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Introduction



In his analysis of the development of capitalism and modern rationality in Europe, Max Weber identified capital accounting, or techniques of assessment and prediction of future gains, as one of the crucial inventions of capitalism that has shaped the contours of the Western culture (Weber 2007 [1927], 275).[1] Capital accounting or, more specifically, the techniques of double-entry bookkeeping that developed in early modern Italy allowed for quantification and calculation of profitability and capital accumulation and provided the rationality of capital investment and expansion of business enterprises. Many historians and social scientists of the era supported Weber’s claim. Werner Sombart argued that capitalism is defined by rational and systematic pursuit of profit, and there is no better representation of this than the practices of bookkeeping (Sombart 1915). As Schumpeter saw it, capitalism reinvents money as much more than a currency of exchange by turning it into “a tool of rational cost-profit calculations, of which the towering monument is double entry bookkeeping” (Schumpeter 1942, 123). While money or exchange of commodities have existed for many millennia before the dawn of the modern era, the uniqueness of the capitalist culture rests on its ability to use money as a means of rational calculation that renders the future assessable and therefore predictable. This future directedness defines the quintessence of modern rationality. The ethos of calculation, assessment, and prediction of future possibilities are the hallmarks of the culture of modernity. Mathematical and statistical predictive tools have not only been central to the functioning of the market and industry but also an essential part of social and political governance in our time.

Historical scholarship has shown how the development of the first actuarial tables of calculating risk in marine trade influenced the fortunes of incipient commercial insurance industry and consequently shaped the course of mercantile capitalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Poovey 1998). For those early generations of entrepreneurs, accounting and actuarial practices represented something far more important than simply keeping a check on expense and profit (Carruthers and Espeland 1991). It was the state of art in science of prediction that rendered the future visible and facilitated the expansion of business by calculating future profit and assessing possible risks to investment. These demonstrated the potential of objective scientific thinking and the limits of providence at the dawn of the era of secularization and disenchantment of social life. With the decline of the divine came the new sciences that sought to decipher the deeper laws of nature and to impose some order on the potentially chaotic consequences of human action. This presaged the development of the forms of knowledge that would offer some answers to the quest for controlling destiny by knowing the future. “Taming of chance,” as Ian Hacking argues, is a hallmark of modern culture (Hacking 1990).

The salience of the techniques of analyzing and managing social risks in our times is built on a similar need for the ability to rationally calculate and control the possibility of future dangers, hazards and threats. Sometimes these risks are unwarranted consequences of technological and economic development, sometimes these risks come from natural mishaps, and in some cases these risks stem from human action in all its capriciousness. As some of these pose a serious threat to the functioning of the society, the art of governance of contemporary societies involves the adoption of various techniques of assessing and managing these on the basis of scientific knowledge as well as legislative and regulatory mechanisms of various kinds.

RISK AND SOCIAL THEORY

Risk has emerged as a nodal concept in sociology in recent times. Following the pioneering works of Ulrich Beck (1992) and Mary Douglas (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982; Douglas 1992), there is a burgeoning literature on the vicissitudes of the so-called risk society. In one of the most prominent analysis of the centrality of risk in contemporary social life, Beck argued that the threats of environmental and social hazards that came with modernization have become the defining feature of late modern societies. Class societies have given the way to the new epoch of “risk societies.” In an earlier epoch, the problems of distribution of wealth and managing industrial conflict defined the politics and economy of capitalist industrialism. In a similar way, contemporary advanced industrialized societies are preoccupied with the problem of assessing and managing the risks emerging from the operations of the technological- industrial complex that drives the economy of these societies (Beck 1992). While revolutions in technology have freed people from the scourge of scarcity and poverty, these have also produced a series of unintended consequences that threaten the prosperity and the very survival of these societies. The problems of managing the potential or actual hazards stemming from the deployment of new technologies are more salient than questions about the redistribution of wealth and class struggle (Beck 1992, 19–20). 

In a similar way, Anthony Giddens asserts that while the processes of rationalization and secularization of post-Enlightenment Western societies led to the decline of conceptions of fate and fortune, it also gave rise to an increasing preoccupation with risk or the wider consequences of human action in society. Thus understanding, calculating and ultimately managing risk is a part of the project of “colonization of the future” that comes from inherent reflexivity of the modern cultures that seeks to predict and control the possible adverse effects of human decisions in almost all fields of social life (Giddens 1991).

Beck has emphasized the real nature of the threats posed by unrestrained technological and industrial development, and the management of these environmental, technological or epidemiological hazards in his analysis.[2] However, other scholars have taken a more constructivist perspective by highlighting the importance of the cultural construction of risk perceptions. In their analysis of debates over environmental dangers, Douglas and Wildavsky argued that existing patterns of group identity and cultural outlooks have a profound effect on the ways risks are understood by competing groups and interests in society, and shape the ways debates and struggles over technological developments take place (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982). Douglas criticized the methodological individualism inherent in the rational choice theory and social psychological perspectives in the analysis of risk perception in claiming that these tend to ignore the broader cultural factors, especially the collective discussions and deliberations between citizens that shape their views on hazards that threaten their ways of life (Douglas 1997). 

This work takes a similar perspective in analyzing the historical processes of construction of danger/ risk of crime in modern societies. Historically, crime has been one of the most enduring sources of risk to members of all societies. The very term implies a violation of a conduct norm, and consequently the threat of distress or harm, whether material or emotional, to a person or a collectivity. Not surprisingly, the control of crime and maintenance of law and order have traditionally been a core problematic of government from the very beginning of organized social life regardless of the variations in the forms of government and hence, techniques of achieving those ends.

RISK AND CRIME

Strategies of identification, assessment and control of risks have been identified as one of the principle operational principle in the criminal justice system over the last few decades (Ericson and Haggerty 1997; Feeley and Simon 1992; 1994; Kempf-Leonard and Peterson 2000; O’Malley 1992, 2000, 2002; Stenson 2001; Sullivan 2001). Risk management techniques used by enforcement, prosecution, and judicial institutions directed at the prevention of recidivism or future crime through various penal and judicial measures have increasingly become common. Indeed, Simon has claimed that crime control measures have emerged as a key problematic of governance of late modern societies, and various technologies of risk management have figured very prominently in the agenda of the enforcement, judicial and correctional apparatuses of the state (Simon 2005b). The governance of contemporary society is marked by a preoccupation with proactive, preemptive, and preventive measures of neutralizing threats (Castel 1991). 

The early twentieth-century tradition of crime control policies were based on the assumption that crime as a social problem could be eliminated through appropriate law enforcement measures, and offenders could be reclaimed as productive citizens through rehabilitative penal policies (Stenson 2001). Contemporary crime control policy reflects a more realist perspective that gives up on the goal of solving the problem of crime and reform offenders. Rather, there has been a movement toward controlling or eliminating potential threats of crime or minimizing harm through extensive surveillance and monitoring of criminogenic risks and likely offenders (Ericson and Haggerty 1997; Lilly 1992). At the judicial level, the traditional rehabilitative goals of penal sanctions are increasingly being supplanted by identification of likely threats or recidivists through actuarial methods and selective incapacitation through mandatory sentences. Scholars have pointed out that the development of a “managerial” approach to crime control emphasizing the administrative principles of managing the risk of crime, rather than traditional goals of reform and rehabilitation of offenders, animates the operational logic of contemporary criminal justice institutions (Feeley and Simon 1992, 1994; Garland 1996; McLaughlin and Murji 2001; Sasson 2000).

The contemporary salience of risk management is also related to the rise of the ideology of privatization. Some argue that the politics of neoliberalism in advanced industrialized nations over the last several decades rejects the state centered social insurance model that characterized the heydays of the welfare state. It is replaced by the insurance-based doctrine of “prudentialism” that seeks to make individuals responsible for controlling risks to their lives and property (O’Malley 1992, 2004). In some cases, the responsibility of security is devolved to multiple sites and institutions in society, including state agencies, private organizations, local communities, and individual citizens themselves (Ericson 2007; Stenson and Edwards 2001). Shearing and Stenning identifies the rise of a new ideology of “instrumental disciplinarity” that shifts the burden of responsibility of security against threats to private institutions. This is rooted in the ideology of cost-benefit analysis of the private sector rather than moral discourse of laws (Shearing and Stenning 1997).

The ascendance of the ideology of risk management in the criminal justice system has given rise to controversies for a number of reasons. Some have argued that the current risk prediction instruments are not accurate or infallible, and a criminal justice system that is predicated on potential rather than actual crime goes against the due process ideal of justice in democratic societies (Hudson 2003). Most importantly, these may result in extensive racial and ethnic profiling and a wide range of violations of civil liberties and constitutional rights of the citizens, as well as coercive control of the poor in societies that have grown more and more unequal over time (Sullivan 2001; Wacquant 2008; Young 1999). 

The advent of risk management strategies is complemented by the equally powerful trend of harsh punitiveness and a martial rhetoric against crime (Garland 2001; Hudson 2003; Simon 1998). These developments need to be understood in the backdrop of the wider social, economic and political transformations in advanced industrialized nations over the last few decades. With the decline of the welfare state institutions, and the rise of free-market neoliberal ideology in the economy, the polity creates the conditions for the advent of a justice system predicated on risk management. Since the 1970s, deindustrialization, unemployment, and underemployment resulted in growing polarization between classes, and a rapid decay of inner cities in a number of nations. Since the 1980s, a growing consensus regarding being “tough on crime” and the consequent campaigns against crime and drugs disproportionately targeted the racialized underclass (Sullivan 2001). Along with this, growing fear of crime and the sensationalized media portrayal of the threat of violent crime contributed to growing popular support for the ideology of zero-tolerance policing, along with toughened sentencing guidelines and other penal measures to contain the risk of crime (Hollway and Jefferson 1997; Reiner et al. 2000; Stanko 2000; Walklate 2001). 

While these works in the sociological/criminological literature on risk management have done much to advance our understanding of the origin and the development of these techniques, there are some areas that require more scholarly attention. Most of these tend to take the origin of these techniques as a given, and spend little time on understanding the processes that goes into the construction of the problem of risk. The discussion of risk management without investigating these processes can only lead to a very
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