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Abstract 

The societal benefits of new technology and electronic products can hardly be underestimated. 

However, new technological achievements bring problems as well since obsolete products, 

due to ever-growing amounts and complex composition, are difficult to handle in a sound 

manner. Currently electronic waste constitutes the single fastest growing waste stream in 

society. It is also common that e-waste is exported to low-income countries where it generally 

is recycled under rudimentary conditions, leading to large-scale environmental and health 

effects. The political handling of the issue has enjoyed moderate success internationally as 

well as nationally. 

 

The shaping of environmental politics is however, according to many researchers, a complex 

process involving many actors, something that generally is not reflected in official politics. 

The purpose of this thesis is to map out the different discourses inherent in the public debates 

on e-waste in Sweden and the USA respectively, and compare how they might influence the 

political management of the e-waste issue. A number of newspaper articles, reports and press 

releases from NGOs and trade organizations have been analyzed with a discourse analysis 

method, influenced by John Dryzek and Michel Foucault. The term “order of discourse” has 

been borrowed by Norman Fairclough as an analytical tool.  

In the U.S. material a conflictual, unclear order of discourse appeared where most of the 

actors were portrayed as equal political players. However there was an apparent red thread as 

the question was framed as an economic issue by the majority of actors. In the Swedish 

material a very clear order of discourse was identified, where mainly two discourses were 

dominant. Drawing on the analysis it could be concluded that there were several probable 

explanations for the contemporary political handling. The perspective of the key actors El-

Kretsen and the U.S. EPA was concluded to impair the political handling, while the framing 

of the issue as a question for experts in the Swedish material was considered another 

explanation.   
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Sammanfattning 

Samhällsnyttan med ny teknik och elektroniska produkter kan knappast underskattas. Nya 

tekniska landvinningar medför dock problematik då elektronikavfall är svåromhändertaget på 

grund av dess komplexa sammansättning. Numera är dessutom elektronikavfall det enskilt 

snabbast växande avfallsflödet i samhället. Ytterligare problematik uppstår då det är vanligt 

att avfallet exporteras till låginkomstländer där det ofta återvinns med primitiva metoder, 

vilket leder till att avfallet utgör stora miljö- och hälsorisker. Sammantaget innebär detta att 

elektronikavfall utgör en av de största miljöpolitiska utmaningarna, men den politiska 

hanteringen av frågan har hittills rönt blandad framgång internationellt såväl som nationellt.  

 

Skapandet av miljöpolitik är dock enligt många teoretiker en komplex process som involverar 

många aktörer, något som generellt inte avspeglas i officiell politik. Syftet med denna uppsats 

är att försöka urskilja vilka diskurser som finns i den offentliga debatten om elektronikavfall i 

USA och Sverige, och jämföra hur de kan tänkas påverka den politiska hanteringen av 

elektronikavfallsfrågan. Ett antal tidningsartiklar, rapporter och pressreleaser från NGO:s och 

branschsammanslutningar har analyserats med en diskursanalytisk metod, influerad av John 

Dryzek och Michel Foucault. Begreppet ”diskursordning” har lånats av Norman Fairclough 

för att som analytiskt verktyg koppla diskursanalysen till den politiska hanteringen i 

respektive land.  

 

I det amerikanska materialet framträdde en konfliktfylld, otydlig diskursordning där flertalet 

aktörer framställdes som likvärdiga politiska spelare. Det fanns en tydlig röd tråd i det faktum 

att samtliga aktörer diskuterade frågan utifrån ett ekonomiskt perspektiv. I det svenska 

materialet fanns istället en tydlig diskursordning, där framförallt två diskurser var 

förhärskande. Utifrån analysen kunde konstateras att det fanns ett antal troliga skäl till den 

nuvarande politiska hanteringen. Nyckelaktörerna El-Kretsen och det amerikanska 

Naturvårdsverkets perspektiv lyftes som två troliga anledningar, medan inramningen som en 

expertfråga i det svenska materialet framhålls som ytterligare en orsak.   
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Abbreviations 

BAN Basel Action Network 

BFR Brominated Flame Retardant 

CEA Consumer Electronics Association 

CEC Commission of the European Communities [now known as the EC] 

CERC Consumer Electronics Retailers Coalition 

CRT Cathode Ray Tube 

EC European Commission 

EEE  Electrical and Electronic Equipment 

EOL End-Of-Life 

EPA Environmental Protection Agency 

EPR Extended Producer Responsibility 

EU European Union 

GAO Government Accountability Office 

GNP Gross National Product 

ISRI Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries 

LCD Liquid Crystal Display 

MSW Municipal Solid Waste 

NERIC National Electronics Recycling Infrastructure Clearinghouse 

NEPSI National Electronics Product Stewardship Initiative 

NGO Non-Governmental Organization 

OECD Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

R2 Responsible Recycling 

RCRA Resource Conservation and Recovery Act 

SVTC Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition 

UN United Nations 

UNEP United Nations Environment Programme 

WEEE Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment  
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Introduction 

The technological advancements of the last two decades have no counterpart in human 

history, with an ever-increasing use of electronic devices in all spheres of society. From the 

latest version of the iPad to highly sophisticated medical equipment, the use of electronics 

permeates the modern lifestyle and the human dependence upon electronic equipment cannot 

be underestimated. The advantages coupled with new technology ensures a continued increase 

in global electronic equipment use, while at the same time the present patterns in 

technological development keeps the average lifespan of electronic devices relatively short. 

This makes for a large amount of electronic equipment going obsolete while new products 

continuously enter the market. Consequently, waste electrical and electronic equipment 

(WEEE), or e-waste, is the fastest growing waste stream in all of society (Ongondo, Williams 

& Cherrett, 2011). 

The management of this waste stream poses a huge challenge for politicians and policymakers 

worldwide. Currently the majority of e-waste is landfilled; only 25 % is recycled in the United 

States (U.S. EPA, 2011a) and approximately 33 % is recycled in Europe (Ongondo et al., 

2011). It has recently been noticed both in the academic and political communities that it is 

desirable to increase these figures for several reasons (see for example GAO, 2008; European 

Commission, 2012a; Ongondo et al., 2011; Tsydenova and Bengtsson, 2011). An economic 

incentive for increasing the recycling of e-waste is the fact that electronic devices contain 

high concentrations of precious metals. According to contemporary research, the worldwide 

production of mobile phones in 2008 consumed approximately 31 tons of gold, 325 tons of 

silver, 12 tons of palladium, 4,900 tons of cobalt and 12,000 tons of copper (Dodson, Hunt, 

Parker, Yang & Clark, 2012). Harvesting these metals through recycling instead of mining is 

economically as well as ecologically rational. Another economic incentive is the vast 

development potential of the recycling infrastructure. As previously stated approximately 25 

% of all electronic waste generated is recycled in the United States, contributing to a recycling 

industry which in total generated $77 billion and created 10 000 jobs in 2010, according to the 

Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI) (ISRI, 2011a). Increasing investments in the 

American recycling infrastructure, as well as in other parts of the world, consequently goes 

hand in hand with contemporary ecological modernization tendencies in world politics, 

creating more jobs and increased revenue in a “green” fashion (Hajer, 1997). 

There are also further ecological arguments. A typical WEEE sample can contain over 1000 

substances (Sepúlveda, Schluep, Renaud, Streicher, Kuehr, Hagelüken & Gerecke, 2010) and 

one single mobile phone can contain more than 40 periodic table elements (Chen, Dietrich, 

Huo & Ho, 2011). Many of these are known to have ecotoxicological effects, for example 

carcinogenic brominated flame retardants (BFRs) which have been documented to 

bioaccumulate in fish and water sediment (Luo, Wei Cai and Hung Wong, 2007). Toxins 

found in e-waste also pose a threat to human health; there is an overwhelming amount of 

research on the negative health effects of metals such as lead, cadmium, arsenic and mercury 

(for a comprehensive review in relation to e-waste, see Swedish EPA, 2011a). Lastly, a social 

aspect can be applied to the e-waste challenge. Even with the currently most advanced 
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handling of e-waste, toxins pose a constant risk for workers. However it is not uncommon that 

e-waste is handled under very poor conditions, greatly increasing the risk for exposure. Since 

modern recycling of e-waste in industrialized countries is a costlier and more complex process 

than to simply dispose of it, it has been and still is common to export the waste to low-income 

countries where it is handled under rudimentary conditions by unprotected workers (See for 

example Ongondo et al., 2011; Puckett, Byster, Westervelt, Gutierrez, Davis, Hussain and 

Dutta, 2002; Puckett, Westervelt, Gutierrez and Takamiya, 2005; Robinson, 2009 and Lim & 

Schoenung, 2010). In order to address this problem a United Nations (UN) Convention called 

the Basel Convention on the Transboundary Movement of Hazardous Waste and Their 

Disposal was introduced in 1989 (UNEP, 2010), however the Convention has reached 

moderate success as the e-waste issue keeps growing rather than shrinking (Ongondo et al., 

2011).  

Consequently the different governments of the world have taken on quite different political 

approaches to the e-waste issue. For example the United States has yet to sign the Basel 

Convention and lacks federal legislation on the issue, while Sweden as a member of the 

European Union is required to responsibly discard of the e-waste in accordance with the 

WEEE Directive which statutes extended producer responsibility (EPR) (European 

Commission, 2002a). These separate political responses in the wake of the Basel 

Convention’s failure spawn several questions on how contemporary environmental politics 

are shaped and ought to be successfully shaped. According to Beck, Giddens and Lash (1994) 

and Lidskog and Sundqvist (2011) the shaping of politics in modern society is a complex 

process involving many actors who influence the policy process in different ways, something 

that is not reflected in multilateral treaties such as the Basel Convention. Questions raised 

concerning the e-waste issue, such as why the Basel Convention has not been more successful 

and why the political handling of the issue differs, are difficult to answer. To illuminate the 

complex processes that shape contemporary environmental politics it can be useful to explore 

and scrutinize the public debates on the e-waste problem and the worldviews, or discourses, 

inherent therein.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to map out the different discourses inherent in the public debates 

on e-waste in Sweden and the USA respectively, and compare how they might influence the 

political management of the e-waste issue. 

To help us reach this purpose, we have formulated the following research questions: 

 What problems are identified and which solutions are presented? 

 Which different discourses can be identified? Is any discourse more dominant?  

 Which actors can be identified and which discourse do they mostly attain to? 
 What conclusions in terms of political management can be drawn from the identified 

discourses? 

 
The first three research questions will be used as tools in our analysis, whereas the fourth will 

be used to encapsulate our discussion.  
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Theoretical framework 

We aim to achieve our purpose by performing a comparative study between the public 

debates on the e-waste issue in the United States and Sweden, using a discourse analysis 

method. This is to be able to highlight the social structures and actors that affect the policy-

making process, and by doing this we hope to offer a reflexive view on how politics on this 

particular issue is shaped. In order to carry out our analysis we have constructed our own 

multifaceted discourse analysis method, which is however heavily influenced by John Dryzek 

and Michel Foucault. In this section we will account for the work of these theorists and 

outline the theoretical approach of this thesis.  

Discourse theory and analysis 

As defined by Winther Jørgensen and Phillips (2000) and Dryzek (2005), a discourse is a 

certain way of looking at and describing the world, resulting in distinct ways of perceiving a 

problem, hence leading to different handling of the same problem. Discourses are constituted 

of their own particular language and perceptions, which in turn establishes domains and 

boundaries regarding right and wrong, true and false as well as legitimization and restriction 

of certain types of actions (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips, 2000).  

Winther Jørgensen and Phillips (2000) write about three different discourse analysis 

approaches that are widely used in contemporary research: Laclau and Mouffe, Fairclough’s 

critical discourse analysis and discourse psychology. A common denominator for these 

perspectives is the conception that different representations of reality are created through 

language, representations that are never reflections of a readily existing reality; the 

representations themselves contribute to the creation of reality. The three perspectives do not 

reject the physical world, but they all state that the physical world only acquires meaning 

through discourses. In other words they all share a social constructivist ontology. This derives 

from Michel Foucault, the accredited founder of discourse theory, who stated that truth is a 

discursive construction and that different knowledge regimes decide what is true and what is 

false and the rules of what can be seen as true and false. In his book Vetandets arkeologi (en: 

Archeology of knowledge) from 2002, he states that when researching discourses, one has to 

temporarily set aside assumed relations and contexts, i.e. the conventional concepts that is 

taken for granted in everyday life such as medicine, insanity, criminality, grammar etc. As a 

researcher the point is not to reject these concepts but to scrutinize the obviousness that 

surrounds them and make them acceptable in their current form. The point is to show that 

these concepts are in fact not so obvious, but rather the result of a construction adhering to 

certain rules; rules that the researcher has to reveal and subsequently investigate on what 

terms they are validated. Foucault means that when these concepts and the ostensible 

obviousness surrounding them are scrutinized, the inherent problems are revealed and the 

concepts themselves raise questions such as: What are they? How should they be defined and 

delimited? What types of laws are they obedient to? And most importantly for this thesis, 

what specific phenomena do they give rise to within the discursive field? 
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According to Foucault, one of the most difficult tasks in a discourse analysis is to define the 

studied discursive field. He states that the researcher’s task is to, based on gathered empirical 

material which functions as a sample, try to define the rules that would enable the 

construction of other statements:   

How come that precisely this statement has taken form and not another one in its place? (Foucault, 

2002, p.42)  

What Foucault means when he calls data material “sample” is that it is not possible to cover 

an entire discursive field in one study, i.e. without outlines. Instead the researcher must 

empirically try to establish a domain where relations and concepts are numerous, reoccurring 

and easily described. 

This thesis will only handle a limited amount of empirical data and thus a limited amount of 

concrete discursive expressions. To be able to identify the actual contribution of the studied 

data to its discursive context, in other words to be able to perform a relevant and meaningful 

analysis, it is necessary to put the data in relation to an already existing discursive 

background, as described by Foucault (2002) and Winther Jørgensen and Phillips (2000). This 

is where we will apply the environmental discourse theory of the political scientist John 

Dryzek as secondary literature. Dryzek has made a thorough review of the field of 

environmental politics from a discourse perspective in an attempt to distinguish the discourses 

that have influenced the political management of environmental problems globally (e.g. 

Dryzek, 2005 and Dryzek & Stevenson, 2011). He argues that there is one discourse that has 

dominated the environmental politics for the last forty years, which he names environmental 

problem solving. This discourse is categorized in three sub-discourses: administrative 

rationalism, democratic pragmatism and economic rationalism (Dryzek, 2005). We will soon 

briefly account for the three of them. 

Foucault tended to only identify one knowledge regime in every historical era, something that 

Laclau and Mouffe, Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis and discourse psychology 

disagrees with. The common notion in the discourse analysis field today is that several 

discourses exist simultaneously and struggle for the right to decide what is true. This idea is 

called order of discourse and is extensively used by Fairclough (for example in Chouliaraki & 

Fairclough, 1999 and Fairclough, 1992; 1995), drawing on Foucault (e.g. 2002). He defines 

order of discourse as a complex and contradictive configuration of discourses within the same 

social area or institution (Fairclough, 1995). In other words, the order of discourse concept 

defines different discourses that partly cover the same terrain and struggle to imbue their own 

particular values and ideas (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips, 2000).  

Dryzek’s discourse theory will be used as secondary literature and thus as our discursive 

background and main inspiration for the analysis, and Foucault, as the ”discourse father”, 

provides us with a rigid theoretical framework. Dryzek also states that he is heavily 

influenced by Foucault in his use of discourse analysis (Dryzek, 2005). From Fairclough we 

will mainly borrow the order of discourse concept, which will function as an analytical tool. It 
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is our opinion that Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory as well as discourse psychology 

does not suit our analysis based on our purpose and overall structure of the thesis. 

John Dryzek’s environmental discourse theory 

Environmental problem solving 

With the evolvement of the modern environmental movement, Dryzek (2005) distinguishes 

two polemic discourses that he names survivalism and promethean discourse. However 

vigorously and still debated today none of them have had a large impact on actual policy-

making. Instead, they have inspired the discourse that according to Dryzek has been most 

influential on environmental policy-making, a discourse that he states has 

…had obvious consequences in the way societies, and especially governments, have gone about 

characterizing and attacking environmental problems. (Dryzek, 2005, p.73) 

This discourse, which Dryzek names the environmental problem solving discourse, does 

indeed recognize environmental problems, but sees them as manageable within the framework 

that the political economy of contemporary industrial society provides. In other words, 

solutions to environmental problems can be found in institutional change and coordination 

mechanisms. However variations within this discourse represent different perceptions on how 

to realize the presumably needed institutional change. 

Administrative rationalism 

This sub-discourse relies on the problem-solving capacities of science and experts in society 

and therefore recognizes a clear hierarchical structure of power where citizens, producers and 

consumers are largely unable to instigate change. Furthermore, nature is subordinated 

humans. Concepts debated in other environmental discourses such as finite resources, 

ecosystem services, energy supply and population are recognized but not given much 

attention. The focus is rather how best to organize problem-solving. In line with positivist 

conceptions the solution is to instigate a bureaucratic hierarchy where scientific and technical 

expertise in service of the state, motivated by a unitary public interest, is given center stage 

(Dryzek, 2005).  

Democratic pragmatism 

As a counterpart to the authoritarian view of administrative rationalism, the democratic 

pragmatism discourse argues for open processes with deliberative characteristics. This gives 

citizens and other actors in society a much larger role in shaping public policy; the goal is to 

encourage equality and interactive political relationships where competition and cooperation 

are not seen as a problem but as an impetus for solving environmental problems (Dryzek, 

2005).  

Economic rationalism 

The economic rationalism discourse is defined by the idea that applying the logics of the 

market to environmental problems is the reigning solution. Citizens and other societal actors 

are seen as rational entities acting in accordance with their own interests and maximizing their 

own profit. In one sense this constitutes the exact opposite to administrative rationalism as 
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“the economic man” must be able to freely act in established markets. But the economic 

rationalism discourse has the same confidence in a hierarchy of experts who recognize 

important environmental problems and subsequently establish relevant markets in that area 

(Dryzek, 2005).  

The sustainability discourse 

As earlier mentioned, the discourses presented above have according to Dryzek dominated the 

environmental politics over the last forty years. However, there has been a shift in the 

management of environmental problems, instigated by the World Commission on 

Environment and Development led by Gro Harlem Brundtland together with the United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro 1992, where the 

concept of sustainable development was introduced on a large scale in global politics. Dryzek 

(2005) categorize sustainable development under the sustainability discourse, which address 

the need of the problem solving discourses to come to a resolution between conflicting 

economic and ecological values. Another sub-discourse found under the banner of 

sustainability is called ecological modernization and since it has been hugely influential in 

shaping environmental politics during the 21
st
 century we will account for it below.  

Ecological modernization 

The motivation behind ecological modernization is the notion that there is money to be made 

in restructuring the liberal political economy to grant environmental issues higher priority. 

Action to stop environmental degradation is needed and can be embraced by businesses as it 

serves as a mean for continued economic growth. An argument for businesses to go along 

with ecological modernization is that increased consumer awareness creates markets for 

environmentally and ethically sound products. This also provides the economic and ecological 

win-win situation which is the core characteristic of ecological modernization discourse – the 

traditional coupling of economic growth with environmental degradation can be decoupled. 

However, this decoupling requires long-term political dedication and the involvement of 

society in its entirety, in other words the discourse takes a systems approach and focuses on 

the incorporation of biological and socio-cultural processes rather than handling specific 

environmental problems (Dryzek, 2005).  
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Methodology 

As previously stated, we have chosen to perform a comparative study to carry out our 

analysis. This choice was made with several aspects in mind. First of all, the United States 

and Sweden are two similar societies in many ways; technologically, structurally and in 

general ways of living. However when faced with the same problem, how to handle e-waste, 

the two countries have taken on very different political approaches. The United States has 

officially, until recently, hardly recognized it as a problem (Carpenter, 2011), while the EU 

and consequently Sweden adopted legislation in 2003 and is currently reviewing the existing 

legislation to further enhance the waste management infrastructure (European Commission, 

2012b). This makes the case for a comparative analysis convincing. 

For our empirical material we have searched article databases for newspaper articles, 

editorials and debate articles where discursive expressions concerning our studied area can be 

found, in United States media as well as in Swedish media. We have also included articles 

published by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and business coalitions to find 

explicit opinions expressed by actors, thus adding to the concrete discursive expressions. 

Independent reports to the government have been included as well because this is as close one 

can get to official politics without actually studying official politics. These reports also serve 

as an antipode to the material we collect from e.g. NGOs and business coalitions and it is our 

opinion that by choosing this particular mix of empirical material we will have the largest 

possibility of discovering discourses. The databases we have used are Westlaw International 

for American newspaper articles and Mediearkivet (en: The Media Archive) for Swedish 

newspaper articles. In the Swedish material collected from Mediearkivet we did not find a 

clear and apparent debate, in opposite to the United States material, which led us to search for 

Swedish industry specific magazines to be able to find enough material for our analysis. After 

our search we had gathered 76 American and 43 Swedish articles and reports. When this 

initial data had been collected we started a selection process based on our purpose and 

research questions, in order to identify the articles of most relevance for our analysis. In this 

process we searched for reoccurring themes and actors in order to establish our empirical 

basis. In the end the analysis was performed on 24 American and 18 Swedish articles and 

reports. All quotes from the Swedish articles have been translated by us. 

As for temporal delimitations we have chosen to search the period between January 1 2005 

and November 30 2011. This is because we are interested in the differences in the public 

debates and how discourses imply different ways of apprehending problems and solutions, 

rather than temporal differences in the public debates. We chose the year 2005 as our starting 

point because it was around that time the e-waste issue started to gain attention in the United 

States, and it is our opinion that as long as we chose a date after the implementation of the 

WEEE Directive (which was implemented in 2003) the temporal delimitation would not be of 

vital importance for the Swedish material. 
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Methodological application 

In this thesis we have created our own discourse analysis method based on a broad 

understanding of the discourse analysis field. This is to make use of different perspectives 

which can be found in existing discourse analysis methods in order to create a multifaceted 

analytical frame that suits our purpose. We have analyzed the empirical material and looked 

for themes, patterns and viewpoints that actors express in order to identify which problems 

and solutions that are presented and thereby identify different discourses that is likely to 

influence the political management of the e-waste issue. To perform this analysis we have 

used our research questions to create an analysis guide, where problems, solutions, discourses 

and actors have been identified for each article. Our analysis has primarily been influenced by 

John Dryzek’s discourse theory, as explained in his book The Politics of the Earth: 

Environmental Discourses (2005). However our analysis is also influenced by the works of 

Michel Foucault (2002) for a general understanding of discourse theory. From Norman 

Fairclough (1992; 1995) we have adopted the concept order of discourse in order to establish 

a more apparent connection to the political handling of the e-waste issue and try to determine 

which discourse/s that is/are most dominant and thus more likely to exert influence over the 

political management. We have also drawn general inspiration from Diskursanalys som teori 

och metod (en: Discourse analysis as theory and method) by Winther Jørgensen and Phillips 

(2000). 

 

It is likely that traces of Dryzek’s discourses will be found in our empirical material; however 

it is also likely that other patterns and themes will appear. Thus it is important not to get 

analytically stuck in Dryzek’s predefined discourses. To be able to avoid this and distinguish 

other discourses it is important to clearly define our perception of discourse. A discourse is, in 

our view, a certain way of looking at the world, which in turn decides what is right and 

wrong, what is acceptable to speak about and what is taboo, i.e. a discourse is a social domain 

where certain themes and worldviews legitimize certain actions and restrict others. This 

results in a given way of approaching, apprehending and recommending solutions to a 

problem. Also, Dryzek’s discourse theory will be used as previous research since he has 

performed several discourse analysis studies on environmental issues (see for example 

Dryzek, 2005 and Dryzek & Stevenson, 2011).  

Methodology discussion  

We have chosen not to study official documents such as government policies but instead to 

study the public debates. As argued earlier, this is because a relevant analysis of the shaping 

of contemporary politics requires an examination of the different actors influencing the 

policy-making process. Lidskog and Sundqvist (2011) formulate several theses about how to 

understand environmental issues from a sociological perspective, which relates to our choice 

of method. The first thesis states that environmental issues exist within society, and thus 

cannot be separated from cultural values and social contexts. According to the second thesis 

environmental issues are political issues, because they are based on perceptions on what 

constitutes a good society; i.e. how society functions and how society should be organized. 

The third thesis, which mainly relates to our choice of theory and method, states that 

environmental issues are essentially about interests. Even though society can be observed as a 
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single unit, there is no single vision on how society should develop which is shared by all 

societal actors. In reality society is composed of many actors with conflicting values and 

interests, constantly battling to leave their particular mark on how to define certain 

phenomena, such as environmental issues, and how they are apprehended in society. The 

authors argue that this is an important reason to scrutinize what at first glance appears to be a 

unified standpoint, as it can prove to be an easily torn down façade.  

Similar to Lidskog and Sundqvist (2011), the German sociologist Ulrich Beck is known for 

his theories on environmental issues and society (see for example Beck et al., 1994 and Beck, 

2009). He states that society of today is a world risk society that is signified by the existence 

and operation of two arenas. The first arena is called globalization from above, meaning e.g. 

international treaties and institutions, whereas the second arena is called globalization from 

below, where the traditional parliamentary politics are challenged by new transnational actors 

who circumvent the established boundaries of the traditional political system (Beck, 2009). 

This means that among the characteristics of world risk society, politics is becoming 

successively blurred within and between these arenas. By this he means that the formal 

political institutions of industrial modernity are not the only political arena anymore; he writes 

about the formation of global subpolitics that:  

…relativize and circumvent the coordinates and coalitions of national politics… (Beck, 2009 p.82)  

In other words subpolitics means a decoupling of politics from government and changes the 

way political questions are created and handled in society – policy-making are not exclusive 

to politicians and policymakers anymore, a statement that has similarities with Lidskog and 

Sundqvist (2011). With these theories in mind, our discourse analysis emerges as a 

convincing way of reflexively analyzing why the political management is structured in its 

current form. 

The benefits of our choice of theory and method are that we will be able to systematically 

analyze our material, however there are apparent dangers that have to be considered. Winther 

Jørgensen and Phillips (2000) point out that, as a researcher, it is important to be aware of the 

social constructivist epistemological assumptions embedded in discourse analysis. That is; the 

purpose of discourse analysis is not to investigate what is “behind” the discourse, nor to try 

and explain what reality really looks like and what is true. The real purpose is to analyze what 

actually has been said or written, to try and determine what the patterns are and what social 

consequences different discursive representations of reality have. This can of course make it 

difficult to investigate discourses that are close to us, as researchers. In order to avoid this, 

one must try and isolate prior knowledge and personal, normative standpoints. But since the 

basic premise of social constructivist epistemology is that knowledge and truth are 

constructed, which becomes evident in discourse theory, how can a researcher claim that her 

or his study is “true”? Is it not just one possible truth among several, discursively constructed 

truths? In a philosophical sense, this might be unsolvable since it is a basic premise of all 

social constructivist research. However scientific research is also one discourse among other 

discourses, and what signifies it is that it is made up of certain rules, just like other discourses. 

The scientific discourse’s rules include transparency in the research process, consistent 
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argumentation and empirical documentation. Thus, scientific knowledge is produced 

according to specific rules, and because of that we argue, in line with Winther Jørgensen and 

Phillips (2000), that a strict use of theory and method legitimize scientific knowledge. By 

putting our theory glasses on, we will be able to distance ourselves from our normative 

standpoints and everyday knowledge and see our empirical material in a different way.  

Background – an overview of the e-waste issue 

According to Lidskog, Sandstedt and Sundqvist (1997) the problems associated with 

hazardous waste were not publicly accounted for until media covered the stories of two 

infamous sea voyages. The first was of a ship called Khian Sea, loaded with 15 000 tons of 

ash from an incinerator in Philadelphia, destined for Haiti with the intention of dumping the 

cargo. When the ship reached its destination in 1988, the ashes were dumped on a beach but 

national authorities found out about and stopped the dumping before it was finished. 

However, the ship showed up two years later with a new name in the port of Singapore, this 

time without cargo, raising suspicions that the ashes had been dumped somewhere in the 

Bengali bay. The story of Khian Sea’s odyssey became worldwide news, alongside the story 

of a German ship called Karin B which carried 4 000 tons of chemical waste destined to be 

dumped in Nigeria. The intentions of this journey was also found out by local authorities, and 

pictures of children playing around earlier dumped barrels of toxic waste published by mass 

media stirred a political and media hornets’ nest. This prevented Karin B from dumping its 

waste, and also brought about international awareness of the problem with the dumping of 

hazardous waste.  

Lidskog et al. (1997) notes that these voyages marked the environmental awakening the 

western world witnessed in the 1980’s, resulting in laws which in turn made it expensive to 

handle e-waste domestically. The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) worked 

out a treaty called the Basel Convention in 1989, in the wake of this sudden international 

attention directed toward the hazardous waste trade. The Basel Convention states that the 

exporting as well as the importing countries’ environmental agency in a transboundary 

hazardous waste transaction must authorize the arrangement (UNEP, 2010). The Basel 

Convention was however looked upon as a failure by many states and organizations, not least 

the low-income states who were receiving most of the hazardous waste. This was due to the 

weak administration in these countries that led to difficulties and failure in controlling borders 

and enforcing the Convention, which particular other exporting states took advantage of as a 

means of continued export. Therefore a majority of the low-income countries, backed up by 

many industrialized states as well as international environmental organizations, pleaded for a 

total ban on the hazardous waste trade known as the Ban Amendment. This proved a failure as 

several industrialized countries simply refused to sign.  

In the end the Basel Convention was signed and ratified by a majority of  the world’s 

countries, industrialized as well as low-income, stating that from 1992 all trade in hazardous 

waste between OECD and non-OECD countries with the purpose of disposal were to be 

prohibited. The proposal of a total trade ban (the Ban Amendment), even if the purpose of the 
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trade was recycling or reuse, was still gaining strong support. But as Lidskog et al. (1997) 

states, a small number of industrialized countries, the United States being the most prominent, 

still opposed this proposal. In the end the United Nations process resulted in a somewhat 

shattered international response to the hazardous waste trade, allowing a continued export of 

hazardous waste through loopholes in the legislation. 

One of the main incentives of the hazardous waste trade is the amount of money involved 

(Lidskog et al., 1997). One illuminating example of this is the country of Guinea Bissau 

which in 1988 was offered a sum four times its GNP to accept a shipment of 15 million tons 

of hazardous waste. This transaction would have meant a huge income for the country, as well 

as a cost saving of up to 50 % for the company exporting instead of dealing with the waste 

domestically. Even though most countries today have established laws against the export and 

import of e-waste, it still occurs to a very large extent because of the cheap labor costs, weak 

enforcement of mentioned laws and the non-existent or very weak health and environmental 

laws of many low-income countries (Lidskog et al., 1997). The export of e-waste remains an 

extremely cost-effective option. As a matter of fact the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) released a report in 2007 that concluded that about 80 % of domestic e-waste 

generated simply disappears in a “hidden” flow (U.S. EPA, 2007). Where this flow ends up is 

not clearly known, but what is known is that much of the missing e-waste has been found in 

low-income countries. Efforts to map the global exports show that a large part goes to China, 

Nigeria, Ghana and India (Swedish EPA, 2011a).  

The end-of-life (EOL) electronic products are shipped overseas with the intention of re-use or 

recycling, to help the population in low-income countries to keep up with the technological 

development in western countries, while at the same time lengthening the lifespan of used 

electronic products. However there is an incredibly fine line between re-use (aid) and 

dumping waste. Large parts of the shipments to low-income countries have been documented 

to consist of malfunctioning and broken devices, which means that the importing part of the 

transaction will have to deal with the waste (Puckett et al., 2002; Puckett et al., 2005). This is 

what in economic terms is called cost externalization; i.e. that the true cost of a product is not 

included in the price of the commodity. Considering what electronic products contain, e-waste 

brings potentially huge environmental and health problems with it. The rudimentary methods 

of recycling which is often used in the low-income countries are not very effective either, 

further worsening the situation. This has brought about a broad body of research on the 

worker exposure as well as pollution to the environment, which will be briefly accounted for 

in the next section.  

Environmental and health effects of e-waste 

A wide range of appliances is categorized under the term WEEE. Electronics such as mobile 

phones, computers, cathode ray tubes (CRTs), LCDs, plasma displays, video game consoles 

and cameras are more apparent cases of electronic waste whereas refrigerators, washing 

machines, microwaves, speakers, air conditioning units, fax machines and toys might not as 

easily be associated with the waste stream. Nonetheless, all of these, together with a number 

of other electronic devices, are defined under the terms e-waste and WEEE. There are 
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different approaches in dealing with e-waste depending on public and scientific knowledge, 

legislation and political outlook. Mainly, in industrialized countries it either incinerated, 

landfilled or recycled. In low-income countries e-waste is usually recycled under rudimentary 

conditions.  

When handled under rudimentary conditions, which is common and according to 

contemporary research increasing in low-income countries (Ongondo et al., 2011), e-waste 

poses a constant health and environmental danger. For instance manual recycling over coal-

fired devices to extract precious metals, with workers wearing no protective gear, is common 

practice (Puckett et al., 2002). The combustion at the typical temperatures that have to be used 

has a serious side effect in the formation of dioxins, which are very toxic (Sterner, 2010). 

After burning, acid digestion, smelting and similar processes the remnants of e-waste are 

dumped on open ground, sometimes in irrigation canals or on river beds (Robinson, 2009). 

Naturally, the environmental impact of these processes is extensive. Dust and soil can absorb 

pollutants for a long time (Liulin, Meiling, Jing, Yufang, Xuetong, Yangjun, Minghong, 

Xinhui, Gouying and Jiamo, 2011); leachates from dumped e-waste make its way into rivers 

and other water flows in surrounding areas affecting biota (Wu, Xu, Liu, Guo, Li and Huo, 

2010) and fumes from burning fires contain various toxic substances which can be transported 

far away. In short, rudimentary e-waste recycling can be labeled an environmental tragedy. 

However, it is important to note that some modern recycling infrastructure does exist in low-

income countries that import e-waste. But as with the case with China, as described by 

Ongondo et al. (2011), where approximately 98 % of employees in the WEEE industry is 

involved in the informal recycling sector, official recyclers have a hard time surviving. This is 

due to the higher running costs associated with modern recycling facilities and for example 

lack of effective legislation and collection systems for e-waste, which consequently divert 

end-of-life electronic equipment to the informal recycling operations.  

The handling of e-waste in industrialized countries is not risk-free either. When incinerating, 

different chemical reactions are instigated which can result in emissions of dioxins, furans, 

BFRs (Tsydenova and Bengtsson, 2011), chlorinated substances and heavy metals (Swedish 

EPA, 2011a). There are also certain risks coupled to landfilling even with the high standard of 

modern infrastructure, as accounted for by Tsydenova and Bengtsson (2011). For example, 

the mixture of components in municipal solid waste (MSW) is bound to start chemical 

processes which can result in emissions of vapor carrying toxic substances worldwide by 

atmospheric transport. When recycling e-waste in modern facilities, occupational hazards are 

the greatest risk. While disassembling e-waste toxic substances can be released into the air by 

devices that are accidentally or intentionally broken. Environmental risks exist as well; 

research has shown that it is hard to manage and securely dispose of airborne pollutants 

released from smelting processes (Swedish EPA, 2011a).  
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Contemporary political handling in the United States and Sweden 

In the United States, which as mentioned is the only industrialized country in the world not to 

have signed the Basel Convention, attempts have been made to implement federal laws on the 

handling of e-waste and there is currently a bill in congress that if it was to pass would not 

only infuse the regulations of the Basel Convention but also of the Ban Amendment (U.S. 

EPA, 2011b). But political tension has made it hard to reach a consensus on what such federal 

e-waste rules would regulate and therefore no comprehensive regulation exists as of yet. 

Instead the U.S. EPA has implemented a few more specific regulations on the handling of e-

waste, such as the CRT Rule with the purpose of encouraging the re-use and recycling rather 

than landfilling of cathode ray tubes (2011b). In addition, some e-waste is categorized as 

hazardous waste under the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) and is therefore 

subject of recycling. However, problems with defining end-of-life electrical and electronic 

equipment (EEE) as waste and a number of exemptions from the RCRA have created a 

shattered attempt of managing the e-waste stream (U.S. EPA, 2007).  

 

In response to the slow progress on federal level, as many as 20 states have followed in the 

footsteps of California and passed e-waste laws since 2003. These laws range from consumers 

having to pay resellers to take back used electronics to industry having to pay to set up 

recycling programs, leading to a patchwork of different ways of handling e-waste in the 

United States (NERIC, n.d.). This patchwork would make it difficult to coordinate federal 

law, if the bill currently in congress was to pass. However, the effects of state laws are 

apparent and recycling of e-waste in the United States has increased. But the debate on e-

waste exportation is still remaining as some actors question how effective state as well as 

international laws manages to handle the problem of WEEE ending up in low-income 

countries lacking appropriate recycling infrastructure. To address this problem, the Seattle-

based NGO Basel Action Network (BAN) has come up with the e-Stewards Initiative, a 

market-based certification program for e.g. electronics recyclers, enterprises and producers in 

the United States (BAN, 2009). The e-Stewards Standard requires for example recyclers to 

follow stringent requirements on among other things worker security, management of toxic 

materials and export of e-waste. BAN was originally a part of a multi-stakeholder initiative to 

develop a standard for electronics recyclers called R2; however they, together with other 

environmental groups, walked away from the process (BAN, n.d. a). The R2 standard address 

the same problems as the e-Stewards standard, however a comparison shows a more lenient 

approach to the presented issues (see BAN, 2009; R2 Solutions, 2008). BAN recently decided 

to integrate the R2 certification in the e-Stewards standard (BAN, 2012).  

 

The European Union (EU) has taken on a different approach since the question of what to do 

with e-waste gained international attention. As of 2012 several legislative documents have 

been implemented in EU member states’ law, requiring manufacturers and other stakeholders 

to take on a more ecological approach. Above all the principle of EPR is advocated, which 

requires manufacturers to assess the environmental impact of their products through a 

lifecycle approach, and also take back the products for recycling when they become obsolete. 

Examples of these documents are the Restriction of the Use of Certain Hazardous Substances 
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(RoHS) Directive (European Commission, 2002b) and the Waste Electrical and Electronic 

Equipment (WEEE) Directive (European Commission, 2002a). 

 

The EU legislation is implemented in Sweden through national law by collaboration between 

the government, municipalities and the private sector. For example, the municipalities have 

several electronic deposit sites where citizens can leave their e-waste, which is collected by a 

company called El-Kretsen. El-Kretsen was established by 21 trade associations from the 

business world, and function as a bridge between all e-waste generating activities. They also 

collect e-waste from businesses, and have contracted a number of recyclers that takes care of 

the e-waste (El-Kretsen, 2010). The Swedish EPA acts as a regulatory agency, making sure 

that the established system works (Swedish EPA, 2011b). Collection in Sweden was in 2006 

estimated to be approximately 65 % and is most likely higher as of today (Swedish EPA, 

2009). However in 2008 the European Commission reported that only one third of the 

produced WEEE appear to be collected, recycled and reported in accordance with the WEEE 

Directive in all of the EU (CEC, 2008). It is also reported that there still seems to be 

widespread trade to low-income countries, making e-waste management a continued high 

priority within the EU (Ongondo et al., 2011).  

 

In comparison, this first glance of the two nations’ handling of the e-waste problem shows 

two clearly different approaches, which in turn forms certain pre-requisites for the political 

management of the problem. However, as argued earlier, it is insufficient to explain the 

differing political approaches only by examining traditional institutionalized politics. In order 

to illuminate the complex processes, social structures and actors that most likely shape the 

political arena of the e-waste issue, it is relevant to further delve into the public debates and 

identify the discourses inherent therein. 

Analysis 

Sweden 

In the Swedish material we have identified a fairly evident order of discourse, where mainly 

two are dominant. The first discourse, which primarily resides within the business world
1
, is 

ecological modernization. The majority of the business actors express a fairly reflective 

perspective where an apparent balance between ecology and economy can be distinguished. A 

genuine care for the environment is paired with a will to turn problems into profit, why we 

categorize this particular perspective as strong ecological modernization. This can be 

exemplified by the perspective of Stena Technoworld as presented in the magazine Veckans 

Affärer: 

 

Where other people see waste, we see a resource and sought after raw material. /.../ Together with 

the business world and the general public we create great environmental benefits that everyone can 

be proud of. It is about creating sustainable business where sound waste economy, environmental 

                                                 
1
 Business world is defined as actors within the producing and recycling industry, such as Stena Technoworld 

AB, Boliden AB, Atea, Ragn-Sells, SAKAB AB, Metallvärden, El-Kretsen and HP. 
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benefits and safety is achieved simultaneously. (Leif Gustafsson, CEO at Stena, cited in Veckans 

Affärer, 2010) 

 

What Leif Gustafsson expresses is basically the essence of ecological modernization as 

defined by John Dryzek. In contrast to the traditional view of waste as a burden or a problem, 

Stena sees the possibilities of the characteristic win-win situation, where environmental care 

is coupled with economic growth. What also characterize this perspective is the will to go 

beyond compliance, that is to go further than what national and international law requires. 

Actors that we couple with this discourse demonstrate a will to be in the forefront of 

development, pushing towards a more sustainable society through innovation and profitable 

practices. Again, Stena Technoworld can be used as an illuminating example: 

 

We have made big investments in trying to solve the recycling of a fast growing mountain of flat 

screens. We have developed a completely automated process. The rate of recycling is significantly 

higher than the standards that will be required by a tightened WEEE Directive - that specifies how 

Europe’s electronic waste is to be recycled...  (Staffan Johansson, CEO for GRIAG Glass 

recycling which is part of the Stena corporate group, cited in PR Newswire, 2010) 
 

This also touches upon the essence of ecological modernization, where green innovation is 

seen as the core in creating sustainable business. However this perspective does not entirely 

reflect the dominant ecological modernization discourse we identified in our material. We 

also found a perspective that we characterize as weak ecological modernization. This 

perspective has a narrower focus on economic profit and does not problematize to the same 

extent as the strong perspective, if at all. The actors that represent this perspective appear to 

view environmental issues as an opportunity to create and seize new markets, with little 

interest in achieving actual environmental benefits: 

 

We sell [scrap metals] to Europe, India, Pakistan, China and Turkey. It can end up anywhere in the 

world. We sell to the person that pays the most. /…/ - When you export scrap to China, India and 

Pakistan - how do you control that it really is recycled? And that environmental and occupational 

circumstances are acceptable in these countries? - We always get paid. They wouldn’t pay to 

receive garbage. (Ivarsson 2009, Trelleborgs Allehanda) 

 

This particular actor does however state that the company he represents always looks into the 

final customer to make sure that no child labor is being used (Ivarsson, 2009). We have 

categorized this as weak ecological modernization since the economic incentives are 

presented as the main motives of the business concept – the electronics recycling field is 

above all considered an arena to generate profit. The environmental benefits of the business 

are apparent but are not considered important objectives.  

 

The other dominant discourse in the Swedish material is administrative rationalism, and is 

mostly represented by actors in the public sector, such as representatives for municipalities 

and government agencies but traces of it can also be identified among actors in the business 

sector. Actors in this discourse call for strengthened enforcement by regulatory authorities and 

tightened laws and regulations. In essence the handling of electronic waste is portrayed within 

this discourse as a question for experts, where increased control from authorities and other 
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responsible actors is called for. We distinguished a perception of a hierarchical top-down 

structure of responsibility that most actors within this discourse shared.  

 

- It is what the whole world is talking about [illegal e-waste exports]. We will improve 

enforcement in this field. It is the county administrative boards and municipalities that are 

operative authorities and we will support them in carrying out the enforcement. (Margareta 

Appelberg, Swedish EPA, cited in Baltscheffsky, 2009) 

 

Appelberg, as a representative of the coordinating agency for e-waste, displays an apparent 

hierarchical, expert-centered, view of how the issue should best be handled. Increased 

enforcement and control, carried out by the political expertise of governmental and municipal 

agencies, is seen as the optimal solution. This view is also reflected by the Swedish Chemicals 

Agency which presents tightened EU legislation, research on chemical use in products and 

targeted information campaigns as solutions to the problem with increased use of chemicals 

and chemicals in products. They also suggest increased cooperation between regulatory 

agencies in the European countries as well as cooperation with businesses (Bjerkesjö, 2011). 

Other actors, such as the Ministry of Environment, the Swedish Customs, different county 

administration boards and municipalities also express the same point of view (Måwe, 2010).  

 

Even though the ecological modernization discourse and the administrative rationalism 

discourse and the views of the actors therein differ, we have distinguished a common ground 

which unites the two perspectives; a focus on technological development, green design and 

more technically advanced recycling methods. However it is important to point out that this 

common perspective is not about advocating for technocracy; technological development is 

looked upon as a means to achieve a solution to the e-waste problem rather than an end in 

itself (Franksson, 2008; Veckans Affärer, 2011; Dunås, 2010; Roxvall, 2007 and Nilmander, 

2007).  

 

We identified El-Kretsen to hold a rather unique approach that differs significantly from the 

two dominant discourses. As previously mentioned, El-Kretsen is a company established by 

the Swedish industry to carry out the extended producer responsibility introduced by 

European law (El-Kretsen, 2010). What differentiate El-Kretsen from the other actors is that 

they approach the e-waste issue in a very pragmatic way, albeit with an articulated 

environmental standpoint, why we distinguish a new discourse which we call ecological 

pragmatism. The pragmatic standpoint is characterized by an acceptance of existing societal 

patterns and technological structures, which means that solutions to problems must be 

identified within society as it is currently organized. El-Kretsen represents a weak version of 

the ecological pragmatism discourse, as we have identified them to have a very calm and 

unproblematic approach to the e-waste problem:  

 

Through the signing of the Basel Convention Sweden are committed not to export hazardous 

waste, such as e-waste, to developing countries. (Franksson, 2008) 

 

This quote exemplifies El-Kretsen non-problematizing viewpoint, as we earlier have 

accounted for the general notion of the Basel Convention as a relatively weak tool in 
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mitigating the e-waste issue. Overall, El-Kretsen upholds a rather non-reflexive approach to 

the current recycling system: 

 

In Sweden we managed to collect 17,5 kg [of e-waste] per citizen last year, so we are in the front 

edge in this area. (Franksson, 2008) 
 

As illuminated by this quote El-Kretsen displays content with the current handling of WEEE 

and the established collection system; issues that are problematized by other actors are not 

considered. They state that if there is a problem, it does not exist within Sweden’s 

geographical borders, and should consequently not be handled by Swedish authorities: 

 

CEO Jan-Olof Eriksson [of El-Kretsen] estimates that illegal e-waste exports from Sweden not are 

a big problem. - The worst situation can be found in Central Europe, especially Holland have got 

big shipping ports. (Baltscheffsky, 2009) 
 

As stated, El-Kretsen stands rather alone in upholding their calm pragmatism and content with 

the current recycling system, since the majority of the actors we identified in the Swedish 

material have a more reflective approach regardless of which discourse they adhere to 

(Nordbrand, 2009; Swedish EPA, 2009; Roxvall, 2007; Avfall Sverige, 2008; Måve, 2010; 

Bjerkesjö, 2011). This can be highlighted in this quote by Göran Eriksson, the CEO of 

SAKAB, one of the biggest hazardous waste recyclers in Sweden:  

 

Generally, the risk of getting caught is very low [while illegally exporting hazardous waste]. There 

is a blatant lack of resources at customs, municipalities and county administration boards that are 

responsible for the enforcement of hazardous waste legislation. (Eriksson, 2009) 

 

From this an apparent discrepancy between El-Kretsen and an actor from the business world 

can be discerned. This particular actor clearly states that there is a problem with e-waste 

exports from Sweden, in stark contrast to El-Kretsen’s calm and pragmatic perspective. 

 

Interestingly, El-Kretsen’s perspective can also be contrasted with SwedWatch’s, whose 

approach is similar to El-Kretsen’s but still very different. SwedWatch is an NGO focused on 

international environmental and social sustainability (SwedWatch, n.d.) and represent a strong 

version of the ecological pragmatism discourse, taking on a holistic approach focused on the 

three pillars of sustainable development (Nordbrand, 2009). They seem to uphold the same 

pragmatic view as El-Kretsen, taking the current constitution of society as granted. However 

they problematize further and question the handling that actors adhering to the administrative 

rationalism discourse presumes correct, for example by stating that tightened regulations 

which brings about higher costs for managing e-waste domestically will create even stronger 

economic incentives for exporting. From their holistic yet pragmatic point of view they argue 

for a sustainable electronics system from cradle to cradle, which must be created by actively 

engaging all of the concerned actors in society (Nordbrand, 2009).  

 

Governments, brand name companies, manufacturers and their suppliers as well as consumers all 

need to contribute if these goals are to be achieved. The hazardous components included in the 

products constitute the root of the problem. Reducing the hazardous content is therefore vital, 
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together with the setting up of well-functioning and sustainable collection and recycling systems. 

(Nordbrand, 2009) 

 

Aside from the dominating discourses and conflicting perspectives, we have identified two 

additional discourses in the Swedish material. The first has a consumer-oriented approach 

where the individual is given center stage, displaying similarities with Dryzek’s democratic 

pragmatism discourse. However this discourse, which we have named the active citizen 

discourse, differs from democratic pragmatism in several key features. First, democratic 

pragmatism grants citizens and other members of civil society a key role in the actual shaping 

of public policy, while in the active citizen discourse civil society is considered the main 

agent of change within an already established legal and economic framework. Thus, it does 

maintain the core premises of administrative rationalism while acknowledging civil society 

and gives it an important role in pushing political actors towards more sustainable practices. 

We have distinguished two separate perspectives within the active citizen discourse as well, a 

weak and a strong approach. In the weak approach corporations and political actors force a 

responsibility for change upon civil society, stating that: 

 

Whoever chooses to donate a computer should make sure that there is someone who has accepted 

to receive the computers in the other end, says Margareta Appelberg [from the Swedish EPA]. 

(Baltscheffsky, 2009) 

 

And: 

 

She [Madeleine Bergrahm, environmental manager at HP] returns several times to the 

responsibility that customers have for the success of the extended producer responsibility. - If we 

don’t get the computers back we can’t recycle them, it’s as easy as that... (Dunås, 2010) 

 

The notion is that when appropriate laws and a recycling system are in place, it is up to the 

citizen to act responsibly. In the strong perspective, on the other hand, civil society itself takes 

on an active role, exerting pressure on political actors and corporations to push them toward 

more sustainable behavior. In this perspective the responsibility of the citizen is self-assumed 

rather than imposed by others - environmental problems are identified by members of civil 

society and subsequently raised as a political question:  

 

She [Lena Åhman, environmental scientist at Bromma recycling central] is impressed of the will 

that is expressed by visitors to do the right thing. – People want to be environmentally friendly. 

The amount of hazardous waste grows, but it’s because people don’t throw it in the sink anymore. 

(Roxvall, 2007) 

 

This highlights how the individual is portrayed as an independent actor willing to instigate 

change. Other civil society actors, such as environmental organizations, are also categorized 

under the strong active citizen discourse since they are depicted as an agent from civil society, 

raising environmental problems as political questions (Dunås, 2010). 

 

The last discourse we identified in our analysis of the Swedish material has been given the 

name the complexity discourse. This perspective is primarily expressed by a few, well-

established actors within the business sector but traces of the argumentation can be found in 
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the reasoning of SwedWatch as well (Roxvall, 2007; Nordbrand, 2009). What is prominent in 

this discourse is a deeply problematizing way of approaching the e-waste issue, where 

contrarious societal norms are discussed as the root of the problem and an obstacle for a 

successful long-term solution. For example economic growth and increased consumption is 

problematized as it contributes to the welfare and prosperity of society at the same time as it 

raises questions on how to handle the growing quantities of waste and the negative effects on 

human health and the environment. As CEO of Avfall Sverige, Weine Wiqvist deliberates: 

 

- In the long term I don’t think we can keep going in this direction [ever-increasing consumption], 

but it is not an easy question that can be looked upon simply from an environmental perspective. If 

people buy less stuff it affects growth, the economy, employment. We are often confronted with 

the question what we do about this - well, what do you do yourself? There is no good answer. 

(Weine Wiqvist, cited in Roxvall, 2007) 

 

Overall, even though a number of discourses have been identified in the Swedish material, 

ecological modernization and administrative rationalism are clearly dominant. With the 

prevalent notion that the e-waste issue is a question for experts, these discourses are 

frequently reoccurring and expressed by the most prominent actors in the debate. The other 

discourses are all expressed by a few actors and are not as frequently displayed in the 

material, but are nonetheless very interesting and have certain implications which will be 

considered in the discussion. 

USA 

In our analysis of the U.S. material we found a more lively and polarized debate, where a 

conflicting order of discourse was identified. Administrative rationalism, ecological 

modernization, economic rationalism and a discourse we have chosen to name free trade 

conservatism, were the most apparent. We have also found that a lot of actors have a narrow, 

national perspective, where risks associated with landfilling of e-waste is given higher priority 

than the problem with exportation and dumping. Few actors express a holistic perspective and 

focus is often on one feature of the e-waste problem (See for example DePalma, 2008; Smith, 

2011; Lambrecht, 2006; Rogers, 2011; Smith, 2007 & Carpenter, 2011).  

 

The problems that are identified and discussed are generally framed with arguments of 

economic character. For example profitability is by a lot of actors named as the reason for e-

waste exportation: since it is far more expensive to recycle electronics in the U.S., exportation 

is commonplace. Most actors do agree, however, that a national system for the handling of 

electronic waste is the best solution, but the vivid debate and varying perspectives have 

hindered the development of such a system.  In trying to establish a national solution for e-

waste recycling and consequently avoiding the complex patchwork of state laws, the shaping 

of funding mechanisms is the main obstacle for successful implementation. Who will pay the 

costs associated with the establishment and maintenance of this system? Consumers? 

Producers? Recyclers? There is more or less consensus that a national solution is needed, but 

no one (albeit the consumers are not represented by themselves) wants to be the instigator 

(E.g. Lambrecht, 2006; Sickinger, 2005; Roubein & Snider, 2011; Kumar, 2005b & Epstein, 

2005). For example, the U.S. EPA hosted a multi-stakeholder dialogue called National 
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Electronics Product Stewardship Initiative (NEPSI) for three years. The result was a collapse 

of the talks without any conclusions or decisions being made (Kumar, 2005a). 

 

After more than 3 years of talks, NEPSI folded last year without a recommendation for national 

legislation, mainly because of industry disagreement over financing e-waste collection and 

recycling. Computer majors such as Hewlett-Packard and Dell opposed the visible fee on products 

that TV makers and IBM favor. (Kumar, 2005a)  
 

A discourse that was easily distinguished in our analysis is the administrative rationalism 

proposed by many politicians (e.g. DePalma, 2008; Sickinger, 2005 & Kumar, 2008). They 

often argue in line with the ideas of a national e-waste recycling plan and the EPA is 

appointed as the central actor to initiate and coordinate the system. The discourse is not 

dominated by one single notion, as politicians debate how best to establish financing 

mechanisms. All proposals are however confined in line with administrative rationalism 

assumptions. 

 

One of the most interesting conflicts we have identified is between the NGO Basel Action 

Network and the trade organization ISRI (Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries). BAN 

appeared in our analysis as one of the previously mentioned few actors that approach the e-

waste issue from a holistic point of view. Problems of a wide character are debated; from the 

more obvious health and environmental effects of e-waste export and dumping, to national 

issues such as the economic benefits of establishing a strong recycling industry and juridical 

problems such as breaching international as well as national (e.g. Chinese) law. 

 

In effect, U.S. policy advocates the outsourcing of poisons as well as jobs, hurting all of us, north 

and south, east and west/.../We would be better off economically and from a moral standpoint if 
we keep these dangerous jobs in the US and export clean commodities once we have properly 
managed our own hazardous waste. (BAN, n.d. b) 

 

BAN’s standpoint incorporates problems of a wide character, in a reflexive and holistic 

fashion. The main problem is the export of hazardous waste and the environmental and 

occupational hazards which follow, but it is also recognized that this has juridical, economic 

and social side effects. ISRI takes on a different approach as they are one of the very few 

actors that does not seem to advocate a national recycling system, but instead advocates fair 

and just exportation of electronic waste through the R2 (Responsible Recycling) certification 

for recyclers. 

 

‘I have to believe the majority [of recyclers] are doing the right thing,’ says Robin Wiener, ISRI 

president. She says illegal exports should be stopped but that a ban on e-waste exports to 

developing countries would punish companies in those countries that have high-tech recycling 

capabilities. (Schmit, 2008) 
 

From ISRI’s viewpoint, large-scale illegal e-waste exports is not characteristic for the 

recycling industry as a whole, and the consequences of it does not outweigh the social and 

economic benefits of creating successful trade agreements and educating and helping low-

income countries to establish a strong recycling industry. The rivaling perspectives are 
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highlighted further in the article A Program to Certify Electronic Waste Recycling Rivals an 

Industry-US Plan in the New York Times (Zeller Jr., 2010), where BAN rejects the R2 

certification as it is: 

 

‘full of loopholes...’ (Jim Puckett, executive director of BAN, cited in Zeller Jr., 2010) 
 

In the same article (Zeller Jr., 2010) ISRI states that: 

 

‘The responsible way to address irresponsible recycling is to help educate and encourage good 

practice, not to ban all the trade,’ Mr. Harris [Eric Harris, director of governmental and 

international affairs for ISRI] said. ‘The bottom line for I.S.R.I. is that we're about making real 

change, not making headlines,’ Mr. Harris added in a follow-up e-mail message. ‘Our members 

want to recycle the right way, whether in Chicago or China.’ (Zeller Jr., 2010) 
 

This quote is an expression of ISRI’s firm belief in continued, unregulated trade, seeing as 

they state that individual recyclers and waste brokers want to do the right thing. 

 

BAN represents a rather unique perspective in the U.S. articles, with traces of a variety of 

discourses in their argumentation throughout the material. Equal parts economic rationalism 

and strong ecological modernization characterize BAN’s approach, since the e-Stewards 

certification is a market solution and they constantly address the economic aspects of creating 

a strong domestic recycling industry. Furthermore, they have a holistic approach to the e-

waste issue with an apparent focus on sustainable development and its three pillars (E.g. 

BAN, n.d. b; Zeller Jr., 2010 & Schmit, 2008). ISRI’s argumentation is also infused with 

traces of ecological modernization and economic rationalism, as they argue that recycling and 

fair trade under the R2 banner stimulates the economy and generates environmental benefits. 

What dominates ISRI’s perspective however is a non-problematizing view with very strong 

focus on economic growth, and a thorough rejection of actions that inhibit free trade (E.g. 

ISRI, 2011b; ISRI, 2011c; Zeller Jr., 2010 & Schmit, 2008).  

 

The view of ISRI, with a strong focus on free trade and economic growth, is shared by several 

actors in the U.S material (e.g. Kumar, 2005a; Kumar, 2007 and Smith, 2007) Since it is a 

frequently reoccurring theme we have chosen to identify it as a discourse which we call free 

trade conservatism. This discourse features neoclassical economic values, with a focus on free 

markets and imposing as little obstacles to production and trade as possible. It neglects 

environmental and social issues and has a largely non-problematizing viewpoint in general, 

here highlighted by the perspective of the Consumer Electronics Association (CEA), a trade 

organization within the electronics industry and the New York City government: 

 

The Environmental Protection Agency's role in reviewing e-waste exports should not be that of a 

‘gatekeeper for commercial transactions,’ but EPA should provide environmental information 

about exported e-waste, the CEA said. (Kumar, 2008) 
 

‘The administration supports ‘e-recycling,’ but the current bill has untested and arbitrary industry 

performance standards, which we will not support,’ said John Gallagher, a spokesman for Mr. 

Bloomberg [mayor of New York City], who was traveling. ‘These standards penalize 
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manufacturers for the actions of customers, which we believe is unconstitutional.’ (DePalma, 

2008)  
 

This discourse is mainly prevalent within the business sector and also expressed by some 

politicians. However there is a great discrepancy regarding perspectives within the U.S. 

business sector. In contrast to CEA’s standpoint above, another trade organization, CERC 

(Consumer Electronics Retailers Coalition), was identified to take on a whole different 

approach, problematizing to a greater extent and adhering to the ecological modernization 

discourse. The differences shine through in the article CEA Says Hill E-Waste Paper Falls 

Short published in Communications Daily in 2008: 

 

A congressional e-waste "concept paper" has shortcomings in key areas, the CEA said, vowing to 

oppose any federal bill not finding ‘common ground’ with manufacturers, retailers, and other 

interested parties. But the Consumer Electronics Retailers Coalition said the proposals reflect 

views from many interested parties in terms of the "general direction" a national e-waste program 

should take. (Kumar, 2008) 
 

The conflicting viewpoints can be further illuminated by the fact that some of the actors in the 

business sector takes on a withdrawn yet progressive role, looking upon the life cycle of 

electronic products as a cycle where there is money to earn, i.e. ecological modernization, 

weak as well as strong: 

 

‘I'd like to say that I am doing this for purely environmental and altruistic reasons,’ he said. ‘But 

really, in my opinion, it's the corporate marketplace that is asking for more accountability and 

transparency.’ (Robert Houghton, CEO of recycling company Redemtech, cited in Zeller Jr., 2010) 

 

Robert Houghton expresses a typical weak ecological modernization viewpoint, where 

ecological values are considered, but the main interest lies in continued economic expansion 

and a conformation to existing business norms. 

 

‘Our customers were increasingly looking to us to help them solve the problem of what to do with 

the old TVs,’ said Leo Raudys, senior director of Best Buy's environmental affairs. ‘It's quickly 

morphing into a core business function.’ Raudys noted that the program is an expense for the 

company, but the hope is that it could break even, given increasing commodity prices and the 

additional foot traffic e-recycling brings to Best Buy's 1,000-plus locations. (Carpenter, 2011) 

 

BestBuy on the other hand reasons that successfully managing e-waste creates positive 

synergy effects, enabling the company to earn money while at the same time creating 

environmental benefits. Other resellers and producers are portrayed as conservative toward 

change in general, e.g. lobbying to achieve eviscerated laws regarding extended producer 

responsibility (e.g. DePalma, 2008; Sickinger, 2005 & Kumar, 2008).  

 

The conflictual character of the debate is not exclusive to the business sector. One actor in 

particular is identified as being in conflict with everyone; the U.S. EPA. They are by many 

actors given, either direct or indirect, the main responsibility for instigating action on the issue 

(GAO, 2008; Lambrecht, 2006; Kumar, 2005b & Epstein, 2005). However since the failure of 
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the NEPSI dialogue the U.S. EPA has taken a passive stance, appearing to be irresolute and 

perplexed by the problem at hand. The Government Accountability Office (GAO) is a non-

partisan agency that works for the U.S. Congress, with a mission to ensure the accountability 

of the federal government (GAO, n.d.). In our material we have identified the GAO as one of 

the most harsh critics of the U.S. EPA, stating that among other things the current system for 

enforcement and control of the few laws that exist against exportation of hazardous e-waste is 

virtually non-existing (GAO, 2008): 

 

...they [the U.S. EPA] have no plans and no timetable for developing the basic components of an 

enforcement strategy, such as enforcement targets, monitoring, follow-up of suspected violations, 

and prosecution. (GAO, 2008 p.8)  

 

The U.S. EPA’s response to GAO’s criticism was that it:  

 

...preferred nonregulatory, voluntary approaches to address the problems discussed in this report 

[legislation on e-waste]. (GAO, 2008 p.8)  
 

Despite the promotion of a national recycling program for e-waste by many actors in the 

American material, the U.S. EPA withholds a passive stance, implicitly stating that other 

actors are responsible through voluntary efforts. Apart from the criticism from GAO, 

discussions in senate panel show that politicians too have a contrasting opinion: 
 

Commending Cal. [California] for taking the lead on the problem, [Barbara, Democratic party, 

California] Boxer called e-waste a ‘silent problem’ demanding a bipartisan solution. Jeffords (I-

Vt.) said varying state laws and voluntary industry efforts cannot meet the ‘staggering volume’ of 

e-waste. He endorsed a national program. (Kumar, 2005b) 
 

In general, the red thread of the U.S. EPA’s argumentation in our material is of reversed 

character in relation to the majority of other actors, adhering to a variety of different 

discourses.  

 

...although some electronics are handled responsibly, ‘a substantial quantity ends up in countries 

where disposal practices are unsafe to workers and dangerous to the environment.’ (GAO, cited in 

Weise, 2009) 

EPA environmental scientist Robert Tonetti says it's not that bad: ‘There are hundreds of 

honorable recyclers in the United States, and some scoundrels.’ (Weise, 2009) 

 

In this response to GAO, traces of the ecological pragmatism discourse can be found, as EPA 

does not see the export of e-waste as a large problem. Instead, they seem content with the 

current handling of e-waste in the United States. 

 

In a place like China, the recycling of copper wire is to douse it with kerosene and burn the vinyl 

off. You create a tremendously toxic fog when you do that… [talking about environmental and 

health hazards of rudimentary e-waste recycling] (Robert Houghton, president of recycling 

company Redemtech, cited in Weise, 2009) 

EPA's [John] Cross says it's important to understand that most markets for reused and recycled 

electronics are outside the USA. "Reuse markets are mainly in less-developed countries," he says. 
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And though there are certainly ‘some unscrupulous recyclers and export brokers, these actually 

handle a small minority of materials.’ (Weise, 2009) 

 

In response to Redemtech, the EPA displays traces of the free trade conservatism discourse, 

stating that the trade of electronic waste should not be regulated, since it have positive effects 

on the American as well as Chinese economies. Furthermore, the environmental and social 

hazards of illegal e-waste trade are not taken into account to a larger extent. 

 

‘Ten years ago, electronic waste wasn't even on our radar,’ said Thea McManus, associate director 

of the EPA in Washington, D.C. Now, she said, ‘it's an issue that needs special management.’ 

(Carpenter, 2011) 

Because many consumer electronics are thrown away long before they die, the EPA suggests reuse 

and refurbishment rather than the trash can as the first course of action "to mitigate the digital 

divide" between the perpetually upgrading, gadget-hungry haves and lower-income have-nots. 

Recycling, McManus said, ‘would be the last approach.’ (Carpenter, 2011) 
 

These quotes, taken from the same Chicago Tribune article, clearly show the U.S. EPA’s 

shattered standpoint. First it is concluded that e-waste is an issue which needs to be given high 

priority, but the second quote shows how the problems with illegal exportation are neglected. 

Last but not least, the time perspective is interesting as it is stated that in 2001, when the issue 

were certainly on the international environmental policy agenda, the U.S. EPA did not even 

recognize it as a problem. What needs to be taken into account however, is that as recent as 

2011, the U.S. EPA released a comprehensive report on the e-waste issue, where they 

approach the issue from a completely different perspective which is holistic and focused on 

the three pillars of sustainable development (U.S. EPA, 2011c).  Consequently, it is not an 

easy task to distinguish a single discourse where the EPA belongs, since their approach is 

indeed a very shattered one. 

 

Overall what unites the discourses in the U.S. material is the framework; all actors find 

common ground in debating the main issue as an economic problem. This is illuminated by 

the pragmatic approach of environmental organizations such as BAN, Greenpeace and Silicon 

Valley Toxics Coalition (SVTC) in our material, who all takes on an ecological 

modernization standpoint in contrast to the more conventional, critical approach of the 

environmental movement (e.g. Kumar, 2005b; Lima, 2007 & Zeller Jr., 2010).  
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Discussion 

A discrepancy between the general perspectives in the Swedish contra the U.S. material can 

be distinguished. In the U.S. material there are apparent traces of Beck’s idea of subpolitics, 

i.e. that boundaries between what is political and what is not political are erased. This can be 

illuminated from several viewpoints. One is that the NGO Basel Action Network can 

rightfully claim credit for putting the e-waste issue on the official American political agenda. 

Another is that all actors in the U.S. material are given equal weight as political players. 

Politicians, producers, retailers, recyclers, NGOs as well as government agencies adhering to 

different discourses make up a colorful pallet of differing opinions and worldviews; however 

all are depicted as equally powerful political actors. No single actor is in our material 

described as having a more influential role in the political process, not even politicians. Also 

somewhat confirming Beck’s idea that environmental issues exceed traditional left-right 

politics is the fact that there are examples of unholy alliances between Republicans and 

Democrats in the intense debate. 

 

The lively character of the U.S. debate is nowhere to be found in the Swedish material. 

Instead, there were difficulties in actually identifying a debate, which forced us to search for 

industry specific writings. This implies that the e-waste issue is considered a problem to be 

handled by experts; that is the political expertise of governmental agencies and the technical 

expertise of the industry. One could argue that the matter has been handled politically through 

legislation from the EU and thus it is not surprising that there currently is no apparent debate. 

This would be the case if the problem had ceased to exist with the introduction of new laws, 

but it is still only one third of all generated e-waste that is actually recycled within the EU. 

The rest disappears in the infamous hidden flow. The difficulties in finding a debate in 

Sweden coupled with one of the two dominating discourses in the material we eventually 

found, administrative rationalism, indicates a hierarchical top-down perspective as the 

perceived correct way to apprehend the problem. 

 

Regarding general perspectives in the two debates, it is also interesting to note how the 

framing of the issue differs. In the U.S. the e-waste problem is debated from an economic 

perspective but often with the storyline of a big problem and obstacle, while the Swedish 

material is heavily influenced by the strong ecological modernization discourse and thus the 

storyline is more about generating profit while doing something good. However the storyline 

in the U.S. material is not static and some actors from the business world such as Best Buy 

have made an electronics take-back system a part of their core business. In fact, as stated, it is 

difficult to identify an evident order of discourse in the U.S. material; instead there are many 

competing discourses and perspectives. It is peculiar how different actors within the same 

sectors of society argue about how e-waste should be handled. The discrepancy between CEA 

and CERC provides a great example of the conflictual character of the U.S. debate. We have 

only identified one group of actors in the U.S. material who are seemingly united in their 

approach toward the issue, namely the environmental organizations. They possess a non-

radical approach, contrary to what one might think, and instead argue from an ecological 
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modernization standpoint. Considering the slow political process, it does not seem farfetched 

to think that this is a thought out strategy to achieve real change.  

 

This strategy is interesting as it seems to have been largely successful, which is evident in the 

case of the transformation of Basel Action Network. As stated, the U.S. debate on e-waste 

would not exist in its current form if not for the earlier efforts of BAN, for example through 

their exposés in Guyiu and Lagos. In a sense this type of watchdog strategy is what is usually 

characterized as typical environmental organization mode of operation, constituting the 

radical voice of civil society. This strategy is often considered an extreme end of the political 

spectrum, creating a polarization between environmental organizations on the barricades and 

politicians and industry, which impedes cooperation. Notwithstanding how successful BAN 

and others were in raising national awareness on the issue, they did not manage to instigate a 

larger political or industrial mobilization. However when they launched the e-Stewards 

certification, and thus took a step onto the common ground of economic language that we 

have identified, a lot of actors suddenly have to relate to BAN as an equal. This creates new 

momentum in the debate and thus the pressure for political action is increased, and puts BAN 

in an entirely new position.  

 

This new strategy also relates to the controversy we identified between BAN and ISRI. The 

change in perspective from environmental organizations such as BAN and SVTC has in a 

sense forced a switch of roles. As stated, environmental organizations are usually considered 

to be on the barricades, loudly calling for single-tracked change. In the e-waste case the 

environmental organizations cooperation with large parts of the industry has resulted in ISRI 

having to take on a radical role. They appear to be resistant to change, using ad-hoc 

explanations to be able to maintain business as usual. This is illuminating for the new climate 

in the public debate where there is no hegemonic discourse, but rather an even field of 

contradictory perspectives.  

 

As mentioned, this is a big contrast compared to the Swedish material where there are two 

dominating perspectives. This is not surprising since the administrative rationalism discourse 

goes well in line with the perception of the e-waste issue as an expert question, and the 

ecological modernization discourse adheres to contemporary environmental politics. The 

discourse we identified and named ecological pragmatism however is quite surprising, 

especially in the case of El-Kretsen. Being an organization created as the political way to 

handle e-waste in Sweden, their calm and non-problematizing perspective is unexpected. The 

fact that the primary actor responsible for handling e-waste expresses this perspective should 

logically have political consequences; if they are to a large extent satisfied with how the 

system currently works and has no desire to improve it, who will? The U.S. EPA holds a 

somewhat similar political role, as they are portrayed as the central actor in the U.S. material. 

Since the primary solution advocated by a majority of the U.S. actors is a national system for 

e-waste handling, it is logical that the U.S. EPA is expected to be the coordinator. Their 

approach is therefore very interesting since it seems to be in contrast with many other actors, 

unwilling to take responsibility and seemingly being unable to take on a unified standpoint. 

Like El-Kretsen the EPA is on the forefront politically, and despite having to face plenty of 
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criticism they insist on the issue being out of their hands and maintain a passive role. As is the 

case with El-Kretsen this approach most likely impedes political action.  

 

The discourse we identified as the complexity discourse in the Swedish material, which 

practically consists of only one actor, is worth noting as well as it strays far from the general 

perspectives of administrative rationalism and ecological modernization. It goes well in line 

with Lidskog and Sundqvist’s (2011) theses, as the e-waste issue in this discourse is viewed 

from a meta-level, identifying the constitution of society and contradicting cultural norms as 

the root of the problem. Even if this discourse is far from dominant and probably does not 

have a large political impact, it might be a tendency toward the realization that the complex 

character of the e-waste issue is not easily handled by the perspectives inherent in the 

dominant Swedish and U.S. discourses. 

 

What conclusions in terms of political management can be drawn from the 

identified discourses? 

The discourses inherent in the political e-waste domain are most likely to have an effect on 

how the issue is perceived and managed. In the United States the conflictual order of 

discourse means that there are many different and polarized perspectives which all try to 

obtain the privilege of setting the agenda. However this, as we have shown, is likely one of 

the main reasons for the slow political progress. Coupled with the U.S. EPA’s shattered 

standpoint the political management is stalling. Still perceived as a problem by a lot of actors 

however, initiative has come from elsewhere. For example certain actors of the business 

world are displaying a will to go beyond compliance with voluntary initiatives, such as 

certifications and take-back programs. Environmental organizations such as BAN and SVTC 

have put the issue on the political agenda, through traditional information campaigns as well 

as convergence with the industry. It can be derived that the boundaries between the political 

and public domains are increasingly erased; everything becomes political. The diverse group 

of actors within the e-waste domain seems to enjoy equal rights to influence the debate.  

 

Considering the U.S. EPA’s shattered and slow approach and subsequent hindered political 

process, it is interesting to note El-Kretsen’s somewhat similar perspective. Their standpoint, 

originating from the ecological pragmatism discourse, does not show any signs of shattered 

response to the e-waste issue as the U.S. EPA, but does little to problematize the issue. In the 

U.S. material we identified the EPA’s approach as a key factor in explaining the current 

political situation, as it is a main cause for the patchwork of state laws and inviting other 

actors into the political arena. The sub-political climate of the U.S. debate is, however, 

nowhere to be found in the Swedish material. As the predominant way to frame the issue is as 

a question for experts, which can be explained by the dominating discourses, El-Kretsen’s 

lenient approach most likely have political consequences. Since the issue is considered an 

expert question and the main expert, El-Kretsen, does not identify the same problem as other 

actors, or in fact no problem at all, political progression on the issue is virtually non-existing. 

We argue this because other actors lower in the political hierarchy identify problems, which 

most likely means that the current handling is not optimal. But when the main expert at the 
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top of the hierarchy maintains such a lenient, pragmatic approach and identifies no problems, 

the other actors’ opinions will not have a large political impact. Since the administrative 

rationalism implies a clear hierarchical structure, it seems fair to state that an important link in 

the chain is broken. If El-Kretsen themselves would identify the same problems with the 

current recycling system as other actors, and consequently take steps to improve it, the 

political handling would probably be more effective. The current handling is quite ad-hoc, 

where the issue is given high political priority but the reality is rather like patching up wounds 

instead of putting on a helmet.  

 

The complexity discourse’s political impact is, as discussed, most likely tiny, but implies 

several interesting factors for the political handling of e-waste in general. This discourse 

problematizes the dominating discourses and questions whether they have the potential to 

adequately address the complex characteristics of the issue. Instead it poses questions about 

the constitution of society and contradicting cultural norms, which certainly would lead to a 

different political handling if more widespread. It is interesting that the actor most explicitly 

adhering to this discourse represents the business world, as traditionally this kind of 

standpoint is expressed by the environmental movement. As previously mentioned, this can 

be a notion of societal change on a meta-level. This is especially interesting compared to the 

actual actions of the environmental movement that we have identified in the U.S. material. 

They have, in order to fulfill their own agenda, adapted to the overarching ecological 

modernization tendencies and converged with the industry to a greater extent. As shown in 

our analysis this has resulted in actual political change, however this convergence leaves 

unanswered questions. As the environmental movement traditionally has been the radical 

voice of societal change, their shift of role leaves a previously occupied standpoint idle. The 

question is whether this voice is needed to inform and push society toward structural change. 

However, there is no doubt that this strategy has proved successful and has become an 

important political driver to achieve gradual progress in the e-waste domain, obviously more 

successful than the traditional watchdog tactics. But it is somewhat ironic to discover that the 

complexity discourse is mainly expressed from an industrial actor. Supposed that this junction 

of worldviews becomes more rooted, the potential for greater societal change may be lost. 

This since it may spawn a less diverse range of opinions in the political debate, creating a 

generic perception of environmental problems. As the e-waste issue is in essence about the 

constitution of society and contradicting cultural norms that sets the conditions for how 

individuals act, a diversity of voices may be needed in order to achieve real, large-scale 

change.  
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Conclusions 

 From our analysis it can be derived that the discourses identified within the public 

debate most likely have an impact of how the e-waste issue is perceived and 

subsequently politically managed. 

 

 In the U.S. material it is hard to establish an evident order of discourse since different 

actors and perspectives are given equal room in a rather hectic debate. Different 

perspectives can also be identified within groups of relatively homogenous actors. A 

consequence of this is that boundaries between the political and public domains are 

erased and that everything becomes political. The majority of actors in the U.S. 

material do agree however, that a national solution to the problem is preferred; the 

problem is how to finance this national e-waste handling system, which in the end 

impedes political action. 

 

 In the Swedish material a fairly evident order of discourses can be identified, where 

administrative rationalism and ecological modernization are the dominant 

perspectives. 

 

 The U.S. EPA and El-Kretsen have similar roles in the material. This is due to their 

positions in the forefront of the political handling of the e-waste issue coupled with 

their lenient approach to the situation at hand. This is most likely a key factor for the 

current political handling in both countries. If the U.S. EPA, which is given a lot of 

responsibility by other actors, would shoulder the task of setting up a national system 

and thus take on a central role in the e-waste debate, they could function as a 

mediating coordinator in this particular question. This would certainly change the 

setting of the debate and the currently unsettled order of discourse. If El-Kretsen 

would act more reflexive and problematize the situation in Sweden, this could lead to 

better communication and cooperation with other actors and an improved e-waste 

recycling system in Sweden. 

  

 The identified signs of a convergence between environmental NGOs and the 

electronics industry in the U.S. material are very interesting. However it is out of this 

thesis’ scope to further analyze what this might imply in terms of political 

management. Further research is needed in this area. 
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