their positions and strategies.
I talked to the industry people, some I liked better than others. And
some o f whom I think are quite decent people, some o f whom, like.
I’m not so m uch (NGO 3).
In this sense they seem to follow the more bureaucratic discourse in that they
create a distinction between individuals and the roles they play within the
negotiation process.

Consum er/environm ental groups and those sympathetic to their positions were
critical o f unequal pow er relations within the agri/food system but also how those
were translated into the decision-m aking process w ithin the Taskforce and its
outcomes. Reducing inequality was central to their identity; for this respondent,
this cam e from a particular religious tradition, but for most other respondents it
came from far m ore secular positions.
I ’m [a particular religious faith] and my father used to read to me
stories from the Bible w hen I was a kid and especially from the
prophets, and w hat is the m essage? I don’t know why people don’t get
it all these Bible thum pers is that ... you’re supposed to speak truth to
power. ... god says ‘w hat is the fact that I want you to know, it is not
that you should go hungry, it is that you should feed the hungry, it is
the you should cloth the poor, it is that..’, no, the m essage is real clear,
and I took it in. ... I am religious, I am also radical, I am not liberal.
I’m radical. A nd I don’t see any conflict in them. ... I mean, they
[colleagues] did n ’t all com e from m y background but people would
say things like ah, ‘well basic ethics taught me this or th at’ or ‘I saw
this outrage and I said to m y self when I was growing up, that
shouldn’t be and I rem em bered th at’ ... but if you see it as the truth,
the fact that the more powerful, o f course w e have thousands o f
expressions to show us that often pow er doesn’t speak the truth, like
Bush and w eapons o f mass destruction, need I go on. And it is
im portant to stand up and say, ‘there were no weapons o f mass
destruction, we don’t need genes to feed the hungry o f the world, you
need global equity, there is enough food in the world, blah, blah, blah.
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The only reason there is famine in Ethiopia is because people in
Ethiopia don’t have the m oney to buy the food that is available,
etcetera, etcetera (NGO 1).
They are conscious that their focus on econom ic justice puts them at odds with
some o f the policymakers.

A distinction can be m ade between the topics they feel particularly concerned
about and the b elief that these topics should be discussed in Codex. For example,
even though very few o f these respondents considered them selves particularly
religious, they argued that religious beliefs, as w ith ethical concerns, should be
allowed to influence the regulation o f biotechnology."*’
Yeah, [the state should be involved in labelling for people’s right to
know that food is kosher] that’s w hy we have government, that is w hy
people get together and create government. ... Because they have the
sanctioning power. Yes, and we should be able to sanction people who
claim their m eat’s kosher when it’s not. Ok? That is why we have
government. Part of, that sounds a little bit idealistic but I’m entitled to
be, I can be jaded but I can be idealistic too (NGO 1).
Seekers-of-change believe that the Taskforce should not be restricted to scientific
issues, because they rely on a discourse o f representative dem ocracy which allows
ethical concerns to be raised within Codex. From this civic discourse, decision
m aking process in Codex is understood as being bureaucratic rather than
dem ocratic, because the officials are unduly influenced by industry and do not
listen to their citizens’ concerns.
At this m om ent, [my country’s] ... governm ent sends delegations to
the Codex meeting but, and [my country’s] governm ent intervene to
say som ething... but that opinion, those opinions don’t reflect our
people’s opinions and, and it is the Codex discussion is totally
separated from congress ... so the, if those Codex discussion, if our ...
[parliamentary] system is connected with the Codex discussion it
would be m ore dem ocratic I think, but only bureaucrats decide
everything about Codex, so I think in the, in a dom estic level it’s a
very big problem . I think it is also true in other countries (NGO 5).

U nlike the respondents who com e from technocratic and, as we will see, certain
bureaucratic perspectives on decision making, these respondents do not construct

■*' T his could be understood as a purely strategic position, as wider criticism s o f
b iotechnology could be legitim ised, opening the p ossibility for alliances.
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themselves as unbiased. W hether something is rational or not is irrelevant,
especially because m any o f their concerns cannot be evaluated using science. It
could be argued that this is a consequence o f the fact that they are critical o f the
food industry and its relative pow er w ithin food production, and that therefore it
w ould not make sense to construct them selves as unbiased. H owever they also use
scientific arguments to

legitimise particular positions with regard

to the

construction o f the problem and its solution. Indeed, one respondent argued that
they, as well as industry, use science to legitimise their positions within Codex,
but that it becom es so confusing because one looses track o f w hy one is arguing
for that particular position in the first place.
So, if we say, ‘ethics or religion’ it can be considered ‘oh its not
legitimate factors’. So it’s very difficult, ... so I think its important to,
first to, ... when we make the scope for the Taskforce, its important to
broaden the scope for our views, but if we couldn’t do, I mean, if we
decided to focus only in science or only in safety, in narrow meaning,
we try to relate these ethic issue with safety issue or scientific issues
so, ... (laugh) w e need techniques to do so. ... Yeah, [this is difficult]
and if we use too much for this kind o f technique we d o n ’t know the
true m eaning o f w hat we are saying and m any people are doing so.
T hat’s why the discussion or the negotiation becom es more difficult
and difficult, you know. It’s very, I mean, com plicated for the people’s
discussion and we try to hide the true meaning, so, but we have to do
so (NGO 4).
However, even those respondents who use scientific arguments do not consider
themselves objecfive, even if they give certain objective credibility to the science
they use. Positionality, rather than objectivity,'*^ is also legitimised because it
facilitates solidarity with particular m arginalised groups.
NGOs come in a w hole host o f configurations. There are some that are
academ ically based and claim that, they think that they are neutral and
above the fray, when o f course, they are not because by definition
being above the fray m eans you are not involved with the people who
are on the ground doing the fighting and suffering the consequences. I
mean, this w hole idea about being at arms length, m aking it m ore
objective, no it makes you more, let me ju st say it m akes you less
sensitive to the realities o f w hat’s going on (NGO 1).
Solidarity with groups who are less powerful is w hy some o f these policym akers
are critical o f purely individualistic activity to achieve social change. As we saw in
chapter five, ethical consum ption is accepted as a strategy for social change, but it
O f course, objectivity is also a position, because objectivity is an impossibility.
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is believed that collective activity w hich tries to change pow er relations is also
needed to achieve w idespread social change.

2. Self-understanding through the decision-making process
2.1 The Taskforce as political - representing interests
Politically

savvy

negotiators

conceptualised

themselves

as

legitim ately

representing particular positions in a political negotiation process. W ho or what
the policym akers w ere representing w ithin the Taskforce depends on which
delegation they are m em bers o f National delegates, for exam ple, saw them selves
as advocates o f guidelines that reflected the cultural perspectives o f their country,
the national legal fram ework, or the interests o f their governm ent or fellow
citizens. The extent to w hich a countries legal framework is com patible to Codex,
especially now with its link with the W TO, is particularly im portant because
countries m ay be brought before the W TO disputes settlem ent body for not
com plying with Codex standards.
this [work in the OECD taskforce] is going to lay the groundw ork for
things in the future. ... w e were kind o f aware o f w hat we w ere doing
as far as level im pact, but also quite aware o f ... their responsibility to
have w hatever cam e out reflect their culture, their legal framework
(A m erican scientist 6).

W hat is particularly im portant about this discourse, and distinguishes it from the
more bureaucratic and scientific perspectives, is that it views interest based
politics as legitimate.
Q. W hat about the code o f practice and the guidelines from Codex, do
you think they’re based on science?
A. M adame, Ok, you are naive enough to think that kind o f question is
serious. International discussion, w hatever the forum ... if you read the
Cartagena Protocol, only people who participated in the w riting o f the
docum ent understands w hat it means. N obody can understand w hat it
m eans, because this is ju st cryptic. And this w ord is there because it
was better in this place o f the sentence, because it m eans that and not
that, but if it is m oved from 2 words further or before, the business link
to the sentence will be com pletely changed (European Scientist 9).
Strategic know ledge is legitimised as alliances are actively developed, as
particular languages are used at the meetings and other delegates outside the
m eeting are lobbied to ensure they achieve their goals. Rather than appealing to a
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scientific rational language, they described the negotiation process as a combat, a
game or, in a less oppositional metaphor, a theatre o f negotiation. Policymakers
using this discourse therefore often describe how interests are disguised within the
negotiation process through strategies like using science to legitimise interestbased positions (discussed later in this chapter). Interestingly, one respondent
argued that these strategies to ensure that interests w ere not directly discussed
stemmed partly from bourgeois antipathy to discussing money. A nother reason
policymakers do not engage in econom ic debates within the decision-making
process is that, because they are using the cost/benefit analysis o f the optimisation
approach and they see econom ic calculations as so m uch a part o f the negotiations,
they do not see these calculations as anyway problem atic and therefore do not feel
they need to be discussed. This seems particularly true o f respondents with a neo
liberal, m arket-oriented perspective.

W ithin this strategic, interest-based conceptualisation o f the decision-making
process, the influence o f the international legal framework on states or certain
stakeholders is highlighted. The fact that the SPS and TBT agreements use Codex
as a reference for dispute settlem ent procedures w ithin the WTO means that
policymakers are conscious o f how their national legal frameworks aligned with
Codex. As we have already seen, some respondents with a particularly strong
scientific perspective criticised Europeans for trying to bring OLFs into Codex and
saw this as m erely a strategy to align international law with European law.
Respondents who understand the Taskforce as political are more likely to be
cognisant o f the geo-politics interests involved in a particular issue and to defend
theirs.
People play in the Codex game for a variety o f reasons. We play in the
Codex game largely to m ake sure that our ox is not gored, alright? ...
That means that we d o n ’t [want] to have another country developing
an international standard that we are going to have obligations for
under the W TO, so we w ant to be at the table. W hether we use that
standard or not is immaterial; we ju st want to m ake sure that whatever
Codex does is not going to hurt us (American scientist 7).
W ithin this discourse, trade interests and how the Taskforce m ight influence them
are m ore likely to be considered legitim ate concerns. Trade holds a unique
position w ithin Codex, not only because it is central to the objectives o f Codex,
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along with the protection o f hum an health, but also because facilitating trade is
seen as a legitim ate concern w ithin Codex. Trade is, therefore, the only aspect o f
risk m anagem ent that had w idespread support from policym akers enthusiastic
about a scientific approach to decision-making. In Codex, and those aspects o f
international law for w hich it forms the basis, trade is the only aspect which is
allowed to influence food safety, and food safety is the only aspect allowed to
influence international trade. Trade and food safety are therefore constructed to
have a m utually inclusive relationship and other concerns about food are excluded
from international food policy.

Although this discourse portrays the negotiation process as interest-based politics,
these individual policym akers do not necessarily share positions w ith the group
they are representing on how the problem or solution should be defined. Interestbased politics, or their positionality with regard to the problem , does not therefore
necessarily explain why some o f these respondents act in particular w ays within
the decision-m aking process.

2.2 Bureaucracy - Honest Brokers
Policym akers from all the different types o f organisations in Codex constructed
them selves as representing other people’s views and as if they w ere honest brokers
w ithin the negotiation.
... w e’re all com ing from a background, m ost people representing their
governments, and, and/or are bureaucrats, ... representing inter
governmental organisations, so you try to do this job, you’re not
representing your personal point o f view, you’re representing the view
o f your governm ent or m inistry or organization. ... w e’re not
representing ourselves (European 3).
This may mean they represent the interests o f particular groups (industry,
consum ers or citizens), using the Taskforce to im prove their econom ic, health,
pow er or environm ental positions. In this way, it is sim ilar to the previous two
political discourses. However, this discourse focuses m ore on the short-term
process o f decision-m aking leading up to the Taskforce, rather than the longer
term geopolitical relationships over trade disputes in the WTO. It often focuses far
less on interests and more on the process by which decisions are m ade at the
national or organisational level and the roles o f actors, including their ow n role in
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consensus building. They usually described their activity within the Taskforce as
representing

national/organisational

positions

on

particular

shorter-term

negotiation issues rather than broader interests like the environm ent or industry.
Q. Do you think you’re in a good position to be able to change
perspectives or to be able to inform?
A. Well w e’re in a good position to inform because, I mean, the
purpose o f consultation is to get the range o f views. And to make sure
that m inisters know what those range o f views are. So we should be
aware, and our task and responsibility at hom e is to m ake sure w e’re
aware o f the range o f perspectives that people have and how they
relate to the particular issues under consideration (A nglophone 4).

Unsurprisingly, there w ere variations in what this process entailed, as national
governm ents have different decision-m aking structures. However, there was also
considerable sim ilarity as most o f the national delegates described a process o f
negotiation in which ideas and positions were discussed and finalised at m eetings
with various ministries. The involvem ent o f stakeholders in this process was also
sometimes mentioned. There were two main ways in which respondents described
their roles: I am objective, I listen to the m inister or to everyone, and try to
construct a consensus, or, I explain m y view and try to convince people throughout
the process but ultim ately I have to accept and represent the position taken. These
different positions were expressed by policym akers w ithin the same governm ents,
w hich means that national or structural factors do not com pletely explain or
determ ine the differences these policym akers have in relation to their selfunderstandings.

2.2.1 Objective
Respondents from this discourse described their role w ithin this process as a
listener, as trying to find out what other people were thinking and to com e up with
a position that would suit everyone. Having a particularly strong position o f o n e’s
own was, therefore, not necessarily positive as it prevented listening to other
views. A sim ilar self-understanding views themselves as not getting involved in
interest-based politics at all, but presenting the scientific opinion to the national
decision-m akers, often the ministry, so they can make a decision based on both
science and interests/politics.
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A. Seldom happens [I disagree with those in p o w er],... they are
introducing som ething th at’s really against our view or against the
science, scientific evidence we can always voice out. And even they
don’t listen a hundred percent they’ll listen, seventy percent, sixty
percent (laugh). So we should make a com prom ise w ith them early on.
Q. So it is m ore scientific, you don’t get involved in th e ...?
A. In the politics?
Q. Yeah, or..?
A. Not so m uch, because we are not sufficient at that. W e provide
options for the secretary to make decisions. And once he m akes the
decision w e’ll execute it (Asian scientist 2).
Some o f the respondents argued that input from the m inister w ould depend on the
particular topic under discussion and w hether it was particularly sensitive. The
respondents who usually expressed this view o f the national process also described
the Codex negotiations in a sim ilar way, as betw een people w ith different cultural
perspectives, who need to open up and discuss the specificity o f their particular
position in order to reach consensus.
You want to explain your position to them if they, if you believe that
they’ve m isunderstood or they m ay have said that m ade you think, and
say “oh w ait a minute, w hat does that m ean?” So you want to engage
with them. ... So you really do need to be w illing to listen and be
w illing to leam, and the best contribute to the best kind o f consensus.
... I think, fundam entally the people that are raising concerns are
sincere, and so it’s really a question o f m aking sure that we address
those and they get addressed. You know, on both sides; ... there are
com panies, there are countries that have significant industries in
biotechnology and they w ant to advance that and develop that so. But
you d on’t want, you know, sort of, railroad the other concerns that are
real and that needs to be considered as well (A m erican scientist 3).

This discourse is sim ilar to the self-understandings o f the experts in that they can
construct others as em otional and irrational, but it is the over zealousness o f both
pro and anti-biotechnology positions that they criticise rather than the lack o f
scientific basis for their arguments.
Yeah, there was a w ide variety o f opinions. Aha. A nd there were those
that felt that any concession that the US made w as terrible, and then
there was those that w ere more tactical, but they w orked to try to get
som ething that, but accept that we might. ... I ’d be m ore practical,
yeah. ... Do I know people who are like that [believed any concession
was terrible] and w hy they think that? T hey’re zealots. You know, they
really believe it’s kind o f like everybody talks to you about foreign
policy and this is a fun little piece o f it and there is, sort of, a moral
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im perative for us to always take the high road on everything, always
stand on, a kind o f boulder, and it’s kind of, sad, because, and I think,
and those people who live with that, because I know many o f them and
their lot, but it borders on that, it’s almost like, you know, that they
representing good and that others with different views are not
representing good. So, I think, there’s a type o f extremism in the, there
certainly is, definitely in the anti-field m ovem ent and there probably is
to be fair in the very extrem e pro view (American 1).

Confidence in the validity o f their own position w ith regard to solving the problem
varies. But in m ost cases they do share m any o f the assum ptions o f a particular
side in the debate on biotechnology and in m any cases give exam ples o f w hen they
tried to persuade other policym akers o f the validity o f their particular position. The
fact that they represent them selves as unbiased means they are m ore open to the
science-based approach, w hich also understands them as unbiased. For some
however, this discourse is particularly important for explaining their role in the
decision-m aking process, as they argue plural positions are valid.
Q. So what would happen if you w ent against your [countries view]?
A. No, it doesn’t happen. (Laugh) I have no problem s to, if it cam e to
it, but it doesn’t happen. Because, many times the problem is not clearcut. ... it is not right or wrong, in a full w ay (A sian scientist 2).
Respondents taking the science-based approach exude confidence in their ability
to use science as an objective universal tool to define the best w ay o f doing
something. In contrast, this group present them selves as being fallible and open to
multiple positions.
I’m sure in m any cases that, ... I mean for me, m y understanding o f
some o f these issues is lim ited by m y experiences and so there will be
things that will be said from tim e to time that don’t w ork in accord
w ith m y experience so I w on’t agree with that. But it could be that I ’m
the one w ho’s wrong. Okay, it doesn’t mean that the other people are
w rong or whatever, it ju st means that we have a different
understanding. So yeah, no, I think th at’s true. ... that there will be
m any times w hen I don’t have enough o f an understanding o f an issue.
Or I disagree w ith som ebody based on m y understanding, and it m ight
not be that it’s, that m y understanding that’s right. It m ight be that it’s
m y understanding th at’s w rong (Anglophone 4).
They therefore, try to ‘inform ’ the decision-m aking rather than ‘change’ other
peoples’ positions. They understand them selves as part o f the bureaucratic process
(although some o f them do not use that term), as an honest broker rather than an
independent actor w ith som ething o f their own to add.
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No, we d on ’t try to change people’s perspectives. W e try to understand
people’s perspectives. Okay? And we try to pick up their positions.
W e try to, ju st to share the inform ation w ith them, to provide a
platform for exchanging the views and harm onising the views (M iddle
Eastern scientist).

2.2.2 Persuasive but representing the position o f others
Some o f the respondents argued how ever that they did take a particular position on
biotechnology w ithin the national or organisational decision-m aking process and
tried to convince people o f its merits by being as clear and persuasive as possible.
W ell, I think, yeah, yeah, well the quick answ er is yes [I did have
control over what I was saying during the decision m aking process]. I
feel often, particularly when you are developing positions that you
personally d o n ’t agree with, som etim es there is a certain degree o f
frustration. But then again it is important to realise that the
responsibility that you have to go and so you do argue loud and strong
for a particular view, and sometimes you’re successful and sometimes
y ou’re not, and that is the nature o f the beast. It happens and fine, you
m ake your points, and you agree, great, and if you don’t agree, well,
ok, fine. You stay on and it’s just, there’s no room at least, I think from
a professional for, I guess, sour grapes. Ok, you make your point
professionally and you don’t let it get to a personal level. You know, I
go home at night and I forget about the office (Anglophone 2).
It w as argued that it was not always possible to influence the process sufficiently,
som etim es because other people had greater experience or scientific knowledge.
However, the respondents had different levels o f pow er w ithin the decision
m aking process, with some exerting enough influence to bring the governm ent or
group position close to their own. The dichotom y between policym akers who view
them selves as agents and those who view them selves as facilitators could relate to
their institutional position. However, institutional position does not explain it fully,
as respondents w ith apparently sim ilar positions also view things differently.

Although policym akers who take particular positions in the decision-m aking
process are giving them selves far greater agency, w hich can be associated with the
legitim isation o f interest-based politics in the decision-m aking process, it can also
lead to conceptualising the solution to the problem as the best solution because it
has em erged from the decision-m aking process. Like the respondents discussed
above, who believe they are unbiased, honest brokers, this perspective can lead to
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a very sim ilar conclusion to the science based approach, in that both conceptualise
decision-m aking as apolitical. For example, differences in power between the
various delegations are absent from honest brokers’ and experts’ descriptions o f
the process. Respondents who describe the decision-m aking process in this way
also tend to describe C odex’ decision-m aking as leading to ‘best international
practice’.
I mean th at’s w hy I guess sharing inform ation is im portant because
you get those different perspectives and then, and something like the
Taskforce you get a w hole range o f views. And then eventually some
sort o f consensus arrives around, kind of, where the bulk o f the
inform ation lies, where is the weight o f evidence. And that gives you a
feel for, kind of, where things are really at as opposed to w here you
m ight think they are from your own limited understanding
(A nglophone 4).

2.2.3 Bureaucrats: Democracy and technocracy
The positions that policym akers take can therefore slip into a science-based
perspective which would support a technocracy. However, it can also result in the
acceptance o f a m ore participatory dem ocratic view o f the decision-m aking
process. The position o f various stakeholders or the public’s view represented by
the elected politicians, becom e legitim ate within this process even if they are not
com patible with the science based optim isation approach.
U ltimately, again, if you have a m ajor division o f views then generally
people will end up saying, well if we can’t decide, or come to a
com mon view about what is the best thing to do, then ultim ately you
w ould go to the M inisters w ith that sort o f position for them to make a
decision on policy issues because, I mean, that’s w hat M inisters are
for, they’re elected to do that (Anglophone 4).
The decision-m aking process is extended to not only include scientific data, which
are described by those representing the scientific discourse as ‘facts’ and therefore
a singular truth, but also to include the multiple concerns o f consumers. This can
be understood as the risk m anagem ent process, but one which is more inclusive
than the science-based conceptualisation o f risk management. For example,
respondents from this perspective believed that ethics could be legitim ately
included in the regulation o f food biotechnology.
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W hether they tried to influence the process or see them selves as representing the
m inisters’

or

governm ents’

positions,

or

the

consensus

w ithin

the

national/organisational process between various groups, they all accept that the
positions they represent are not necessarily their own. This sharply distinguishes
them from those who strongly want to impose their own perspectives on food
biotechnology within decision-m aking and governm ent policy. However, it was
surprisingly seldom that the latter expressed dissatisfaction w ith the particular
position they were representing. In general they share it. Although most
respondents expressed a bureaucratic view very few o f them expressed it
exclusively. M ost believed they were representing som ething m ore m eaningful
than a purely bureaucratic structure.

2.3. Self-understandings w hen focusing on the policy-m aking process
W ithin this context o f a possible conflict between their own beliefs and the
positions they advocate w ithin the Taskforce, it is im portant to ask what meaning
they give to the w ork they do. This is particularly im portant for those respondents
who seem to have no personal position on how the problem o f biotechnology
should be defined, or w here their personal position seems to be quite different
from the position they represent. Policym akers derive m eaning from their activity
by constructing a boundary between the public and private self and finding
satisfaction in their job.

2.3.1 Public and private self
A very important and frequently expressed conceptualisation o f their own position
w as a distinction betw een their personal private self and their w ork in the public
sphere. They often did not talk to their family and friends about w hat they did at
w ork, for example. This allowed them to accept a bureaucratic and political
discourse w here they represent the views and interests o f other people and not
their own.

2.3.2. Duty: to work or to the nation
It is not outside the realm o f possibility that some o f the respondents representing
nations, and from a nationalistic discourse, w ould legitimise their positions with
reference to national sovereignty and a personal desire to serve the nation or the
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government. However, this was decidedly absent from their discourses. A few
respondents expressed

satisfaction

at helping their country, especially by

representing its legal framework as opposed to a global good but they w ere in a
small minority. This could be because they take their own nationalism so much for
granted that they feel it does not need to be said. It is more probable that universal
values, for exam ple, science, food safety, free trade and to a lesser extent, equality,
are legitimised w ithin Codex decision-m aking far more than national interests. As
we have seen, this was particularly the view o f the experts w hich used science to
delegitim ise interest-based politics, and the view o f the bureaucrats who view
negotiation in particularly apolitical terms. These positions could be understood as
tactics to achieve larger goals, and I have no doubt that it is on some level.
However, I believe these policym akers are not particularly nationalistic. One
respondent argued that acting as chair did not cause any conflict o f interest
because acting for the national interest was similar to acting for the global interests
because food safety was the same for everybody."*^
[I saw m y role as] As negotiator at times, yes. W hen I was head o f ...
[my country’s] delegation, for example, supposedly m y job was to
look after the people [o f m y country], but it broadened, and looking,
w hen you get right down to it, you know, looking after the people [of
my country] when you’re talking about science, and basing products
on science, is really no different than looking after the world. So, and
I’ve always had a fondness for developing countries so I always tried
to help them any tim e I could (American 6).
Very few expressed nationalism with regard to their own eating habits or
advocated labelling for nationalistic reasons.

A sense o f duty or conscientiousness towards their work is far more im portant to
these respondents than a strong sense o f nationalism and explains their action
w ithin the Taskforce far more. M y respondents gave a num ber o f reasons for w hy
they found their work satisfying, w hich did not relate to the outcom es o f the
Taskforce. A lthough m any agreed that Codex m eetings are often ‘like w atching
paint d r y ...’ (A m erican 2), at times a contentious topic sparked o ff animated
discussions. The policym akers described skills or aptitudes o f theirs which were

This is particularly important for this respondent because he is a strong advocate of the
scientific optimisation approach and argues that different levels of food safety are
appropriate because of the cost/benefit ratios in implementing controls.
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useful for different aspects o f the negotiation process, and took pride in being
good at their work and being chosen to represent their organisation or country.
Practical benefits o f their particular job, such as good pay or being based in a
particular city were also important.

The Taskforce, unlike m any earlier Codex com m ittees, was heralded as a great
success because it produced so m any docum ents in such a short time. M any o f the
respondents took great personal satisfaction in being involved in an efficient
decision-m aking process. One, for example, argued that it was the highlight o f his
career because, as a senior delegate, he felt he had helped to produce such an
outcome. In contrast, Europeans who had w orked in the area o f regulating
biotechnology expressed com plete dissatisfaction at being involved at a European
decision m aking level because it was slow and boring.
Yes [I’d like to m ove forward],
well I ’ve left this field three years
n o w ... . I had w orked in this area for 11 years .... I had w orked in
different departm ents ... and some people are telling me this is a field,
that if you have left if for 5 years, you go back and see nothing has
happened. And this is very boring (laugh) (European Scientist 2).

3. Negotiating Positionality and Managing the Self
The policym akers varied considerably in how far they w ere w illing to represent
other people’s views rather than their own. Those who understood their role
through a bureaucratic discourse were perfectly happy representing other peoples’
views and interests at Codex, even when these were slightly or significantly
different from their own. This was far m ore difficult for the expert and seekers-ofchange policym akers w ho hold particular positions on biotechnology and who
understood their role in the Taskforce as representing these particular views. One
respondent therefore criticised the non-positionality o f bureaucrats and lawyers in
particular, finding it incom prehensible to act w ithin the Taskforce w ithout having
a strong personal position.
Q. So you try to stay aw ay from representing organisations that you
w ouldn’t agree with.
A. T hat’s right. M any lawyers, is w here I have a disagreem ent with
m any lawyers because they are interested in the dollar and not
principle.
Q. So you would consider yo u rself...
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A. More, m ore principles than lawyers, not all lawyers are like that.
T hat’s w hat’s com mon, you know, very com mon (American 5).
However, the m ajority o f policym akers were somewhere in the middle; they had
their own beliefs about what decisions should be made and tried to influence the
decision-m aking process to a certain extent, but were also willing to represent
views that they did not share. It is therefore significant that m ost o f the
policymakers agreed, to a large extent, with the position they had to represent at
the Taskforce."*"*

This section explores the ways in which policym akers try to construct their own
voice within the context o f representing others. Policym akers are confronted with
difficult decisions about their own activity and the maintenance o f their selfunderstandings, particularly when

institutional controls and norms prevent

policymakers from acting the w ay they would like. They use a variety o f strategies
to maintain particular m eanings o f the self when their position within the
Taskforce is inconsistent with their own discourses. By analysing these strategies
it is possible to highlight the policym akers’ priorities, as they chose from a variety
o f discourses that give meaning to their work. These strategies are explored by
analysing the m eanings policym akers derive m eaning from reaching an agreement.
The degree o f pow er policym akers had to influence the positions they took within
the decision-m aking process varies greatly, but has a decisive influence on the
meanings they give to their own activity as policymakers. Finally, by taking the
exam ple o f how policym akers position themselves between objective expert and
politically representing particular interests, I show how they negotiate between,
and prioritise different self-understandings.

3.1 Agreement, consensus and harmonisation - strategy or goal
An im portant characteristic w hich almost all the policym akers shared was the
desire to achieve som ething from the negotiation in the form o f principles and
guidance docum ents. This can be understood in a num ber o f different ways. From
a strategic point o f view, industry-oriented perspectives sought guidelines to

In chapter eight I explore in biographical terms how the mutual attraction of
policymakers and employing institutions creates this coherence between their discourses.
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facilitate trade. Bureaucrats also argued that international agreem ents could be
used to legitimise national regulations.
W ell, the scientists in [my country] now producing GM materials.
Having the guideline in hand helps them to assert in the society that
this material, that is ... in the m arket for your consum ption have
already passed through the safety assessm ent and risk analyses
according to internationally agreed upon guidelines. ... Otherwise, no
m atter if you do the safety assessm ent still people w ould like to see
that the assessm ent is, the procedure o f assessm ent itself is approved
by som e total international com m unity or organisation (M iddle Eastern
scientist).
It was also argued that guidelines were particularly useful for developing countries
as they did not have the expertise to construct these types o f docum ents on their
own. From a more critical perspective on biotechnology it was also argued that,
although guidelines did support industry’s position that biotechnology could be
safe, they also implied that not all biotechnology was inherently safe.
because it helps our cause too, the ways it helps our cause w as to have
an international standard that says there in the black and w hite that
these crops can cause health problems. W e have a whole guideline, 25
pages o f rules that are designed to avoid problem s w ith toxins,
allergens and nutritional changes. ...w h en they say “the technology is
harm less” you know, “no GM O has ever hurt anybody so you should
just accepting G M O ” . You know, it gives us a docum ent to say “they
can be harmless, but they can also cause harm , and you have to sort it
out and check them out very seriously” (NGO 3).

There was a pervasive and underlying assum ption am ong the policym akers that
reaching agreem ent was inherently positive, even for those respondents who did
not want a particular outcom e from these international negotiations, or even if the
outcom e when against their particular position. Bureaucrats argued that there was
great satisfaction in getting countries together to talk, as com m unication was seen
as positive in its own right, and because it facilitated regulatory harm onisation.
Well, I quite like ... [my work], because the main thing that we do in
our w ork is we have a certain role as an organisation and our role is to
bring governments together and get them to talk and this is a, it’s a
very funny issue, it’s not the m ost im portant issue in the world, it’s
probably not as im portant as a world peace or nuclear disarm am ent or
something, but it’s very good to, it’s very satisfying to find a way,
w hatever you think personally, it’s very good to bring governm ents
together and get them w orking together on particular projects. You
know, the kind o f projects that we work on here, or the kind o f projects
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that they’re doing in Codex may not look like they solve the problem s,
but the fact that governments are talking together is m uch better than
they are not. And they do get through the discussions a deeper insight
into one another’s positions. The world is a better place, imagine if
there w asn’t a forum or m aybe a few fora w here people are talking
about these things. People’d be going o ff in different directions, you’d
have m ajor disruption in world trade probably, im portant agricultural
products, m uch w orse than it is now. I accept that it’s not great but it’s
satisfying to be able to, I think, get these guys to talk together
(European 3).
In general, harm onisation seems to have becom e an end point in its own right as
some respondents made reference to it without articulating exactly w hy it was
important. This could mean that its benefits are taken so m uch for granted that it
does not need to be articulated. Either way, in this process, it looses its food safety
and, to some extent, its trade facilitating m eanings and becom es a bureaucratic
aspiration.

The need for agreem ent was often highlighted as a reason for restricting the issues
discussed within the Taskforce. The im perative o f consensus was almost
unanim ously held, and m eant that issues which were im portant for stakeholders
and some policym akers, but caused insurm ountable com plexity, were excluded
from the decision-m aking process.

This was understood as a bureaucratic

necessity w here the desire for agreem ent was m ore im portant than the desire to
reach a resolution about various concerns in relation to biotechnology.

The ability to reach an agreem ent m akes civil servants and governm ents look
good. M any o f the policym akers praised the Japanese chair and Japan for their
well-m anaged meetings and subsequent agreement. This desire for progress is a
particularly bureaucratic im age o f work. At its m ost extrem e it m eans that
validation is not achieved through the positive outcom es or solution o f particular
problem s, but rather through fulfilling particular tasks. M any o f the respondents
showed satisfaction at being involved in the decision-m aking process and reaching
an agreement even when they w ere uncertain o f the benefits o f agricultural
biotechnology or even critical o f it from civic and environm ental perspectives.

This supports the scientific approach to regulation and the prioritisation of the safety
attributes of a product, as science is understood as a unifying force which is capable of
overcoming this complexity.
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W ithin this context o f the need for agreement, there was an acceptance o f the need
to maice com prom ises. This can be understood from a bureaucratic discourse, as
the need to reach agreem ent or from a discourse which legitim ises interest-based
politics w here respondents m ake tactical decisions and sacrifice some o f their
ideals to achieve larger goals.
But in that kind o f discussion they [industry] could see that the whole
thing could fall apart over this, and it might, really, on a num ber o f
occasions it becam e the really the issues. Certain things were so
important that the whole thing would, the w hole negotiation w ould fall
apart and you w ould get no agreement if one or the other side couldn’t
give on something. And there were m any times w here the desire to
have overall agreem ent really had to outweigh, a lot o f people could
give on certain points, we gave a lot on allergy assessm ent, I ’m not
satisfied with the allergy assessm ent in there at all, but on balance,
there was so much good in the rest o f the agreement that we could
continue to go forward and endorse it (NGO 3).
The position o f INGOs is particularly interesting in this context. They are forced
to decide w hether it is better to com prom ise, which may mean losing legitim acy
am ong their idealistic constituency because com prom ise legitimises biotechnology
or an unjust decision-m aking process, or to stay very rigid and therefore be
excluded from more influential decision-m aking arenas. Some o f the ESIGO
respondents had m ade a conscious decision to engage in decision-m aking
processes w here they would have an impact, rather than rem aining purely critical
o f the process and being ignored.
They (com prom ises) can be frustrating but on the flip side, the
decision for m y self was do I work at a sm aller N GO or some place that
might be more consistent with what my position is or [this larger
group]; its very well respected and so can have impact. And if I can
move that organisation in a more positive direction I feel that I can
have a much bigger im pact than, for example, taking the full stand that
I m ight like to take if I w ere an academic or at a sm aller NGO. ... So
yeah it’s, being able to work for a large organisation ... and then a
global network and have an im pact there. Fine, that is, I am w illing to
do that kind o f trade-off because I’m not, I think what you have to do
is you have to try to figure out if you w ant to have an im pact on the
world or try to change it? W hat’s m ost im portant? Doing som ething
that’d, where, you can keep yourself pure, or getting the change. And
there are com prom ises you have to m ake to be able to have an im pact
at larger levels. And so th a t’s fine, th at’s fine w ith me (NGO 2).

225

3.2. Power to influence - m aintaining an active voice
Intuitional structures constrained or facilitated their activity and influence how
they understood their activity. How they conceptualised this power was also
important, as individuals who seem to have sim ilar positions still conceptualised
their activity differently. If the views o f respondents were not com pletely
com patible with their organisations’ perspectives, they instead m anage their
selves. They accept or try to change their level o f power w ithin the negotiation
process and described a tipping point at w hich they could not accept the
organisations position and had to take, or not take, particular actions in a strategy
to m aintain their self-understandings. These strategies include seeking more
power, rem aining silent, not representing the organisation/nation on that particular
point, or leaving the organisation completely.

Their level o f pow er depended largely on the processes at the national or
organisational levels w here representatives were given broader or narrower
param eters on which to negotiate. Some policymakers were given position
parameters; those limits at which a positions must be rejected and the optim um to
which they should aspire. These vary. Some countries and organisations set very
wide param eters, giving their delegates greater scope to act.
Yeah, well, in the overall policy, between decisions are made by the
head o f this organisation, sort o f everybody’s influences him. [The
International organisation] ... by all the 150 member organisations,
and I’m bound by that. But those are very big parameters. ... So, I
have quite a bit o f freedom in terms of, you know, at this m eeting
w hen I put m y foot down and said “ [This organisation] ... absolutely
cannot stand for this, if this causes this!” Well, that was me deciding in
the m om ent (laughter) (NGO 3).
Other countries gave their delegates positions w hich had to be presented and any
deviation a delegate would like to make would have to be discussed at the national
level again. Respondents from a particularly bureaucratic perspective saw this
situation as perfectly acceptable"*^

Other policymakers however pointed out that countries which only gave their
delegations rigid positions did not allow their delegates to engage fully in the negotiation
process and were therefore less effective in influencing the outcome of the Taskforce.
Again, one of the other things, that I think particularly developing countries
suffer from, is they have a very rigid position. They go in and they make their
statement about that, and then they have nothing further to say, I mean, and
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We cannot change that we come with a position. I f som ething needs to
be changed we will be need to phone ... [my country] or call the
embassy. .. .we cannot have any personal position (South A m erican 4).
A lack o f consensus within organisations also led to policym akers being silenced.
For one organisation this was due to a com plex internal negotiation process and
conflicting evaluations o f biotechnology w ithin the organisation. The respondent
from this organisation was very disappointed and even angry that ‘we d o n ’t have
any consensus in their organisation, so at the Codex m eeting we d o n ’t, we couldn't
say anything’ (NGO 5), especially because her group shared her criticism s o f
biotechnology. These two examples, therefore, show two very different reactions
to the inability to act due to national/organisational constraints.

However, this

policym aker, although she could not engage in the official decision-m aking
process, she still found a w ay to give m eaning to her activity at the Taskforce.
So, I m ainly w orked to educate our ... m em bers w hat is happening in
the Codex m eeting and I usually work with other NGO delegates ...
we by com m unicating with them our [organisation] got a lot o f
information about Codex, so that we can educate our m em bers (NGO
5).

The extent to which these policym akers are able to influence the negotiation
process is also dependant upon their authority or seniority w ithin their delegation
and the size o f the delegation. Senior policym akers tried to ensure they had as
m uch scope as possible to negotiate effectively w ithin the Taskforce. This could
be understood as a w ay o f trying to ensure they could best represent w hat they
thought. However, m ore often, they were trying to increase their ability to

no ability to really engage. But if you’re trying to develop consensus, there’s
gotta be a dialogue, and the ability to have some movement, not to get
compromising basic principles, but that at least the wording or some aspects
you can work around. And you gotta have the flexibility to do that or
otherwise you can’t be a player. I mean, let me just say this, my observation
is, those who are able to do that are players, and are recognized as such, those
who don’t have that ability, are, I mean, they put in their two cents worth, but
then they, but as that point goes on they don’t, they’re kind of out of it, so
(American 2).
I would also argue that this could also question the extent to which the Codex process is
based on consensus as once a position statement is given by a country within a Codex
meeting, there is very little else they can contribute to the negotiation and are therefore
left outside the argumentation which makes up the decision-making process.
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represent the national legal framework or the policies and issue positions o f their
organisation.
Codex work, I mean, I did have a fair amount o f experience, I was able
to convince m y colleagues and their superiors that we had to have a
certain am ount o f flexibility going into these m eetings (Am erican 2).

Policym akers can draw a very thin line between what is acceptable and what is
not. For example, one respondent did not agree with her country’s position, but
because she was not the lead delegate she did not have to vocalise the position.
She found this acceptable but was unsure what her position would be if she was
called on to speak. She was able to distance herself from those positions enough to
maintain her self-understanding.
Q. W hat do you do in situations where that happens, w here you
disagree with the country, ... the m inistry you’re representing?
A. I’m very happy that I ’m not the ministry, (laughs) that I’m not the
one that has to, that has to state w hat my colleague has to state.
Q. And if you..?
A. That would, yeah, I w ould have a serious problem w ith that.
Q. So if you had to speak at the conference you’d feel.
A. I ’m, kind of, the scientist and he is the regulator and I ’m, kind of,
he is consulting me. I’m consulting him. W hat is it? I give advice,
(laughs) So, this is a convenient situation. And I, when I say, ‘oh that
this could be kind o f stupid’, then it is m y personal, m y scientific
opinion which is my personal opinion. I can say so and leave it to the
others to do what they have to do. O f course I try to convince. But in
this case we share the sam e opinion but still (European Scientist 5).

For some respondents who had a particularly strong view if a situation arose where
policym akers had to represent a view counter to their own, they would excuse
them selves from representing the country/organisation at that particular meeting.
But, as this quote suggests, it w ould depend on the extent to which their views
were curtailed.
Q. Do you ever find that difficult, to say support som ething that you
don’t really, or act as if you support something that you d o n ’t really?
A. ... It’s a job. I think people who couldn’t do that shouldn’t be in
this line o f work, you can ’t. Be it independently, w hen I work for a
government, then if I represented a company. Yes (laugh), it’s
personal; you make the best argument that you can in terms o f your
own views, but then you have to represent what the government
decide. I im agine that if I w ere in some other line o f work w here I,
where the governm ent w as, well first let me give a personal stand by, I

228

have a ... [relation] who works for the state departm ent and she has
w orked on some issues that have to do w ith hum an rights w here she
really had strong m oral feelings that the US position was incorrect, I
think that w ould be extrem ely difficult. I ’ve never been in that kind o f
situation, because I ’m a general proponent o f biotechnology and so is
the US government. So, it’s ju st been on tiny issues. If I felt like I had
to consistently represent a point o f view that was inconsistent w ith my
own personal values then I would go and do another jo b (A m erican 1).
As this quote suggests it takes a particular type o f person to be able to represent
other people’s views, and policym akers discussed how difficult it was to change
from being a scientist to a bureaucrat and the need to abandon their own
positionality.
I’m glad. I’m glad [I m ade the change from science to w orking for the
government], although I miss science sometimes, authority, being an,
is quite different, you need to take into account so m any issues, other’s
than your own opinion, but nevertheless I’m quite glad I took this
position because, obviously, there was a need for governm ent, for the
government to engage experts in such, as well (European Scientist 4).

Respondents explained how they would not take particular work, or had quit a job,
or had thought o f quitting a job, because they did not agree with the positions their
country/organisation was taking on a particular issue. One respondent, who was
particularly ‘interested in social change and environm ental protection’ (NGO 3)
had worked for her governm ent while a governm ent sym pathetic to her views was
in power, but once a governm ent with radically different views cam e into office,
she quit. She partly did so because she knew the new ideology o f those in pow er
made her position tenuous. H er ideas and desire for social change and to protect
the environm ent w ere therefore stronger than her desire to represent her
governm ent who she now often works against in international arenas.

Som e o f the more decision-oriented policym akers express uncertainty about what
action they would take if their organisation did advocate som ething w hich they did
not agree with, as they had never been in this situation. They expressed hope that
they would be strong enough to stand up for what they believed was m orally right.
However, what represents ethical varies betw een cultural groups, and therefore,
the tipping point at w hich respondents feel them selves representing something
intolerable is different.
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3.3. ‘Some very fine lines’ (American scientist 2): Negotiating between an
objective expert and representing specific interests
Experts wanted Codex negotiations to be based on science, but were at Codex as
members o f delegations which w ere representing particular countries and groups.
This m eant that some respondents negotiated a very thin line between portraying
themselves as representing science and as representing interest-based politics.
Here I will explore various outcom es o f this process, showing how the respondents
drew on different discourses and constructed them selves and the decision m aking
process in different ways.

3.3.1 Re-affirming Scientific Facts —identity as scientists
Some industry representatives believed that they were not actively representing the
interests o f industry but rather representing science, and argued that once they
became em broiled in interest-based politics, their specialist know ledge as
scientists was no longer useful to industry.
A. ... a lot o f the things I professionally felt in tune with the US
governm ent and sometimes I was in conflict with the industry. ... I
think that allergenicity ... is an exam ple where, ... I feel ... the US
governm ent position in dealing w ith allergenicity is grounded in
science and som etim es my industry colleagues get away from that. It is
a little bit troublesome.
Q. So they are looking at their own interests?
A. I think that’s true, I think that true. ... some people, one o f the
things we do when we work, some are really, but clearly those o f us
w orking in the food industry, the com pany pays us, keeping and
m aking o f that understanding. Companies d o n ’t pay me to sell
products. I ’m not pretty, I d o n ’t sing, I don’t dance. So I ’m not good at
selling the products, you know that’s not on m y list. W hat the
com pany is paying me for is, the inform ation, the awareness, the
know ledge I have in science and then to help make judgem ents based
upon science about w hat we should do with this. That is what they pay
me for, as soon as I get aw ay from m aking w ise judgem ents, as soon
as I start w alking aw ay from science a little bit, I mean they really
don’t need me. They m ight as well be a guy o ff the street because the
com pany is paying m e for science, scientific knowledge and
judgem ent (Am erican scientist 2).
This respondent is confronted with the scientific facts o f allergenicity which
makes him question the position o f other industry representatives, w hich he
believes to be far m ore interest-oriented than science-oriented (see Table 2.5).
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A ctors are confronted with a scientific consensus or scientific data which
contradicts their assum ptions or interests. Latour (1986) argues that actors are
forced to accept the new consensus or to construct argum ents to show how a new
scientific consensus can still support the old interests. The individual is forced to
choose between identifying with two cultural traditions and two aspects o f their
own biography. The above respondent agues that he is choosing the identity o f
scientist over that o f industry representative, but claims that other industry
representatives chose the interests o f their groups over the scientific data. Some
policym akers involved in this area are pursuing both a scientific and an interest
based political rationale, owing their loyalty as much to the scientific com m unity
as to the interests they are representing.

The scientific consensus also confronted groups critical o f biotechnology with
challenging new ideas. The point that risk free food did not exist due to natural
toxins and allergens forced them to abandon their old anti-biotechnology argument
o f dem anding totally risk-free food.
Well, in the early part o f the discussions, we had to think “w hat is the
basic standard here?” and we started by saying “well, it should ju st be
safe”, and then o f course, industry folks pointed out that there’s plenty
o f conventional foods that isn’t safe per se, some things like potatoes,
if you don’t cook ‘em, or beans, if you don’t cook them, they’ve got
toxins in them. And plenty o f natural foods have natural carcinogens at
low levels so they couldn’t be like a food additive standard. So we
agreed that th at’s unreasonable to say “it has to be ju st plain safe like a
food standard” . So we cam e up with this idea o f as safe... as its
conventional counterpart (NGO 3).

For m ost o f the representatives o f these m ore critical INGOs how ever, the issue o f
choosing between science and their ideals did not em erge because m ost o f them
did not conceptualise them selves as experts and following the rules o f science was
therefore not a high priority for them.

3.3.2 A balancing act - representing Interest-oriented politics and science-based
objectivity
O ther policymakers saw no conflict between these two identities. As the quotes
below show, a respondent argued that Codex is based on sound science and there
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were no political influences throughout the negotiation process. She added
how ever that, as a scientist and a m em ber o f the joint FAO /W HO expert group,
she agreed with the position o f that group, but rejected it when representing her
country’s interests in Taskforce meetings.
Q. Do you think that the guidelines are based on sound science?
A. Yes.
Q. Do you think that any o f the decisions that were made in the
Taskforce ... political decisions?
A. No (South American 4).
I am a very good friend o f ... [another delegate]. He is also, w e are
from the same rows o f experts in the Codex. W hen we were discussing
allergenicity he wanted ... the Taskforce here to follow the decision
tree that FAO was proposed in 2001. And the Taskforce didn’t agree
with that decision tree. So, I was with him in the Taskforce o f 2000.
And then he was telling me ‘oh you didn’t agree with m e’ and I told
‘no I don’t agree because that was one case and here in the Taskforce
is another case, ,.. [my country] is a developing country, I am having a
country position and I cannot agree (South American 4).

Again this could be constructed as a dilem m a between scientific facts and
representing particular interests, but the scientist does not see it in this way, but
rather as an obvious series o f events and alignments depending on context. This
can be understood as the respondent presenting a bureaucratic image o f the self,
but her desire to m aintain the image o f herself and Codex as scientific is startling
in the context o f her supporting her governm ent’s position rather than the
scientific consensus that she had agreed with. The majority o f respondents tried to
represent Codex, and indeed some o f them tried to represent their national decision
m aking process as following the rules o f science, but also portrayed them selves as
representing interests. W here science is held up as both objective and part o f the
decision m aking process, it is not surprising that these types o f contradictions
emerge.

3.3.3 Science as representing interests: science as discourse or belief
The attitude o f policym akers towards interest-based politics is complex and often
contradictory. Their evaluations are influenced m ore by the topic under discussion
than any inherent opinions they m ight have on ‘risk m anagem ent’. Portraying the
problem o f biotechnology as a purely scientific undertaking was also in the best
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interest o f certain groups. It was argued that science was com m only used,
including by experts, as a tool o f persuasion w ithin the negotiation process.
Science is used as a form o f legitimate authority w ithin the Taskforce and, as we
have seen in chapter six, this is done through its portrayal as universal and the
rejection o f its plural nature. Scientific consensus produces greater legitimacy.
.. .1 think, in the com ing years, they’ll decide that it’s going to be, well,
if the international bodies decide to put together a jo in t expert group
and let them decide on the safety o f some o f these products as opposed
to all the false stories going through the press and other things, and
true stories going also, but it m akes it m uch more difficult for those
com panies that are trying to prom ote increased food supplies and that
kind o f thing, for a profit o f course, they have to have a reason. But it
makes it more difficult if they have no third party that they can rely on,
and the third party has been proven very useful in terms o f pesticides,
for exam ple (A m erican 6).
W ithin this context it is easier for some respondents to support the exclusivity o f a
scientific framework because, by doing so, they are also representing the interests
o f particular groups, and/or reproducing their national legal framework within the
international context w hich protects them against being criticised in W TO
disputes.

From this analysis one could argue that reference to science is ju st a superficial
discourse that is used to legitimise particular interests. This would seem plausible
in the context o f policym akers portraying them selves as representing certain
interests, even though they also argue they are representing scientific objectivity.
This suggest that they do not necessarily want the decision-m aking process to be
scientific but to use science as a gatekeeper to control w hich non-scientific aspects
will be allowed into the Taskforce discussions (see chapter six). Although there
are respondents who are aware o f the use o f science as a tool w ithin the play o f
power, this relationship betw een science and interests is conceptualised very
differently depending on how they conceptualise science. The positivist scientific
discourse, which supports the optim isation approach and believes science and
technology represent social progress, tends to represent science as objective and
honest, and politics as m essy and dirty. M ore reflexive discourses portray science
as malleable, and therefore tends to place greater confidence in dem ocracy to
define social progress. However, as we have seen in chapter six, m any o f these
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criticism s o f science within the decision-m aking process often lead to calls for
more science.

Although respondents show how science is used to support particular interests, I
still argue that they also believe science represents truth. For example, they rank
food safety, defined through science, as the most important quality o f food for
their own consum ption and expressed real frustration at those who did not
conform to purely scientific perspectives on biotechnology regulation and food
safety.

Conclusion
In answ ering the question ‘w hy do these policym akers act the w ay they d o ?’ this
chapter has shown that their m otivation is the result o f a complex negotiation
between how they conceptualise the problem and solution o f food, agriculture and
risk and how they conceptualise their own role as policymakers. Policym akers
believe, for the m ost part, in the positions they represent at the Taskforce. The
discourses these policym akers express to understand food, and utilise within their
public and private lives, have their own internal logic and, as we will see in the
next

chapter,

are

appropriated

through

the

policym akers’

historically,

geographically, linguistically, epistemologically, institutionally, politically, and
socially-contingent experiences.

W ithin these results, how are we to understand the realist perspective that
understands policym akers as rational actors representing the best interests o f their
state or organisation, and therefore strategists carrying out the bidding o f their
masters This research shows how this is far too simplistic an explanation. In
chapter six, I have argued that interests, like all other knowledge, are socially
constructed. This chapter shows how even their position in the decision-m aking is
far more com plex, as they negotiate between representing a particular selfunderstanding and representing others. O f course they are strategic, and m any o f
them understand their own activity as such; but strategies are again like all other
forms o f knowledge: negotiable. The morality or ethics o f using certain strategies
to ‘persuade’ other groups o f the acceptability o f your position have histories

234

within

groups, and social actors question

and redefine the boundary o f

acceptability.

For exam ple, this quote suggests that these policym akers try to perm eate this
cultural boundary o f acceptability to see if they can get aw ay w ith using a strategy
that is unacceptable.
I ju st can ’t see us espousing som ething that would be unsafe or
unethical. I ju st can ’t see that happening. I mean, and there’s some
things, some people sometimes they will m ake it, suggest som ething
and it just doesn’t pass the blush test and, you can’t say it with a
straight face so, you know, when they hear them selves say it, they,
‘well, maybe n o t’ (laughter). But, yeah, I m ean, if it really cam e to
som ething that, I like to think that I would, I w ould stick to my
principles, but I, ju st thinking o f the other people in the organisation
here, there’s ju st no w ay we would, you know, not do anything sort of,
or propose or prom ote something that was unethical or unsafe or
som ething like that (American scientist 3).
As explored in the previous chapter, some o f the policym akers com ing from a
scientific tradition w ere suspicious o f the act o f lobbying, because it was
associated with interest based politics rather than science. W hat constitutes ethical
or m orally-acceptable behaviour is therefore also historically-negotiable. As we
have seen in the last few chapters, policym akers used various discourses (i.e.
scientific or civic) to legitim ise particular positions on risk assessm ents, labelling
and food consum ption and production choices. Because m any o f them also use
these discourses to conceptualise their own activity, this tends to turn them into a
com prehensive discursive system w hich delegitim ises other forms o f discourse
w ithin the decision-m aking process. This chapter showed how these respondents
construct them selves and Others relative to these authoritative discourses, and how
concepts o f ‘rational’, ‘political’, ‘extrem e’, ‘em otional’, ‘unbiased’, ‘scientific’
and ‘ideological’ take on particular m eanings w hich are used to legitim ise and
delegitim ise particular positions w ithin the decision-m aking process.
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Chapter Eight
Self-formation and Experiences:
Commonalities, Connections and Identification

Introduction
This chapter analyses the policym akers’ know ledge within the w ider cultural
context in which they live and work, and returns to the question ‘w hy do these
policym akers think and act the w ay they d o ?’ The previous chapters used
interviews with the policym akers to analyse their discourses on food production,
consum ption, risks, and their own role within Codex negotiations, and showed
how certain types o f know ledge were legitimised and others dism issed as
irrelevant to their personal and professional lives. This chapter analyses some o f
the cultural dynam ics that influence why they express these cultural positions.
Through their life experiences, they have appropriated the cultural understandings
o f the historical period in w hich they live and the social groups to which they
belong.

The biographical interview allowed an analysis o f these policym akers’ knowledge
and the experiences that they believe influenced their discourses. By analysing the
discourses o f m y respondents I can map them onto w ider cultural groups, defined
by gender, class, religion, nation, language, epistemology, politics, and institution,
as clusters o f discourses em erged around these different groups. I also explain
these differences by looking at the historical context in which the particular ideas
becam e salient for particular groups,^’ for exam ple their m em bership o f a global
group (Sklair (2001) with the TCC) or a nation (Jacquin-Berdal and Oros, 1998).
This chapter analyses the com m onalities, connections, identifications in groups o f
these policym akers and how they construct Others, as a w ay o f going beyond the
prioritisation o f one aspect o f their experiences, and to see which ones are
important. I rely on their conceptualisations o f themselves, as well as m y analysis
o f the clusters o f shared discourses w hich were analysed in the previous chapters.

Obviously I can not do justice to the history o f all o f these different cultural groups, but
I have tried to give some examples which seem particularly important.
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M y analysis and theirs are ahgned for the most part, but do raise some interesting
contradictions.

Some cultural groups are m ore im portant than others for explaining their
understanding o f food, biotechnology and their role as policym akers. The
education o f the scientists am ong them heavily influences their view o f the world,
and they identify w ith these scientists. However, similarities and differences
betw een

linguistic

and

national

groups

seem

to

explain

differences

and

com m onalities between the policym akers. This suggests that, although they are
sim ilar to each other because they have been socialised as scientists, and
particularly as scientists w orking in this regulatory field, national discourses can
explain the differences betw een them.

This is not a structuralist perspective, w here structures in society determ ine the
know ledge o f the respondents, but rather, taking a m ore sociologically nuanced
concept o f the self and knowledge, I envisage a continuous dialectical process
between the policym akers’ know ledge and experience. Agency is still maintained
because know ledge is negotiable, but meets some restrictions as exposure to
experiences and ideas is historically, geographically, socially and path-dependent.
I avoid an essentialist view o f the self, and the stereotyping and dem onisation o f
international policym akers, by showing how actors engage with the know ledge to
w hich they are exposed and how they use past know ledge/experience to assess the
validity o f seeing the w orld in particular ways.

One o f the benefits o f this biographical m ethodology is that it allows an analysis
o f the cultural dynam ics o f know ledge and self-form ation, as exposure to different
discourses changes these policymakers. The aim is not only to see w hich cultural
groups are m ost im portant for their knowledge and self-form ation, but also to
show how they fit partially and am biguously w ithin these m ultiple groups and
change as they are confronted with new cultural understandings. Policym akers are
confronted with ideas from a matrix o f both connections with various institutions,
and personal and professional relationships. N ew ideas m ay cause them to re
evaluate existing assum ptions, or entrench their faith in the validity o f their
previous position. An analysis o f the similarities and/or differences they share with
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family, friends and colleagues at national and international level is therefore
particularly useful for evaluating the extent to which they shared discourses with
these various w ider social groups.

My

respondents,

through

their

experiences,

were

exposed

to

different

understandings o f reality which influenced their positions and allow them to act in
particular ways in the decision-m aking process. These positions, and the w ay the
policym akers act, are historically specific as they em body the social reality in
which they live, and this will be explored in greater detail in the conclusion o f this
thesis. O f course, this not only exists w ithin the decision-m aking process but also
within the highly personal realm o f food choices. Food, as a crucial elem ent in the
private, cultural and political spheres, is a perfect subject for exam ining these
matrices o f influential relationships.

As we have seen in the last analysis chapters, all know ledge has its ow n internal
logic. This approach therefore ensures that lay-knowledge and non-institutional
perspectives are given the same status, and not dismissed as illogical. By asking
policymakers about their conflicts with their superiors, this analysis can also show
the extent to w hich policym akers believe in their institutions’ positions.
Policymakers m ay not fully accept the position o f their institutions and m ay resist
in a num ber o f ways; for exam ple, some policym akers changed their positions due
to exposure to other ideas, including through contact with family and friends.

1. Class and gender
Class and gender have been im portant categories for explaining the attitudes and
actions o f social actors. This is partly because there are pattem s o f com m onality
around these categories as they influence peoples’ experiences, but also because
they becom e categories o f identification. However, this research did not find them
particularly important.

Gender was not im portant for explaining the perspectives o f the policym akers,
either in their attitude to food, risk or role in the decision-m aking process. I was
open to the possibility that m en’s attitudes to food in particular would be different
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to w om en’s, as men and w om en have traditionally had different roles in its
production and preparation.''* The absence o f any clear differences suggest that
w om en and men are both integrated into the same cultural contexts, gaining the
same

type

of

experiences

and

therefore

exhibiting

the

same

cultural

understandings o f these topics.

These policym akers can be described as m iddle class professionals, and their
experiences, and therefore their attitudes, m ay therefore be different from those o f
other socio-economic groups. However, due to m y m ethodology I was unable to
contrast their views w ith those o f other classes. Interestingly, m any o f these
policym akers, particularly in some countries,'*^ found that their friends and family,
who come from the same class, did not share their view o f biotechnology, food
safety and the environm ent. This suggests that class m em bership, and the
experiences that go w ith it, are not the only explanation for their views on
biotechnology.

2. Religion
The m ajority o f policym akers were not religious, or did not believe that their
religious beliefs influenced their perceptions or practices with regard to food or
policym aking. M any o f the policym akers who considered them selves religious
criticised those who had religious reasons for rejecting biotechnology as ignorant
or irrational. They believed their educational background, especially as scientists,
w as far more im portant in influencing their attitudes to biotechnology. D istrust o f
science m ay be expressed in contrast to religious faith. However, even those
policym akers who were religious were not critical o f science. Those respondents
who were critical o f science, did not express this in religious terms. This does not
mean that religious believes and attitude to religion are not im portant for
influencing their views, as we will see in the next section on national culture.

Ideas have traditionally been associated with men or women, but men and women are
not inherently going to embrace particular ideas. This is why I dislike categorising ideas
as ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’. It is experience, including the exposure people have to ideas
that matter. O f course, women may be exposed to ideas traditionally associated with
women and it may be more socially acceptable for them to express them again.
As I discuss later, the Americans are an exception to this rule.
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3. National experiences / language
Actors and social theorists often explain people’s actions using language and
national culture, and it was also important for explaining some o f the
policym akers’ understandings.

An analysis o f relationships w ith family and

friends is particularly im portant to show how policym akers’ discourses are shared,
or not shared, w ith a w ider society. It is also im portant because their reaction to
the discourses o f their friends and family exhibits fundamental attitudes about the
types o f know ledge the policym akers trust.

Although

national

cultural

context

influences

their

conceptualisation

of

biotechnology and them selves, this does not mean that they take nationalistic
positions. Indeed, universal philosophies o f market, dem ocracy and science are
ideologically dom inant within the Taskforce, and leads to a rejection o f nationalist
values. Japanese and some developing country policym akers tended to express
slightly more nationalistic views on food and policymaking.

In exam ining the discourses on food, risk and their role as policym akers in the
previous chapters, a general trend emerged. English speakers, and particularly
Americans, made argum ents to support a market and industrial order o f w orth and
cam e from an optim isation approach to food safety which trusted industry to
develop safe and beneficial GM food. The Americans in particular were
surprisingly hom ogenous in how they conceptualised the problem s and solutions
o f biotechnology and food. In contrast, policym akers from the rest o f the world
varied far m ore in the extent to w hich they evaluated biotechnology using a market
and industrial order o f worth. Generally, they also expressed far greater
uncertainty about the broader social benefits o f biotechnology and the pow er o f
industry, and were m ore likely to evaluate biotechnology using a green and/or
civic order o f worth. Interestingly, Europeans tend to focus more on environm ental
concerns w hile Japanese respondents express considerable concern for global food

Due to the small number of respondents (and indeed delegates) in most national
delegations it was difficult to distinguish in great detail between different countries.
However, it was possible to see large scale trends, or when there were larger numbers of
delegates from specific regions or linguistic groups. Some policymakers also pointed out
differences between groups, for example, between Southern Europeans and Northern
Europeans, which seem plausible but which I was unable to verify.
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security. G eorge (1991) argues that the Japanese interest in food security is
influenced by the substantial pow er o f agriculture in the Diet, as well as how it has
traditionally been linked to protectionism .
The political explanation for Japan's agricultural protection has
traditionally em phasized the disproportionate pow er o f the farm vote,
the electoral alliance between farmers and the governing Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP), the organized influence o f the agricultural
cooperative m ovem ent and the successful [sic] cam paign by the farm
lobby to equate food security with agricultural protection (George,
1991:506).

Their reliance on different orders o f worth represents fundam ental cultural
differences in their conceptualisation o f pow er and knowledge. A nglophone
policymakers tend to construct a dichotom y between
knowledge

(especially

routinised

scientific

legitim ate objective

knowledge)

and

illegitim ate

em otional/irrational know ledge (media, N GO and political positions). This trust in
objective science to the exclusion o f other forms o f know ledge means that these
policymakers were less likely to accept the criticism s o f biotechnology made by
family and friends. Thus dism issed these as being outside the realm o f ‘rational’
thinking because the critics are not trained as scientists, are too em otional or listen
to biased media. I discuss this strong faith in science in the previous chapters,
arguing that it led to Codex being constructed as a technocracy and policym akers
constructing them selves as objective actors beyond the questioning o f lay
knowledge.
Q. Do you think your w ife’s negative view o f genetically m odified
food influences you at all?
A. Ah no. (laughter) ... N ot really, I don’t think it’s very scientifically
based (laughter). It’s m ore emotional. ... it’s alm ost ideological.
.. .Anyw ay she ju st has different views on food and she’s not sure that.
Quite a bit o f ... inform ation is available ... on biotechnology that it is
a potential risk, or it has potential risks for the unborn, for m others
who get pregnant who consum e biotechnology but I ’m not aware o f
any scientific finding that that would be the case. Anyway, sh e’s still
not convinced that it’s safe stuff (Am erican 9).

This conclusion supports the findings o f Lam ont and Thevenot, when they
compared French and American justifications o f positions on a variety o f issues
and argued ‘that evaluations based on m arket perform ance are much m ore frequent
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in the United States than in France, while evaluations based on civic solidarity are
more salient in F rance’ (2000:2). Their faith in science and the market is
emblematic o f w ider cultural tropes or narratives particularly prom inent within
American society (Nisbet, 1962). American trust in science and technology can be
understood as part o f the frontier mentality, where there is great optim ism about
modernity, including the ability o f humans to conquer nature. Rifkin contrasts ‘the
American Dream, w ith its em phasis on the work ethic and advancing individual
material self-interest in the m arketplace [w ith].... the European Dream, with its
attention to sustainable developm ent and prom oting social welfare o f the larger
com m unity’ (2004:xii).

Very generally, m y results

seem

to

support this

conclusion. A m erica has never experienced the devastation w reaked by modem
m ilitary technology in the same w ay that Europe, Japan and m any other parts o f
the world have.
I guess . .. I ’m ju st a good American, ... I ’m relatively com fortable
with w here this country is from a technology standpoint. I’m relatively
accepting o f w hat the food industry in this country does; I ’m not
particularly into the green movement, I do not ... go out o f my w ay to
spend m oney on organic, 1 think organic foods are, for the most part no
different than prior conventional foods, .... I d o n ’t have any problem s
with biotech foods, so I mean that’s where my philosophy is. I ’m
relatively com fortable, and I w ouldn’t be working for the US
G overnm ent if I felt the US Government was doing incorrect policy
(American scientist 7).
The idea that politics is m essy and somehow impure seems to be a particularly
strong underlying cultural trope w ithin American society. This is evident within
speeches made by President Bush over the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, where
military action, rather than politics, is seen as honourable. This trope is also very
com mon in Am erican TV, as characters who take fast decisive action (often
violent but technologically sophisticated) are heroes, while characters who wish to
take tim e to use diplom acy to reach solutions are vilified as obstructionist and for
engaging w ith an ‘evil’ enemy. There is also a strong tradition o f liberalism within
American society, w hich would help to explain their reliance on m arket orders o f
worth. Partisan politics is accepted in Europe while, in the US, non-partisan or bi
partisan is m ore legitimate. This m ay help to explain the different attitudes
towards the legitim acy o f politics w ithin the decision-making process. A m ericans’
vociferous reactions against ethics could also be viewed as a reaction against a
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creationism within the US, and also the very strict division betw een state and
religion w ithin the Am erican constitution.

It is difficult to tell from his type o f research w hether their attitudes are
em blem atic o f the w ider society or a sm aller group w ithin society, such as an elite
or regulatory class or a polarisation between right and left. Research (Hoban,
1998) on attitudes to biotechnology does suggest that Am ericans are more
com fortable with food biotechnology than people in Europe and Japan. A Japanese
policym aker had studied in the US, for example, and noticed that American
consum ers were not concerned about GM food in com parison to Japanese
consum ers. She believed this was due to A m ericans’ trust in their government.
There are still considerable uncertainties about biotechnology within American
society, how ever these policym akers seem to be isolated from them. This is
evident from their discussions with family and friends and through the exam ple o f
their exposure to the concept o f Fair Trade.

M ost o f the American policym akers had never heard o f the Fair Trade concept
w hile, despite not being native English speakers, m ost other policym akers had.
This is very surprising as most o f the Americans had been w orking on trade and
food issues for a long time, and Fair Trade has gained considerable m edia
coverage in the United States. N ot even the m arket credentials o f Fair Trade,
w hich can be understood as an emblem o f both m arket and civic orders o f worth,
had been enough to influence its take-up within this m arket-oriented group. The
Am ericans who were m ost critical o f biotechnology had how ever heard of, and
supported. Fair Trade, which w ould suggest that exposure to the concept o f Fair
Trade was due to social rather than spatial clustering or patterning. M ost o f the
Am erican policym akers therefore appear to be isolated from social groups or
experiences which could expose them to the m ore A m erican hum anitarian or
political discourse about Fair Trade. These types o f arguments do not resonate
w ith policym akers who express a m arket and industrial order o f worth.

Secondly, by exploring the policym akers’ attitudes to friends and fam ily’s views
on food biotechnology, it is possible to assess w hether they share perspectives held
by a w ider population. M ost o f the A m ericans argued that when, or if, they had
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discussed these issues with family or friends they had received very little
opposition to the m ore scientific and progress oriented perspectives o f the
technology.
I’m not aware that, there w ere any disagreements [with family and
friends], there, on that, so no, generally speaking, I think this is,
Americans, in general tend to have trust in the people that rule, the
agencies that rule this, and by virtue o f the fact we have not had any,
any issues arise in this area, it’s ju st not one th at’s dealt with in any,
any degree (Am erican 8).
Indeed, it was frequently argued that discussions would not be particularly
interesting because the general public w ere so ignorant o f biotechnology. They
argued that w ithin these discussions they usually played the role o f unbiased
inform ation givers rather than debaters, and that their com patriots were usually
convinced by their views. This supports the view that American industry and
bureaucracy representatives are isolated from social groups with attitudes that are
m ore critical o f biotechnology.
No, I don’t think [family or friends are anti-GM Os], I mean I’m sure
that I’ve run into, time and tim e again, people who are sceptical, who
have questions, but I can ’t think o f anybody, because I don’t tend to
hang out with people who tend to be so radical in their views that they
are, what I would characterise as anti (laughs) (Anglophone 3).
This lack o f contact with the type o f people who would be more critical o f
biotechnology

could

also

help

to

explain

their

vociferous

reactions

to

representatives o f consum er/environm ental INGOs.

In contrast, the rest o f the world, and Europeans in particular, view know ledge as
constructed within the context o f pow er relations and therefore view actors as
legitimate or illegitim ate due to o f their political position rather than their
ignorance. This does not mean that policym akers are necessarily using green
and/or civic orders o f worth to criticise biotechnology. H owever they are more
open to listening to other views without dism issing them as irrational, and to the
possibility that non-industrial and non-m arket orders o f w orth could influence
their views o f biotechnology.

For example, in the previous chapters it was the non-Anglophone policym akers
who were m ore likely to portray the Taskforce as a conflictive arena w here they
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are fighting to influence decision-m aking rather than as a scientific body. Some
non-A nglophone policym akers also expressed strong industrial and m arket orders
o f worth. For example, some Europeans, like the Anglophones, criticised public
interest INGOs as ignorant, self-interested and em otional rather than scientific.
However, m any European policym akers portrayed groups critical o f biotechnology
as far better at m anipulating the m edia than industry was, and w ere disappointed
that critical groups had greater im pact on the general public’s attitude to
agricultural biotechnology than industry did. However, m any o f the same
European policym akers were also critical o f industry for a variety o f reasons,
including that it did not produce food that was healthy or beneficial to the
environm ent or w ider society.

This suggests that these policym akers are exposed to, and listen to, non-industrial
and non-m arket explanations that influence their views on biotechnology and food.
A quite dramatic exam ple o f this different level o f exposure to ideas is the
acceptance, by most Europeans, o f environm ental reasons for buying local food.
Even an industry representative who was critical o f environm ental and consum er
groups,

and

prim arily

expressed

industrial

and

m arket

evaluations

of

biotechnology, bought locally produced food for environm ental reasons. This was
inconceivable for m ost A nglophone policym akers, who view buying locally
produced food in purely m arket terms and therefore as a form o f protectionism .

A European respondent said his concerns about food safety em erged in the last ten
years, w ith that o f the general European population, due to food crises and the
grow ing concern for food quality.
I think [the first tim e I becam e concerned about the quality o f food,
and health] about the same time as the m ost o f the Europeans in a way,
when there this food crises in Europe. But then again because o f the
w ork I see it a little bit maybe m ore than the average people. ...fo r
m ost o f the Europeans in a way, it was like a m arginal question before,
and I think this has becom e an interest after that, that has had the
consequences in the everyday life o f the people so. Then I think there
are more and more articles in the new spaper and m agazines about the
food and the healthy food and the production and the ethical issues and
things like that. I think it is the, there are much m ore things on those
than there was ten years ago. And I think the gastronom ical hobby, or
w hatever this cooking and this, has increased, it has increased the
awareness o f the people. And there was the thing that I referred before.
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is that the local production you get the fresh products, you use the
fresh seasonal things and the local things to make your food. I think
it’s the whole awareness, there’s much more things on TV and radio,
media, newspapers, on the quality, the health, and food in general, and
the cooking and things like that, so (European 5).

The short-term history o f food crises w ithin Europe has led to European
populations questioning the ability o f agriculture to provide healthy and safe food.
Policymakers from Europe, as from elsewhere, expressed fear about different
aspects o f their food supply. However, longer-term cultural perceptions o f science,
technology, food, politics and the m anagement o f resources are also im portant for
influencing the developm ent o f these concerns. Strongly-held views about the
unique features o f European and Japanese national food traditions influenced how
the food and environm ental risks associated with biotechnology w ere framed
(Douglas, 1992; Lupton, 1999). In reference to Europe, Kurzer and Cooper argue
that:
In addition to decrying the potential environm ental and health risks
posed by GM O, the green-green protest movem ent frames GM O as a
threat to regional food cultures, fragile farming com munities, and
sustainable (environm entally friendly) farming (2007:1037).
The more civic and green policym akers are reflexive about the role o f science in
reducing hum an suffering and injustice. The experience o f m odem warfare has
profoundly affected the European cultural perception o f technology, m aking it far
less optim istic about the ability o f technology to solve problem s w ithin society.
This is supported by H oban’s (1998) survey results o f the attitudes o f European,
American and Japanese consum ers (citizens), which showed that Americans and
Japanese have the greatest trust in health and scientific experts, while Europeans
(although they varied) place m ore trust in consum er and environmental groups and
are more sceptical o f governm ent and industry than the US. He also argued that
‘the European consum er reaction appears to be somewhat different [than the
American reaction], with more concern over the environm ental, political, and
social im pacts o f agricultural biotechnology’ (Hoban, 1998:5). Environmental
disasters like Chernobyl also create scepticism about the benefits o f m odem
technology and the ability o f society to control its safety. Japanese policym akers’
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preoccupation with food security can be understood as representing a w ider
national concern, due to its own prolonged history o f food insecurity.

European society and governm ents accept a far greater role for com m unitarian
ideologies, like socialism. Lam ont and Thevenot (2000) also found that Europeans
were m ore likely to express civic solidarity and ‘stress the im portance o f working
toward the reduction o f inequality m ore than their Am erican counterparts’
(Lam ont and Thevenot, 2000:15). They argued that:
The relative salience o f this criterion o f evaluation is sustained in
French society and in Europe more generally by the Left, as well as by
a Catholic tradition, w hich has traditionally prom oted moral obligation
tow ard the oppressed and the marginal (particularly the hom eless and
the unem ployed) (Lam ont and Thevenot, 2000:15).

M any o f the Europeans not only had friends, but also close family m em bers, who
disagreed

quite

radically

with

the

neo-liberal/scientific

perspective

on

biotechnology. In general, the Europeans and Japanese were far m ore interested in,
and enjoyed having, discussions about politics with family and friends, and often
shared their concerns about biotechnology with these groups. For exam ple, the
father

of

one

European

industry

representative

was

w holly

critical

of

biotechnology and more supportive o f organic agriculture. This m ay help to
explain w hy there is far greater am biguity and uncertainty in their understandings
o f biotechnology, as they pick and choose from different narratives and construct
their own quite com plex position on biotechnology, which is neither w holly
critical or supportive. These understandings o f biotechnology w ere explored in
chapters five and six, as some o f the respondents believe biotechnology achieved
nothing positive for society and could harm the environm ent, but accepted that
industry should not be prevented from selling the product because it was safe to
consume. They therefore expressed m arket and industrial orders o f w orth as well
as civic and environm ental. However, m y research also suggests that m ost o f the
policym akers are not representative o f the w ider society, as fam ily and friends
were often m ore critical o f biotechnology than they were.
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A num ber o f experiences that poHcymakers had support this argument that
national/language differences w ere important. For example, a European scientist
policymaker, who studied in the US for a num ber o f years, explained how his
experiences in both the US and Europe had changed his view o f biotechnology and
N G O s’ criticism s o f it.
I rem em ber when I was working in [the US], before, I knew about
GMOs, I w orked with them obviously but. You know, something
happened in Europe, it cam e into the news som ehow that Europe was
banning GMOs, it was probably in '97 when the m oratorium was, kind
of, set up and I rem em ber some fella showing me “look at you
Europeans” he was only m essing but “what a load o f wasters you are
over there, you know, afraid o f these things” . And, now, he kind o f set
me back a bit, w hat’s he on about, so I read it first, and that's the first
idea that there were issues w ith it. And then when I read it I said,
“Jesus, what's their problem , there is no problem ” . But when I came
over here then and took the job, I kind o f said “well, you know, other
people have different ways o f thinking about things, and fair enough”.
Like the organic folks, like some o f their views are way off, but I
reckon if they w ant to go, live naked and barefoot or whatever, o ff you
go lads. So you've got to respect other views (European Scientist 6).

However, relationships with family and friends also suggest that policym akers’
views, on biotechnology, especially, are not com pletely aligned with the views o f
the wider national culture. The fact that policymakers are different from their
national culture supports the argument that an international regulatory culture
exists (discussed below). The majority o f policymakers, from all over the world,
were confronted with criticism s o f biotechnology which were greater than their
own reservations, which may suggest that their attitudes to biotechnology are also
influenced by their education or their policym aking experiences.

Policymakers developed strategies to prevent conflict with friends and family
about these issues. Respondents from all over the w orld explained that they did not
talk to friends and family about their w ork or views on biotechnology because they
did not want to think about work outside o f working hours and most lay people
were not particularly interested in what they do. They construct a boundary
between their life w ithin the public sphere and their private life.
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I felt that my family and friends, I mean, I try to keep m y private life
separate, and it w ould take so much explaining to get, to put it in to the
context and framework that, I just, I never did that really (A m erican 2).
M ost geographical, cultural and political cultural groups expressed this view,
A merican and A nglophone respondents m ost consistently. Some o f the Europeans
and Japanese, particularly those from a m ore critical perspective, took great
pleasure in discussing and debating these issues with friends and family, who
tended to be more critical o f biotechnology than they were.

Respondents avoided talking to family or friends about their personal views on
biotechnology because they did not w ish to be confronted with criticism s o f their
views. This was particularly true o f those who were m ore supportive o f
biotechnology than the w ider national culture. Some policym akers only engaged
with lay people if the person they were talking to was inquisitive, allow ing the
policym aker to play the role o f expert and dissem inate unbiased information,
rather than trying to convince them that their views w ere wrong.
I am not interested in trying to persuade them [family and friends who
disagree with biotechnology]. Because, having w orked in the biotech
area for a long tim e I’ve com e to accept that people have different
philosophical positions. And, also, particularly in relation to food, very
strong views and I d o n ’t see w hy I should be seeking to change that. I
think people are entitled to their own views. I mean, if they w ant facts
from me, th at’s fine, but I think it’s up to them to m ake their own
decision (Anglophone 1).

The dangers o f engaging in discussions w ith friends and family over sensitive
topics can be seen in the experiences o f a respondent, from a post-com m unist
country. She expressed a particularly strong socialist m odernisation perspective o f
technology, in w hich she was critical o f econom ic liberalism but supported
biotechnology. She had friends who were supportive o f the m ore socialist
perspective and critical o f biotechnology, and she enjoys discussing these issues
with them. However, one friend now refuses to talk to her because she w ould not
agree with his views.
But they are also friends that they d o n ’t like me any longer because I
am involved in this business that also happened. A very good friend o f
mine he refused to meet me any longer because he was o f the opinion
that I, I ’m involved in this GM O business, w hich is no good. And he
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refused to listen to me, so, that happened, yeah. Although I ’m not
working with a com pany producing them, that. I’m involved in the
assessm ent (European Scientist 5).

4. Epistemology
W hen I started this research I assumed that the policym akers’ epistemologies
w ould be the most important experiences for understanding their views o f
biotechnology and role as policymakers. They are im portant, but not as clearly as
expected.

U nlike experiences o f national culture, educational experiences are chosen (at least
to some extent). To help understand w hy policym akers think and act as they do, I
therefore ask w hy they choose their particular educational and career paths. This is
particularly interesting when com paring the educational and career choices o f
policym akers from governm ent and industry and NGOs. The m ajority o f industry
and governm ent policym akers took their choices in education for granted,
describing it as a natural progression, beginning with an interest in a particular
topic and then specialising.
Oh, (Laughs) it [research in GM] was something I always had an
interest in as a child. W ell, I always had an interest in science and that
developed into an interest in applied technology basically. And it just
kind o f evolved from there, as I started with a basic science degree and
then I started, got into post-graduate w ork and in my post-graduate
work I then specialised in biotechnology (A nglophone 1).
NGO policym akers also believed their academic interests influenced their
education and career choices, but their choice to becom e involved in N GO
activities was not taken-for-granted in the same way. They told stories o f events,
experiences and relationships which gave them a try to bring about social change.
A num ber o f Japanese policym akers described their choice to becom e medical
doctors as a desire to help people and explained their m ove from m edicine to
policy as an attem pt to do so on a larger scale. A desire to help people in extreme
poverty in developing countries was a particularly noticeable discourse.

M ost policym akers w ere scientists, and identified themselves as such, highlighting
how their scientific education influenced their perceptions o f reality. They also
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highlighted their differences from non-science-educated friends, family and
colleagues, as well as their sim ilarities to friends and family w ith a scientific
background.
The specialists probably would agree w ith me [and accept
biotechnology], the other colleagues are ju st ordinary people, probably
they w ouldn’t agree. They w ould have the same m isconception
(European Scientist 2).
In general, it was believed that a scientific education w ould lead to a greater
acceptance o f biotechnology. Respondents from a non-scientific background also
noticed how scientists had a particular w ay o f view ing biotechnology.
I have quite a few friends who are m ore in the scientific field ... they
love science, and “it’s such a clever thing that biologists have figured
out to do, and such a powerful thing” . So scientists really have faith in
science and want to go forward with these advances. And so, they tend
to be quite sceptical and say, “oh yeah, oh yeah but w e haven’t really
seen any problem s” or “ and this is ju st such a neat thing, and w e can
really do this”, and so they really tend to doubt. So I ’ve had quite a
few arguments with some friends in the scientific field who really
don’t think that we should be doing the whole big regulatory thing
(NGO 3).
There was also a sense o f identification with other scientists w ithin the Taskforce,
due to their com mon way o f understanding biotechnology; this com m onality was
believed to have led to the success o f the Taskforce in com parison to other Codex
committees, especially the labelling com mittee, w hich was seen as a realm o f
regulators and politicians.
I would agree there that how you label probably has nothing to do with
science. It doesn’t necessarily have to do w ith science. But the
...[T askforce in com parison to the Codex labelling com mittee] have
dealt w ith the risk assessm ent because it was m ore scientific, ... I have
heard from colleagues who participate that everything w ent very
sm oothly and there was no problem , because, scientists or assessors on
both sides do exactly the same things in the same way. ...th ere was a
lot o f convergence, and everything ran very sm oothly (European
Scientist 2).
As we saw in previous chapters. Pro-biotechnology policym akers also use science
as the delineating line between those who accept biotechnology and those who
don’t.
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Policymakers certainly use epistem ology to construct their own identity and its
Others, which im plies that their epistemological experiences are im portant
influence on their discourses. However, a num ber o f cultural processes suggest
that there is more going on here. Firstly, as w e saw in the previous section, there
are important geographical and language variations in discourses on food and
biotechnology which suggest that these factors are an equally, if not a more
important influence on these policym akers perceptions o f realty. Ironically, it is
the extent to which policym akers believe science should be trusted and
conceptualised as com pletely separate from other knowledge, that these groups are
often formed. Secondly, positions in the debate about biotechnology seem to have
very little to do w ith educational background. M any respondents w ithout a
scientific background have very sim ilar conceptualisations o f food and risk to the
scientists. Some were aware o f this, arguing that ‘. . .because on risk assessm ent ...
I work, I used to w ork with scientists for a long time so I have a science, scientist
culture (laugh)’ (European 2). The opposite is also true; scientists had radically
different views from each other depending on how they conceptualised the
pow er/know ledge relationship. A num ber o f scientists who did not specialise in
biotechnology or who lacked experience o f regulating biotechnology w ere also
suspicious o f biotechnology and, importantly, its safety.
Q. Do you m ind eating foods derived from biotechnology?
A. Well, as a consum er and not as a researcher, I feel that there could
be unknown area, unknow n aspect for GMO, so if I can avoid, I would
select those foods other than, developed other ways than GMO.
Q. And that w ould be for safety reasons.
A. Basically (Japanese scientist 1).
This suggests that specialisation and experience w ithin a regulatory culture is also
an im portant influence on m y respondents’ views on biotechnology.

5. Institutions and political groups
The experiences we gain from being m em bers o f institutions can also influence
our worldview .^’ These policym akers have experiences w ithin various different

My research methodology does not allow for an in-depth analysis of these social
dynamics. In many cases the delegations at Codex were so small that it was impossible to
tell whether their views were due to an institutional culture or their membership and
experiences of some other group. However, by relying on their own experiences in these
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institutions, including international organisations like Codex, w hich influence the
ideas to which they are exposed.

Policymakers explained that governm ent institutions or m inistries had different
priorities, which led to conflicts when developing national positions for the
Taskforce. Generally, policym akers agreed with their own departm ents’ positions.
For example, a policym aker explained how her experience and role in a particular
government agency led her to support scientists and believe that they should selfregulate their GM research activity. However, this was eventually rejected by her
government.
That system o f self-regulation, if you will, and voluntary self
regulation have worked so well, that the scientific com munity, within
agricultural really, believed that that would be the w ay that ... [our
government] had, a structure for field testing GM Os, and for releasing
GMOs into the environment. W here the regulatory agencies, who are
more responsive to say, NGOs and to others, felt “no, this was not an
issue that could be self-regulated and it had to be external rules that
were applied by non-researchers, policed by non-researchers
(American 1).
As this quote shows, policym akers believed that different departm ents were more
or less open to the perspectives o f particular different groups.

It is clear from exploring the policym akers’ views on food and biotechnology in
the previous chapters that they correlate significantly with organisations that
policymakers represent. The m ost extrem e differences in perceptions o f reality
were between policym akers representing industry and representing NGOs.
Industry respondents were m ost likely to express the most extreme versions o f the
science-based optim isation approach and the industrial and m arket orders o f
worth, while N GO representatives expressed civic and environm ental orders o f
worth and did not restrict their understanding o f risks to scientifically-defined
probability but included concerns about the ability o f industry to control risks.
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institutions, there is evidence to suggest that institutional experiences have influenced
their understandings of food, biotechnology and their own role in society.
I was only able to interview five people representing consumer/environmental NGOs.
Although they did were similar in their prioritisation of the civic/green discourses it was
253

Industry representatives were also most likely to express the technocratic
discourse which constructed them as rational, objective scientific actors and
Others as ignorant, political and manipulative. NGO representatives, in contrast,
viewed the policym aking process as quintessentially a political arena where
interests were being expressed and w here pow er was being acted out and
constructed them selves as political actors representing food safety and civic ideals
o f equality, and solidarity.
I think that the differences [within the Taskforce] prim arily came from,
well, people who were interested approaching the biotech question on
a scientific basis and w ere visionaries on what biotech could do in the
future versus those that were, for w hatever reason d o n ’t want to see
change (Am erican 5).

Although respondents m ainly traced their views on biotechnology to their formal
epistemological education they also believed that their experiences in the
institutions they w orked in were also important.
Oh, a lot o f it [views on food, agriculture and biotechnology] was just
kind o f was formed, if you had com e to me fifteen years ago and said
biotechnology I would o f said, “oh that means insulin, or medical
biotechnology” . So a lot o f m y views about agriculture biotechnology
have pretty much been formed through professional experience. Had I
not been in this kind o f profession or I would have been following the
issues, if I was still a journalist ... it’d be difficult to know what my
views would have been, I suspect they would have been fairly similar
to what they are, but to some extent they’re certainly coloured by
being so close to the issue (Am erican 7).
This may m ean that they w ere probably culturally pre-disposed to viewing
biotechnology in a particular way, because for the most part they did not
experience a shock when exposed to new ideas about biotechnology.

In addition, as people choose, and are chosen, to work for organisations with
which they have sim ilar outlooks.
I think for industry people mostly, I guess that m any have the same
attitude. But I think because, m aybe any kind o f scientist, or person
with a scientific background w ould have the same attitude, I could
assume. T hat’s ju st a guess and for government people I think there,

impossible to see how their national or epistemological cultural understandings influenced
their discourses. The same is true for my analysis of industry representatives.
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it’s com pletely different. I think there’s ju st a big variety. Also
depends on w hether you work for exam ple in a teaching environm ent,
or did you trade? I think it’s not by accident that you choose a job. I
think you already have a kind an attitude when you’re going, w hen you
are looking for a jo b (European Scientist 8).
However, a small num ber o f policym akers had to adjust to the cultural
understandings o f the institutions that they joined and were representing. As we
saw in the previous chapter, this m eant that some respondents quit jobs or
developed ways to avoid acting against their own cultural assumptions. This
discom fort was m ost dram atic for one policymaker, who m oved from an NGO
organisation to representing industry, but as this quote shows, her initial confusion
and discom fort with the ideas o f her new industry-oriented environm ent eventually
eased.
For me, having com e directly to this from the N GO com m unity it was
a, at first a little rough, until I figured out w hat rationale they had for
their positions and I thought that their positions w ere well reasoned by
and large and so I did n ’t ultimately, ... I didn’t have any problem with
it. And I have to say now, looking back on the N GO com m unity. I’m
really disappointed that some o f them haven’t acknow ledged the
science behind the technology, to a greater extent than they have
(American 3).
H owever she m aintained her rejection o f one issue and w ould not represent
industry on it. U nsurprisingly, she understands her role as a policym aker in
interest based political term s, and believed she was representing other peoples’
views rather than her own.

The path-dependent nature o f cultural appropriation is particularly evident in the
exam ples o f experiences w hich policym akers say influenced them in becom ing
involved in NGOs. Som e are personal experiences, though em blem atic o f w ider
social concerns, like an aunt being involved in environm ental activism or parents
being concerned about food safety while others were global experiences which
particularly influenced these policym akers; the 1968 student protests or the antiVietnam w ar m ovem ent for example. M ost NGO policym akers had becom e
involved in various protests at university, and then these organisations exposed
them to much w ider issues like gender equality, food security, safe energy use,
consum er protection,

environm ental protection

and peace.

Although

these

policym akers did see differences within their own organisation or in a wider
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network o f sympathetic organisations, usually concerning how ‘political’ or
‘radical’ a position was, these policym akers believed they had similar views and
common goals to other m ovem ent members and had a sense o f solidarity with
them.
We [people w ithin the groups] love each other, we trust each other, we
norm ally w ould ... sign on to ... [each others’ causes]. That doesn’t
mean we don’t have any differences. You just respect the, they come
out o f principles by the way. This was a principles argum ent.... That is
what contributes to the respect and love we have for each other, that
we can have these kinds o f discussions (NGO 1).

Another

important

difference

which

emerged

from

my

analysis

o f the

policym akers’ discourses was between governmental and industry representatives’
views on biotechnology. A m ong the American policym akers

there were

com peting discourses w ithin a national context, creating uncertainty for some
policymakers. US governm ent policym akers were very supportive o f industry and
strong supporters o f the optim isation approach, which tends to trust industry.
However, they also em ploy a very subtle discourse o f control and the need for
government to intervene in industry’s activity. Government policym akers often
seem tom between trying to facilitating the aims o f industry and controlling them.

6. International regulatory culture
An im portant conclusion from this research is that a regulatory culture exists at an
international level, albeit quite strongly influenced by national and ideological
differences. This is because policym akers have a high level o f connectivity and
commonality. In w hat follows I argue that their views have been influenced by
exposure to national and international regulatory literature and m eetings, as
conflicts with family and friends attest.

There are active networks that overlap with the Taskforce and which vary in their
formality. V ery formal networks have developed, for exam ple, around trade
issues, including the Quad Countries (Australia, Canada, N ew Zealand and the
United States). A ustralia and N ew Zealand, which work very closely on food

It was possible to analyse this most thoroughly where the sample was largest.
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safety issues, are also members o f the Cairns group. The EC, o f course, is
particularly integrated, but other regional econom ic com m unities, including
M ERCO SU R in South A m erica also meet to discuss food safety issues. The
regional co-ordinating com mittees w ithin C odex’ structure are im portant, to
varying degrees. European and US delegates also meet prior to Codex meetings to
discuss similarities, differences and strategies for securing agreement. The
m em bership

o f other

international

arenas

in

which

food

safety

and/or

biotechnology are negotiated m eanwhile overlap with that o f the Taskforce. For
exam ple the OECD taskforce on the food safety o f biotechnology and the
Biosafety Protocol negotiations had some o f the sam e participants, the latter often
had more environm ental than safety experts. A num ber o f policym akers had also
attended W TO meetings. M any o f them have therefore met one another and more
importantly, one another’s arguments prior to the Taskforce, although this quote
suggests it does not mean that they always agree.
Yes, definitely [it makes it easier when you know people], (laughs)
And that’s the fun part, o f course, getting to know the people,
sometimes you get tired ‘cause the same people say the same thing
over and over again, (laughter) You w ish you could edit them but
that’s not possible. But the people, they’re, any exposure to people
with different views as well, or from different backgrounds is always
beneficial I think (American 1).

The extent to which Taskforce m em bers knew other delegates prior to the m eeting
in Japan varied considerably. M any developing country participants had never
been to an international meeting before. Some participants did not have experience
in this particular area because institutional traditions force them to m ove their area
o f specialisation every few years. This was particularly true o f the Japanese
delegates, some o f whom believed it negatively influenced their position at the
Taskforce. Some respondents said that, due to regular contact at various meetings,
other policymakers were their best friends and they discussed personal family
issues, and a num ber had met privately, m eeting families and staying in each
other’s homes. This was also evident at the meetings I attended as some
policym akers met each other with hugs and kisses.
Oh, yes, I have great relationships with num erous people at Codex and
the Protocol, I mean, and not only NGO people, governm ent people,
having drinks together, chatting, sometimes talking confidentially and
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so forth like that, certainly lobbying (laugh). No, no, plenty o f them.
We have very interlocking networks (NGO 1).
This may seem unusual, how ever as with academic conferences, they have the
possibility o f spending considerable am ounts o f time together as they are staying
in the same hotels, there are coffee breaks and social events organised for after the
sessions and people arrange to have lunch, dinner and drinks together. These
social relationships even had the ability to overcom e some very strong geopolitical
differences, as we can see from this quote.
Try to keep [disagreements] ... on a professional basis, I’ve always
tried to do that in term s, I ’ve had some terrible disagreements
sometimes. One o f the good things about Codex, for a long time we
had this secretary, Harry M cNally, the old Irishman, and I ’ve seen
times where, the Japanese for exam ple one time was talking about
m ercury in fish, and the French Chair didn’t like it at all, his
com ments, so he kept banging on the table trying to cut him o ff and
the Japanese ju st kept on, kept on talking. And man, they were so mad,
and Harry M cN ally invited all o f us, it was always on Friday night,
h e ’d hold a party at his house for the key people, booze and all that
good stuff, and he played the piano so there was dancing and booze
and, nothing too bad, but they stayed, ... but this old Englishman was
there, always with his stuffed shirt and his tie and all that stuff, but at
this party he did n ’t even have a shirt on (laughter), around about two o
clock in the morning. And we were ju st having the greatest time. But
we always said that you came back together there at the M cNally
party, after all the hard feelings and that kind o f stu ff you had a chance
to see people, even invite the Russians, yeah (Am erican 6).^''
As we have already seen, they feel they have a lot in com mon with other
participants because o f their scientific background. M any o f them also argued that
they identified with other participants because they were bureaucrats, representing
other peoples views rather than their own, and therefore had sim ilar w ays o f
viewing their own activity and sim ilar work experiences. This was also important
for the developm ent o f relationships.
The thing that is m ainly in com m on with the people I ’m working with,
is that, it’s not that I don’t have friends with the N GO community,
which I do a little bit, but, some o f them, but you’re all com ing from,
w e’re all com ing from a background, most people representing their
governments. And, and/or are bureaucrats, ... representing inter
governmental organisations. So, you try to do this jo b , you’re not
representing your personal point o f view, you’re representing the view

I think this was a story from a different era, when Codex was primarily a ‘boys’ club.’ I
never got the sense that there was this type of partying at the present Codex meetings.
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o f your government or m inistry or organization, that’s w hat we have in
common. So people have personal tensions about, o f course,
sometimes, governm ents h av e... One o f the fun things is to talk about
the problem s you have with your colleagues back hom e or, there can
be problem s I have with my colleagues, ... or friends in governm ents
have w ith colleagues in other governm ent departm ents and all this
kind o f thing, so that’s, you know, so, th at’s the biggest thing in
common. W e’re all representing the, w e’re not representing ourselves
(European 3).

A lthough m any o f the respondents argued that they talked to everybody and
anybody at the meetings they also developed patterns o f friendships and
acquaintances based on disciplinary, political, language, regional and cultural
similarities. As we saw from the last quote, some policym akers, from N GOs in
this case, are excluded because they are viewed as different. M any o f the Quad
country delegates w ould meet socially m eanwhile, and people with the same
language often dined together.
A lot o f them are, yeah, I m entioned the [Eastern European] w om en
but there's other people I've gotten to know over the years and I kind o f
like them, but they w ouldn't hang around. You know, there are cultural
difference, so where I'd rather go for a couple o f pints they'd rather go
and have a glass o f w ine and a meal somewhere, I couldn't be
bothered. So, we'd chat socially (European Scientist 6).
As we see from this quote below, both scientific background and nationality, as a
m arker o f political positions, all influence which friendships are formed.
For the most part, o f course, the fact that th ey ’re [other policymakers]
attracted to make friendships w ith A mericans, I suppose they are m ore
pro view, th at’s just natural. But they tend to be research, a lot o f those
are research agencies and their policy representatives o f regulatory
groups or representatives o f industry or something, because research
organisations have the same language, w e’re all doing science, you
know, we use scientific m ethod and we have a pretty good understand
am ongst ourselves, internationally what the standard was, it’s very
easy to have. So, I think that that’s a natural activity (A m erican 1).
Political positions influence patterns o f com m unication. A lthough m ost industry
and consum er/environm ental representatives talk to each other, there was a certain
reticence, with extreme views on both sides. People refused to talk to people on
the other side o f the debate because their views o f the w orld were so com pletely
different.
Q. Did you ever talk to these groups?
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A. The antis?
Q. Yeah, exactly. Do you ever talk to them on a social level?
A. Well just, maybe some very, no, as a principle, no. I have, in the
past, attem pted to do this, it’s rather fruitless. W hat you try to do is
deal with this with the m edia that is there, ah, to give them the other
side o f the story, or the people that are in the audience, to try and do
that. Frankly, these people have made up their minds for w hatever
reason, and they sim ply d o n ’t want to hear the other side (American
8 ).

On an institutional level these formal and informal networks are an im portant and
integral part o f the negotiation process, allowing countries to reveal more about
sensitive trade and health issues which they w ant to exclude from the formal
public meeting.
they are more likely to reveal m ore (laugh). ... There are things that
are said, for instance, in our Quad meetings, and actually, your
com ment will be said, ‘well, I can say this here, in front o f you guys
but I w on’t be saying, I w on’t be referring to this in the plenary’. So
it’s not som ething that you’d say in the open forum, but ju st between
us we will share this view or this comment. So that we all know what
we are talking about (laugh) (Anglophone 1).
Policymakers also explained the im portance o f interpersonal relationships and
longer, deeper conversations for developing a consensus.
Obviously, if you get better insights and more detail on the w ay people
are thinking, I don’t know how m any times I’ve seen people talking
where they think that w hat som ebody’s been saying is crazy and they
just don’t understand it, and then a little couple o f sentences or h alf an
hour o f discussion or I d o n ’t know what, ‘oh okay, now I understand’.
But, you know, nobody does deals (European 3).
O f course, as we have seen in the previous chapter, respondents had very different
understandings o f this process; for some it was a w ay o f understanding other
views, for others it was also a w ay o f convincing others o f the merits o f their own
position. For some delegations, interpersonal relationships form an integral part o f
their county’s strategy for garnering support for their position.
Yes, w hen w e do have hallw ay conversations, and we encourage
everybody on the delegation to, they know w hat our positions are, to
explain th o se... (Am erican 2).
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Scientists also used the Taskforce m eetings to develop relationships w ith other
scientists to create future research projects. Interpersonal and m ore formal
relationships are also im portant for accessing information.
There are both formal and informal networks, ok. I d o n ’t need to track
the U SDA because I get e-mails everyday ju st tracking everything that
is going on, I don’t need to track M onsanto personally, I m ean, that is
the reality o f it (NGO 1).

M any policym akers argue that their views on biotechnology have been influenced
through international and national regulatory m eetings and literature, as well as
through informal and formal networks.
Sure, I talk to my family, but probably, for me [my ideas com e from],
I’ve had the opportunity to sit in countless meetings throughout the
world, discussing all kinds o f issues in regard to the food supply, and
because o f that I think it’s a com bination o f picking up bits and pieces
from one part o f the w orld and taking it to another, and trying to,
benefit from w hatever (American 6).
Policymakers also changed w ith this regulatory culture.
I think, back in the late 80’s, we began to hold some m eetings that
focussed on consum er protection o f food. And up until that time I
really had not thought about that issue and about how food not only
has a biological role but cultural and sociological role and so I think
back then that exposure made me think, you know, understand perhaps
a little m ore about peoples reactions (A m erican I).
This personal experience reflects a global shift in the approach to food regulation
accompanying growing acceptance o f neo-liberal ideology, as productionist
perspectives have waned in favour o f consum ptionist perspectives.

Conclusion
National differences in the acceptance o f biotechnology (particularly betw een the
EU and US) have been a focus for a variety o f studies and these differences have
been explained in a num ber o f different ways. These include an institutional
perspective which looks at the relative pow er o f interest groups w ithin the national
context (K urzer and Cooper, 2007), for exam ple, the strength and m obilisation o f
NGOs in different societies and their alliances w ith farmers, or the strength and
effectiveness o f the biotechnology industry.

There are also psychological
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methodologies which look at how people rationally evaluate between costs and
benefits o f a technology w ithin the context o f existing attitudes and the types o f
inform ation available to them (Frewer et. al., 1998:221). Tcnbult et. al. (2005)
argues that the nature o f the GM technology that has been used is important for
influencing people’s acceptance o f GM food. Although these are useful, I draw on
an approach that explores the differences in terms o f cultural understandings. As
we have seen in the previous chapters, the differences in the policym akers’
conceptualisation o f food, politics, nature and the environm ent, as well as their
level o f trust in government, science and industry, is central to their position on
biotechnology. This chapter has shown that these ‘cultural repertoires’ (Lam ont
and Thevenot, 2000:15), ‘fram es’ (Snow and Benford, 1988) or ‘know ledges’ are
patterned on a national or regional level, but also shows that not only do national
patterns exist but com m onalities and differences can be explained by m y
respondents experiences gained through their involvem ent in a variety o f other
social groups.

As I will explore in the concluding chapter, this type o f analysis does not take their
membership o f any particular group (gender, class, nationality, epistem ology or
politics) as o f a priori importance, but explores their knowledges through their
connections and their com m onalities and differences to see how their knowledge
has been formed. This allows an insight into the conflicts these policym akers have
with Others and how they try to negotiate between ideas, gleaned from different
places, that seem contradictory. In conclusion, m any o f the topics under discussion
are quite technical or specialised, and most people not working in this area would
not know about the specific debates outlined in Table 2.5, for exam ple on
traceability and allergenicity. The character o f this group o f policym akers share
some characteristics w ith w hat Sklair (1997, 2001) calls the Transnational
Capitalist Class. In the conclusion I will explore the ways in w hich this statement
is true, highlighting how my approach is different and similar to Sklair and how
our conclusions support or contradict each others, and therefore w hy I chose the
term global regulatory culture as opposed to the transnational capitalist class to
describe m y respondents. In general, m y m ethodology and conclusions, although
generally com patible with Sklair, tend to com plicate some o f his conclusions
about the Transnational Capitalist Class. For example, I had assumed that I would
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find important epistem ological cleavages, as scientists would view the w orld in
one w ay while econom ists or lawyers in another; however, although they existed,
important cleavages w ithin the group were also found around language, nationality
and institutional and political affiliations.
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Conclusion
Methodological Implications: Knowledge, Experience,
Negotiation, Self-formation and Reality Formation
Introduction
This chapter begins with a review o f my results within the context o f the
exploration o f the self, know ledge and social change, outlined in the literature
review in chapter three. It then explores the Taskforce policym akers’ know ledge
and abiHty to produce social change through a discussion o f Sklair’s idea o f the
transnational capitalist class.

In chapters five, six and seven, I explored the discourses that policym akers used to
understand food, risk and their role as policymakers. Chapter eight, through an
exploration o f the patterning o f their discourses and a partially successful analysis
o f the policym akers’ biographies, explored the process o f self-formation and how
these discourses w ere internalised as they formed part o f various groups
(Szakolczai, 1998). This includes how past discourses were m aintained or changed
though exposure to new ideas.

This sociology-of-know ledge approach questions the very core assumptions o f the
rational actor theory, in which the self is fixed and static through life. It also
questions the assumption that certain views o f the world, usually scientific and
econom ic discourses used to legitimise the positions o f those in power, are more
rational than Others. This is particularly significant for Codex, as objective and
rational

experts

who

are

pro-biotechnology

exclude

OLFs

and

various

stakeholders from the decision-m aking process.

This assum ption o f rationality can also em erge as a result o f keeping the focus o f
analysis on the institutional level o f policym aking rather than the policymakers.
M y approach on the other hand shows how the public and private views and
experiences o f public actors are intim ately linked through their experiences,
although, as we saw in chapter seven, there are sometimes inconsistencies between
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their pubhc and private actions. M y research goes beyond the stereotypes o f these
policym akers by exam ining their attitudes and experiences rather than ju st their
roles. A more dynam ic and fluid conceptualising o f the self, w hich analyses the
multitude o f poliycm akers’ expereiences, allows the non-institutional experiences
and knowledges to be analysed, w ithout defining them as irrational, em otional and
worthless.

By taking a sociology-of-know ledge approach in w hich know ledge is changeable
rather than fixed w ithin the individual, the analysis in chapter eight helps to
explain the ambiguities, uncertainties and contradictions these policym akers
expressed, as shown in chapters five, six and seven, in their discourses on food,
risk and their role as policym akers, as they negotiate between different types o f
knowledge. Chapters five, six and seven showed how some respondents drew from
discourses partially and

ambiguously, and

in com plicated

and

sometimes

contradictory ways. This research therefore supports a trend w ithin identity studies
which questions the static and essential view o f the s e lf For exam ple, in chapter
seven some policym akers publicly articulated the institutional discourse while
sim ultaneously resisting it in their private lives. It is im portant to note here
however, that policym akers also made attem pts to change the position o f the
institutions they w ere publicly representing or change their personal positions so
that they w ould not have to represent those views publicly. To a large extent, their
understandings, as well as their self-understandings, w ere context dependent, as
they constructed a boundary between their public and private lives in an attempt to
maintain both their public and private self-understandings w ithin the relevant
context. This means that m any o f the policym akers believed they would be able to
represent views which were not their own, even if in this situation their views
coincided, to a large extent, w ith those o f the institution they w ere representing.
There were also exam ples o f policym akers who were w orking in institutions who
were supportive o f biotechnology but who refused to eat it at hom e because they
did not trust it. This helps to explain w hy policym akers were reluctant to talk
about their own biographies and opinions on biotechnology and food as they found
it irrelevant to their Codex related work. Chapters five and six show how m any o f
the policym akers remain uncertain about the benefits o f biotechnology, accepting
some aspects o f the m arket/industrial orders o f w orth and rejecting others.
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The analysis in chapter eight is also used to highlight how exposure to
contradictory ideas m ay com e about, as policym akers are exposed to different
ideas from their experiences w ithin different groups and only partially internalise
these ideas. Their understandings and political positions are formed through the
process o f self-form ation, as they negotiate with different cultural contexts
including the geographical, generational, epistemological, political and econom ic
groups to which they are members. M y approach therefore m aintains agency as it
reveals how

they negotiate between

new

know ledge

and their previous

understandings, and how they can m ove away from groups to which they were
previously close and tow ard new, shared knowledges. This is why food, as a
crucial elem ent in the private, cultural and political spheres, is so interesting, as it
is understood through

ethical, scientific, aesthetic, religious, political and

economic knowledges. For example, food production has becom e problem atic,
and food consum ption has ethical and religious im plications for many people, but
policym aking institutions like Codex often try to limit these concerns, focusing
instead on econom ic and scientific knowledge. O f course, all o f these ‘different’
spheres regroup once again in the individual’s own food practices and through the
dialogue betw een people with different knowledges.

1. Shared knowledge and social change
My respondents w ere exposed to different understandings o f reality, which
influenced the w ay in w hich they conceptualise their role w ithin the decision
m aking process and how they constructed the policy problem and solution.
Discourses on food, risk, trade and politics were internalised through their life
experiences, and these discourses influence their relationships to food and to the
policym aking process. But not only do we internalise the world around us, the way
we conceptualise the w orld influences the construction o f reality (B erger and
Luckmann,

1966).

W e therefore sim ultaneously consume and (re)produce

knowledge about the world, and act to build reality around these ideas. In the
previous analysis chapters I have shown how ‘...specific agglomerations o f
‘reality’ and ‘know ledge’ pertain to specific social c o n tex ts...’ (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966:15). In the case o f Codex, industrial/m arket and the optim isation
approach to risk seem to dominate. W hat w e see therefore is a reciprocal process
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o f self-fonnation, know ledge formation, reality formation and action. A lthough
the know ledge o f the world which we acquire in this w ay is som etim es incoherent
and contradictory, and always context-dependent, it nevertheless does influence
our actions. The contem porary socially-constructed self is different from the
socially-constructed self o f the past. Policym akers can therefore be seen as a
change in their own right as they believe and express the know ledges or ideas o f
their generation, and these know ledges influence the type o f reality that they
constructed (Berger and Luckm ann,

1966). The process o f self-form ation,

exam ined through a biographical m ethodology, shows how respondents are a
product o f their time, place, social position and the decisions that they have made
about their education and career. For exam ple biographical data has shown how
some NGO policym akers were influenced by exposure to the groups, individuals
and ideas associated with the 1968 student protests, or how the experience o f food
crises w ithin certain countries, including its dissem ination by cam paign groups
and the general media, led some policym akers to question and distrust food safety
standards. This latter exam ple can help to explain why some o f the European
policym akers, as well as the institutions o f Europe, were particularly interested in
traceability. These policym akers and their know ledge o f reality represent a
generational shift. For exam ple, it is quite clear that econom ic liberalism has
w axed and waned throughout history, and that the dom inance o f a m arket order o f
w orth am ong the discourses o f the policym akers can be understood as being
em blem atic o f its present prevalence generally. Concern for the environm ent can
also be seen as generational, as people even fifty years ago w ould probably not
have considered it an issue.^^ The contem porary se lf is therefore exposed to, and
open to, particular ideas and discourses w hich have becom e salient for a particular
generation. This is also w hy I have explored the historical context in w hich their
discourses developed. These policym akers live at a particular period in history,
and are reading from the context in which they live; this enables certain activity
and constrains others.

These historically-salient ‘agglom erations o f “reality” and “know ledge” ’ (Berger
and Luckm ann, 1966:15) or cultural repertoires (Lam ont and Thevenot, 2000),

Of course these are also spatially, socially and path-dependent.
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influence the pohcym aking process. Realists and M arxists tend to explain trade
disputes between the US and the EU as a conflict o f interests. However, my
analysis shows how interests are socially constructed, and that the US and EU
policym akers construct their interests very differently. Longer-term cultural
production is therefore im portant for understanding trade disputes, particularly as
these policym akers, for the m ost part, believe in the positions they represent at the
Taskforce, (although, as we saw in chapter seven, policym akers can transm it
discourse that they do not w holeheartedly agree with). O f course, the m eanings
that they attach to their w ork as policym akers are also part o f their know ledge,
which allows them to act in particular ways. Policym akers’ views, w hich are to
some extent em blem atic o f their national/institutional discourses, are im portant
because they have the capacity to set policy,

and because the W TO-Codex

linkage gives Codex standards legal force.

This research shows how the present attitudes o f these policymakers are the end
result o f the negotiation process between different agglomerations o f know ledge
encountered through their various experiences. Exploring the developm ent o f
these historically-contingent agglom erations

o f know ledge

and

reality are

therefore im portant, because they help to form the self and are useful for
understanding social change. A com prehensive analysis o f these historical
developments is beyond the rem it o f this thesis, but chapter eight does highlight
some which do seem im portant for understanding the cultural repertoires available
to the self-form ation o f these policymakers.

2. Sklair and the Transnational Capitalist Class
Drawing on Gramsci (1971), Sklair argues that capitalism ‘is a social system that
has to struggle to create and reproduce its hegem onic order globally, and to do this
large numbers o f local, national, international and global organizations have been
established, some o f which engage in practices that clearly parallel the
organizational forms and actions o f what are conventionally called “new social
m ovem ents’” (Sklair, 1997:514-515). He argues that elites have to continuously

As we have seen, policymakers’ ability to influence the policymaking process varies
considerably.
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produce an ideology or culture to legitimise their position within society (Gramsci,
1971) and reproduce their ideology w ithin all spheres o f life.
So this is not an idealist account o f social change in which the pow er o f
ideas eventually turns the tide but, on the contrary, a m uch m ore subtle
argument in w hich the bearers o f powerful ideas which have few powerful
adherents w ork aw ay until the material forces begin to change in their
direction (Sklair, 1997:516).
Central to this process has been the developm ent of, what Boies and Pichardo
(1990) call, ‘Elite social m ovem ent organizations’ (ESM Os) w hich share m any o f
the same characteristics o f mass social movem ents, but ‘rely on finance and
expertise rather than personnel and m ass-based activities’ (Boies and Pichardo,
1990, referenced in Sklair, 1997:524-5). As outlined in the literature chapter o f
this thesis, I found using social m ovem ent literature to understand the activities o f
elites very useful. Boies and Pichardo (1990), however, looked at the more
American resource m obilization theory o f social movem ents, w hile I found the
European identity oriented research on social m ovem ents was m ore suited to my
aims, as it explores how ideas are reproduced within organisations and how
members change due to their involvem ent in those institutions. This literature
therefore lends itself to the exploration o f social change put forward by Sklair.

Sklair (1997) argues that the transnational capitalist class can be divided into four
fractions; TNC executives; globalizing bureaucrats; politicians and professionals;
and consumerist Elites. (For an overview o f these different fractions’ econom ic
base, representative organisations, and culture and ideology see Table 9.1). M y
respondents fit into some o f these fractions m ore than others, in particular they
can be understood as globalising bureaucrats and globalising professionals.
‘Globalizing bureaucrats fulfil a governance function for the global capitalist
system at the local, national, inter-state and eventually global levels where
individual states are not directly involved’ (Sklair, 1997:527) and include
international organisations such as W HO, OECD and agencies o f the UN and
‘national bureaucracies responsible for external econom ic relations’ (Sklair,
1997:527). Sklair also argues that:
Their econom ic base is state or foundation salaries, w hich tend to lag
substantially behind the private corporate sector but their opportunities for
augmenting these salaries are considerable. They frequently m ove to the
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private sector, working directly for the corporations whose interests they
may have been indirectly serving (or impeding) as public employees. The
agencies they w ork for are, in a sense, their political organizations and in
m any countries particular local and national state agencies can be identified
with, for example, open-door policies, that further the interests o f the global
capitalist class (whoever else's interests they m ay also further). Globalizing
bureaucrats also w ork politically through ‘corporatist’ agencies that com bine
representatives o f the state, business and labour (Sklair, 1997:528).
These activities and characteristics seem to be true o f many o f the policym akers
w ithin Codex as they m oved from government to business organisations and back
again. It is im portant to note that many o f them, because they are scientists moved
from research w ithin private, and sometimes transnational, com panies (and
universities) to policy positions within government agencies or international
organisations.

The globalizing professionals include those who work within the business services
industries, including inform ation technology, consulting and public relations, as
well as the increasing num ber o f thinktanks, ‘particularly those associated w ith the
neoliberal ‘free trade’ and ‘free enterprise’ agendas’ (Sklair, 1997:529).
They are organized politically in their own professional organizations, in the
corporatist organizations ... and in thinktanks and universities, where they
market more or less research-based information and policy to corporations
and governm ents (Sklair, 1997:529).
A particularly im portant subsection o f these globalizing professionals for my
purposes, and outlined by Sklair, are epistemic communities. However, not all o f
these are globalizing and serve the interests o f global capital and ‘perhaps m ost o f
the leaders o f these associations or com m unities are hostile to global capitalism ’
(Sklair, 1997:530). As we have seen, the extent to which the epistemic background
o f the policym akers influences their views on biotechnology and econom ics is not
overtly evident, as scientists at the Taskforce expressed civic and green orders o f
worth and were critical o f global capitalism, while others expressed m arket and
industrial orders o f w orth and w ere far m ore supportive. Sklair also argues that the
independence o f globalising professionals is often under dispute as ‘they are
largely funded by governm ents, transnational corporations and private capitalists’
(Sklair, 1997:529).
... there is enough evidence o f the corroding effects o f corporate
sponsorship o f research, netw orking and academic institution building to

270

suggest that even the m ost epistem ic o f com m unities find them selves from
time to tim e being persuaded o f the correctness or relevance o f the corporate
case for other than strictly epistem ological reasons. If these professionals,
m ainly scientists o f various types, can be m obilized in defence o f the
projects o f big business and global capitalism , the im pact on public opinion
can be considerable (Sklair, 1997:530).
Although this thesis did not look at the extent to w hich these policym akers were
funded by industry, it w ould seem clear from the analysis o f the policym akers’
know ledge that m any policym akers (and scientists) w ere supportive o f industry
and, as we saw in chapter six, this influenced how they conceptualised risk.

An important aspect o f Sklairs theory o f the TCC is that the different fractions are
in com munication through a variety o f different charmels, including by individuals
m oving from different fractions or holding different positions sim ultaneously (as
well as interlocking directorates and ‘leadership roles o f business notables in non
business activities’ (Sklair, 1997:533)). Indeed, as we saw in chapter seven, the
boundary between the scientist and the business elite is quite blurred as individual
policym akers argue that they sim ultaneously represent the scientific com m unity as
well

as

business.

Sklair

argues

that

this

interconnection

facilitates

the

promulgation o f the culture o f this group.

Table 9.1 The four fractions o f the transnational capitalist class and their elite
social m ovement organizations (ESM Os)
Economic base
TNC
executives
Globalizing
bureaucrats

Politicians
and
professionals
Consumerist
elites

Culture and
ideology

ESMOs

Corporate salaries, Peak business
organizations,
perks, shares
'fronts'
State
salaries, State and inter
state agencies,
perks,
foundations,
extras
corporatist organizations
Salaries and fees, Professional and
corporatist
perks
organizations,
thinktanks
Corporate salaries, Peak business
organizations,
mass
perks, shares
media selling spaces

Cohesive
culture-ideology
of consumerism
Emergent global
nationalism,
economic
neoliberalism
Emergent global
nationalism and
economic neo
liberalism
Cohesive cultureideology of
consumerism

(Table 1 in Sklair, 1997:532)
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The culture o f the TCC is characterised by the ‘culture-ideology o f global
capitalist consum erism , w here global brands and tastes are prom oted in the effort
to turn all cultural products into com mercial opportunities’ (Sklair, 1997:525).
The point o f the concept o f the 'culture-ideology o f consumerism ' is
precisely that, under capitalism , the masses cannot be relied upon to keep
buying, obviously when they have neither spare cash nor access to credit,
and less obviously when they do have spare cash and access to credit. The
creation o f a culture-ideology o f consumerism , therefore, is bound up with
the self-im posed necessity that capitalism must be ever-expanding on a
global scale (Sklair, 1997:532-533).
Sklair also argues that the culture and ideology o f globalizing bureaucrats and
professionals ‘is a com plex mix o f ‘global nationalism ’ and neoliberalism ’ (Sklair,
1997:529).
Their dom inant ideology appears to be in a process o f transform ation from
state interventionism to neo-liberalism which privileges the unfettered
operation o f the ‘free m a rk e t. This ideology is reinforced daily by cultural
practices cohering into what can be term ed an em ergent global
nationalism, characterized as the view that the best interests o f the country
lie in its rapid integration with the global capitalist system while
maintaining its national identity by m arketing national com petitive
advantages o f various types through its own global brands and tourism ...
(Sklair, 1997:528).
As we have seen from the analysis chapters, many o f the policym akers expressed
market and industrial orders o f worth and therefore this culture o f consum erism
outlined by Sklair. This consum erist culture is also evident w ithin attitudes o f
policym akers’ who expressed the more civic and green orders o f worth, as they
wish to rely on labelling and m arket m echanism s as a w ay for society to manage
biotechnology. O nly a very small m inority o f policymakers, predom inantly from
NGOs, questioned the use o f m arket m echanism s as a legitimate w ay o f regulating
biotechnology.

Sklair also argues that this transnational capitalist class has a ‘siege m entality o f
global capitalism ’ (1997:517) which has developed out o f a ‘crisis o f hegem ony’
(Gramsci, 1971) w here capitalism is under attack due to a variety o f crises,
including fiscal crisis o f the state, crisis o f welfare, crisis o f deindustrialization,
the environm ental crisis and the ‘...inability o f politicians to deal w ith these
problem s in any other w ay than by short-term palliatives, suggest that the local
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effects o f globalization increase the pressures on ... the transnational capitalist
class, to deliver (Sklair, 1997: 516). Many o f the policymakers expressing market
and industrial orders o f worth and very supportive o f biotechnology did seem to
have this mentality as they were very critical o f those suspicious o f biotechnology
and industry’s ability to fulfil the achievements o f global capitalism and feed the
world and protect the environment. Policymakers who expressed a particularly
strong version of the market order o f worth engaged in delegitimising those
Others, including by constructing them as representing sectional interests:
... one o f the most important ideological tasks o f big business is to
persuade the population at large that 'the business o f society is business'
and to create a climate o f opinion in which trade unions and radical
oppositions (especially consumer and environmental movements) are
considered to be sectional interests while business groups are not. This is,
o f course, a large part o f the contemporary analysis o f capitalist (I would
add, consumerist) hegemony (Sklair, 1997:526).

A central concern for Sklair, and also central to globalisation studies, is a critique
o f state centrism within international relations.
This distinction between national-international and transnational/global
signals the difference between state-centrist approaches based on the pre
existing even if changing system o f nation-states and global approaches
based on transnational forces and institutions where the ‘state’ is one
among several key actors and, in genuine theories o f globalization, no
longer the most important (Sklair, 1997:520).
Another central tenant o f his argument is that capitalism has been globalising since
the 1960s, with ‘the transnational corporation, the characteristic institutional form
o f economic transnational practices, a still-evolving transnational capitalist class
(TCC) in the political sphere, and the culture-ideology o f consumerism in the
culture-ideology sphere’ (Sklair, 1997:520) having become the dominant forces in
the global system. In some ways the history o f Codex questions this assertion o f
this general trend, as Braithwaite and Drahos (2000) argues that food law has
developed between states prior to developing within states as it was an attempt to
support international food trade. In another way. Codex could be said to be
globalising because of its links with the WTO which gives Codex, and therefore
global level food standards greater legal force.
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Sklair also argues that this TCC are global in three different ways; they ‘tend to
have outw ard-oriented global rather than inw ard-oriented national perspectives on
a variety o f issues’ (Sklair, 1997:521); they ‘tend to ... consider them selves
'citizens o f the w orld' as well as o f their places o f birth’ (Sklair, 1997:522); and
‘they tend to share sim ilar lifestyles’ (Sklair, 1997:522). This outw ard-oriented
global perspective does seem to be evident in the attitude o f these policym akers, at
least on some issues. M ost dram atically is their attitude to the origins o f food,
w here choice o f food for nationalistic reasons is rare. This could also support the
idea that they consider them selves as citizens o f the w orld’ but this topic needs
greater attention. It w ould also seem correct that these policym akers share sim ilar
lifestyles with ‘patterns o f higher education’ (Sklair, 1997:522), but Sklair also
describes this lifestyle as m arked by exclusivity and luxury, which was not evident
in relation to these policymakers. A lthough attitudes towards m oney and wealth
varied, m any o f the policym akers make food choices based on price. This is
probably because these policym akers are members o f the globalising bureaucrats
and professionals rather than the TNC executives, and therefore on governm ent
salaries.

In many ways the Taskforce policym akers represents what Sklair calls the TCC as
they represent the m arket order o f worth through the culture-ideology o f global
consumerism . It is difficult to tell, however, w hether the m arket and industrial
order-of-worth, which are expressed by the same policymakers, are becom ing
m ore prevalent. Certainly, these are the dom inant ‘cultural repertoires’ o f this
group o f policymakers. Beck (1992) argues that we are m oving into a ‘risk ’
society w here we are more reflexive about knowledge and the role pow er plays in
producing it; and where industrial society and its trust in science and technology is
criticised. This questioning o f the validity o f knowledge and the role o f science in
society is evident w ithin the discourses o f respondents who express the civic and
green orders o f worth. Some policym akers, therefore have environm ental concerns
and question the extent to w hich biotechnology is solving (or will solve) som e o f
hum anity’s problem s. They are also, to a lesser extent critical o f private profit
when it holds no benefit for a w ider population. This w ould suggest that the
culture associated w ith the TCC is being challenged to some extent w ithin Codex.
However, Sklair’s analysis m ay still be valid, as these challenges to the industrial
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order-of-w orth, which corresponds to B eck’s reflexive modernity, are often said to
be resolved w ith recourse to m arket m echanism s by the Taskforce policym akers. It
could therefore be argued that the culture o f w hat Sklair calls the TCC is changing
(at least in some places and with regard to some topics), while other aspects are
being reproduced and becom ing more important.

Convention theory (Lam ent and Thevenot, 2000) raises the question o f the fluidity
of

knowledge.

On

the

one

hand,

it

supports

critiques

of

essentialist

conceptualisations o f culture as fixed w ithin the individual or group, and therefore
it acknowledges the fluidity o f meaning. On the other hand, it specifically deals
with ‘cultural repertoires’ or ‘orders o f w orth’ and their prevalence within
particular places, acknow ledging that there are real differences in how people
believe and act as know ledge is reproduced and becom es prevalent within
particular

areas.

This

is

reminiscent

o f Berger

and

Luckm anns’ (1966)

agglomerations o f ‘reality’ and ‘know ledge’. Convention theory is therefore
particularly useful for analysing the patterning o f shared know ledges and
experiences. However, convention theory focuses on national sim ilarities and
differences, while I have extended its use and applied it to other agglom erations o f
knowledge

and

shared

experiences.

By

analysing

the

discourses

o f my

respondents, I can map them onto w ider cultural groups, defined by gender, class,
religion, nation, language, epistemology, politics, and institution, as clusters o f
discourses em erged around these different groups as these groups are exposed to
different ideas through their experiences. This is a type o f com parative sociology,
in that 1 am showing how cultural repertoires or know ledge are unevenly available
geographically

(Lam ont

and

Thevenot,

2000),

as

well

as

socially,

epistem ologically and institutionally.

Lamont and Thevenot (2000) were conscious that generalisations can be
dangerous as they can lead to variations being overlooked and lead to essentialist
views o f differences. By highlighting the m ultiple experiences and shared
knowledges o f m y respondents it helps to go beyond these essentialist stereotypes
even further. It also helps to focus attention on the social dynam ics o f know ledge
production, com m onalities, connections, groupness and self-form ation, which
many groups share, rather than isolating particular group, or types o f groups.
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which m ay lead to essentialising the processes o f knowledge production and
appropriation for that group. A ny analysis which focuses on just one groupness or
connectedness a priori can therefore fall into this trap o f totalising the experiences
o f people.

For example, I have shown that these policym akers were influenced by geographic
(national or regional) agglom erations o f knowledge on many topics including
food, science, politics and econom ics. It could be argued that this is m erely a
representation o f state (or organisational) policy and the policym aker’s adherence
to that policy (which they w ere usually publicly representing), rather than an
expression o f more general national attitudes. However, by looking at the totality
o f the policym akers’ connections and experiences w ithin a variety o f groups, in
this exam ple friends and family connections, it is possible to show that certain
differences are also due to national discourses rather than being purely
institutional. As discussed in the previous chapter, com parative national surveys
on public attitudes to food biotechnology show that there are substantial
differences

between

Am erican

and

European

consum ers’

attitudes

to

biotechnology, science, food and trust in their governments. By looking at the
policym akers

attitudes

towards

their

friends

and

fam ilies’

attitudes

to

biotechnology I argue that the differences between European and American
consum ers seem to be even greater than the differences between the Am erican and
European policym akers. As friends and family o f European policymakers seem to
be more critical o f biotechnology while friends and family o f A m ericans m ay have
no interest in the topic. Their specific experiences w ithin education, organisations
(including state institutions) and national and international policym aking influence
their views on biotechnology, but so too have national discourses.

The policym akers I interview ed also have connections with other policym akers in
this overlapping area o f food science and trade issues and an im portant conclusion
from this research is that there are com m onalities between these policym akers
w hich I have called an international regulatory culture. The sim ilarities between
these policym akers is due to a high level o f connectivity and by exposure to
sim ilar national and international regulatory literature and meetings, as conflicts
w ith family and friends attest. I have used this term - international regulatory
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culture - as opposed to the transnational capitalist class in order to describe these
com m onalities and connections for a num ber or reasons. I do not use Sklair’s
term inology o f the TCC because m y m ethodology is different from his, especially
in that I do not begin with an a priori category as Sklair does w ith the TCC, or
indeed, as convention theory does w ith national differences. A ny analysis which
focuses on ju st one dim ension o f groupness or connectedness a priori can fall into
a trap o f totalising the experiences o f people. This is a continuation o f the attempt
to go beyond a narrow representation o f culture, in this case as purely class
culture, which has been the basis for analysing socio-econom ic groups, and move
towards a m ore com plex concept o f the self in which people are influenced by the
different know ledges to which they are exposed throughout their lives. I have also
used the term ‘culture’ as opposed to ‘class’ in order to highlight the sim ilarities in
the social dynam ics o f self-form ation, connectivity and groupness which have
influenced these policym akers, not just as part o f class groups, but also as part o f
other groups. This is therefore a further expression o f my questioning o f the
uncritical use o f the term ‘interests’, which are often seen as self-evident rather
than culturally constructed when they are associated w ith class (discussed above).

A lthough m y questions and approach were quite different to Sklair’s, m y results
support m any aspects o f his work, including that the Taskforce policym akers (or at
least some o f them) can be classified w ithin his category o f TCC. The
policymakers

express the

culture-ideology o f global

consum erism ,

global

nationalism and the siege m entality; they also share sim ilar characteristics, for
example, their level o f education and their m ovem ent between public and private
institutions. There is however, an agglom eration o f know ledge about how to
produce regulation which Sklair does not seem to explore. This is another reason
w hy I chose to highlight an ‘international regulatory culture’ as opposed to using
‘TC C ’. These are shared ideas and values about how to make policy and w hat it is
to be a policymaker. Some o f these m ay be specific to the Codex context, for
exam ple the very w idely held view on the benefit o f consensus decision-m aking
w ithin Codex. There is also the technical language o f Codex with its specific
intersection o f w ork relating to trade law, food science and international politics.
M any o f these shared know ledges are alien to those outside the field.
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In conclusion, I found that the Taskforce policym akers’ experiences, through
connections with a variety o f different groups, were im portant for influencing their
perspectives. Rather than choosing a priori categories from which to analyse these
policymakers I have attempted to explore the com plex negotiation between
different understandings to w hich they are exposed, through a variety o f
experiences.
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