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The concept of risk society was coined in the
late 1980s by the German Sociologist Ulrick
Beck. The theory is used to explain the shift
from scientifically predicted risks to socially
produced risks. Predominantly, the main
dangers we now face are created by ourselves
rather than external natural causes (Beck,
1992). This is a key factor of reflexive
modernity, a stage that Beck argues society is
now in. Reflexive modernity is also
characterised by the weakening of social
structures and the decline in the power of
scientific truth (Beck, 1992), which will be
explored in this critical reflection and applied
to a contemporary event. The recent Covid-19
pandemic is a sound example of a socially
produced risk and
will be used as the
main framework in
this
reflection.
However, Beck’s
analysis
has
limitations, as the
pandemic
also
shows that society
is not as reflexive
as Beck suggests.
Societal structures
are still majorly significant to an individual’s
outcome and life chances. Therefore, we must
still question and evaluate the accuracy of risk
society when applying it to understand
contemporary societies.
Beck (1992) states that risk society has
emerged from a contribution of many factors,
but the main factor was the shift from
modernity to what he terms as reflexive or

high modernity. In modernity, society was
more fixed and rigid due to a strong belief in
science and fewer life choices available for
individuals. Older risks used to come in the
form of hazards and be naturally caused, such
as earthquakes and tsunamis or pandemics
too, like the Spanish Flu of 1918. However,
society is now faced with a growing number of
manmade risks that are caused by our daily
practices and consumptive habits, such as
climate change.
Risk is “a systematic way of dealing with
hazards and insecurities induced and
introduced by modernisation itself” (Beck,
1992 p. 21). Beck (1992) suggests that these
new forms of risk
are often invisible
to the eye and
globalised,
making
them
easily
spread.
Without
globalisation
processes,
and
societies
and
their economies
being
so
interconnected and interdependent, it would
be considerably harder for these risks to
spread (Karkee, 2020). Covid-19 supports
these features of risk society as the virus is not
visible but has a worldwide effect, which has
been intensified from human interaction and
global systems. The accessibility of global
travel and reliance on international trade links
has increased the spread of the virus much
more quickly than would have been possible in

previous times. Arguably a global pandemic is
predictable in such a globalised and
overdeveloped world.
Many environmentalist thinkers (Jones et al,
2008 and Vidal, 2020) argue that the pandemic
has emerged as a result of globalisation and it
is nature “fighting” back. Vidal (2020) states
that humanity’s destruction of ecosystems, as
well as urbanisation and the increasing
integration of humans in contact with animals,
creates the perfect conditions for viruses and
diseases to be spread. Jones (2020, cited in
Vidal 2020 n.p) argues that this is often “a
hidden cost of human economic development”
therefore, the only way for them to be
prevented is by humans themselves. If not,
more global pandemics can
be expected in the future.
This environmental issue fits
into Beck’s idea of new risk as
Covid-19
has
primarily
derived from modernisation
and can only be resolved by
humans
claiming
responsibility and taking
suitable actions. Beck (1999)
states
that
reflexive
modernity
often
acknowledges its own risks
and attempts to solve them
using the resources it has
created.
Moreover, Beck (1999) states
that
because
reflexive
modernity
provides
increased choices, people
become more sceptical of the natural sciences.
Therefore, they seek out and apply different
disciplines of science to understand society,
such as social and environmental sciences. As
a result, individuals have become increasingly
self-aware and gained higher expectations. In
other words, more individualised choices have
become apparent, also known as the growth in
individualism. Beck uses the term “risk
consciences” to explain individuals’ ever-

growing awareness of these subjective risks.
This leads to individuals taking certain actions
accordingly and actively seek knowledge about
certain risks (Beck, 1999).
However, even though many people have
become sceptical of natural science and other
institutions, science remains the keyway to
generate knowledge and reduce risks. Science
often defines these risks as factual and
impartial because it uses “objective”,
statistical measurements to predict them.
Beck (2009) argues it is impossible for society
to be calculable or controllable and therefore,
it is not acceptable for science to define risks
or acceptable levels of risk. He suggests that
our ability to avoid and predict risks often
requires knowledge of
them in the first place
and this, in fact, causes
greater and further
risks. “Neither science,
nor the politics in
power, nor the mass
media, nor business,
nor the law nor even
the military are in a
position to define or
control risks rationally”
(Beck, 2006 cited in
Jeffries, 2006 n.p).
This reliance on using
methods of calculating
risks leads to further
risks
and
these
knowledge production
agencies
becoming
highly politicised and problematic. Legalisation
is often created around rational decisions
“experts” make and this increases power
imbalances. This idea links into the Covid-19
pandemic as the state and scientific
institutions are constantly using objective
methods to predict trends and make policies
accordingly. Beck (2009) often argues that
there has been a failure of this insurance
principle. This is because risk management

strategies and calculations have increasingly
been unsuccessful. Science changes over time
making it harder to protect society and
prevent risks, even though reflexive modernity
is seen to have the knowledge and utensils to
do so. Reflexive modernity can become aware
of the risks it creates and act accordingly but
only to an extent. There needs to be in-depth
knowledge available and a thorough
understanding of these risks in the first place,
which is often impossible. As stated, many of
the laws and regulations around Covid-19 had
never needed to be in place or had been
considered effectively before the pandemic.
The laws are constantly changing and being
adapted as they frequently fail to work. Thus,
individuals have rightly become sceptical of
claims to objective
knowledge
and
therefore, as Beck
(2009) argues, society
fails to insure due to
inability to predict.
As shown, risk society
can be used in many
ways to explain the
Covid-19 pandemic.
However, it is crucial to
explore its limitations.
Firstly, Beck is particularly inconsistent around
risk and class; it is often argued that there is
too much emphasis on identity politics and
construction (Curran, 2017). Beck (1992)
argues that it is harder to know and recognise
an individual’s class than in the past as identity
is less likely to be given from appearance.
People choose and alter between lifestyles,
subcultures and identities which has become
accessible through reflexive modernity, and
this has fully changed the dynamics of class. In
this view, “social inequality continues to exert
a powerful hold over people’s lives, but
increasingly does so at the level of the
individual rather than the group or class”
(Furlong and Cartmel, 2007 p. 5), thus social
inequality
has
become
increasingly

individualised. Therefore, this argument
suggests individuals are more responsible for
their own fate and social biographies.
However, class and structural forces still hold
much power in contemporary society and
suggesting that individuals have more choices
to create their identity could disregard the
continuing prominence of social class and the
still huge effect it has on life chances today.
Throughout the pandemic class inequalities
have been extremely prevalent and the lower
classes have been shown to be much more
negatively affected by the virus than the
wealthier ones (Reich, 2020). Beck (1992) does
acknowledge that risk is spread unevenly
within populations and that “the wealthy can
purchase
safety
and
freedom from risk” (p. 35).
However, he does not
explicitly use the concept
of class to add to and
challenge his theory of risk.
Risk is not further than or
external to class and
therefore, it should be
incorporated throughout
its model for the deepest
understanding. Underlying
health conditions make
individuals more prone to the virus and lowerclass citizens are statistically more likely to
have pre-existing conditions (Cattell, 2001).
Whether this is a result of poor housing, lack of
economic support, or a low standard of
education, all these factors can greatly affect
an individual’s health. Furthermore, lowerclass individuals are more likely to work in “key
worker”, high-contact jobs such as in retail and
cleaning. Thus, increasing their chance of
being in contact with the public and therefore,
catching the virus (Reich, 2020). In this way,
the pandemic demonstrates that life chances
linked to class and structure are still highly
apparent in contemporary society and class
determinisation overrides identities.

In conclusion, Beck’s theory of risk society
sheds much light on the recent pandemic, and
it can undoubtedly be used as a valuable tool
to help understand Covid-19. The link from the
natural world to globalisation practices shows
how easily a pandemic can be socially
produced with global effects. Furthermore,
the continuing reliance on science and
objective calculations has undeniably played a
vital role in understanding and controlling the
virus. However, social class has a key role in the
distribution of the virus. The theory of risk
society fails to fully understand the structures
that continue to affect those in the lower
classes, as it is not fully clear to what degree
Beck thinks about the relevance of class.
Reflexive modernity suggests identity
constructions and social biographies are highly
influential, but this may just be the case for the
privileged. Nonetheless, despite risk society’s
flaws, it is still a is a valuable tool for analysing
the emergence and rapid spread of Covid-19.
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