


Mary
Douglas

Cultures and Crises

Understanding Risk and Resolution

HOE L
g&bﬁ@hﬁd ardon




®SAGE

Los Angeles | London | New Deihi
Singapore | Washington DC

SAGE Publications Ltd
1 Oliver's Yard

55 City Road

London EC1Y 1SP

SAGE Publications Inc.
2455 Teller Road
Thousand Oaks, California 91320

SAGE Publications India Pvt Ltd

B 1/1 1 Mohan Cooperative Industrial Area
Mathura Road

New Delhi 110 044

SAGE Publications Asia-Pacific Pte Ltd
3 Church Street

#10-04 Samsung Hub

Singapore 049483

Editor: Chris Rojek

Editorial assistant: Martine Jonsrud
Production editor: Katherine Haw
Copyeditor: Sarah Bury
Proofreader: Audrey Scriven
Indexer: Charmian Parkin

Marketing manager: Michael Ainsley
Cover design: Lisa Harper

Typeset by: C&M Digitals (P) Ltd, Chennai, India

Printed by: Replika Press Pvt Ltd, India

Editorial Matters © Richard Fardon 2013
First published 2013

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research
or private study, or criticism or review, as permitted
under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, this
publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in
any form, or by any means, only with the prior permission
in writing of the publishers, or in the case of reprographic
reproduction, in accordance with the terms of licences
issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency. Enquiries
concerning reproduction outside those terms should be
sent to the publishers.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2012941668
British Library Cataloguing in Publication data

A catalogue record for this book is available from
the British Library

ISBN 978-1-4462-5466-0
ISBN 978-1-4462-5467-7 (pbk)



Cultures and Crises

Understanding Risk and Resolution



SAGE has been part of the global academic community
since 1965, supporting high quality research and learning
that transforms society and our understanding of individuals,
groups and cultures. SAGE is the independent, innovative,
natural home for authors, editors and societies who share
our commitment and passion for the social sciences.

Find out more at: www.sagepublications.com

®)SAGE



About the author and co-authors

Mary Douglas (1921-2007) remains one of the most widely read social
anthropologists of her generation. Celebrated as both a literary stylist and
an anthropological thinker, the books of her mid-career, Purity and Danger
(1966) and Natural Symbols (1970) quickly became acknowledged as
classics. Douglas began her research career in Africa but soon developed
her interests in religions and classification comparatively. These insights
became the theoretical approach to different forms of society that she ini-
tially called ‘grid and group theory’, and later ‘cultural theory’. The inten-
tion was straightforward — to find predictable relations between ways of
organizing socially and the cultural bias of those organized. Douglas began
to work intensively, and often collaboratively, on western society. An investi-
gation of British food habits was broadened into an anthropological theory
of consumption more generally. Moving for a period to work in the USA,
she embarked on a study of the burgeoning environmental movements there,
applying to them her general theory which related perceptions of risk to
trust in the wider organizational environment, While continuing to write
extensively on social theory, Douglas’s later decades were devoted to close
readings of the first five books of the Old Testament to radically re-envision
the societies which gave rise to them. She continued to work collaboratively
on contemporary questions of climate change, risk, terrorism, gun control,
witchcraft movements, and the role of women in organized religious life,
5 to mention only a few of her very catholic interests.
| Consistently, her ability to find similar patterns in the
| familiar and unfamiliar allowed her to explain com-
plex anthropological ideas to a wide readership. A
week before her death, Mary Douglas was invested as
a Dame of the British Empire at Buckingham Palace.

Mary Douglas’s literary executor, Richard Fardon, is Head of the Doctoral
School and Professor of West African Anthropology at SOAS, University
of London. He was a student at University College London throughout the
1970s when Mary Douglas taught there. Richard Fardon’s intellectual biog-
raphy of Mary Douglas, published by Routledge in 1999, was updated by a
memoir in the Proceedings of the British Academy volume 166, 2010.
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Travel: The Journey from George Washington to George W. Bush (2009).

Christoph Engel is a lawyer who these days mainly runs experiments on legal
issues. He is one of the directors of the Max Planck Institute for Research
on Collective Goods in Bonn, and a member of the Bonn Faculty of Law
and Economics. He was attracted to Mary Douglas’s work, and to cultural
theory in particular, since it provided him with a language for addressing
the apparently deep and irreconcilable conflicts between lawyers about the
normative goals that the law in general, and specific legal interventions in
particular, are meant to attain. Applications are to be found in Abfallrecht
und Abfallpolitik, Nomos, 2002; and Generating Predictability, Cambridge
University Press, 2005. Representative essays can be found in the collec-
tion (co-edited with Lorraine Daston) Is There Value in Inconsistency?,
Nomos, 2006, as well as in ‘Governing the egalitarian core of the internet’,
International Journal of Communications Law and Policy 10: 1-25.

Des Gasper studied economics and international development at the uni-
versities of Cambridge and East Anglia, and throughout the 1980s worked
in Africa. He now teaches public policy analysis and discourse analysis
at the Institute of Social Studies in The Hague, a postgraduate institute
of Erasmus University Rotterdam. He continues to write on theories of
human needs, human security and wellbeing, as in: ‘Securing humanity —
situating “human security” as concept and discourse’, Journal of Human
Development 6(2): 221-45 (2005); ‘Conceptualising human needs and
wellbeing’, in . Gough and J.A. MacGregor (eds), Wellbeing in Developing
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Douglas’s cultural theory in two monographs — Vital Democracy: A Theory
of Democracy in Action, Oxford University Press, 2010; and Public Policy
and Political Institutions: The Role of Culture in Traffic Policy, Edward
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and Disorganising, Triarchy Press, 2008).

Marco Verweij is Professor of Political Science at Jacobs University in Bremen,
Germany. In his research, he is trying to understand when and why efforts to
resolve pressing global problems fail, and what could be done about this. In
this, he often finds it helpful to make use of the ‘cultural theory’ pioneered
by anthropologist Mary Douglas. This approach is put to work in his recent
monograph, Clumsy Solutions for a Wicked World: How to Improve Global
Governance, Palgrave, 2011. Together with neurophysicist Robert Turner
(of the Max Planck Institute for the Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences
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INTRODUCTION
How cultures
precipitate risk and resolution

Richard Fardon

Mary Douglas (1921-2007) was the most widely read British anthropolo-
gist of the second half of the twentieth century. Her writings continue to
inspire researchers in numerous fields in the twenty-first century.! This vol-
ume of thirteen essays, not previously collected, were published in the final
decade and a half of Mary’s life; many of them were co-authored, and the
remainder are collaborative in other respects; they demonstrate the devel-
opment of a ‘cultural theory of institutions’, for short ‘cultural theory’,
from the ‘grid and group’ analysis Mary Douglas first detailed in Natural
Symbols in 1970. From the outset of this theoretical endeavour, perhaps
thinking along the lines of Emile Durkheim’s Année sociologique school,
she sought to surround herself with a group of like-minded thinkers who
would extend the power and applications of the model. Because the his-
tory of the theoretical approach is itself a recurrent topic of these collected
chapters, I can be brief in introduction (see also Fardon 1999 for develop-
ments to the late 1990s).

Cultural Theory

Although ‘grid and group’ analysis began as a relatively static compara-
tive schema — designed to align diverse ethnographic instances along the
two axes of group pressure to conformity, and the stringency of the grid
of rules governing classification and conduct — in application to contem-
porary western societies the schema soon became more dynamic. The
book Mary edited in 1982, under the title Essays in the Sociology of
Perception, presented a collection of her collaborators’ ideas. These were
to be employed in her own close collaboration with Aaron Wildavsky
in their monograph on the perception of risks in the USA, particularly
the heightened perception of risk that correlated with membership of
environmental organizations they dubbed sectarian. Risk and Culture,
published in 1982, caused quite a rumpus since some reviewers took the
view that its argument amounted to blaming the victims for their sense
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of being put at risk by the big battalions of business and government.
In an attempt to specify the argument more carefully, Mary wrote Risk
Acceptability According to the Social Sciences, published three years after
Risk and Culture, emphasizing that her theories concerned the perception
and not the actuality of risks (although a strong sociological position in
the theory of knowledge made it difficult to explain how ‘actuality’ would
be calculable from a view unbiased by ‘perception’). Mary’s concern with
environmental risk, and particularly with its perception, was already
longstanding. Before he became the long-serving Director of the Royal
Anthropological Institute, Jonathan Benthall held the same position at
the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA), for some years the must-visit
venue for any Londoners keeping abreast of the latest developments in
contemporary culture in a very broad sense. The theatre director and
polymath Jonathan Miller, then a council member of the ICA, had sug-
gested an invitation to Mary Douglas to speak on environmental risk,
and she did so in 1970, concluding that in terms of social perception of
it, ‘each environment [is] a mask and support for a certain kind of soci-
ety’ (Douglas 1999: 217; personal communication, Jonathan Benthall,
20 September 2011). She hardly departed from this view over the next
four decades, adding to it a particular concern with crises when voices
are raised about hazards, and arguments polarize. These are references
picked up in the title of this collection: cultures and crises. Contemporary
concerns, particularly panics, are refracted through ‘thought styles’ char-
acteristic of the broader cultural contexts of those who urge their pre-
occupations upon us; the biases of ‘their’ culture (and this applies to us
all, whoever ‘we” are) are supported by the particular capacities and inca-
pacities of their social institutions. Hence within all societies, and not
simply between societies, debates between proponents of different insti-
tutional arrangements encourage different perceptions of: the urgency of
risks, the need to resolve them, and the resolution to do so. The sub-title
picks up this double sense of resolution as both ‘solution” and ‘resolution’
to pursue it.

The essays in Part 1 detail, in brief compass, the development of cul-
tural theory and, the first three chapters particularly, look at the lessons
of cultural theory for the conception and constitution of the person.
These thoughts belong to the same period of composition as the inaugural
series of the Aaron Wildavsky (1930-93) Distinguished Lectures in Public
Policy which Mary delivered together with the political scientist Steven
Ney (Douglas and Ney 1998). The overall drift of Mary’s thought is to
revisit classical anthropological ideas of culturally variable personhood,
which would have been at home in her comparative project to map grid
and group, and to reinscribe them as ideal, or literally caricatural types
of persons, or tendencies of persons, that are co-present within societies.
Around this time she was much taken with the series of cartoons created
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by Christian Brunner as illustrations for a pamphlet illustrating risk conta-
gion by the physicist Serge Prétre, Nucléaire symbolisme et societé: conta-
gion mentale ou conscience de risques? (Prétre and Brunner 1991; Douglas
and Ney 1998, figures 4 & 7; see pp. 59-60 in this volume), so taken by
them in fact that they appeared regularly in her PowerPoint presentations
and publications over the next decade.?

Images, anecdotes and tales always played a large part in Mary Douglas’s
presentations, and from this one might fairly infer in her own style of
thought as well. The cover to this volume of her essays, like several oth-
ers of her books, is illustrated by her sister Pat Novy. This illustration is
from a mural Pat created for a new-build, post-Second World War school
(see Fardon in Douglas 2013: 2-3 for details). Like her other murals of
the period (she was commissioned to paint five, one of which is currently
lost), it depicts the kind of stories and characters likely to have animated
the sisters’ childhoods in the 1920s and 1930s. “The Selfish Giant’ is based
on a story written by Oscar Wilde, or it has been claimed his wife, that
tells how a giant returned to find his garden invaded by children whom he
chased out, erecting a fence. In response to his actions, the seasons ceased
to change and the garden became a wilderness until he was redeemed by his
affection for one of the children, breaking down the fence and allowing the
children back in to play. The seasons resumed, the giant was fulfilled, and
the child transpired to be a Christ-like infant who promised him entry to
the heavenly garden of paradise. In several ways, this is a perfect illustration
of Mary’s ideas: mixing only with other giants formed the character of the
Selfish Giant. His behaviour was punished both by Nature and by God, as
happens automatically on breach of a taboo. His reformed behaviour led
to inclusion within a hierarchy consisting not only of the living but also the
souls of the saved.

Reminiscent of the Oscar Wilde story in their directness, Christian
Brunner’s caricatures invite their own tales of predisposition and contest on
which Douglas drew in the fourth essay included in this Part, which offers
a bare-bones summary of the four-quadrant model of institutional prefer-
ence in cultural theory (illustrating hierarchical, competitive, enclaved, and
isolated positions).

Culture and climate

The first three essays of Part 2 are fully collaborative; indeed Mary’s is not
always the dominant voice in them. We can see the implications of cultural
theory explored and the theory itself being extended in the course of the
essays, as it had been already in the volume by Michael Thompson, Richard
Ellis and Aaron Wildavsky, which claimed the title of ‘cultural theory’ for a
stretched version of grid and group analysis made processual by arguing for



