Introduction

Originally this was intended as a review of the literature on social
influences on risk perception. However, it proved difficult to
achieve the usual form of a literature review. When there is a
large, focused body of work to be abstracted, various outlying
areas and innovations can be related within a single framework.
In this case the relevant work is found entirely in the outlying
areas, and the central core of interest in social influences on risk
perception is missing. At the same time a very significant body of
work views risk perception as an individual and not as a social
phenomenon. To start with, surveying the state of the art in that
substantial field would take all the time and attention away from
the set project since it turns out that that art is in no state at all.
The best strategy seems to be to use the question of risk accepta-
bility to make the case for focusing on social factors as strongly
as possible. With the change of title, it becomes obviously neces-
sary to noint to the scattered, exceptional places where this focus
is emploved. It seems that the neglect of culture is so systematic
and so entrenched that nothing less than a large upheaval in the
social sciences would bring about a change.



The subject matter of these pages is strictly described by the
title. It is not about risks. Those who want to learn about the
risks we face in the present day are advised to read no further. It
is not about risk management. Those who want to learn how to
handle risks of any kind should save their time and read no more.
These notes are about perception as treated in the various social
sciences, and the particular focus is upon risk perception accord-
ing to the social sciences.

Purity and Danger (Douglas 1966) presented an anthropolog-
ical approach to human cognition which this volume develops.
The argument is that humans pay attention to a particular pat-
tern of disasters, treating them as omens or punishments. On this
argument there would always be a mutual adaptation of views
about natural dangers and views about how society works: Re-
wards and punishments are stored in the environment. Purity
and Danger was well received except for the damning reservation
that its argument does not apply to enlightened Western society.

In 1978 Aaron Wildavsky, then president of the Russell Sage
Foundation, inquired whether anthropology made its cultural
analyses only for tribal peoples and ancient civilizations. Are we
moderns always exempted from its hypotheses? He was con-
cerned to interpret a cultural change in contemporary America:
the new awareness of technological dangers. It was a privilege to
collaborate with him in working out the argument of Risk and
Culture (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982). Although both books
stand in the respectable tradition of Durkheim and Mauss, Risk
and Culture has struck competent reviewers as either novel or
outrageous, and always as difficult. So it seemed important to ex-
amine the contrary intellectual tide against whose currents the
argument about social influences on cognition has so little force.
Hence the intended literature review. Close inspection reveals no
tide, but some inertia; no contrary currents, but some timidity.

Sometimes the curiosity of scholars fastens steadily upon cer-
tain formulations and problems, to the neglect of others. There is
enough agreement among psychologists that when this happens
there is nothing haphazard about it. The sociology of perception
(which includes the history, philosophy, and sociology of science
and the sociology of everyday knowledge) is especially interested
in persisting gaps in information. We may expect some random
patches of inattention because of the impossibility of attending to
everything at once. But regularly scheduled obliviousness is more
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intriguing. Persistent shortsightedness, selectivity, and tolerated
contradiction are usually not so much signs of perceptual weak-
ness as signs of strong intention to protect certain values and
their accompanying institutional forms. The current gaps in re-
search in risk perception can be used as a paradigmatic example.
Intellectual activity takes place in history. No way of knowing is
privileged from contemporary cultural pressures. Gaps and con-
tradictions in a system of thought are a good guide to the institu-
tional fabric which supports it and to which it gives life.

The professional discussion of cognition and choice has no sus-
tained theorizing about the social influences which select particu-
lar risks for public attention. Yet it is hard to maintain seriously
that perception of risk is private. Nor can it be maintained that
culture is so static that it can be bracketed away. Large cultural
changes since 1969 are precisely the problem. The social bases of
credibility need to be systematically studied, but because the indi-
vidual perceiver is supposed to be out on his own, the culturally
constructed lines between reality and fiction and between nature
and culture are treated as self-evident. In consequence, risk per-
ception studies stay within the very confines they are instituted to
transcend.

With no link between cultural analysis and cognitive science,
clashes inevitably occur between theory and evidence. Since the
theory is not being radically adjusted, irrationality tends to be in-
voked to protect the too narrow definition of rationality. So in-
stead of a sociological, cultural, and ethical theory of human
judgment, there is an unintended emphasis on perceptual
pathology.

Regrettably, this report cannot claim completeness or even up-
to-dateness as it goes to press. The field to be sampled is too di-
verse and the project seems to have moved down one blind alley
after another. The best that can be hoped is that no systematic,
sociological approach to perception has been overlooked.

Chapter 1 names the moral issues which make risk perception
an important policy matter. Justice and morality in risk-taking are
much discussed by philosophers, but little is said about how a
given set of moral principles affects perception of risk. Chapter 2
describes the emergence of a new subdiscipline dedicated to the
perception of risk—its origins in ecology, psychology, and eco-
nomics. Chapter 3 discusses psychology’s approaches to risk per-
ception and its tendency to neglect the social dimension. Chapter
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4 considers the place of risk in the theory of choice. This is the
dominant paradigm of Western social thought. Its inability to deal
with moral ends somewhat accounts for the theoretical weak-
nesses of the new subdiscipline which is meant to interpret a
strong moral response on the part of the public. From chapters 1
through 4 the notes move further and further away from real-
world concerns toward pure theory. Chapter 5 makes a new start.
It explains how moral judgment is involved with risk perception,
even in our own society. From there on, in chapters 6, 7, 8, and
9, the developing theme is how perception of risks is encoded in
social institutions. The trouble is that the constructive approach
is made from anthropology, and therefore with not enough exper-
tise for analyzing contemporary society.

Recently, some severe criticisms of science and the social sci-
ences have appeared. They unfold grim tales of inquiry deflected
by concern for professional interests or for the sake of political
commitments, even for the sheer personal aggrandizement of a
researcher. This book presents a very different kind of story from
that of Stephen Jay Gould (1981) on biological determinism har-
nessed to serve racial supremacy, or from that of Edith Efron
(1984) on unscrupulous misrepresentations of toxicity in research
on carcinogens. For one thing, finagling is nowhere suspected.
Furthermore, the systematic bias which is being reported here is
the same whatever the political allegiance. It is a bias incorpo-
rated into the structure of the social science disciplines, some-
what in the same way as Joseph Gusfield (1981) shows that the
attraction of locating the fault for road accidents in drunken driv-
ing is structurally incorporated in the legal and insurance profes-
sions. These criticisms of research have a straightforward moral
lesson: Strive for more perfect objectivity. But in the case of risk
perception, the bias is partly due to a fierce dedication to objectiv-
ity which has demarcated areas where no one goes for fear of be-
traying it. The failing is rather the timidity which assumes that it
is impossible to set up an objective conceptual framework that
will encompass the relation of mind to social commitments. Con-
sequently, the final thrust of this book is not to remonstrate, but
to open an approach to risk perception which has not been given
a chance. For it is well said by Tom Nagel (1980) that to give up
the pursuit of an objective conception of the mind because it can-
not be complete would be like giving up axiomatization in mathe-
matics because it cannot be complete.
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