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Government by Elicitation:

Engaging Stakeholders or Listening to the Idiots?

Javier Lezaun and Linda Soneryd

Abstract

There is a new centrality of the public to scieand technology policy, and a variety
of public consultation mechanisms are being widgdplied to elicit opinions from
citizens on matters concerning novel technolodreshis context, the paper explores
how legitimate constituencies of science and teldgyoare configured and managed
in public consultation exercises. We build our gsigl on two recent examples: the
‘GM Nation? Public Debate’ on the future of foodtachnology in the UK, and a
Transparency Forum recently carried out in Swedethe risks of mobile telephony.
We consider the paradoxical combination in thesrases of a tendency to produce
static images of the public, with a valuation of biity — of citizens, of their
opinions, and of the issues at hand — as a keyom&oof deliberation. Through a
particular attention to the drawing of distinctidmetween ‘stakeholders’ and the
‘general public’, we argue for the need to refleatthe politics of consultation, and to
develop a new vocabulary to evaluate their worth.tHis regard, the discussion
concludes with a reflection on our changed viewshef citizenvis-a-visthe idiot —
understanding the latter, in the classical senséhefterm, as the individual who
minds exclusively his or her private affairs.



Introduction: technologies of elicitation and proceses of articulation

‘The public is always right’, or, at the very leaisiis always right tdistento what the
public has to say when devising new policies. And the opinions of reticent publics
and ‘hard to hear’ constituencies that have becttiraenost valuable commodities in
the policy-making process; listening attentively thee silent majorities is a main
occupation and preoccupation of governments. Timbiton is today most intense,
maybe paradoxically so, in policy areas, such aensfic research or novel
technologies that have long been the exclusive dowfaexperts and unaccountable
professionals. In many countries, the need to dagkviews that could inform
complex technical and scientific decisions has beralmost a new orthodoxy, and it
is to increase public participation in science amchnology policies that the most
innovative instruments of consultation are beingiskx today, at a time when citizen
engagement in other spheres of policy-making isimgah

From the point of view of the governments involvedlp premises seem to underlie
this increased heedfulness to lay public viewsstRirthe assumption that lay publics
can contribute useful insights, knowledge and, @sflg, ‘valuable values to
decisions on science and technology policy (Wynd@l®2. Secondly, that extending
participation and consultation throughout the policocess, all the way to the very
inception of policy agendas, can assuage publidrasisin new and controversial
technologies and reinforce the legitimacy of retpra institutions (Bentley 2005;
Wilsdon and Willis 2004).

The centrality of the public in science and tecbgglpolicy has been accompanied, it
must be noted, by the increasing deployment t&thnologies of elicitatign
instruments, such as the opinion poll, the focasigy the counselling meeting, or the
citizen jury, used to generate lay views on cordrel issues and feed these views
into the policy-making process. These technologasstitute, we would like to argue,
a veritableextractiveindustry, one that engages publics in an attemdrease the
productivity of government. The means to produce opinions usillysthe generation
of new, experimental forms of community. These @mr@naged by what Rose has
described as ‘experts of community’, social andcpsyogical research professionals
who deploy the ‘whole array of little devices amdhniques that have been invented
to make communities real’ and are able to makendabn behalf of these newly
demarcated constituencies (Rose 1999: 189-190).

The purpose of this paper is to analyse two recases of public consultation on
controversial technologies with these considerationmind, and to push further the
political analysis of public engagements in scieand technology. The first of our
examples is the Public Debate on genetically mediflGM) crops conducted in the
UK between 2002 and 2004; the so-called GM NatiBaBlic Debate. Our second
example is a ‘transparency exercise’ carried ouBuweden since 2004 on the risks
and hazards of third-generation (3G) mobile phoaegnsultation formally known as
the Transparency Forum for Mobile Phone Commurooatin both cases we have
analysed the documentation generated by these ltatigns, including some of the

! For a review of recent European experiences afea, see the outcome of the STAGE (Science,
Technology and Governance in Europe) at http://wstage-research.net/STAGE/



reports produced by the consultants employed toagethe exercises. In the case of
the Transparency Forum (hereafter TF), we havefalkmved in situ the conduct of
the deliberations.

These two cases illustrate in many respects ompésitmats of public consultation.

The UK Public Debate was a large endeavour interidgarovide multiple venues

through which any interested British citizen coelpress his or her views on GM
crops. The TF consisted primarily of a series o&lsmorkshops with stakeholders,
and its primary objective was to clarify and faeile a mutual understanding of the
often antagonistic values and principles held ®séhgroups.

Precisely because of these procedural differenmesywant to juxtapose these two
cases to explore the peculiar forms of socialigt #re generated when consulting and
addressing the ‘public’. We will use these two saparticularly to examine a key
distinction that often structures public consutiati exercises: that between
‘stakeholders’ or ‘interested parties’ (those wiready have a view on, or interest in,
the issues under deliberation), and the unforthogmand previously unengaged
‘general public’ (the generic constituency of indivals who seem either to have little
interest in expressing their opinions or may hageopinion to express). As we will
show below, the curious prioritisation of silentdamnengaged majorities in
consultation exercises creates a situation whessetiindividuals who abstain from
participating in political life and concern themsed exclusively with their private
businesses, what the ancient Greek knew as ‘idjoligtes), private individuals who
are exclusively dedicated to the privacy of oneididion), become, explicitly or
implicitly, the most highly valued and legitimatenstituency in what is allegedly an
attempt to broaden political participation.

In the following sections we will compare our tweaenples of consultation along a
series of procedural dimensions. Both exercisesposed complex mechanisms for
the extraction of public opinions; they were caligfdesigned and choreographed by
‘experts of community’ to facilitate the generati@and circulation of relevant

opinions; and both exercises brought to bear thetitutional pressures to speak to
government in a recognizable fashion’ (Irwin 20@4&t characterise these events.
They also gave rise to multiple forms of socialiggnerally highly formalised and

disciplined — participants are expected to assuma®rgained roles and express
opinions that could be easily categorised withia ¢hiteria of the organizers. In this
regard the two consultations were arranged to banasentfulas possible, in the

sense that whatever happened in them — the viepregsed by participants, and the

2 The ‘GM Nation? Public Debate’ has been formallyaleated by social scientists who were
embedded in the process. The results of this etiaiuaan be found at Understanding Risk Team,
Deliberative Future?available at http://www.uea.ac.uk/env/pur/gm_fatuop copy_12 feb 04.pdf.
For a summarised, and methologically-oriented wersif this evaluation, see Rowe et al (2005). Our
analysis of the GM Debate has a different purpasd,is obviously less ambitious than the one offere
by Rowe et al in their official evaluation.

% The word ‘idiot’ did not have in ancient Greece game kind of pejorative sense it has today, &nd i
is in this non-pejorative sense that we hope toitusere. ‘Idiot’ served to describe a type of widual
who, by refusing to participate in political lifbecameuselessto the polis. As Pericles, quoted by
Thucydides, puts it in his famous Oration ‘We aloegard the man who takes no part in politics ot a
someone peaceful, but as someone useless.’ Fdatadaiscussion see Arendt (1958he Human
Condition chapters 1 and 2.



modes of articulation they used to express themerevexpected to fit comfortably
into the particular models of the public the organs were applying.

And yet, by involving and enticing the public tobd¢e controversial issues, the
consultations also generated types of social respemess that overcame the bounds
of mere public consultation, and spilled into otli@mms of political participation.
Our two consultations thus becameentful they generated surprises, a multitude of
unanticipated events. And when this happened, tyganizers and ‘experts of
community’ leading the exercises were confronteth\ai choice between overriding
the model on which their technology of elicitatimas premised, or trying to preserve
the model and re-adjust the participants instead.

We introduce the category of eventfulness to suga@es understanding of the
mechanics of these exercises that calls into quresitie notion of public consultation
as the search for an accurate and stable refdfentproduction and fixation of a
representative image of the public that is extetoathe issues under debate. The
production of fixed referents contrasts with whatdur has described asticulation
(Latour 2004), a notion that emphasises the opeedmess of the process of
consultation, and the value that tebility of participants can acquire. These are, we
think, more productive political categories to ursiend the politics of consultation
on technoscience. Rather than emphasising theaycof reference, or consultation
as a process of fixing and truth-finding, we wolike to draw attention to the ability
of these exercises tmoveparticipants and issues by articulating them \aithever-
increasing range of actors and objects.

Before we go into the specific details of our twases, let us first illustrate our
interest in the sociality of public consultationtivan example drawn from a different
topical and historical context: the participatidritee citizenry in the administration of
justice.

Public engagement and the eventfulness of justice

In his analysis of social interaction in sixteen#ntury Finnish courtrooms, the
sociologist Johan Asplund describes some strikorgn$é of citizen involvement in

political affairs? Visiting court proceedings was something thazeits did regularly

in sixteenth-century Finland; it was a normal atgithrough which one engaged in
society as a citizen. In fact, those who refusealttend court proceedings — fidgots,

in the sense mentioned aboveavere viewed as anti-social and could even beestibj
to a fine.

Yet, the citizens who attended court proceedingseVier from providing simply an
audienceto the execution of justice. They were forcefull amocal, and their presence
was instrumental to the very administration of igest with their behavior in the
courtroom they could confirm or contest the judgessdict. Asplund describes how,
already on their way to the courtroom, people bdgaguarrel, insult and abuse each
other. Once in the courtroom, they would not onlyl labuse at the defendant or the

* Asplund’s study is an exegesis and critique ofexipus study by the historian Pentti Renvall.



plaintiff; lawyers and judges could also becomettrget of their attacks. And these
attacks were not merely verbal. As Asplund writes:

In 1591 Marjatta Hannuntytar was so furious ovexr #erdict of the panel of
lay assessord’'that she burst into the courthouse and attackesl afnthe
assessors and tore his hair with both her handgouf were not attacking
undesirable people, you could destroy whatever cemieeyour way. ... The
sixteenth-century Finn was not indifferent in tleadt. She seems to have been
incapable of beingonchalantin the face of her equals. The term ‘nonchalance’
merges a negative prefix with the old French wardloir, which means warm,
eager, urgent’.

(Asplund 1987: 50translation by authons

The public did not always act with hatred and aattily. Demonstrations of poverty
and misery on the part of the defendant or thenpfaicould arouse sympathy and
lead to a favourable verdict. Regardless of thgetaof their anger or pity, the citizens
attending the proceedings never had to justifyrtlogiinions — acting out their
approval or disapproval was enough.

Asplund uses the term ‘social responsiveness’ &crilge the participatory process
taking place in the sixteenth-century Finnish cmam. He refers to an improvised
and immediate action, as opposed to a controllegdiaed and choreographed
response. To be socially responsive is to resgonithe other, to be affected and
movedby the people and things around you. Citizen gigdtion in the Finnish courts
was vocal, unprompted, unsolicited and unrestrainedd this made the
administration of justice areventful occasion. The people assembled in public
because their presence was crucial; they had aatente to play in the drama of
justice. They did not attend the proceeding wiftre&formed view or opinion in their
minds: their reactions were unpredictable precibelgause they were shaped in the
course of the trial and by the events and attitutiey encountered there. Asplund
contrasts this form of sociality in the courtroonurpredictable, unconstrained, and
full of surprises — with today’s sanitised admirasibn of justice:

Our own laws appear to be finished. So do the fdimas shape proceedings in
the courtroom. Here there is no assembled peopéfening, expectedly or
unexpectedly; there is no assembled people atajl.assessors and judges act
according to a strictly formalised protocol. So slabe defendant and the
defence lawyer, they do nothing hasty or unexpeddidoarties act as if they
were not engaged in the proceedings at all; stregkaking, as if they were not
present at all. If there is ‘affection’, it appeas an inner state, which only
occasionally and fastidiously is let out’.

(Asplund 1987: 53-54ranslation by authors

Today, the Law — both legislative acts and the adstration of justice -appears
complete and predictable. All the actors involvedts workings are assigned clearly

®> In Sweden a panel of lay assessors appointed éyniimicipal council participates in the courts’
decision-making in ordinary criminal and civil cas&nlike the system of juries the lay assessas ar
appointed for a longer term and consequently ppdie in several proceedings. The assessors (two to
four persons) take part in the whole decision-mgkprocess, together with a judge, and have
individual votes (unlike juries, they are not exjgekcto reach a joint decision).



defined roles andexpectedto act in accordance with them. If in a presemnt-da
courtroom the assembled public burst into shoutargl screaming, let alone
intimidation, the proceedings would be immediatglypped — order would be called
— or the meeting would be called off. The riotessof a sixteenth-century Finnish
courtroom does not belong in our spaces for putdliberation.

This is clear if we compare Asplund’s descriptionthwour best contemporary
example of citizen participation in the adminiswatof justice: the jury. The jury is
first and foremost aaudiencein the literal sense that its main form of satyah the
courtroom is tolisten to what the parties and their spokespersons sagrs] are
carefully screened and selected, and their paaticp in the courtroom is highly
choreographed. Their involvement is carefully mathdo be as uneventful as
possible® Crucially, jurors must be silent during the hegsin They cannot ask
guestions or probe into the statements made idheroom; they must rely on the
lawyers and the judge to extract all the informatibey can use in their private
deliberations. They are isolated to protect theomfinterfering influences, and their
discussions are confined to a special and secljdsdroom’. These detailed rules
and protocols are designed to guard the universallty of each juror and of the jury
as a whole, as a representative of the generakoity; the formalised procedures of
participation are intended to make each juror thiecally interchangeable with any
other juror and a representation of an abstradicpisAs is the case in the public
consultation exercises we will analyse below, fdrsasion is thus expected to
maintain the accuracy of reference.

We now turn to our two cases of public consultataercises, the UK public debate
on GM foods and the Swedish transparency exercamsanobile telephony, and
analyse three sequential phases in their orgammsattheir design, conduct, and
outcomes — to illustrate the dynamic between foisedl procedures and the
(un)eventfulness of consultation.

Consulting the public on controversial technologies

Our two public consultation exercises address oeptsial technologies — food
biotechnology and mobile telephony — that have geed long and protracted
discussions, and demands for changes in theiratagyl status. The evolution of the
regulation of agricultural biotechnology since #erly 1990s could be described in

® The uneventfulness of modern juries is limitedtheir role in the public courtroom proceedings.
Their deliberations can probably be as heated amatienal as anything a sixteenth-century courtroom
ever witnessed. We say ‘probably’ because we ddkmaiv for sure: the private deliberations of jurors
are protected from the scrutiny of outsiders ingigdspecifically social science researchers. We can
nevertheless assume that the ‘social responsiveokggors in their private deliberations is ndtat
different from everyday forms of social judgmemgdahat their ‘practice’ does not necessarily failo
the ‘official line’ of a standard jury deliberatioAt least this is what we can deduce from eanyisis

of jury deliberation (see Garfinkel 1967).

" The sanitised and uneventful character of moderieg is linked to their formalised role in the
adminstration of justice. The public in the sixtdeoentury courtroom could shout, scream, and
intimidate judges and lawyers, their range of bé&havwas undoubtedly broader, but their influence
on the verdict was largely unpredictable. It cobéllimited, or counteracted, by other, similarlycab
publics, or by particularly imperturbable judgedddawyers. In contrast, juries have to conform to
strict rules of behaviour and judgment, but theg also guaranteed a very substantial and clearly
defined role in shaping the final verdict.



Marteen Hajer’s terms, as the progressive filliiguo ‘institutional void’, a situation
in which ‘there are no clear rules and norms adogrdo which politics is to be
conducted and policy measures are to be agreed (ipajer 2003: 175). In contrast,
disputes over the radiation caused by mobile phandsheir transmitters have raged
for decades and generated a well-established gmeductrine on the thermal effects
of non-ionising radiation on humans. While publizxiety over 3G telephony has
given rise to new kinds of scientific uncertaintyeo the non-thermal effects of the
mobile telephony infrastructure, the technical disiens of these concerns have
largely been ignored in the policy debate (Stilgo65: 62).

In the case of agricultural biotechnology, the itagbnal void has led to the
establishment in Europe of a plethora of new an@nokexperimental regulatory
bodies, and it was such a novel body, the UK Adtica and Environment
Biotechnology Commission (established in 2000 bg tiovernment to provide
‘strategic advice’ on the long-term implicationslbtechnology), that recommended
the conduct of a wide-ranging public debate ondbmmercialisation of GM crops.
The recommendation followed years of intense ceensy over agricultural
biotechnology in the UK; years of intense public bhitisation against genetically
modified crops that had led to the virtual exclasf GM foods from the British
market. The call for greater public deliberationtbe future of food biotechnology
coincided, moreover, with parallel reviews of tlegulatory situation of GM crops in
the UK, including a review of the scientific evidenon the safety of genetically
modified organisms, and a re-examination of thenendc implications of GM
agriculture® In July 2002, the Secretary of State for the Emnent, Food and Rural
Affairs announced the launch of the GM Public Debahd the appointment of a
Steering Board, composed largely of academics amdaffiliated experts, to be in
charge of defining the goals and monitoring the ag@ment of the consultation.

Following the creation in 1999 of a European stathdar mobile phone technology
(EC 1999; Lembke 2002), the Swedish governmenbseto establish a 3G network
and extend it to 99 per cent of the population Iy énd of 2003. However, the
extensive process of handling building permitsinsafficient number of applications
from the operators, as well as local protests agdhe installation of mobile phone
masts throughout Sweden delayed the creation @irfiastructure. Almost a third of
the permits for mobile phone masts issued in Swé@dehbeen appealed against by
the public by 2004 (Sédergvist 2004), and a surgewducted that same year
suggested that only half of the population hadhfaitthe authorities responsible for
radiation protection, while a similar proportionpegssed a desire for halting the
establishment of the 3G infrastructure until thenaening uncertainties over health
risks could be solved (KBM 2004).

Given the public concern over the radiation prowbkg 3G transmitters, the Swedish
Radiation Protection Agency (SSI), the agency iargh of determining acceptable
levels of radiation, decided to assemble some @efstakeholders in the 3G debate,
including some of the groups most critical of mebiklephony, in a ‘transparency
exercise’. SSI had previous experience in respgndom public mistrust in new

8 The first and second volumes of the GM Scienceid®evdirected by Sir David King (the
Government’'s Chief Scientific Adviser) are availbht www.gmsciencedebate.org.uk. For the
economic review, see Cabinet Office Strategy UNigighing Up the Costs and Benefits of GM Crops
(11 July 2003)



technologies. In the 1980s and early 1990s, thematnuclear waste programme met
vocal local protests, and, to increase the accépyabf the nuclear waste disposal

policy, the SSI and the Swedish Nuclear Power Icispate tried to improve the

quality of communication with relevant stakeholddsy emphasising broader

participation and deliberation. This experiencepglaathe design of the exercise on
mobile phones.

Designing the debate: stakeholders versus the publi

The UK GM Public Debate and the Swedish Transpgrémcum were experiments
in public participation whose designs were premisadpredefined communication
models, a crucial aspect of which are the critddoa the selection of relevant
participants and the exclusion mechanisms usedré@s unwelcome members of the
public. In our two cases, the fundamental distorcton which the organizers operated
was that between a ‘general public’ (sometimesrrefeto as the ‘silent majority’)
and ‘interest groups’ or ‘stakeholders’. The fornaee characterised by the fact that
their views are deemed unknown, or even nonexisggidr to the consultation, and
by the assumption that that lack of commitment meatkeem representative of the
generality of citizens, whereas the latter, theaKeholders’ are seen as already
possessing a position in the issues at hand, atiggosaround which their
particularistic identity takes shape.

The GM Public Debate was a rather open-ended isgerarganized to meet a series
of heterogeneous aims. It was meant to promoteigudbliberation on the future of
agricultural biotechnology, and to do so specificah accordance with the public’'s
own interests and frame of mind. More explicitlge tdebate sought to collect the
views of ‘people at the grass roots level whoseedias not yet been heard’, and to
‘provide meaningful information to Government abthg# nature and spectrum of the
public’s views’? In its initial statement, thus, the Steering Bbdeclared that the
Debate ought to be both a forum for debate and-epeed discussion among citizens
of different persuasiongnd a fact-finding exercise, a research instrumentrtearth
the public’s true attitudes towards biotechnoloffyese two goals, deliberation by the
public and research on the public, proved veryyaamlto be difficult to combine, and
soon the organizers decided to develop two partabeks of public consultation —
one targeting the ‘general public’, the other airagthe ‘interested publics’.

To elicit the public’'s own concerns and interestd ase these to frame the overall
debate, the Steering Board decided to conductiassef focus groups known as the
Foundation Discussion Workshops (FDW). In theseugs of 18 to 20 carefully

selected individuals were given an opportunity igcdss agricultural biotechnology
in the broadest possible terms, to put to rest dbecern prevalent among the
organizers that they themselves might end up inmgosheir own questions and

assumptions over the deliberating public. The FD¥&l gvas thus to discover the set
of underlying concerns and questions that animé#étedviews, or lack thereof, of

ordinary citizens, and to use this informationtrocture the larger Public Debdfe.

® Aims of the Public Debate (Reference).
19 Corr Willbourn Research and Development (20034),Report on the Foundation Discussion
Workshops conducted to inform the GM Public Debate’



A consultancy firm was hired by the Steering Baardun the FDW, and it ostensibly
conducted the discussions groups on the basis ainzbination of Heideggerian
phenomenology and client-centred Rogerian psychayplesitic practice, in order, as
the consultants put it, to allow each and everyigpant ‘to engage without having to
adopt ways of being that are alien to him’:

This approach enables participants to engage hthapic(s) of discussion with
the minimum of prior framing by the researcherse Thncerns and interests of
participants are tracked and followed throughoat\t¥orkshop process, and the
energy with which these concerns and interests ganés used to guide
subsequent questions, exercises and interventidhsis participants are
provided with a great deal of ownership of the pescand how the process is
structured.
(Corr Willbourn Research and Development 2003a: 7)

The desire to draw topics and opinions out of thetigipants’ own frames was
accompanied by an effort to exclude, or at leaktri®, any individual or group with
already-formed views on the issues at hand. These people whose opinions had
already been heard in the long and often raucoumtdethat accompanied the
commercialisation of GM foods in the UK. The Puliliebate had set out to listen to
‘ordinary citizens’, subjects who were largetlisinterested,when not directly
uninterestedand in any case devoid of any ‘prior allegiancéhwor connection to,
GM’ (Corr Willbourn Research and Development2008athe targeted constituency
was a silent majority of sorts — individuals whodhaot expressed or indeed
developed any opinions on GM, and who were thuslle enough to engage in, and
be affected by an open-ended deliberation — assmgpto the partisans who would
simply use the opportunity provided by the PublebBte to proclaim their solidified
positions. In the writings of the communication exp, and even in the very
declaration of aims of the Steering Board, stakedrsl often appear as a threat to true
deliberation, always willing to ‘hijack’ the Publidebate and drown the opinions of
the inarticulate general public with their eloqueigws.

A radical separation of two different kinds of pigblwas thus inscribed into the very
organisation of these workshops, and a group avisis — known as the Actively
Involved Workshop — was set up separately fronother seven discussion groups of
‘ordinary people’ (Corr Willbourn Research and Diepenent 2003a: 7-8). According
to the consultants, while the seven groups commgrigirdinary individuals were
happy to frame their discussion in terms of a seoné questions posed to the
organizers, the meeting of the already ‘activelyoined’ was described in the reports
as unavoidably confrontational: ‘as soon as thestsuibive issues surfaced powerful
disagreements were expressed’ (Corr Willbourn Rekeand Development 2003a:
68-73). In contrast, the ordinary citizens were lealle and, critically, could be
affected by the course of deliberatidns.

" The aim of the seven workshops of ordinary peegis to unearth ‘an understanding grounded in
their lived experience of the world’ (Corr WillbauResearch and Development 2003a: 29-30). In the
epistemology of the public expressed by the Debeganizers, the ‘lived engagement’ of these people
is ‘as valid and important as the more technicglagiement of other actors’. The public’s discourse —
understood here as the views of those previoushjtached to any solidified views, the non-partisan

ordinary people who are however willing to partat in an honest deliberation exercise — ‘is

profound and important’ (ibid p. 41). In contrasttheir description of the deliberation of the &ely



The Swedish TF could not have had a more diffegerai. Rather than targeting the
general public, or hoping to listen to ‘hard to he#izens, its key constituency were
the already defined stakeholders in the mobilepteday debate, and its aim was to
enhance dialogue between various well-known actbrging the design of the
exercise the distinction between stakeholders ameml public was, however, a
subject of intense discussion among the organizers.

The aim of the TF was ‘to thoroughly elucidate coweérsial issues in a way that
would be trustworthy for all actors’, and the foand content of the exercise was
decided in ‘co-operation with all concerned pattés Similar to the GM Public
Debate, the mandate of the consultation was opdaeewith regard to content and
format, and this openness was in the view of tigamizers a desirable characteristic.
The communication model used to guide the dialogas based on Habermas’s
theory of communicative action. Its basic princgplevere broad participation,
impartiality and fairness, ie allowing a wide rargfeparticipants and perspectives to
effectively influence rules and agendas. Furtheandhe consultation procedures
were expected to provide a means for the publigaia insights and reflect upon all
the facts, norms and underlying motives influenaegisions->

The SSI began the preparations for the TF by apipginn 2004 a reference group
whose members were drawn from relevant nationlagities, local governments, the
mobile telecommunication business, and two ‘critigeoups: theWave Breakeran
environmental organisation opposed to the widespbieerease of electro smog in
society, and the Swedish Association for the Ete#nsitive Electro sensitivity is a
controversial term, used to describe a varietyyafoms (a burning sensation in the
skin, nausea, headache etc.) that those afflicksdcaate with their exposure to
electric and magnetic fields (EMFs), even thougdrehis no scientifically established
mechanism to supports this causal claim.

During the preparations, this reference group dised possible mechanisms for the
participation of the general public in the debdtee organizers’ original plan was to
conduct a series of seminars with the stakeholttensrepare and frame a second
phase in which the wider public would be involveHowever, when the
ElectroSensitives and the Wave Breaker rejectedtte of the telecommunication
industry to finance this second phase of the deltla¢eplan had to be abandoned due
to budget restrictions. Yet, in spite of the féwat the consultation was in the end
limited to stakeholders, the distinction betweentérested parties’ and ‘silent
majority’ was still an object of discussion andleetion at the TF. Clearly, the
organizers took for granted that the participangseanot really representative of the
general public, a constituency they evidently thdugas important to reach. This is
apparent in the following discussion between twah& consultants managing the

Involved Workshop the consultants point out thatgarticipants not only had strong views on the
issues presented to them, but also a great deayro€ism about the influence that their discussion
would have on governmental policy.

2 Minutes from Preparation meeting for TF, 17 Ap@004, SSI 2004/1828-52. Available at the
Swedish Radiation Protection Agency, Stockholm.

13 See also Andersson, K., Drottz Sjoberg, B-M, We&h€). (Forthcoming). Transparency and Trust in
Risk Management — The VALDOC Approadournal of Medical Safety
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discussion (C1 and C2), members of the Wave Bregitaeip (WB), a representative
of the mobile industry (MI), and a public healtipext (E)**

Cl. How do we reach the silent majority?

WB1: The question is why this majority is silenthcée who worry the most
are the most enlightened.

C1l: This majority has another view on risk percaptand is an important
group in this context. Can you make panel surveygach the opinions
of the majority?

C2: There are many methods and panel surveys and firoups are just two
of them. We must not forget that [during the secbRfimany elected
politicians were there and they represent the publi

MI:  Vodafone has an investigation over public nmkceptions. We can look
at the available material.

WB2: ltis very questionable to use material tr@anhes from Vodafone.

E: It should be used. We can look at the questibrased; it can provide
some of the pieces of the puzzle [...]

If the GM Public Debate was trying to reach thezbng ‘general public’ through
focus groups and a careful selection of participaintthe TF this abstract public was
ever-present, but largely through its absence ftloenproceedings. It was a referent
always lying outside the discussions, a point giutithat proved unreachable — from
the lack of funding, and the refusal to considex thobile industry as a legitimate
spokesperson — but it nevertheless shaped theedaiitins and, as we will see, the
weight of the evidence generated by the consulftatio

Conducting the debate: dealing with the eventfldra@dconsultation

In their design, the two consultation exercisesespond to particular models of the
nature of the targeted public and of the best wlaneaching it. These models, be it
Rogerian psychoanalysis or Habermasian communeatiction, are highly
formalised, even if the organizers usually empleguced and schematic versions of
the theoretical models. This formalised set of efquens is quickly confronted with
the reality of the consultation meetings.

The key venue for the GM Public Debate was theeseof public meetings held
throughout Britain in June 2003. Six large eventxenorganized by the Steering
Board itself — in Birmingham, Swansea, Harrogatauriion, Glasgow and Belfast.
Attended by more than 1,000 people, they were rmooedt by independent
‘professional observers’ who served also as rappost In addition to these six
national meetings there was a second tier of ar@incegional and local meetings,

14 Minutes from the reference group meeting, 16 Fatyr@005, this and the following quotes from the
TF case are translated by the authors.
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and a third tier of over 600 local meetings, orgediby local volunteers and largely
unsupervised by the Steering Board. The Debate iteebsceived 2.9 million hits
between 1 June and 16 July (24,609 unique visjt@s)l 36,557 feedback forms
(available on the website and also at the meetingsg received by the organizers,
who also registered over 1,200 letters and e-mails.

The fundamental problem for the organizers of thblie Debate was how to balance
the reliance orpublic events, in which people could participate withaaty prior
screening, with the stated desire to extract opmidrom individuals with no
engagement with, or deep interest in, food bioteldgy; people, in other words, who
would be unlikely to voluntarily show up at a pubBvent to discuss these issues.
The search for this body of ordinary people led spimcluding members of the
Steering Board, to question the validity of the Ipuimeetings altogether, and to see
the presence in them of vocal, self-selected indials as a key methodological
problem, a view that became prevalent after tret farge public deliberation meeting
was held. ‘It does concern me that people are ugirggyas a platform to publicise
their views,” a member of the Steering Board dedato the press after the first
meetings had been conducted. ‘A number of peopeumt here to say something
through a microphone,” argued another board member.

The media adopted this interpretation of the opeetings. A newspaper described
the event as ‘a unique experiment to find out hosnary people think’, but pointed
out that the ‘only blemish on such noble intentioves the absende..] of ordinary
people’!® Rather than ‘ordinary people’, in this interptim, the meetings were
serving as a venue for stakeholders and activistdviduals, more often than not
radically opposed to biotechnology who arrived wptle-formed opinions and used
the occasion to publicise them. These self-seleqgtadicipants were generally
confrontational and non-amenable to deliberatibejrtparticipation in the meeting
did not seem tonovethem at all, they remaindkedin their starting positions.

To control this bias in the public events, the aigars announced that in addition to
the open meetings they would conduct a seriesasfed, private meetings, to which
only carefully selected members of the generalipwibuld be invited. The worrying
confrontational nature of the public events woudhe end be balanced, a member of
the Steering Board noted, because the organizesse ‘@lso canvassing views from
carefully-selected focus groups, who would form thentrol against which to
compare views from the wider public debdfe’.

This parallel, closed component of the Public Debeame to be known as the
Narrow but Deep (NbD) strand. It continued the FBXperience and consisted of ten
small focus groups, with seven to eight participagaich (hence the ‘narrowness’)
who met twice, once for an introductory meetingj again two weeks later to assess
the effects of the deliberation (hence the ‘deegpnafsthe exercise). Between the two
meetings, the participants were asked to keep gy difitheir investigations and
reflections on the GM issue. By reconvening theugsoand giving participants
instructions to record their thoughts as they esd)vthe organizers hoped that
individual opinions would be allowed ‘to mature awdchange’ (COI Brief), and that

15:Government’s 10-day public roadshow opens withhémper,Guardian,4 June 2003.
18 public GM views “will count”,’ Farmers Weekly Interactiyéd June 2003.
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they would be able to trace this progress in thitudes of ordinary people towards
GM.

To ensure that the NbD element consisted of orgipaople, and that activists or
those already engaged with the issue were exclutesl, consultants used a
recruitment questionnaire. Several kinds of indimald were actively excluded by
this form: those individuals who had already pgwated in research or group
discussions on topics related or similar to GM, #&mase who had, during the past
five years, worked in advertising/market reseaothrhalism/public relations, the
biotechnology industry, scientific research intm@eechnology, or in a campaigning
organisation or any other group concerned withegiohology'” All these groupings
were actively barred from the focus group discussioAs for farmers or those
working in agriculture, only individuals who progesi to ‘have a completely open
mind’ about GM crops were allowed to participate.

The NbD meetings constituted the managed strartdeoPublic Debate, and helped
establish a particular view of the attitudes of gemeral public towards GM crops in
stark contrast with the experience of the open imgetof self-selecting individuals.
Three key ideas emerged from the NbD meetingshéit)the majority of participants
became increasingly concerned and negative about ds&f the course of the
deliberation exercise; (2) that participants formeedl expressed more opinions as
they immersed themselves in the issue (ie the nunabe’don’t knows’ was
significantly reduced from the first to the secaméeting); and (3) that the more
knowledgeable these ‘ordinary’ people became, theentikely they were to believe
that rell%vant knowledge about the effect and inapilbi;ms of biotechnology was
lacking:

It was, however, the mobility of the participantait struck the organizers most. The
‘native intelligence’ or ‘intuitive deduction’ press expressed by the ordinary people
of the NbD meetings, the consultants wrote, did gootstitute ‘a straight line, from
recruitment at the beginning through informationthgaing and deliberation to
conclusion’ (Corr Willbourn Research and Developtr203b: 56), but rather ‘a line
that traced a circular path, starting at attitude recruitment, circling out into
guestioning, information gathering and deliberateomd coming back towards the
original position before going out on another dt’cuThe consultants’ report
describes this trajectory of movement in strikireged:

This curve would be traced many times. This isstllated by the fact that a
great deal of what was expressed in the secondingedtad been previously
expressed in the first meetings or in the worlkhig Daily Diaries. In some cases
wherever the line swung out to, it always passetk lmver the same point, in
other cases it circled out and passed close tonbudirectly over the same

7 This exclusion criterion also applied if any membé the family, relative, or close friend of the
potential participant had been employed in anyhese fields.

18 A degree of cynicism and scepticism regarding phgpose of their discussions was also evident
among the NbD participants but this was tempereathgr, more positive characteristics which set
these ‘ordinary’ people apart from individuals wtended to participate and dominate the public
events. ‘In spite of this cynicism,” the report thfe research company stressed, ‘there was also
considerable evidence both of gratitude that cdasoh had been undertaken, and hope — if not yet
confidence — that participants’ views would indeafluence Government policy’ (Corr Willburn
Research and Development 2003b: 18).
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point, describing a more spiral-like process. F@ngnthis tended to lead to a
movement overall away from their original opiniorfior some this was a slight
movement, for others it was more noticeable. Thostrengaged in gecursive
process of information gathering and deliberatfeor. some this either deepened
their knowledge or appreciation of their initiatuitive understanding or, more
explicitly, reinforced their initial position. Othg however, displayed a
noticeable movemernhat took them beyond their initial position —heit to a
more pro or entrenched anti position.

(Corr Willbourn 2003b: 56-57)

The fundamental aspect of the deliberation is thssthe authors’ own italics make
clear, the idea omovementthe mobility of opinions along a non-linear paithe
ordinary participants were, first and foremasipvedby the process of deliberation;
regardless of whether they reached positions tleae wifferent from their starting
ones, they displayed noticeable, traceable movemnetiteir attitudes towards GM
foods. The path might be circular, but is not synmpetitive: it is rather recursive,
and thus traces a trajectory abticeable movementa spiral. The deliberation
displaced the patrticipants, it turned them into edme entities, in stark contrast to the
immobility and rigidity of the positions expressbg the self-selecting individuals
who had dominated the public meetings, individuatsse views were, first and
foremost, ‘entrenched’ and or ‘hardened'.

Our second case, the TF on mobile phones, wasgadamn a very different basis. As
mentioned, only a small number of participants t@bikce in the three discussion
workshops. The first meeting comprised some 40igyaaints and lasted a full day,
while each of the two subsequent meetings invobredind 60 participants and took
place over a two-day period. The three meeting®weld in or around Stockholm,
and the participants were largely from this aremafcasting and newspaper media
were invited to all of the events, but none attehithe meetings. The size and format,
as noted earlier, was partly a consequence ofaitle df funding, and the organizers
were willing to accept that the final arrangemerdswn fact a compromisand
constituted a sort of ‘mini TF'.

The emphasis was on engaging stakeholders, pedpe fallowing the scheme of
things of the GM Public Debate, would presumablidhather immobile positions.
The TF made an effort to draw together highly pe&d groups, and disagreements
were thus clearly visible. This very fact, howeverpved participants, albeit in a
different sense from the movement participants séerhave suffered in the GM
Public Debate. The discussions at the TF did raat the stakeholders to change their
positions in any visible way, but the heated anthgmnistic atmosphere moved
participants emotionally. Perhaps the mere presaicgroups holding radically
opposing views in the same room, and the need gagem with them, could have
intensified the clash of views and the sense obluide conflict, but there is also
evidence to the contrary. The format of the thréeséminars was a mix of small
group discussions and plenary sessions, presamatod interrogations. It was
assumed that the participants had articulated op#iand possessed a relatively
stable set of identities, before they entered th® consultation. Yet, even in such
highly arranged events where participants are dggddo follow clearly defined roles,
the element of surprise and the dimensions of é&veetsss cannot be excluded.
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Take for instance the discussion over the phenomeariocelectro sensitivity. The
members of ElectroSensitive, with their deeply haddvictions about the correlation
between their illness and exposure to EMFs, faggubsing but similarly static views
about the non-existence of such correlation inatbsence of clear scientific evidence
to the contrary. During lunch, and in small groupcdssions at the margins of the
official meetings, participants representing retpurha authorities and the mobile
phone industry made statements to the effect treatvery identity that justified the
presence of the electro sensitive was at bestiquable. ‘The only thing that could
help [the electro sensitive] would be cognitive &abral therapy,” a participant said.
‘It can be a problem to be too complaisant to tldeimands, since that is in fact to
admit that they are right,” another one argtied.

On the other hand, on several occasions the sanwgsawho denied that the
phenomenon of electro sensitivity actually existeded as if it did. The first TF
seminar was held in a place chosen for the beméfithe most severe electro
sensitive?® The first thing the participants did upon enterthg meeting was to turn
off their mobile phones, wrap them in aluminum fafld put them in a box outside
the building. They had to do the same with theacegbnic car keys (after they had
moved their cars further away from the buildinghéy were parked too close). As
one of the consultants said, ‘We were actually eatbomplaisant’ [towards the
demands from the electro-sensiti&] That is, even though some of the participants
entered the TF meeting denying openly the very phmamon of electro sensitivity,
they acted respectfully towards the demands ofrgiheticipants. The TF meetings
caused some movements in the actors’ previouslynetéf positions, at least
temporarily. After the first TF event, one of theaW¢ Breakers pointed out that ‘some
of them [mobile phone operators] were actually eatiouched; they are beginning to
realise that this is real. But it is difficult telkhow it affects them in the long ruff.

Essentially, however, what characterised the Tkfiarganizers’ viewpoint was a
polarisation between those who were ‘critical’ ahdse who were ‘uncritical’ of the
existing regulations on mobile phone radiation, #nsl forced the organizers and the
reference group to address two types of probfénighe first was how to balance the
two sides of the debate — which experts to invite Bow to keep a balance between
researchers on the critical side and those on ieeatical side. After the second TF
seminar an SSI official admitted that ‘there wastrang bias... We had hoped that
the composition would be more heterogeneous, mapyessed the same critical
opinions.?* Secondly, the stated intention to ‘reach a baiteterstanding’ and to
enhance dialogue between polarised groups presémeedrganizers with constant
challenges in the administration of the deliberatiéstablished rules for producing a
good dialogue had to be made repeatedly explicith® participants, and the

9 second TF, observation.

20 At the second and third TF seminar, two of the nsesere electro-sensitives participated over the
phone.

! personal communication with one of the consultdfgbruary 2005.

# Telephone interview with the member of the WaveaBers responsible for its information and
media contacts (December 2004).

% The term ‘uncritical’ was not used to describe pagticipant in the TF exercises. However, a
consequence of labelling the Wave Breaker and kbetfeSensitives as ‘critical groups’ is that akét
others are presumably ‘uncritical’ or even ‘nedtral

2 Interview with an SSI official who is the directfmr the domain of non-ionising radiation, March
2005.
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organizers had to continuously rebuke participavite deviated from the rules. This
occurred when voices were too sharp and the digmssdurned into what the
consultants termed ‘a debate’, characterised bygamistic parties trying to win over
each other, rather than a dialogue with participdistening and trying to understand
each other. On one occasion the moderator plaoity participants that the heated
exchanges were obstructing a good dialogue froinggiace®

The effort to control the events had varying degreesuccess. In one instance, the
rules for the achievement of a proper dialogue tmatie articulated — ie to avoid
sarcasm and leading questions, to give suggesdimhsupportive responses to others,
etc. In addition, the various parties were askeapiooint a group leader to ensure that
the rules were followed. However, once the growgzussions began, the participants
often ignored these rules by not appointing a gréegder, and by aggressive
assertions such as the provocative placement déree supporting their ca% The
formal TF procedures implied in the communicatiorodel employed by the
organizers were based on the expectation thataalies would listen to each other
and be affected by each other’'s arguments — tepdn@ of being willing to change
their minds accordingly. In other words, the organs wanted the participants to be
moved by the experience of deliberation, and relasteongly — explicitly restating
the rules of the game — when they felt the antteigpadialogue degenerated mere
debate.

Consultation outcomes and demobilisation

In principle, we can identify three potential outoes of a consultation exercise. The
first mentioned earlier would be the changes iituale, emotions and positions of
those who — including the organizers — undergopttoeess. The second is a more
material one: the documents that usually emerga fiaconsultation exercise, and in
particular, the official report is the visible oatoe of a consultation and attempts to
officialise its meaning. The third possible out@rs the response to the consultation
and the conclusions of governments and regulatoesiegree to which the lessons of
the consultation influence policy decisions. Thosni of influence is hard to specify,
and its assessment requires a detailed analygslof-making in the aftermath of
the consultation that we cannot provide here. Asme focus here on the first two
outcomes: the mobility of participants, and thedotion of written reports that
summarise the content and conclusions of the deliioas

We suspect that the impact of consultation, in geaghgenerating public awareness
and eliciting a public debate on the technologiedeu discussion would be much
greater in the the GM Public Debate than in theomFnobile phones simply because
the former was a much larger enterprise, attraatggeat deal of public and media
attention, and was expected from its inceptiomftuénce governmental policy in a
significant way. The impact on the participant®rethose who actually took part in
the discussions, is independent of the size anudbiof the events. We discussed
earlier the affect on participants in terms of theiobility, and we noted how a
concern with balancing mobility and immobility damates the strategies of the
experts that devise and manage the debate on Gdé.fdo discuss this point further,

% second TF, observation.
% second TF, observation.
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we would like to remind readers about the distoictbetween statements oriented
towards the ‘accuracy of reference’ and ‘articaas’ following Latour (2004) as a

possible means to describe what is static and mabikconsultation exercises. The
main difference between these two concepts in lrstderms, is that ‘there is no end
to articulation whereas there is an end to accu@®p4: 210). Our two consultation

cases contained many statements oriented towacdsaay, but they also contained a
multitude of articulations, ie the creation of gmsis that are not fixed and can move
and change over time. As participants engagedforrration gathering and became
acquainted with each other they could find theitiah positions reinforced but they

could also be taken beyond them.

The NbD discussions in the GM Public Debate wergcdieed by its organizers as
generating a very noticeable kind of mobility, araling movement, whereas the
public events were characterised as dominated kgdfi static positions. The
participants in the NbD focus groups were seledbedause they were utterly
unaffected by the issue of GM foods. Yet, theirtipgration in the consultation
turned them into highly mobile individuals. The &fents, on the other hand, seem to
have caused only a slight and humbler kind of mammone that brought
participants closer to each other and made futon¢act easier, even if their opinions
were still polarised. An SSI official referring the ‘critical groups’ stated that ‘at
least we have established a contact with some ehthnd realised that they are
serious and really worried about this... In the faiuwhen SSI is planning new
recommendations we can gather these groups &Jai€learly the interaction of
stakeholders throughout the duration of the TF dia@d this limited but important
form of effect or movement.

Beyond the effects on participants, the most tdagautcome of our two exercises
was the production of official reports. The repairthe debate on the GM Nation was
released in September 2003. The TF report hasappgared in draft form. We will

thus focus largely on the former to try to underdtahe dynamic force of such
documents.

The fundamental purpose of the official reporthed GM debate was to bring together
and give coherence to the multiple strands of thresgltation and to extract a single
narrative on biotechnology and the public from ¢benplex experience of the debate.
The central problem was how to integrate what épert itself identifies as two rather
different sources of evidence: the opinions exmedsy self-selecting participants at
the public meetings, in the letters sent to therBoand in the feedback forms
returned to the organizers on the one hand, antherother, the views of those
carefully chosen individuals who participated ire tNbD discussions. The report
tried, first of all, to emphasise the commonalitietween the views and attitudes
expressed in both kinds of settings:

We found that the content of the debate was vamjlai right across each
spectrum. Whether they write a letter or an e-mail,visit the website, or
express themselves in a meeting, or sit down wattheother in a deliberative
process, people raise the same types of issuesoaicdrns about GM. They use

2T Interview with SSI official.
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the same kinds of arguments whether they are askekink hard about the
issues or choose to express themselves from thef their head.
(GM Public Debate Report 2003: 38)

The report reinforced these similarities by drawengeries ofjenerallessons or ‘key
messages’ in its conclusion and executive summariPgople are generally uneasy
about GM’; ‘The more people engage in GM issues, liarder their attitudes and
more intense their concerns’; ‘There is little sopipfor early commercialisation’),
applicable to both strands of the debate evenafdhdence used to support their
validity comes primarily from the NbD meetings.

However, in parallel to this effort to draw a siagiarrative from the Debate as a
whole, most of the report is devoted to teasingtbhat specific lessons that can be
drawn from each venue of participation, and iteésehthat the report manages, quite
successfully, to establish a clear distinction leetwvthe kinds of opinions expressed
in the public events, and those articulated atetlaveetings — and, more importantly,
between the kinds of people who expressed them.

The report draws far-reaching conclusions aboutpduicular kind of people who
took part in the open venues of the Debate on #isestihat, as the report argues, GM
is an issue ‘far removed from ordinary life and thainstream of current politics’
(GM Nation? 2003: 79); that it ‘is not a saliendug in most people’s ordinary lives’
(GM Nation? 2003: 973° From the premise that ordinary people are notulynd
concerned with the issue of GM foods, it followgitally that those individuals who
took an active interest in the debates and voluatee¢heir participation are not
representative of the ‘general’ public. If one egby assuming that ordinary people
rarely think about GM ‘in their daily lives’, (GM &tion? 2003: 15), one can deduce
that those who attended the open meetings musixtva-adinary, and therefore
unrepresentativ€. A similar conclusion is drawn with respect toshavho made the
effort to write a letter or send an e-mail to thee8ing Board: ‘They are also unusual
people. ...GM is not a salient issue in most peopletBnary lives. If it is unusual to
write a letter for publication about anything, stfair to suggest that it might be even
more unusual to write a letter about GM’ (GM Na®o8003: 97). These extra-
ordinary people were easily characterised as hasstgpblished, entrenched views, in
contrast to the participants at the NbD discusswinge came to the meeting with ‘no
fixed position on GM’ and the anecdotal evidenceéhgeed at the public events
supported this viewf

% This assumption is drawn from the views expredsedhe participants at the NbD meetings. But
these individuals were selected, it must be remeeaherecisely on the basis of their lack of ‘prior
allegiance to or connection with’ the issue of Gids.

% 'Going to a meeting on a public issue is an unluagtvity for the British population’, the Report
notes, and ‘this might suggest that GM meeting-goeere people who are highly interested and
engaged in public issues generally and GM in palgic Unusual or not, people who go to public
meetings and events are self-selecting’ (GM Nat@®(@3: 78-79).

30 ‘Both meeting goers and observers commented onuhger of people who went to meetings with
established views on GM, and who felt themselvel imirmed about it, which prompted comments
that meetings might be missing the general peq@&1 Nation? 2003: 91), who “did not generally
change their minds as a result of going” to thenes/6GM Nation? 2003: 94).
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The official report on the TF on mobile telephomggents important differences to
GM Debate, differences that reflect the dissimgdagals and scope of the exercises.
The fundamental purpose of the TF report was tegarethe dynamic process and the
open and participatory working method that charésd the deliberations among
stakeholderé! The aim of the TF had been to improve dialogué #laminate
opinions on mobile phones in a thorough and congmeile way. Given this goal,
the ideal result of the exercise would be, accagrdinthe organizers, the evidence of a
‘multiplicity of questions raised’, rather than asygular narrative or set of univocal
answers? Thus the primary ambition of the exercise was toogive a coherent
picture of the participants’ views on mobile phdeehnology, but rather to present
the working method used by the reference groupsgpleeific mode of conduct of the
seminars, and the forms for dialogue that charsetgrthe exchanges among
participants. The emphasis was thus on the metbggabf deliberation employed
and on its virtues. The TF report did not draw aowclusion in terms of public or
stakeholder opinions on mobile phones. At some tpdiowever, the report draws
broad conclusions about the openness and fairnieskeoTF process. And this
indicates conclusions about the mobility of papiits:

Through the form of the meeting you learned quickdhput each other, and this
prepares the way for the common interest to illaterthe questions that were
the task for the day. The relationship serves tepare the way for
accomplishing the task rather than hindering itthe groups that have worked
step by step according to these principles, impbrggestions were discussed
while the risk of this discussion being capturedairpolarised situation was
mitigated. This enabled more questions and impbitdarmation which might
not have been presented in this forum otherwisd. wdre given areal
opportunity to think out loud and to contribute nquestions and perspectives.
To conclude, a well-functioning meeting form redsceolarisation and
increases the amount of productive ideas

(TF Report 2005: p. 18-1&anslation by authors

The aim of the TF was to improve the understandingach other’s perspectives, and
this demanded actors capable of affecting each.oftseindicated in the quote above,
the key to this was the face-to-face meeting arel ghrsonal relationships that
characterised the interaction model employed bythanizers.

To conclude this section, we will discuss one tagcome of our two case studies —
the governmental responses, and, more particuldréy,government reaction to the
report on the GM Public Debate. This response &ffar interesting contrast to the
emphasis on mobility and mobilisation that chanastel the conduct of the exercises.
The TF report has not yet been published — thenpiredry version was available in
December 2005, and the official version is expeateSpring 2006 — and as yet there
is no information on the government’s formal resgen

31 In December the reference group met to discusptékminary version of the TF report. At this
meeting a new set of actors was present — a grbppoessional evaluators — engaged by the SSI to
evaluate the TF process. A preliminary versionh&f final TF report was sent to all participants in
advance and was discussed at this meeting. Botrefitet and the evaluation have yet to appear. The
TF report in this paper refers to the preliminagrsion — in the final version of the paper we will
analyse the contents of the final TF report.

32 Reference group meeting, 16 December 2005
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Soon after launching the Public Debate, the UK gawvent promised to resporial
writing to the conclusions of the Debate, in the hopetthat'will reassure the public
that their participation is worthwhilé® The government's written response was
issued by the Department for Environment, Food BRodal Affairs (DEFRA) in
March 2004** This document is, firstly, a joint response te three reappraisals of
biotechnology that had taken place in the UK —@M Public Debate, the Scientific
Review, and the Economic Assessment of GM cropss Th important as by
choosing to respond jointly to the three strandthisf wide-ranging consideration of
food biotechnology, the Government was able ‘weighthe evidence from the three
processes and to find in the Science and Econoeweews responses to the
‘concerns’ expressed by the public in the DeBate.

In its response, the government construes the ®udbate as fundamentally a
research exercise, one that ‘has helped to impoovainderstanding of what people
really think about GM crops’ (DEFRA 2004a: 11). Acding to this construct, the
Debate is no longer an open-ended deliberationegsobut a fact-finding enterprise
intended to discover fixed ‘concerns’ and ‘anxigtien the public domain. The
Government can recognise, or take into accounetheacerns and address them by
first registering them and then pointing to thefadigént ways in which the existing
regulatory process addresses these uncertaintiesfesrs. The following is an
example of this acknowledgement:

The report of the public debate suggested thatlp&oppinions about GM food
and crops are shaped by a wide range of issuesamuerns. We have looked at
these concerns carefully, and we have concluded ftnathe most part the
regulatory regime which is now in place is capaifladdressing them, but that
on some issues further action is required.

(DEFRA 20044, paragraph 4.9)

The ability of the Government to describe the RuBlebate as the expression of a
series of concerns, and to frame the deliberatsofuadamentally a research process
meant to ‘broadly reflect the current state of pubpinion on GM’ (DEFRA 2004a)

is paved by the differentiation between the opet the closed strands of the debate,
a difference that the official report had helpethbkshed. We have noted how the
official report of the consultation had tried tarty the different strands of the Debate
together into a single composite image of ‘the mubbut this effort is easily
dismantled in the Government’s response, by sehdgtguoting paragraphs from the
report to support the claim that the participantshie open and closed meetings were
very different kinds of people, and that only taédr offered a representative image
of the general public’s attitudes towards GM foallscording to the Government’s
response, the closed sessions of the NbD compohém debate:

33 Letter from Margaret Beckett, 20 January 2002. Beeretary of State also announced that she
‘would be happy to indicate what the UK governmieas learned from the debate when making future
policy announcements on GM issues’.

* The GM Debate: Government response

% For instance, the Debate unearthed evidence dicpaxiety about the GM effects on human health.

In its response, the government simply pointedtbat ‘the science review concluded that there is no
evidence to suggest that current GM foods poseater risk to human health than their conventional
counterparts’ (Response, para 16). DEFRA 2004a.
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... enabled the debate process to take account oidhes of those members of
the public who might not normally have chosen tetpart, in contrast to the
‘self-selecting’ participants in the debate. Theaffddw but Deep’ element is
generally regarded as one of the more successfturés of the debate, serving
as an important ‘control’ on the findings of thesoprocess.

(DEFRA 2004b, paragraph 23)

The literal meaning that the term ‘control’ acgsir@ the above sentence is made
clear by how the government the evidence of theedosessions to neutralise the
opinions expressed in the open meetings:

We recognize that people are generally uneasy abbutcrops and food, and
that there is little support for early commerciatibn of GM crops in this
country. However we note that there were some reiffees between the views
of those who took part in the ‘open’ debate, amuséhmembers of the public
who took part in the ‘closed’ discussion groups.

(DEFRA 2004b, paragraph 3.2)

‘The predominant feeling among the Narrow-but-Deapple,” the response argues,
‘was one of uncertainty and this was largely beeatley felt uninformed.” This
general public is a more malleable constituencss leflexible and categorical than
the usual stakeholders; it is a more promising t@ncy for a government
seemingly bent on leaving the regulatory regime@dt crops unaltered.

There is an interesting paradox here. Whereas #itmmie organizers used the NbD
focus groups to generaterbility of opinions to produce a trajectory of deliberatio
the government’s response relies precisely on tfiedimgs to produce ataticimage

of ‘public concerns’ as a set of fixed and cleadgntifiable attitudes. The discussion
groups had managed to move the participants, iwvidvwe of their organizers, but the
government was more interested in the public atables immobile entity. In this
way, a set of discrete and stationary concernsbeamet by a stable set of regulatory
structures. The open meetings had been criticisedifply reiterating a set of static
opinions, but in effect a similar image of publipimion as an inert entity
characterises the government’s response.

Discussion: malleable ‘public’ and the political véue of mobility

In this final section we would like to draw togethend reiterate briefly the key
threads of our analysis, and discuss two distinttrelated dimensions of our case
studies. The first has to do with changing viewsitizenship, the second with the
political value of mobility.

The UK Public Debate and the Swedish TF constitwte different instruments for
obtaining public opinions and for incorporating $kcopinions, in one form or other,
into the policy process. In their format, desigantent, and expected outcomes they
represent different models of public elicitationdamobilisation strategies. But we
have juxtaposed them in an attempt to draw somergeoonclusions about the forms
of sociality that are operative in these forms a@litral experiments.
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For us public consultations are, first and foremastextractiveindustry in which
experts apply technologies of elicitation to confgya stock of lay views amenable to
the policy process. In our view, this industry aj@aepends on shaping, restraining
and channelling particular forms of sociality; tigton enforcing particular models of
citizenship. The experts who design, conduct otyaeathese meetings operate with
particular models of communication and of the puldii mind, even if the specific
tools and devices they employ are often simpliftedschematic versions of well-
known sociological or psychoanalytical theories.

A key distinction that is present in both our casethat between the general public
and stakeholders. Consultation exercises will adigitnctive forms of organisation
depending on which one of these constituencies tamet. However, in our two
cases we detect a kind of confusion or hybridisatam attempt to targébth— a set
of clearly demarcated groups and opinianglan amorphous silent majority yet to be
heard. This is particularly apparent in the GM Rublebate where this distinction led
to a certain institutional schizophrenia and a peegive bifurcation of the
consultation into distinct and separate strandse Pablic meetings, originally
conceived as the backbone of a consultation thatedato be broad and national,
came under criticism for being monopolised by selecting participants and interest
groups that did not represent the general populad® a whole. To control for this
bias a series of closed and tightly controlled sogtoups were set up, and it was from
these private meetings that the bulk of the evidesfathe Public Debate was drawn.
Perhaps paradoxically, the desire to allow the iputbl frame the discussion in their
own terms led the organizers to rely on private @odely monitored forms of social
interaction.

In the TF, a general orientation towards the gdrmrblic was curtailed by funding
problems but the distinction between the silentamityj and stakeholders permeated
and structured the deliberations. Against the bemkgd of an ever-present but never
reached silent majority, the forum developed intoattempt to elucidate the deep
values and premises that explain the stakeholgmsitions; a sort of clarification
exercise that had a necessarily limited policy iobpsince, as many participants and
certainly the organizers believed, the generalipwishs absent from the proceedings.
The reliance on private meetings was evident inTthecase too, albeit in a highly
different fashion. The closed strand of the GM Ruldebate, the NbD groups,
resembled a laboratory study of a malleable publidle the private nature of the TF
meetings was similar to a ‘hostage’ situation inickhcitizens are involved in a
process that is stacked against them as it semxesisevely the interests of the
organizers. The face-to-face meetings and sustaimecaction helped the organizers
enrol critical actors into their programme of etlation. This might not have been the
intention of the organizer (the ‘privatization’ ®F was in fact involuntary and due to
budgetary constraints), but it was however an ingmar characteristic of the
consultation.

There is more to say about the unintentional efeétpublic consultation exercises.
Open, deliberative meetings tend to generate aofenentfulnesshat the organizers
find difficult to comprehend; they produce a comxile that is irreducible to
preconceived models of the public. In contrash®dventfulness of unruly actors, the
general public that is abstractly targeted in meoysultation exercises appears as a
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more flexible category. Firstly it is an abstracinstituency, one that seems more
amenable to the effects of deliberation precis@galise it is construed as devoid of
fixed views or strong opinions. And yet, when, mshe case of the NbD strand of the
GM Public Debate, the general public is actuallynszdted and thus the silent

majority finally enlisted and enticed to talk, trean only take place under highly

orchestrated conditions, such as those of a fomugog and with the help of stringent

screening criteria and continuous monitoring aadglation by experts.

There is thus a peculiar return to the figure d ithiot, in the classical, Athenian
sense. In public consultation, the citizen withapinion or no unprompted interest in
public deliberation, the individual that minds exsively his or her own business
becomes a key legitimising constituency, a sourceatitical value, the kind of
people governments are eager to enrol in publicutetions. Pericles described as
‘useless’ (not peaceful or obedient) those membktise polis who only minded their
private businesses. And yet, the opposite is timnsultation exercises: in the minds
of the organizers of these events, the idiots laeentostuseful of publics, the true
source of valid opinions.

This has clear political implications. The curremterest in the ‘quiet’ citizen calls
into question the classical distinction betweenitjgal action, orvita activa and its
counterpart ‘non-action’ (or contemplation), theleqmess of the Greekkhok, the
‘freedom and surcease from political activity’ (Ack 1998: 14ff). For it is the quiet
citizen that takes centre stage in the politicdlade. But, obviously, as he or she gets
involved in the mechanism of consultation, thiscinge citizen becomes increasingly
un-quiet askholig; he or she becomes political in the sense tleap#ison acquires a
trajectory of opinion, the movement that the orgars of consultation exercises are
so keen to provoke and trace. We are getting ¢tmseconcept of political action that
takes mobility as its primary value.

For Hanna Arendt the value of politics does noiriéts outcomes but is manifest in
political action itself. The human capacity to antferms of starting something new
and to set something intootion(which is the original meaning of the Latgers is,
according to Arendt, underemphasised in the modgenwhere important distinctions
between various kinds of action has been oblitdrafEhe advantage of this
conceptualisation of action is that it offers batbdefence of participatory politics and
a critigue of the increasing instrumentalisation pafrticipation in policy-making
mechanisms (Torgerson 1999; Szerszynski 2003)s tiot hard to understand the
political value of using public opinion as a sefigéd concerns in the policy process.
But a consistent espousal of mobility would impededuction of participation to the
instrumental value of ‘moving the public’ for onedsvn purposes; it would imply a
willingness not only to move but alsolte moved

Consultations tend to become, as we have argueentfell They canmove
participants, and, in so doing, they can move thgicé on which participants
deliberate. The mobility of opinions is clearly @sttable characteristic of deliberation
as we have seen from the views expressed by tlaiaays of these exercises. Yet
this desire is often combined with the aspirationirhbue this mobility only with
instrumental value, and/or to reproduce a schemixefl, stable opinions (and to
attribute them to a fixed, stable, manageable @gkrmrblic) because a static target
makes it easier to reassure the public of the wglaf the existing regulations.
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Thus, in both our cases the motion triggered bypthiaic consultation exercises was
curtailed by the organizers’ and the governmenésirg@ tosummarisethese events
into a unified and stable statement. The extractieehanisms of public consultations
allows the organizers to maintain a certain degfemntrol; these techniques tend to
produce a kind of simulated responsiveness, thategfies of ‘crafted talk’, that
political scientists have noted in politicians whiaim to be responsive while in
practice avoiding taking public opinion into accauRoliticians track public opinion
not to make policy but rather to determine howrft¢heir public presentations and
win public support for the policies they and thaipporters favor’ (Jacobs & Shapiro
2000: 55)

We would not like to suggest that the crafted tatkpublic consultation is mere
rhetoric in its most limited and pejorative seneeg,that public consultations are
merely symbolic and designed to obscure the truéives of policy-makers. The
notion of symbolic politics assumes a distinctioatvieen genuine action and
symbolic action that we want to avoid; it seemsstiggest that there is a hidden
agenda operating behind the rhetoric of public imement (Blihdorn 2005). Instead
of searching for hidden motives and real objectiveghich would entail a return to
interrogations over the ‘accuracy of referencet tha have dismissed as a useful tool
to understand the public — we would like to arghat tpublic consultations are
technologies of elicitation and engines of movemedhat they often generate
unpredictable movement, of people and issues, maedrige to forms of sociality that
spill over the models of interaction their orgamgzbring to bear; and that one of their
fundamental outputs, and a yardstick by which timexst be measured is their ability
to move and entangle actors and the issues uparhiliney are called to deliberate.
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