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“It is only by risking our person from one 

hour to another that we live at all.”

William James

Background:


This aphorism by James underscores a striking verity of social life, that it is unavoidably replete with a wide variety of risks.  For much of human history and in many parts of the world today risks were viewed as representing the influence of cosmic forces or deities and therefore beyond human agency.  The 20th century radically altered that viewpoint.  


The making and dropping of the atomic bombs in mid-century brought into sharp relief the fact that societies were creating technologies of unprecedented complexity which were, in turn, introducing societies to unprecedented vulnerability to widespread harm or catastrophe: nuclear holocaust, dam failures, large scale industrial accidents, and recently, global warming. Thus, was born the idea that the world of high modernity—a world deeply textured with complex technologies—was also a world of high risk.


Risk—the probability of an untoward event times its consequences—became the analytic lens for understanding the unwanted potentials of technologies.  The recognition that risk lay at the core of high modernity spawned the field of risk analysis, an academic and management field now nearly a half-century old.  Initially the purview of scientists, engineers, and economists the field evolved to include professional policy makers, virtually all of the social sciences, as well as managers of all kinds.  

Owing to its pervasive and pivotal role in all of life and to the many disciplines attracted to the challenges it poses the topic of risk cuts across a wide variety of intellectual domains: theoretical, empirical, policy, management, and even ethical and moral ones.  This seminar will survey each of these domains

Its goals are: (1) to introduce you to a topic of growing importance, especially to environmental problems, but that is not typically covered in a core social science curriculum; (2) to motivate you to seek mastery of one of the domains covered; and (3) to guide you in the execution of a researchable risk topic.

Core Readings:


The following books comprise the core readings in the course.  A generous array of journal articles, to be specified at the first meeting of the seminar after assessing your interests, will also be assigned.

(1) Berstein, Peter L.  2000.  Against the Gods: The Remarkable Story of Risk.  New York: John Wiley.  An engaging, historical account of the idea of risk.

(2) Wilson, Richard and Edmund Crouch.  1982.  Risk/Benefit Analysis.  Cambridge, MA: Praeger.  An introductory text to formal risk analysis.

(3) Krimsky, Sheldon and Dominic Golding (eds.).  1992.  Social Theories of Risk.  Cambridge, MA: Praeger.  A survey of the social science theories of risk.

(4) Jaeger, Carlo, Ortwin Renn, Eugene A. Rosa, and Thomas Webler.  2001.  Risk, Uncertainty, and Rational Action.  London: Earthscan.  An ambitious synthesis of key risk issues and how a wide range of social thought bear on them.

(5) Perrow, Charles.  1999 [1984].  Normal Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies.  Princeton: Princeton University Press.

One of the first efforts to understand the role of formal organizations in the creation and management of risks.

(6) Garwin, Richard L. and Georges Charpak.  2001.  Megawatts and

    Megatons: A Turning Point in the Nuclear Age.  A depthful  

    coverage of the legacy atomic era comprising the paradigm 

    technological risks of high modernity.

(7) Beck, Ulrich.  1992 [1986].  Risk Society: Towards a New

    Modernity.  London:Sage.

Seminar Requirements:


The seminar will emphasize four major objectives: (1) reading a broad literature, much of it interdisciplinary in nature and outside of core social science; (2) further development of critical skills for constructively evaluating arguments in the field; and (3) further development of the skill of converting abstract ideas into researchable projects, and (4) further development of the skill of presenting research ideas.  These four objectives will be addressed in the following ways.  


Objective 1:  The reading list is specifically tailored to meet this




 objective. (10% of final grade)

Objective 2:  You will be required to write a critique (2-3 typewritten 

                     pages) of each of the core texts. (30 % of final grade)

Objective 3:  You will be required to prepare a research proposal on 

                     one of the risk domains covered in the course. (10-12 

                     typewritten pages.) You will be given an opportunity to

                     revise your initial draft; see below. (40 % of final grade).

Objective 4:  You will be required to present the risk proposal to the

                     seminar where you will obtain feedback and criticism 



 from other members.  You should use this feedback, as



 well as that from the instructor or other faculty, to



 revise and finalize your research proposal.  (20% of final

                     grade).

