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Summary: Dominant perspectives on science and technology fail to come to terms with the continuing role of culture
and mythology in mediating perceptions and moral evaluations of technology and its impacts. The need for such an un-
derstanding is demonstrated in a critique of Ulrich Beck's important ., Risk Society " thesis. Failure to acknowledge a me-
diating cultural variable influencing the time-lag in risk perception leads Beck to theorizing whichr deconstructs onclose
inspection. A similar flaw leaves the contending theory of Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky unable to explain the so-
cial distribution of risk consciousness except through recourse to residual and ad Aoc explanations. As a solution to these
problems the paper proposes a late-Durkheimian theory of discourses on technology and risk. This argues that technol-
ogy is coded as sacred or profane and is narrated as bringing salvation or damnation. This theory is then applied in a re-
reading of Beck's Risk Society as an environmentalist manifesto replete with apocalyptic imagery.

Can there be a truly rational discourse on scientific
technology and risk? Research in the sociology of
science suggests not. Ethnographic work tells us

that scientific studies are indexical and-driven by --

rule-of-thumb routine practices (Latour and Wool-
gar 1979, Garfinkel et al 198l). Studies of scientific
writing point to the presence of rhetoric and imag-
ery in the scientific research paper (Gusfield 1976).
The strong program in the history of science sug-
gests that scientific knowledge is a tribal artifact
that can be studied through the same relativising
prism as the Azande oracle (Bloor 1976). Such dis-
cussions of circularity and self-referentiality in sci-
ence have replaced the image of the rational truth-
finding engine. What is true for scientific work,
moreover, is also true for scientific organization.
The recent work of Knorr-Cetina (1994), for exam-
ple, suggests that ,,operative fictions* provide the
normative foundations for scientific collaboration
and research activity within particular institutional
settings.

[t would seem, then, that the social sciences know
a good deal about the impact of subjective and cul-
tural factors upon natural scientific action and

ideas. In comparison, we know relatively little-

about the role that culture and agency play in
structuring social scientific and popular discourses
about science and technology. Exploring this ne-
glected area is vital, for it is human beings acting in

! Presented to the Miniconference of the Section on Sci-
ence. Knowledge, and Technology, ..Can Social Theory
Understand/Explain Scientific and Technological Societ-
ies?.” Ninetieth Annual Meeting of the American Socio-
logical Association. Washington D.C.. August 1995.

reference to cultural structures who mark out ap-
propriate and inappropriate technologies. legiti-
mate and illegitimate uses of science, and the risks
involved in the experimentation and application of
technology to society. Symbolic action also defines
the possibilities for challenging dominant uses of
technology in turn.

In this paper we will démonstrate the need for a
more cultural understanding of discourses on tech-
nology and its implications, primarily through an
evaluation of existing theories about environmen-
tal and social risks. A critique of Ulrich Beck's
Risk Society (Beck 1992a) provides the major foil
for our inquiry. Our thesis is supported by a sec-
ondary line of argument which gives consideration
to Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky’s (1982)
equally influential thesis on Risk and Culture. We
demonstrate that because neither work gives any
real autonomy to culture, both run into intractable
problems. In Beck'’s case the fundamental problem
is the timing of risk awareness, in Douglas and Wil-
davsky's its social distribution. Attempts to resolve
these problems lead both theories of risk society
into self-contradictory and ad hoc theorising. In
contradistinction-to these theses we sketch out the
contours of a late-Durkheimian position drawing
upon an earlier empirical investigation of dis-
course about the computer between 1945 and 1975
(Alexander 1993) and a study of Durkheimian the-
mes in discourses about natural hazards, environ-
mental risks and their social consequences (West
and Smith 1996a, 1996b). We suggest that a model
which acknowledges the autonomy of culture and
the role of the mythological, the sacred and the
profane in technological discourses enables a more



satistactory understanding ot the social dynamics

Ol rIsK conses ounos and. .nde-=d Beck's Rish Suct- -

erv text nself.

1. P_er}nanent Reduction: Technology in
Social Theory

While recognizing that modernity may allow some
residual belief systems to remain in place. students
of contemporary society have argued that technol-

ogy is by its very nature a rationalizing. instrumen-

tal. and corrosive force.’ [n a pair of essays written
thirty years ago. Jiirgen Habermas articulated this
standard position with particular force. Treating
technology as the .scientifically rationalized con-
trol of objectified processes,* Habermas (1968a. p.
57) constrasts it sharply with phenomena related
o ,the practical question of how men can and
want to live." Indeed, with the increasing centrali-
ty of technology, the meaningful organization of
the world has been displaced by purposive-rational
organization. ., To the extend that technology and
science permeate social institutions and thus trans-
form them,* Habermas (1968b, p. 81) insists, ,,old
legitimations are destroyed.“ These earlier legi-
timations were based on tradition, .the older

2 _When we talk about cultural imagination, we raise an
issue about the key process of modernity and of modern
institutions. The most prominent theoretical perspectives
have linked these processes not to a gain of meaning but a
loss of meaning, they have seen them as major trasnform-
ative trends toward greater commodification, rationaliza-
tion, technicization. [But] the fact that some regions of the
world have experienced a loss of religious fervour does
not signify that there exist no other mythologies to take
the place of religion ... The thesis of the disenchantment
of the world fails ... It rests on the equation of the content
of particular belief systems or modes of operation - which
have changed - with .substance. .meaning,” the life-
world.” etc. in general. If the proposition of the .loss of
meaning" in modern and postmodemn life is stripped of
this equation. it amounts to a historically plausible but
trivial assertion about the changing nature of meaning
structures.” (Knorr-Cetina 1994, pp. 6-7, original italics.)

As an antidote to this failure. Knorr-Cetina urges social
scientists to study the role that .modes of fiction™ play in
contemporary institutional life. describing them as ,ways
of enchantment of the world* (ibid. p. 5). While her argu-

ment points directly to the approach we take up here. it is

limited by her insistence that micro-analysis of local prac-
tices is the only plausible entrée for studying how and
where such enchanting fictions work. [n this way. she sepa-
rates herself from the traditions of inquiry that focus on
how codes and narratives operate in a macro-sociological
wav.

msthic. re'wxous and metaphysical waridsiews®
that addressed ..the central questions ot men's Jo¢-

. lective existence [such as] justice and fresdom. vio-

lence and oppression.-happiness and gratification
.. love and hate. salvation and damnation" {ibid..

p 96) After technology has done its work. howev-

er. such questions no longer can be asked: .The

“culturally defined self-understanding of a social

life-world is replaced by the self-reification of men
under categories of purposive-rational action and

_adaptive behavior™ (ibid.. pp. 105-106). There has

ensued a ..horizontal extension of subsystems of
purposive-rational action.” such that ..traditional
structures are increasingly subordinated to condi-
tions of instrumental or strategic rationality"
(ibid.. p. 98). In this situation, it is only natural that
the ideology of technology has replaced previous
traditional legitimations. Because it is so stubborn-
ly rationalistic. this new ideology (ibid.. p. lll) does
not exhibit ..the opaque force of a delusion" or a
~wish-fulfilling fantasy™; nor is it ,based in the
same way on the causahty of dissociated symbols
and unconscious motives.™ Technological ideology
has abandoned any attempt to .,express a projec-
tion of the ‘good life’."

In developing this position Habermas had. of
course, been influenced by his life-long engage-
ment with Marx and Weber. Although his critique
was primarily directed at the workings of capital-
ism, Marx's own writings also discussed the debili-
tating and alienating effects of new industrial tech-
nology. In Marx's vision the mechanisation of pro-
duction within the factory had stripped meaning
from the production process and made the worker
into an .appendage of the machine*. For Marx
technology could be understood in objective terms
as the .. material forces of production* which could
be radically separated from human consciousness.
This line of critique continued in a modified form
in the tradition of critical theory that Habermas in-
herited. For example, in the Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment and in their critique of the ,culture indus-
tries*, Habermas’s teachers Horkheimer and Ad-
orno attacked both science and techno-cultural
systems as deeply corrosive of authentic systems of
meaning, pointing to the unmediated effects of the
~post-auratic* technological artefacts produced
through systems of mass production.

Later in this paper we will suggest that in order to
understand the discourses and uses of modern
technological systems one must. of course. begin
by recalling Weber's ironic discovery that those
who created modern industrial society did so in or-
der to pursue salvation. In the course of his com-
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parame socxologv ot rellglon Weber had demon-f,

strated that the concern for salvation was central to
the cultural and social orgamzatxon oftraditional so-
cieties. The great religions promised human beings
an escape from toil and suffering and a release from
earthly constraints, if only they conceived the world
incertaintermsandstrove toactincertainways. Yet,
while Weber understood that such intense supra-
mundane concerns continued well into the early
capitalist era, he insisted that such orientations
could permeate and organize wordly experience
only so long as scientific understanding had not un-

dermined the validity of adivinely ordered telos. Af-~

ter the maturity of industrial capitalism, Weber in-
sisted (we think wrongly), instrumental, not value-
rationality would prevail. This historicizing conten-
tion lay at the basis of Weber's entire approach to the
rationalization of modem society, leading precisely
to the kind of anti-normative understanding of tech-
nology and ideology that we havc described in Ha-
bermas’s work.

But Weber’s influence on thinking about technolo-
gy and society does not stop at the gates of critical
theory. Having been carried over the Atlantic by
Parsons and others, Weber’s writings exerted a de-
cisive and remarkably similar impact on func-
tionalist thought, which also understoood the ef-
fects of technology in material and rational terms.
Robert Merton'’s (1970) work on science argued
that although Puritanism had inspired early scien-
tific inventions, their deployment depended large-
ly upon their objective ability to solve technical
and economic problems rather than symbolic
needs. In his book on the industrial revolution Neil
Smelser (1959) follows much the same line of
thinking. Here it is Methodist values that underpin
innovation, but only as generalized values. Con-
crete innovation is determined by economic de-
mand and the effects of technology by its material
capabilities. American critical theory is little differ-
ent. Robert Blauner's (1964) studies of work drew
attention primarily to the ways that the organiza-
tion of production (craftwork, mass production,
full-automation etc.) generated alienation. But in
Blauner’s model it is technology that underpins

shifts between production regimes, and hence sub-
jective experiences of alienation. Similarly Alvin

Gouldner’s (1979) new class theory roots the ratio-

nalist and technological wordview of the new class

(scientists, engineers, planners etc.) in the techni-
cal nature of their work. This in turn depends upon
systems of higher eductation, which exist, in the
last analysis thanks to the existence of technologi-
cally advanced production. Daniel Bells (1973)

analvsns ot th; -

ultural contradictions of caputal-.
ism™ also drew attention to the linkages between 3
cuture of rationality and the needs of technologi-

cally driven forms of production in the age of sci-

ence.

The list could go on, but we believe our point has
been made. In sociological theory technology has
been overwhelmingly understood to produce ra-
tional discourses which respond in a more or less
unmediated way to the objective materiality of
technology and its effects. These various supposi-

- tions about the deracinated and demystifying

properties of technology are false. We suggest that
a failure to recognise the role of culture in mediat-
ing the impact of technology on society and social
discourse about technology and its effects can pro-
duce disastrous results for theorising. In the next
section of this paper we will demonstrate this claim
by examining the most powerful recent version of

the classical position on technology and society,

Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society. We begin by showing
that Beck’s objectivist position leads to refractory
problems in explaining the rise of contemporary
risk consciousness.

2. Beck I: The Rational-Scientific Account
of the Risk Society: Material Force and
Objective Perception «

In his Risk Sociery, Ulrich Beck (1992a [1986]) ap-
pears to present a sober and sobering argument
about the more general, extra-economic effects of

- recent technological change. Modern scientific

knowledge, and closely associated industrial pro-
duction, have outgrown our efforts at prediction
and control. The risks associated with harmful
side-effects like toxic waste, radioactive materials,
acid rain and ozone depletion are now less revers-
ible and more global than the risks of earlier capi-
talist life. Indeed, to a degree unknown in tradi-
tional industrial production, social life in advanced
capitalist society is increasingly organized around
the goal of controlling the distribution and conse-
quences of these pollutants and their associated

" risks rather than around the production and con-

sumption of goods themselves. Because contem-
porary industrial production is forced to continu-
ally scrutinize its own ,rationally constructed"
rather than ,,natural“ foundations, we are living in
a new stage of reflexive modernization that de-
mands the heightened exercise of rational dis-
course and humanitarian control. At the present
time. however, private property and profit contin-



ue 1o control zconomic Jecision- -making in indus-.

tnal society. For this reason. the .risk societv™ in

its nascent stage actually threatens the authority ot

scientific rationality and the faith in human pro-
gress upon which the exercise of such rationality
depends. While expert systems proliferate in an ef-

fort to evaluate environmental risks. the dearth of
scientific data makes firm predictions impossible.
and. even if such data were forthcoming, the lack
of political-economic democracy makes ,.accept-
able™ levels of risk impossible to decide. In re-

experienced by kit as .paintul”? The Yame &i ind
ol up proach 1s revealed m the tollomno state'nem

The povertv of the Thlrd World is ]omed by horror at the

- unleashed destructive powers of the developed risk indus.
~try. The pictures and reports from Bhogal and Latin

Amenca speak a language of their own.’ * (Ibid.. p. 43).

What language" Who ..joins* the horror? Whv do
people care? These complex issues of interpreta-
tion and meaning are swept under the carpet by
the objectivist fallacy.

sponse to these failures, political activity is begin- -

ning to expand its scope beyond class, party poli-

tics. and charismatic leaders‘ embracing global is- -

sues that affect every level of society and demand-
ing the expansion of democratic control beyond
the polity into the worlds of industrial producnon
and scientific expemse

In this strain of his argument, then, Beck presents
the terrors of the risk society as an objective social
fact, one that has resulted from intra- systemxc in-
voluntary, ‘tendendial developments in the eco-
nomic infrastructure of capitalist societies. They
emerge ,.from techno-economic development it-
self* (1992a, p. 19), unmediated by broader cultur-
al frames. The questions of when, and how, a
~risk” is detected, and of how these risks are
placed on the social agenda, are not raised. It is
simply the sheer objective enormity of risk that
creates its apperception. Beck makes statements
like the followmg

»In Germany. the consumption of artificial fertiliser grew
from 143 to 378 kilograms per hectare over the period
1951-1983, and the use of agricultural chemicals rose from
25.000 to 35,000 tons. (Thus.] a disproportionately small
increase of yields relative to the use of fertiliser and chem-
icals contrasts with a dxspropomonately large increase in
the natural destruction that is visible and painful to the
farmer* (Ibid., p. 37).}

But why should the farmer notice the ,,natural de-
struction* at all? Because it is destructive to na-
ture, and thus unnatural? Pure and simple visibili-
ty, and the logical inductions produced by such per-
ception, are critical for this line of Beck's argu-
ment. He writes at one point that ,,damage to and
destruction of nature no longer occur outside our
personal experience in the sphere of chemical,
physical and biological chains of effects; instead

they strike more and more clearly our eyes, ears,

and noses* (ibid., p. 55). Yet, even if the farmer’s
senses do record such destruction, why should it be

} Unless otherwise noted. all page references to Beck's
work refer to Beck 1992a.

3. ‘Beck II: Time-Lag and Residual
Categones

While Beck’s determination to proceed in an en-
tirely objectivist fashion is clear, there are nag-
ging empirical difficulties that force him to con-
front the perceptual issue in a less simplistic if
not less simplifying way. These center on the
question, ,why now rather than before?“ After
all, the objective risks from techno- industrial
production did not burst on the scene with the
emergence of green politics. During the first part
of this century, for example, smog conditions
were common in coal- burning cities. What Lon-
doners called ,,pea-souper* conditions were re-
sponsible for thousands of respiratory system re-
lated deaths. Beck is implicitly aware of this
time-lag between objective risk and the percep-
tion of risk. One can find in his discussion three
different empirical explanations for this lag. In
each case, however, both the causes postulated
and the solutions offered circle back to the kind
of simplifying and reductionist understanding of
perception we have described above.

(1) .. The distribution of socially produced wealth
and related conflicts occupy the foreground so
long as obvious material need, the ‘dictatorship of
scarcity’, rules the thought and action of people*
(ibid., p. 20). In the earlier phase of industrial soci-
ety, poverty was so great that people were preoccu-
pied with wealth creation rather than the ecologi-
cal consequences of its production. Only after min-
imal levels of wealth have been attained has it
been possible for attention to be focussed on risks.

This explanation of time-lag rests on the unex-
plored assumption that material comfort ,,natural-
ly* and .,automatically* takes precedence over bi-
ological health and environmental comfort. Is this
an objective human preference structure unmedi-
ated by broader cultural perceptions? And how
much comfort is enough? This explanation as-
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..sumes. moreo»er that once weahh has been at-
tained the perc.puon of risk operates in a socially

unmediated way. o ey

(2) . Hazards m those days assaulted the nose or

the eyes and were this perceptible to the senses,
while the risks of civilization today typically escape
perception and are localized in the sphere of physi-
cal and chemical formulas (e.g., toxins in food
stuffs or the nuclear threat)*“ (ibid., p. 21). Here
Beck confronts the time-lag in a different way,
seeking to explain why, even now, the enormity of
the risks he has postulated often do not register as
strongly as he thinks they should in the perceptlons
of contemporary populations.

One obvious problem with this second explanation
is that it completely contradicts the objectivist ratio-
nale behind central thesis of risk consciousness we
discussed under Beck I. This new thesis suggests that
in the earlier period risks were, in fact, more materi-
al and visible, and were perceptually registered for
that very reason. Even more telling from a theoreti-
cal point of view is a different kind of problem this
second explanation raises. In response to the invisi-
bility problem, Beck argues for an ,,opening up of
the political* (ibid., pp. 183-236), for a popular po-
litical movement that would pressure the mass me-
dia to focus more attention on environmental risks.
Yet this argument merely puts the reflection ap-
proach to risk perception into a different empirical
context. The result of increased media focus, as
Beck seesit, would be the increase in objective infor-
mation, and he appears confident that this informa-
tion will automatically register on contemporary
consciousness. This confidence isstated in a particu-
larly clear way in an article Beck published when the
English translation of Risk Society appeared: ,,The
images in the news of skeletal trees or of dying seals
have opened people’s eyes. Making the threats pub-
licly visible and arousing attention in detail, in one’s
own living space - these are the cultural eyes
through which the ‘blind citoyens’ can perhaps win
back the autonomy of their own judgment* (1992b,
pp. 119-120). Why Beck employs the word ,,cultur-
al“ to describe such perceptions is difficult to see.
They are no more than rational inductions from
available information, reinforcing his objectivist, re-
flection theory of perception and his reluctance to
explore the non-rational dimensions of meaning
and motivation. '

(3) .Risks ... induce systematic and often irre-
versible harm. generally remain invisible, are
based on causal interpretations, and thus initially
only exist in terms of the ... knowledge about them

TAs.

_(1992a. pp. 22-23) ..
‘ards are never reducxble to mere statements ot
fact[.] a causal interpretation must be added (1b1d .

. [Because]| statemesits on naz.

p.27) .. Presumptnons of causality escape olr per-
cept:on [and] in this sense risks are invisible,'The
implied causality always remains more or less un-
certain and tentative (ibid., p. 28). :

This third explanation for the time-lag between
contemporary risk and its perception would ap-
pear to introduce a gaping hole in Beck’s rationali-
ty theory. Not only are there the supposedly less
visible qualitative risks produced by contemporary
industrial society; not only is there insufficient in-
formation at this point to make natural and correct
inductions about the risks at hand; but Beck now
suggests that, even if this information were avail-
able, rational inductions would not be possible un-
less an interpretive and overarching theory were
provided first. As it stands, this argument is cer-
tainly correct. The knowledge of facts does not au-
tomatically produce their explanation: they do not
a theory make. There is a major problem, however,
in the solution Beck proposes. For he argues that
the missing causal interpretation of objective facts,
visible and invisible, can only be provided by scien-
tific knowledge itself. Beck adds a telling sentence
to the paragraph we quoted above: , The implied
causality always remains more or less uncertain
and tentative. Thus we are dealing with a theoreti-
cal and hence scientized consciousness, even in the
everyday consciousness of risks“ (ibid., p. 28, ital-
ics added). It is not shifting cultural expectations,
fears, or hopes that intervene between contem-
porary risks and their perception, but a more accu-
rate, more demanding, less ,traditionalized* (ibid.,
p- 153), and less economically constrained form of
rational scientific knowledge itself. Deformed sci-
entific judgments allow risks to remain invisible:
free and true science makes objective risks visible
for all. ,,Public criticisms and disquiet,* Beck in-
sists (ibid.,p. 30), ..derive essentially from the dia-
lectic of expertise and counter-expertise.* He con-
cludes that, ,,without scientific arguments and sci-
entific critique of scientific arguments they [i.e..
critiques of industrial risk society] remain dull; in-
deed, they cannot even perceive the mainly ‘invisi-
ble’ object of their critique and fears.” Once again,
Beck’s efforts to address the time lag have circled
back to the objectivity of risk and the rationality of
its perception.’

Beck wants to portray the risk society as an objec-
tive fact, both ontologically, in the sense that it ex-
ists as such, in a cold. hard. and material way. and
epistemologically, in the sense that these objective



facts are percenved directly and accurately in the
minds ot emzens themsel\es Whlle his empmcal

_recognition of the time-lag in popular conscious-

ness about risk forces hxm to confront the difficul-
ties of this position. he is unable to develop a satis-
factorv alternative explananon mtroducmg in-
stead a series of ad hoc residual categories that fill
the empirical gap in theoretically contradictory
ways. [n order to address the time-lag problem in a
more theoretically coherent way, Beck would have
had to include the cultural variable much more ex-
plicitly into his explanatory scheme. Ontologically.
he would have to acknowledge that the very pro-
duction of a risk society rests upon a massive. if
largely tacit cultural commitment to solving the
problems of the world through the introduction of
rationalizing. science-based technology. Episte-
mologically. he would-have to recognize that the
perception of this technological society as highly
risky itself involves a fundamental shift in the so-
cial referents of this overarching cultural scheme.

4. Douglas and Wildavsky - A Failed
Attempt at Cultural Analysis

The position of Mary Douglas and Aaron Wil-
davsky (1982) represents the only systematic alter-
native explananon to Beck's of the rise of environ-
mental risk consciousness. Do they fare any bet-
ter? Failure to acknowledge the role of cultural
factors in risk perception makes Beck a prisoner of
objectivism. Douglas and Wildavsky make a differ-
ent error, in their case acknowledging the role of
culture, but in a reductionistic way that cannot sat-
isfactorily explain the autonomy of cultural myths
and their distribution through a social structure.
For this reason we see a critique of Cultural Bias as
an important stepping-stone towards the clarifica-
tion of a properly cultural, late-Durkheimian theo-
ry of environmental risk discourses, such as that
which we outline later in this paper.

Douglas and Wildavsky argue that environmental-
ist discourses are articulated around themes of pu-
rity and pollution and that these reflect forms of
~cultural bias* associated with a sectarian organi-

zation located on the boundaries of society. One -

merit of this perspective is that it shifts the focus of
analysis more squarely in the direction of the mor-
al dynamics of risk perceprion (1982, p.7ff). To our
reading this contrasts favourably with Beck’s ob-
jectivist account of risk. where the key issue is one
of struggle over scientific and technical evaluation.
In particular it allows Douglas and Wildavsky to

propose a culturalist thesis which 1s more swnsitive
to ‘the s\mbohc contours of environmentanst dis-
courses than the ‘echnological "determinism ot
Beck. However, from a late- -Durkheimian per-
spective the Douglas and Wildavsky thesis is insuf-
ficiently cultural. insufficiently attentive to the au-
tonomy of mythical and symbohc themes in envi-
ronmentalist discourse.

The argument proposed in Rtsk and Culture is
based upon Mary Douglas's grid/group model of
social structure. In developing this model Douglas
was influenced by the middle period of Durk-
heim's work; the Durkheim of Suicide and The Di-
vision of Labor. In this phase of his work Durk-
heim read off moral densities and solidaristic senti-
ments from the patterns of interaction and institu-
tions of the social structure. In his later work
Durkheim was to reject this form of analysis as too
deterministic and developed the more voluntar-
istic cultural model proposed in The Elementary
Forms of Religious Life (Alexander 1982). In ac-
knowledging the role of agency, Durkheim’s later
position provides the basis for a morally centred
social theory of environmentalism. But in addition
we contend that there are theoretical and empiri-
cal reasons to move from the middle-Durkheim to
the late-Durkheim in theorizing environmental
concern in risk society.

Douglas and Wildavsky assert that it is the sect or-
ganization of environmental groups that constructs
a form of cultural bias or cosmology that is against
hierarchy, complexity and modernity. Such a cul-
tural bias, they argue, can be seen in environmen-
talist discourses and beliefs. Although (arguably)
plausible as an explanation of the beliefs of core
inner-sect members, the Douglas/Wildavsky thesis
runs into trouble in explaining mass support for
environmental causes. Douglas and Wildavsky are
compelled to acknowledge that environmentalism
is a social movement with a mass following and ad-
mit that most members of environmental groups.
(what they call the ,mail order membership*
(1982. p. 173)) are not intensively involved in the
everyday operations of the sect. Rather the majori-
ty are middle class, suburban citizens who sub-
scribe to organizations like Greenpeace. the Sierra
Club and the Audubon Society even though they
inhabit a differing grid/group locanon from core
sect members

At this point their thesis begins to look shakv How
can they explam the prevalence of an environmen-
talist risk consciousness amongst people involved
in routinized mainstream social life who lack the
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intense social ties of sect life - people who do not
inhabit a sectarian grid- group location? They an-

LY R R

“of enwronmental:sm Just as Beck: rh 515 aligns
“risk perceptions and discourses too closely to ob-

swer this question in two ways, both of them con-

tradicting their major thesis. Fu‘stly they argue that
the environmental movement is driven by ,,sectari-
--an political entrepreneurs* who define agendas
and mobilise a largely passive ,mail-order mem-
bership* (ibid., p. 165ff.). So although sect theory
explains the actions of the hard-core activists who
run the organizations, something akin to mass soci-

ety theory is used to explain this anomalous mass

support. Secondly, the support of the membership
for the environmentalist cause is further explained
with reference to rational choice theory (lbld pp.
169-171), a theoretical perspective which is radi-
cally at odds thh their earher cultural point of
view. :

~What does the ordinary mail-order member get from
these public interest groups that keep asking for contribu-
tions? .. A convincing answer is provided by Robert C.
Mitchell who argues: ‘that these {member] contributions
are compatible with behaviour of a egoistic, rational,
utility-maximizing kind because the cost is low, the poten-
tial cost of not contributing is high and the individual has
imperfect information about the effectiveness of his or her
contribution in obtaining the good or preventing the bad.’
The main distinction Mitchell makes is between public
goods and public ,bads“, that is, bad things imposed on
everyone whether they like it or not. Like what? Like the
evils listed by environmental interest groups in their direct
mail, fund-raising efforts ... Under. .. threatening circum-
stances, from which there is no escape, a few dollars a year
for survival may not appear to be too high a price to pay.*
(Ibid., pp. 169-170)

So Douglas and Wildavsky make use of three dif-
ferent theories to explain the rise of risk society.
Their own grid/group theory explains only the be-
liefs of a handful of extremists. An elite theory,
reminiscent of the mass society hypothesis which
paints citizens as suggestible, is used to explain
mass support. This theory is supplemented (and
perhaps contradicted) by a rational choice theory
which sees active and autonomous individuals cal-
culating the costs and benefits of membership in
the environmental movement. But in addition to

these awkwardly juxtaposed theoretical vessels

there are shards of unconnected facts. Seemingly
taking inspiration from Weber’s historical inqui-
ries, Douglas and Wildavsky point to the role of
chance events and historical contingencies in ex-
plaining the rise of American environmentalism:
the postal system, the tradition of lobby politics,
the fall out of Vietnam and Watergate and so on.
The result is a text which cannot deliver on its ini-
tial promise of providing a succinct general theory

A

‘jective dangers. the thesis of Douglas and Wil-.

davsky aligns risks too closely with social struc-
tures. In both cases a series of uncomfortable sec-
ondary elaborations are required to salvage the
initial theory. The solution to this dilemma, we
suggest, lies in working out a more cultural mode]
- one that recognises the autonomy of mythical
forms of discourse in the way that Durkheim advo-
cated in his later work. Only with such a model can
we explain the slippages between fact and inter-
pretation, risks and their social perception as well
as the precise style and content of environmental-
ist imagery. While this is not the place to illustrate
such a thesis in any detail, in the next section of
this paper we outline what such a theory mxght
look like.

S. Technological Eschatology: Culturalizing
the Production and Perception of Risk

As we have argued elsewhere (e.g., Alexander,
Smith, and Sherwood 1993), the debilitating ef-
fects of a historicist dichotomization of traditional
and modem (technological) society can be correct-
ed by incorporating. the more structural under-
standing of Durkheim’s later work. In his ,reli-
gious sociology,“ Durkheim explored the manner
in which human beings continue to divide the
world into sacred and profane, maintaining that
even modern men and women need ritual experi-
ences of a mystical kind. Whereas the sacred pro-
vides a social representation of the good in relation
to which actors seek to build communities, the pro-
fane defines an image of evil and establishes a zone
of pollution from which humans strive to be saved.
In terms of Weber’s account of theodicy, then, sec-
ular salvation ,religions“ can be understood as
providing escape from earthly suffering by simul-
taneously offering a millenial promise of utopia
and by defimng a social evil from which the more
utopian vision allows them escape. Human beings

~have atways lived in a-risky-and uncertain world.

Before the industrial revolution, the greatest
threat to security was biological -~ untimely death.
It was the search for the metaphysical meaning of
death which, along with the problem of injustice.
spurred the religious imagination in its traditional
forms. With the rise of scientific, technological.
and industrial societies, the terrifying threat of pre-
mature death by disease has largely been neutral-
ized. but the human experience of anxiety and risk



has not be=n mitigated. In a world of continuous. =
often revolutionary social transtormations. devas- - L e e
-The extraordinary commitment that: generated
‘the motivational energy to create - technology
‘based industrialization depended on more than

tating wars. and ecological horrors. there remains

ample. motivation to continue to assuage and ex- .

plain suffering throughrthe construction of symbol-

ic. highly charged. and - cognitively simplified -
myths. even when such . religious* ideologies are -

constructed in decidedly post-metaphysical ways.

Expectations for salvation have been inseparable
from the technological innovations of industrial
capitalism. Major inventions like the steam engine,
railroad, telegraph, and telephone (Pool 1983),
and the computer as well (Alexander 1993), were
hailed by elites and masses as vehicles for secular
transcendance. Their spead and power, it was
widely proclaimed, would undermine the earthly
constraints of time, space, and scarcity. In their ear-
ly halcyon days, these technologies became vessels
both for experiencing an ecastatic release from
earthly constraints (this-worldly mysticism, in We-
ber’s terms) and for bringing the glories of heaven
down to earth (this-worldly asceticism). In techno-
logical discourse, however, the machine has been
seen not only as the medium of God but of the
Devil. In the early nineteenth century, Luddites
lashed out at spinning machines as if they were the
idols that the Hebrew fathers had condemned.
William Blake decried ,,dark Satanic mills.“ When
Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein, or, the Modern
Promotheus, about the terrifying results of a scien-
tist’s efforts to build the world'’s most ,,gigantic ma-
chine,“ she initiated a technological version of the
Gothic genre that has continued to provide the
fundamental narrative framework for the dark
side of technology to this day. Victor Frankenstein
created a technological monstrosity in the vain
hope that it would do good. The monster acts in
ways he could not predict. It becomes dangerous
and impossible to control, and must eventually be
destroyed. This mythical discourse about techno-
logical salvation and apocalypse saturates popular
culture in the Western world. Hollywood's wildly
popular ,action films," for example, mix technolo-
gy with medieval Gothic themes, pit evil against
good. and promise salvation from space, from
time, and even from mortality itself. When they ar-
ticulate the utopian vision, these films portray
technology as the fantastic vehicle for humanizing
the world. In Star Trek, Batman, and Superman,
for example, extraordinary technologies are ,,un-
der control“ and remain servants of a human mas-
ter. Other films embrace the dystopic vision of

technology as dark and polluted, as in the post---

nuclear war scenarios of Mad Max and Terminator

?

or the malevolent scienust movies 5%,y nis.
Park and The Net.

the_legal. economic. and political structures of
capitalism and the objective knowledge about na-
ture that rational scientific knowledge could pro-
vide. It was fuelled as well by a deep and widely
shared belief that technology would bring salva-
tion from the strains and sufferings of moderniz-
ing society itself. In terms both of cultural logic
and social action, this salvationary discourse about
technology was linked to an understanding of na-
ture as profane and threatening, as a force that de-
manded the ,.civilizing" control of technology it-
self. This representation of nature was itself root-
ed in a Christian tradition that saw ,,man™ as hav-
ing dominion over the flora and fauna of the natu-
ral world. Nonetheless, from its very begmmngs
industrial society was confronted by an inversion-
ary discourse, one that polluted technology as a
threatening apocalypse. This anti-salvation strand
of technological discourse - which emerged on
both the political left and right — was deeply con-
nected, in turn, with an increasingly elaborate ro-
mantic ideology that defined nature as pacific and
innocent, indeed as the last best hope for the sur-
vival of civilization itself. :

In the history of industrial society this antipodal
strand of technological discourse, while subordi-
nate to the salvationary strand, was not without
significant social effect. Wiener (1981) has demon-
strated, for example, that in England the .cult of
the countryside* powerfully. inhibited early enthu-
siasm for industrialism, and may eventually have
contributed to the decline of Britain's economic
might. In Germany, as Mosse (1964) has shown. ro-
mantically inspired Volk ideologies fuelled the
powerful antagonisms to modernity that facilitated
the emergence of Nazism as a revolutionary alter-
native to the supposed emptiness of capitalist mo-
dernity. In France (Tucker forthcoming), this
counter discourse informed the syndicalist move-
ment that presented such a massively popular al-
ternative to industrial society - both in its capitalist

‘and socialist forms - between 1880 and 1920. In the

United States, the ,myth of vu'gm land“ (Smith
1950) prowdcd the motivational energy for west-
ward expansion and empire in the nineteenth cen-
tury, and in the twentieth it inspired the social
movement that fought to preserve vast areas of na-
ture in national parks. Richard Grove (1995) has
argued that contemporary environmental con-



ot
sciousness ' is shot through with fudeo-Chnisnan 6, Beck III: Reading ..Risk Socxet\" asa
themes. He pomts ‘out that an ..Edenic island dis- Mvthologncal Dlscourse

“course”, rooted especially in Calvinism, has influ- . s

enced the assessment of human impacts upon na- ‘ Drawmg upon the cutural theory out!med here we
ture since the 15th cerxtnry, and continues to do so - suggest that Risk Society is itself a ,,social fact™ not
today. in the empiricist but in the classical Durkheimian
But for the past severa! centuries the strand of dis- - sense. It has emerged as a persuasive representa-
course that Grove and others have identified has tion of contemporary life because of the symbolic
been subordinated. It has only been in the late volte-face we have described. We suggest that its
twentieth century that the balance between the so-_ factual assertions are less_empirical_statements
cial referents of the sacred and profane elements than translations of technological myth into social
of technological discourse has begun to change in scientific forms. It is a myth constructed by, and re-
contemporary liberal democracies. The devastat- flecting, the social and culturai structures of con-
ing effects of fifty years of techno-war has etched temporary society itself. ,,Capitalist society* occu-
itself deeply upon contemporary consciousness - pied a similar mythical and constructed status in an
(Fussell 1975, Gibson 1986), linking technology earlier period, resting indeed on dichotomous cat-
with horror-filled representations of inhuman sav-, egories of the sacred and profane and an escatalo-
agery in the collective memory of humankind. In gical narrative of salvation and damnation that in
the postwar period these images transformed the striking ways parallel those that nourish ,,risk soci-
atomic bomb from an initially positive image (in ety itself. In The Communist Manifesto, Marx em-
America at least) into a seething symbol of the ployed the same kind of theoretical structure as
dangers of science-based technology itself. As the Beck does 150 years later. He described ,,capitalist
industrial science which produced ,the bomb*“ society* as an objective and coercive social fact
made its bid to provide the energy basis for con- generated by autonomous forces largely outside of
temporary domestic life, an analogical relationship  human control. He explained the workers’ growing
was constructed between the risks of runaway mili- anti-capitalist sensibility as a rational reflection of
tary technology and the technical basis of civilian these conditions. What is clear in retrospect, how-
industrial life. When scientists themselves began to  ever, is that The Manifesto constructed the mythi-
discover the devastating genetic effects of DDT in cal discourses of ,capitalism“ and ,,communism*
the early 1960s (Eyerman and Jamison 1994), this as much as it employed rational scientific knowl-
linkage crystallized into a full blown counter- edge to describe them. Beck's Risk Society must be
ideology that began to have massive effects on po- understood in the same way. As a manifesto for

pular consciousness and the social structures of radical environmentalism, it is saturated with the
capitalist life. non-empirical postulates of the discourse of tech-

nology. Rather than offering rational inductions
from empirical evidence, Risk Society translates
the rich and suggestive mythology of technological
discourse into the empirical categories of social
science. It is this prophetic, Nostradamuslich quali-
ty that probably accounts for the extraordinary
popularity of Risk Society. By contrast Risk and
Culture, is couched in a more sober, less apocalyp-

In this emergent symbolic world of ,,ecology,“ na-
ture is portrayed as a holistic, self-regulating, and
fundamentally peaceful system in relation to which
violence can emerge only from the outside. For
those who believe in this nature myth, it is axiom-
atic that human life can be continued in a viable
way only if the economic system is subordinated to
- .in tune with* - the ecological one. In this newly “WiU e :
dominant environmental consciousness, nature is Uic 1dxon}, apd has attracted little interest outside of
associated with the sacred and the sublime. The academic circles. - .
ecotourist is a pilgrim seeking to learn from na- While Beck offers various empirical reasons for
ture, much like the young Wordsworth of the Pre- the ,,invisibility of the catastrophic risks threaten-
lude. The creatures of the natural environment are  ing contemporary society, his insistance can also be
recoded as superiors to the creatures in the social read as attributing to ,risk* a fundamentally reli-
one. Television and media stories recount the ex- gious status. As with other forces associated with
traordinary aesthetic, communicative, social, and the supernatural world, ,risk“ is mysterious and
even spiritual qualities of dolphins, gonllas and hidden, essentially unknowable and unreachable
whales. For the more enthusaistic advocates of by human powers: ,Many of the newer risks (nu-
chaos theory and the ,new physics,* the universe clear or chemical contaminations, pollutants in
and the atom itself have become spiritualized. foodstuffs, diseases of civiliation) compistely es-



cape human powers of lirect perception™ (19924,

p. 27). RisK is there and not there. a hidden. intan- .
gible but nonetheless ommpresent force that per- .

meates and shapes the world. The ..intractability of
modernization risks.” Beck suggests (lbld p. 40).
.is matched by the way they spread.".

.Thev can be in anything and everything. and along with

the absolute necessities of life - air to breathe. food. cloth-
ing. home furnishings - they pass through all the otherwise
strictly controlled protective areas of modernity. (Ibid.)*
Confronting the omniscience and omnipresence of
divinity. the believer is dumbstruck. mute. The an-
cient Israelis called their divinity Yawhe. the God
who could not be named. In describing the extraor-
dinary risk contemporaries face, Beck describes its
mystenous power in much the same way.

.A large group of the populatxon faces devastation amd de-

struction today, for which language and the powers of our
imagination fail us. for which we lack any moral or medical
category. We are concerned with the absolute and unlimited
NOT, which threatens us here, the un- in general. unimagin-
able. unthinkable, un-, un-,un-.* (Ibid..p. 52, original italics)

The extraordinary dangers of the risk society are
less empirical generalizations than symbolic repre-
sentations of the mysterious powers of evil, whose
referents Beck connects to the objects of contem-
porary social and physical life. The Devil hides his
face, the folk adage suggests, so that he can better
accomplish his awful work.- - - -

4 It is useful to contrast Beck's description of the symbolic
threats of environmental toxins with the following quota-
tion from the Summis desiderantes - a papal bull of 1484
explaining the nature of witchcraft.

.1t has come to our ears ... that ... many persons of both

sexes unmindful of their own salvation and straying from

the Catholic Faith, have abandoned themselves to devils,
incubi and succubi, and by their incantations, spells, conju-
rations, and other accursed charms and crafts. enormities
and horrid offences, have slain infants yet in the mother’s
womb, as also the offspring of cattle, have blasted the pro-
duce of the earth, the grapes of the vine, the fruits of the
trees, nay. men and women, beasts of burthen, herd-
beasts, as well as animals of other kinds, vineyards. or-
chards. meadows. pastureland, corn, wheat, and all other

cereals: these wretches furthermore afflict and torment -

men and women. beasts of burthen, herd-beast. as well as
animals of other kinds, with terrible piteous pains‘and sore
diseases. both internal and external ... whereby they out-
rage the Divine majesty and are a cause of scandal and
danger to very many." (Pope Innocent VIII. quoted in
Ben-Yehuda 1985) '

Beck's discourse. we argue. translates the cosmology of
Satanism - a cosmology of muysterious all-embracing
threats - into a modern and only superficially secular form
(see also Douglas and Wildavsky 1982, pp. 10-11).

sThreats from civfiizaton are hringing agout f. ea ]
new ..shadow kmzdom ;omp\raol: 10 ihe TeLLT o e
gods ..md dumons in anuquuv whnch I8 hlddm benind the

,vnsble world and threatens human life On this Earth . .Ev.

erywhere. pollutants and toxins laugh and play their tricks

like devils in the Middle Ages. People are almost i inescap-
ably bound over to them. Breathing. eating. swelling.
wearing clothes - everything has been penetrated by
them.” (Ibid.. pp. 72-73)

Is it any wonder that Beck concludes that before
these ..more and more destructive forces ... the
human imagination stands in ’awe“ (Ibid p. 20).

[t was a central tenet of the great monothexsnc reli-
gions that the hidden but all powerful divinity
would make its present felt at a future historical
moment. at which time it would end human history
by radically and permanently transforming the
world. In the presence of this millenial promise of
the final judgment, rehglous virtuosi felt them-
selves always to be living in an ominous period of

_ transition, a time that was pregnant with the world
-to come. Hegel translated this religious promise

into his notion of ,world-historical* figures pos-
sessing the singular power to transform their
worlds. In translating Hegel's idea, Marx described
impersonal forces and their class carriers who were
destined to lead society from one stage of its histo-

“ry to another. often by  émploying violent and

world-transforming force. Declaring that we are

Lliving on the volcano of civilization* (ibid.. p. 17)

,under the shadow of an apocalypse of civiliza-
tlon“ (ibid., p. 47), Beck historicizes the sacral rep-
resentation of ,risk* in an equally millenial way.
Risk heralds a world-historical transformation of
immense and heretofore unimaginable force. ..The
harmful, threatening, inimical lies in wait every-
where,” Beck declares, ,but whether it is inimical
or friendly is beyond one’s own power of judg-
ment* (ibid., p. 53). One can be certain, however.
that the coming transformation will be of a total
and radical kind. ‘

.With the industrially forced degradation of the ecological
and natural foundations of life. a historically unparalled
and so far completely uncomprehended social and politi-
cal dynamic is set in motion”. (Ibid., p. 80)

We are in the midst of a decaynpg cwnhzation preg-
nant with the new. a

.The socio-historical situation and its dynamic is compa-
rable to the situation during the waning of the age of feu-
dalism at the threshold of the industrial society ... The so-
cial risk positions and political potentials ... call into ques-
tion the foundations of modernization as it has so far been
known.” (Ibid.. p. §7) :



A
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that has compietely ov -erturned the components of
mundane social life.".abolish[ing] the foundations

and categories according to which we have thought

and acted to this point, such as space and time.

work and lesiure time, factory and nation state, in-

“deed even the borders between commems“ (Ibid.,
p. 22).

The historical dynamic - of -millenial religions
emerged from the tension generated by the strug-
gle between sacred and profane. Beck's account,
like other narratives of secular social salvation, is
structured in the same way. On the one hand, the
language he uses to describe the immense transfor-
matory forces recalls the figures Old Testament
prophets employed to foretell the impending de-
struction that a jealous God would wreck on their
morally polluted land. Decrying ,.the slave morali-
ty of -civilization“ (ibid., p. 33), Beck foresees a
~maelstrom of hazards“ (ibid., p. 37) that will
make ,,the Earth uninhabitable* (ibid., p. 38). ,,Ca-

tastrophes* (ibid., pp. 24, 28, 29) will occur, and
they will cause sirreversible harm* (ibid., p. 23).

We are in ,the final and eternal autumn* (ibid., p.
31) of history. Yet, just as the historical linearity of
the millenial religious narrative proferred on hu-
mans the paradoxical ability to exercise their agen-
cy and reform, Beck is careful to describe impend-
ing environmental disaster as an imminent and ter-
rifying threat, but not necessarily an historical in-
evitability. Behind the backs of the agents of mod-
ernization, he dialectically suggests, the disasters
of risk society and the modernizers’ self-interested
attempts to ameliorate them may actually be pre-
paring the path for radical transformation of a pos-
itive kind. ,,Determinations of risks,* Beck avers
(ibid., p. 28, original italics), ,are the form in which
ethics, and with it also philosophy, culture and pol-
itics, is resurrected inside the centers of modern-
ization - in business, the natural sciences and the
technical disciplines.“ The increasingly intense,
fear- driven efforts to determine possible risks are
producing ,,an unwanted means of democratiza-
tion in the fields of industrial production and man-
agement, which somehow does become public dis-
cussion* (ibid.). For Marx, the very egoism and im-
personality of capitalism, its lack of concern for
any and all human particularities, had the unfore-
seen effect of breaking down the barriers of local-
ism. thus paving the way for cosmopolitanism and
solidarity on an unprecedented, international
scale. Risk societies are described as operating in
the same way. They ..contain within themselves a
grass-roots developmental dynamics that destroys

mfeed we are already in the midst of a transition

p 46 original |ta11cs) asserts.
.community of a global risk’ comes into being.* A
new worldwide solidarity i is emergmg strmulated

——

. Thus n s also and =spe-
Beck (ibiy..
.that the objective

_boundaries* (lbld P-; 17 1
cralh in Jdemal and - non percepuon

not by hope but by fear.

~The movement set in motion by the risk soc1ezy . is ex-
pressed in the statement: [ am afraid! The commonality of
anxiety takes the place of the commonality of need. The
type of the risk society marks in this sense a social cpoch in
which solildarity from anxiety arises and becomes a polm
cal force.” (Ibid.. p. 49)

In this fear-mspxred sohdary, and international op-
posmon that arises in opposition to the terror of
the risk society there emerges the possrbrlxty fora
new kind of utopia.

~Whereas the utopia of equalrty contains a wealth of sub-
stantial and positive goals of social change, the utopia of
the risk soc:ety remains peculiarly negative and defensive.
Basically, one is no longer concerned with attaining some-
thing .good." but rather with preventing the worst; self-
limitation is the goal which emerges. The dream of class
society is that everyone wants and ought to have a share of
the pie. The utopia of the risk society is that everyone
should be spared from poisoning.“ (Ibid.).
Only this kind of objectively produced emphasis
on limits can quell the voracious technological ap-

petites of industrial capitalism and allow ,the uto-

pia of ecological democracy (Beck 1992b, 2 118)
ﬁnally to emerge :

7. Conclﬁsion

In this paper we have presented elements of a gen-
eral model of social and and social-scientific dis-
courses on technology and risk. We have argued
that discourses on technological society are fuelled
by an underlying cultural logic of utopic and dys-
topic narrative forms. Understanding these narra-
tives is essential to understanding the social dy-
namics of risk society itself, and that where theory
neglects this cultural dimension it tends to come
unstuck. While we have focussed our discussion by
critically discussing the work of Ulrich Beck, we
believe his work typifies the contemporary social
scientific approaches to risk and technology more
broadly Notwrthstandmg its moral intent, by inter-
preting risk consciousness as the product of tech-
nologies and risks themselves, Beck’s thesis ac-
cords to them a kind of phantom objectivity. Much
the same can be said of Douglas and Wildavsky.
who focus causal responsibility on demagogic ac-
tivists, social structures and the blind contingencies
of historical accident. Insofar as environmental



rsk 1s portraved as if it were a deus ex machina or
3s deus ex soctera. as if 1ts society wide construcnon

and perceptlon were devond of human imagination
~ and moral commitment. then there is no logically -
coherent way that social theory can describe or
recommend politically and morally inspired social

change.

What is required, we have proposed. is a more cul-
tural theory of technological risk. Such a theory
can assist not only in resolving the empirical and

theoretical conundra that plague Beck, Douglas

and Wildavsky but also serve as the basis for a
morally enriched theory of risk societies. For it is
precisely the restoration of human agency and
moral responsibility that a strongly cultural refer-
ence allows. Only if the symbolically constructed
dimension of social structure is forcefully acknowl-
edged can the respoansibility for contemporary so-
cial life, at its best and at its worst, be brought back
in. This is hermeneutics with a moral intent.
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