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Debates about biotechnology in India have focused largely on Bt cotton (bacillus thuringiensis), an important cash crop affecting the lives of millions in India and worldwide, and the only GM crop approved by the Indian government for commercial use. Traditionally, scholars have argued that cross-national differences in cases reflect different political and regulatory cultures, differences in perceived risk, lower levels of trust in governments and/or government scientists, and a history of risk amplifying processes due in part to poor risk communication on the part of regulating agencies. In addition, risk controversies are often understood as products of affluent ‘late modern’ societies wherein the risks of industrial society are a central preoccupation; by inference developing countries are expected to have greater risk tolerance. While this last point is somewhat true, it does not explain why some risky technologies (such as GM crops) have become so controversial in the developing world nor how these controversies differ from  those in the industrialized world. 

This paper finds that regulating risk in a developing economy and the nature of risk controversies themselves are not and cannot be predicted or diagnosed as a byproduct of  perceived risk, poor risk communication as this is usually understood, or distrust of scientific authority. First, we find that risk communication failures are not the central engine of controversy (as is so often the case in North America and Europe). Rather debates in India about how Bt cotton risk is regulated and communicated are better understood as a thin surrogate for what is in fact a rights-based contest in a developing post-colonial economy, a contest between the nation state’s desire to attract corporate investment and legitimize India as safe for capitalism and a farmer’s right to sell and exchange seeds. Second, existing theories of risk controversies also identify the problem as one of distrust of authoritative science. Yet, in the India case, there is little evidence of an authoritative independent or policy-mandated science that is so often pitted against citizen science in the risk society thesis and its derivatives. Instead, there is an “authoritative-science” vacuum wherein a handful of entrepreneurial NGOs provide scientific input into the policy process. Further, the production of new scientific knowledge is not anchored in any specific way by academic science but by scientists practicing on behalf of regional and national NGOs. This produces a more complete erasure of strict lines demarcating 'science' from 'politics’ than is evident in parallel North American and European cases. Finally, we do not find evidence for conventional psychometric responses such as dread or fear of risks or the negative imagery so often associated with these expressions of risk aversion. Instead, activist discourse and media coverage on health and ecological risks or on ghoulish images of Franken-crops or the kind of negative imagery associated with European risk debates is largely absent. So too is evidence for stigmatization effects at the market level due to fears of Bt cotton.  In short, three fundamental tenets of the risk theory – the risk society thesis, the prevalence of negative risk perceptions, and the problems of risk communication -- fail to predominate in the India case thereby suggesting that little is as yet known about the properties of risk debates in the developing world and their implications for theories largely North American and European in origin. 
