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/// Risk As a Symbolic-Cultural Reality: A Theoretical Overview

When talking about risk, we usually refer to situations affecting in-
dividuals. However, a more detailed analysis shows that, in everyday life, 
risk is actually closely linked to social and cultural aspects of existence 
(Douglas & Wildavsky 1983). The latter dimension in particular is often 
overlooked in risk studies: it is not considered a problematic aspect of soci-
ety but rather an “accident” in the regular course of social events.

There is no unequivocal definition of risk, nor is there a single ap-
proach to analysing it (Barbieri & Mangone 2015). Several disciplines have 
dealt with this issue, each basing its contribution on its own theoretical 
foundations. On deciding to study the concept of “risk,” three authors 
come to the mind of researchers, and especially of sociologists: Luhmann 
(1991), Beck (1986), and Giddens (1990). To the names of these scholars, 
whose approaches are more focused on socio-cultural dimensions and con-
text, the name of Douglas (Douglas & Wildavsky 1983) can also be added. 
These are reputed to be the key authors for the development of the analysis 
of this concept.

The various definitions coined over the last few decades have not man-
aged to make the concept clear, and it still remains very ambiguous. On the 
one hand, people are attracted by risk or even fascinated by it; on the other 
hand, they are wary and feel fear. One reason is that this concept is highly 
dependent: two features stand out—the influence of culture and context 
on risk, and its inextricable ties with other concepts (uncertainty, confi-
dence, security, modernity, globalization, etc.). This indissoluble bond with 
other concepts underpins the reflections of contemporary sociologists on 
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this theme, starting with Luhmann (1991), who compellingly links risk to 
the ideas of probability and uncertainty, and differentiates it from the con-
cept of danger. It is not possible to talk about risk when the result of an act 
is certain. Therefore, primitive cultures had no knowledge of this concept. 
Hence the idea of risk is typical of modernity and should not be confused 
with hazard or peril. Rather, it indicates risky choices that are actively pur-
sued in view of future possibilities (Giddens 1990). Obviously, what is con-
sidered risky (behaviour, practices, environments, etc.) depends on what 
Beck (1986) called “relations of definitions.” This means that every society, 
at a given time, determines its risk hierarchy; however, the perceptions un-
derpinning the construction of that hierarchy do not always correspond to 
objectively measurable risks, nor are they generated by individual decisions. 
This is mainly because the attention of the public, due to the influence of 
mass media and the overall increase in wealth, has shifted toward needs 
related to the quality of life. A step of this nature indicates the reciprocity 
between the life-world and the social system and represents a step in which 
the individual is considered as a “subject” in relational processes (Donati 
& Archer 2015). We thus shift from an approach reducing risk to its mere 
economic aspects to one considering the overall interactions between these 
and other important social and cultural variables.

In such a complex scenario as contemporary society, where relations (at 
different levels) play a dominant role in social phenomena, and therefore 
also in the social construal of risk—meaning the way in which people per-
ceive, understand, and interpret the world around them (Douglas 1997)—
it is necessary to distinguish the various sociological dimensions of analysis 
(Collins 1988). The first one is the macro dimension, pertaining to social 
systems and their organization forms; in this case, the object of study is the 
structure and its systems. The second dimension is the micro one, dealing 
with the relationship between individual and society and with social ac-
tions; in this case, the person and his action are the object of study. Finally, 
there is the meso dimension, focused on relationships between the social 
system and life-world, where the latter is understood as the set of meanings 
and representations of culture. It is this dimension that will henceforth 
characterize the path we are about to describe.

From what has been said thus far, it is easy to understand how the 
concept of risk has changed (and is still changing) in contemporary society, 
following the latter’s transformations. The transition from local to global 
has generated the idea of “global risks,” which in turn has prompted the 
statement that this is a “risk society” (Beck 1986). We have thus adopted 
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the idea that risk factors are no longer hidden only in nature, but also in 
humans, in their behaviours, their freedom, their relations, their associa-
tion, and in society (Ewald 1993). In the following pages, our attention will 
be focused on two key elements of everyday life that must be considered 
when dealing with processes of constructing, identifying, and selecting 
risks: culture and social relations. Supported by meso-range theories which 
were developed in recent decades and which studied the relations between 
the social system and life-world, we will try to describe the links between 
risk, culture, and social relations.

Broadly speaking, culture should be understood as “the expression of 
the totality of man’s social life. It is characterized by its collective dimen-
sion. In the end, culture is acquired and therefore does not depend on 
biological heredity. However, although culture is acquired, its origin and its 
characteristics are predominantly unconscious” (Cuche 1996: 16). In other 
words, culture is constituted by both objective elements (tools, capabilities, 
etc.) and subjective ones (beliefs, roles, values, etc.) and it represents one 
of the principal factors when evaluating individuals’ sense of belonging to 
a society. All activities and institutions are “cultural,” because they require 
meanings in order to operate. With the above, we are not backing the idea 
that social life is connected to cultural determinism. Rather, we support 
the claim that culture is the key component for individual actions: “every 
social practice depends on and relates to meaning; consequently, that cul-
ture is one of the constitutive conditions of existence of that practice, that 
every social practice has a cultural dimension” (Hall 1997: 225–226). Cul-
tural objects have meaning among the people living in a given social world 
and the latter, in turn, has meaning only by way of the culture (Griswold 
1994) through which it is observed.

Culture, therefore, is a fundamental dimension of everyday life and 
as such it is necessary to understand it in relation to the various situations 
of the social world, including those defined as “risky.” In this way, we can 
theorize new paths aimed at improving the relations and forms deriving 
from culture, through which we express the interactions between people 
as well as between people and other elements of the system.

This interpretation of the relationship between risk and culture draws 
a complex scenario, in which the world and the people in it constitute an 
endless web of relationships based on events that intersect, overlap, and in-
fluence each other—and that can also often be discordant (Festinger 1962). 
The everyday sequence of events, through definition and elaboration, al-
lows for the reproduction of “meaning” through “symbolic mediation,” 
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which favours the interpretation and, more importantly, the very con-
struction of reality. Social reality—and, therefore, also the construction, 
identification, and selection of risk—stems not only from the social mean-
ings attributed to a certain phenomenon (cultural object) but also from 
the products of the subjective world of people. People’s patterns of ac-
tion and relationships are built according to the meaning that they attri- 
bute to daily existence. In other words, individuals are faced with a world 
of meanings and events  that become real for them as conscious and per-
ceiving “social beings.”

Risk is therefore a reality for people, deriving from the relations that 
people establish with others and that are manifested through their eve-
ryday roles. In general, risk can be considered a social problem because 
it is a relationship between “fact” and “structure”; it is the result of 
interpretation and therefore it is a cultural object. And precisely because 
risk is interpreted as a culturally defined social problem, over time we 
witness an increase or decrease in its shared forms of representation. In 
such a scenario, risk representations express both the subjective sense 
attributed to this category and the cultural and social framework of re- 
ference available in a given time and space (Schütz 1932): construction 
and representations of risk exist both in the micro-everyday scene and 
in the macro-institutional one. 

On these premises Mary Douglas (1985) argues that culture is a “mne-
monic system” that helps people in the calculation of risk and consequen- 
ces, and shifts the focus from the idea of individual risk to that of collec-
tive risk. Of course, Douglas’s cultural theory of risk should be seen in the 
broader context of her studies on primitive thought and taboos (Douglas 
1966), some of which she links with modern human behaviour in risky and 
dangerous situations. This interpretation is based on the principle that in 
every place and age the universe is interpreted in moral and political terms 
(Douglas 1992) and the concept of risk becomes of paramount importance 
in this sense. In modern societies, however, risk does not perform the same 
function as danger in pre-modern ones. Contemporary societies typically 
replace “sin” with “risk,” because globalization has helped to establish cul-
tural systems that are able to integrate ever larger communities—whose 
vulnerability, however, has increased precisely because they have become 
“world systems.” Douglas’s cultural-symbolic analysis is not limited to an 
attempt to explain the influence of culture on the concept of risk: in her 
book Risk and Culture, co-authored with political scientist Aaron Wildavsky 
(Douglas & Wildavsky 1983), she also deals with the issue of knowledge, 
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particularly by highlighting the fact that knowledge of risk(s) is never ex-
haustive.1

Although it appears static, the cultural-symbolic approach allows us to 
define, through general cultural theory, the conceptual boundaries (Tansey 
& O’Riordan 1999) within which we can then review and redefine pro- 
cesses of social construal. By doing so, we can add new tiles to the mosaic 
describing and interpreting the reality of the social dynamics connected 
with risk. However, the four issues raised by Douglas (1992) as the start-
ing point for a comparative study of risk perception remain of primary 
importance. These are: (a) the influence of risk on the goals of the person 
perceiving it; (b) whether the original community is part (integral or not) of 
the person’s goals; (c) understanding the influence on the individual or col-
lective good of the risk depending on the type of community; and finally, 
(d) classifying various communities on the basis of the support, commit-
ment, organization, and boundaries defined by their members.

In summary, we can state that the cultural approach helps us to under-
stand non-experts’ perception of risk by offering a systematic view of the 
range of objectives that an individual may try to reach. In other words, risk 
should not be considered a technical problem but rather a problem of every- 
day life involving political implications and people’s positions in relation to 
both individual and collective objectives.

/// Risk According to the Relational Theory of Society

We can intuitively appreciate how people’s attitudes and actions in re-
gard to risk are influenced, on the one hand, by culture and, on the other, 
by an indissoluble link with context and everyday life. In doing so, we pay 
attention to the “person” not only as an entity performing an action, but as 
a “subject” and active part of social processes. Consequently, it is possible 
to transition from an approach to social phenomena aimed at searching 
for a cause (causality) to one focusing on the overall interaction between 
individual, social, and environmental variables (relationality). In this paper, 
starting from Archer’s morphogenesis cycle (1995), we will examine risk 
from the perspective of relational sociology or the “relational theory of 
society” (Donati 1991, 1993, 2011a), i.e., by reading social risk in a way that 
considers social relations to be the starting point (Terenzi et al. 2016).

1  The scholar highlights four risk-related issues emerging from the interplay between the degree of 
knowledge (certain/uncertain) and consensus (complete/contested).
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We have chosen to commence our discussion of risk from the relational 
perspective with Archer’s morphogenesis cycle (1995) because Archer was 
perhaps the first scholar who, despite some criticism, strongly advocated 
the overcoming of certain strong dichotomies that had existed throughout 
the history of sociology and that had developed further in relational socio- 
logy (individualism/holism, structure/agency, micro/macro). The author 
claimed that several factors and levels co-exist simultaneously in the pro-
cess of defining the goals actualized by social systems. Archer argued that 

the crucial linkage to make and to maintain is not between the 
“micro” and the “macro,” conceived of as the small and interper-
sonal in contrast to the large and impersonal, but rather between 
the “social” and the “systemic.” In other words, systemic pro- 
prieties are always the (“micro”) context confronted by (“macro”) 
social interaction, whilst social activities between people (“micro”) 
represent the environment in which the (“macro”) features of sys-
tems are either reproduced or transformed (…) Two implications 
follow from this. Firstly, that the central theoretical task is one 
of linking two qualitatively different aspects of society (the “so-
cial” and the “systemic,” or if preferred “action” and its “environ-
ment”) rather than two quantitatively different features, the big 
and the small or macro and micro. (…) The second implication is 
that if the misleading preoccupation with size is abandoned, then 
the linkages which need forging to account for the vexatious fact 
of society are those between the “people” and the “parts” of social 
reality (Archer 1995: 11–12). 

In this way, the relationship between individual and society assumes 
a multidimensional connotation that is highlighted in the morphogenetic 
cycle,2 macro stems from micro, and conditions it by retro-acting on it. 
The two elements cannot be studied separately, nor can one be given pre- 
cedence over the other, since structure and action are different levels of 
a stratified social reality, each with specific and non-reducible characteris-
tics. In morphogenesis, processes depend on the interaction with the life-
world. Society must therefore be studied as it is, rather than as we would 
like it to be. Starting from the assumption that cultural systems result from 
human action and that, once they reach their autonomy, they influence 
2  The morphogenetic cycle, in its general form, is characterized by social conditioning, by socio-
cultural interaction, and by structural elaboration.
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future generations, we emphasize the importance (within the morphoge-
netic cycle) of the interactions between subjects, who are interconnected 
by both cultural conditioning (the structural setting of the cultural system) 
and the resulting elaboration. The latter may be oriented toward either 
confirmation (reproduction) or change (innovation). This shows that the 
results of a process—in the present case, the results of a faced risk—can 
lead to expected or unexpected outcomes, and that interaction processes, 
proceeding in several directions, similarly produce emerging effects in sev-
eral directions. Applying this multidimensional approach to risk means ob-
serving both institutions and people—but above all the relations between 
them—and overcoming the traditional views that separated these levels 
as well as the various elements involved in the processes of the social con-
strual of risk.

Risk studies should therefore combine systems (the objective dimen-
sion) and people (the subjective dimension). In other words, they should 
be able to combine objective aspects with subjective ones, taking into ac-
count all the dimensions, levels, and factors involved in the social process 
of construction, identification, and selection of risks. These processes are 
knowledge-oriented work that is not limited to implementing actions: it 
is not imperative to represent a risk, to know it, to make hypotheses and 
speculate, to redirect the course of action en route, because the relationship 
with reality is never given and at all times new possibilities may open up 
and ask for exploration. These definitions and reflections on risk prompt us 
to state that its analysis should take into account its characteristic multidi-
mensional and multifactorial nature. In this way, we pay more attention to 
the sphere of social relations within the processes that develop in society. 
Those regarding risk are included in this trend, since all social phenomena, 
attitudes, behaviours, and actions concerning them are built in an area that 
has its own places, times, and symbols, which are fundamental for the cog-
nitive processes of self-active signification implemented by individuals for 
the construction of social reality in their daily life experience.

For this reason, we propose the relational perspective (Donati 1991, 
1993, 2011a) as an additional key to understanding the concept of risk. 
Indeed, social relations are not a constraint for the person, but rather the 
main element advancing the subject’s self-determination based on reflexiv-
ity (Donati 2011b). Taking social relations into account allows us to con-
sider both life-world and social system. The relation should be intended as 
an emergent phenomenon (generative semantics) of a mutual act (rela[c]
tion) with an autonomous connotation that goes beyond those who imple-
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ment it, but that at the same time is due to referential semantics (refero). It 
is embodied within a framework of symbolic meanings (culture) as well as 
structural semantics (religo), given that it is at the same time both a resource 
and constraint for the social system.

These are the general foundations of the relational theory of society. 
According to this perspective, risk, intended as a descriptive model, has 
some distinguishing features. For example, as a dimension of everyday life, 
it is a “neutral category” (Donati 1990), because it is based on Bauman’s 
(1999) “insecure security.” The positive or negative outcomes of this “in-
secure security” will depend on the kind of balance established between 
“resources and challenges” (Carrà 1992) or, in other words, between “goals 
and means.” To elucidate our arguments, we will apply to risk what Mer-
ton (1968) said about anomie: risk is a “normal” fact, a consequence of the 
pressures exerted by social structures over their members. If we consider 
the two elements that form social systems in Merton’s theory, we can better 
understand the origin and direction of these pressures: the first is the cul-
tural structure, the second is the social structure, formed by statuses and 
their role functions. Both these structures have institutionalized values: the 
“goals,” which are nothing more than the objectives, aspirations, and inter-
ests of the members of society, organized in a priority scale characterizing 
the social system of reference; and the “means” or rules, which determine 
how to achieve the goals. Goals and rules do not always have the same 
emphasis, much less a constant relationship, despite the efforts by social in-
stitutions to maintain a balance between these two institutionalized values.

In this situation, people obviously adopt individual adaptation schemes 
(Merton proposes a typology), which vary according to their position in 
the social structure—social status is the element on which the possibil-
ity of reaching a goal by legitimate means is based. This suggests that the 
potential for a risky situation is inversely proportional to the legitimate 
opportunities of reaching the proposed goal. Adjustment takes different 
forms depending on how the contradiction between the “goals” set by the 
culture and the “means” employed to achieve them is resolved. Borrowing 
the terminology of cultural-symbolic theory, we can talk about a contra-
diction between knowledge (certain/uncertain) and consensus (complete/
disputed).

In other words, being in a risky situation means testing the limits of 
our knowledge and skills, the difficulty in finding “meaning” in what hap-
pens, and the feeling that the choice is a leap in the dark anyway, as it is ba-
sically impossible to untangle its elements (Carrà et al. 2006). Donati (1990) 
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suggests breaking risky situations down into three main areas: the area of 
needs, corresponding to “challenges” or “goals,” where all that concerns 
their satisfaction is related to “resources” or “means.” Within this area, we 
must distinguish material and primary goals from secondary and relational 
ones: for the former, resources or means are well defined, while for the lat-
ter there may be several combinations given the many elements involved. 
The second area, that of transaction, is characterized by the presence of 
an “exchange situation” between people through their relations and the 
deployment of the mutual expectations of demand and response capability. 
Finally, the transition area includes all those situations that are particularly 
important for people’s lives; every transition is a goal to be achieved by 
leveraging the resources of the primary network of relationships in order 
to find a new balance.

/// A Model for Reading Social Risk Through a Relational Lens

Based on the above theoretical foundations, we offer a key to under-
standing social phenomena and risk by focusing our attention on the in-
terplay of social relationships that people weave into their everyday life, 
starting from their primary group of belonging. Since taking a risk means 
not only finding a balanced combination between “goals” and “means,” 
but also selecting both “goals” and “means,” this also allows people to plan 
actions promoting the achievement of this very balance.

We will now advance some observations to help outline what we have 
argued to this point. First of all, in contemporary society, risk—separated 
from the elements that used to connect it solely to nature—assumes a cen-
tral role in peoples’ daily lives and in their subjectivity, as well as in the 
policy agendas of many nations. Despite this centrality, however, neither 
people nor institutions show an active response capacity (reflection) to situ-
ations producing anxiety and fear. When dealing with risky situations, peo-
ple seldom adopt a pro-active position, preferring a re-active one. This also 
applies to political institutions, which often find themselves responding 
to emergency situations rather than seeking to avoid and/or prevent such 
situations. This is a common propensity in situations characterized by lit-
tle or no communication and by an absence or scarcity of social relations 
networks. Indeed, these networks are precisely what kindle the reflexivity 
processes that in turn allow for conscious and responsible decisions.

In proposing an interpretation of risk, we should therefore adopt 
a model (Fig. 1) derived from the relational approach but also containing 
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elements of the cultural-symbolic approach. Use of the relational theory of 
society is due to its specific quality of connecting real life and the social sys-
tem, which promotes the interaction between institutions and individuals, 
because it is based on a communicative process implementing knowledge 
and consent. This reflection is typical of relations, and it is what Donati 
(2011c) calls “social reflection,” i.e., the reflection (neither subjective nor 
structural) correlated to the order of reality of social relations. However, 
social reflexivity is not enough to produce “relational knowledge”—the 
knowledge concerning what one does, thinks, and experiences in a rela-

Figure 1. Interpretation of risk based on the relational approach.
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tional context that emerges from the interaction between individuals’ spe-
cific forms of acting and being (Mangone 2013), in this case, apropos of 
risk. 

For “relational knowledge” to emerge from the interaction between 
the deciding parties (institutions/people), social reflexivity must become 
relational reflexivity3 (Donati 2011b, 2011c). Reflexivity processes (both so-
cial and relational) thus promote the creation of “relational knowledge,” 
i.e., a shared knowledge and consensus that directs the processes of con-
struction, identification, and selection of risks by basing them on the re-
lational observation-diagnosis-guidance system—ODG system (Donati 
1991). This system can produce: (a) an observation that acknowledges the 
interaction between the “creators” and the “receivers” (Griswold 1994) of 
risk as a cultural object; (b) a diagnosis that distinguishes risk as a social 
problem from its possible resolution; (c) a method of intervention on and 
in the context where risk as a social problem is generated before spreading 
to the entire system.

In order to make this model easier to understand and in order not to 
restrict it to being a mere graphic and descriptive exercise, we will now 
advance two examples: one concerns a health risk and the other an envi-
ronmental risk.

The first concerns the construction, identification, and selection of 
health risks associated (or not) with vaccines. The current debate on the 
use or non-use of vaccines by people in countries where such practice is not 
mandatory (Haverkate et al. 2012) is indeed quite intense. In this example, 
vaccines are a means of reaching the goal, which is people’s health (well-
being). Applying the proposed model would lead us to the construction, 
identification, and selection of the health risk connected with the “non-use 
of vaccines” and hence the following choice of actions. This is easy to 
explain: between healthcare institutions—or their representatives, such as 
family physicians—and people, an “emergent effect” develops. It is a “re-
lational knowledge” consisting of shared knowledge constructed precisely 
by the relationship between the experts (doctors) and the non-specialists. 
The construction of this knowledge is achieved through the ODG system: 
(a) epidemiological and statistical evidence is collected on the use of vac-
cines and the incidence of certain pathologies (observation); (b) analysis of 

3  Relational reflexivity means that “the subjects orient themselves in the reality emerging from 
their interactions by taking into consideration the way in which said reality (by virtue of its own 
powers) can redound on the same subjects (agents/actors), since it surpasses their personal and ag-
gregated powers” (Donati 2011c: 31).
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the evidence shows that non-use of vaccines results in an epidemic increase 
in already eradicated diseases such as measles (diagnosis); and (c) informa-
tion campaigns are implemented not only for the expansion of knowledge 
about the risk of vaccinating versus not vaccinating one’s children, but also 
for building the necessary consensus for the promotion of positive and 
responsible actions for the promotion and safeguarding of people’s health 
(intervention-guidance).

The second example concerns the environmental risk associated with 
the use of pesticides. This example differs from the previous one not only 
in its scope but also because the process of constructing “relational knowl-
edge” is more complex, given the multiplicity of relationships involved. 
This is because the institutions concerned are represented by two par-
ties—government that is responsible for the welfare of present and future 
generations, and farmers’ associations, which are safeguarding their own 
economic interests—while the people are represented by the totality of 
consumers. In addition, there is no single means or end: pesticides are the 
means to guarantee or increase crop yields (from cereals to vegetables), 
which is the farmers’ goal, but to this we must add the governments’ goal 
of protecting the health of the population by means of economic policies.

Through the ODG system, the use of pesticides is identified and se-
lected as an environmental hazard (Lerche & Glaesser 2006). In reaching 
this definition, the “relational knowledge” produced is the result of a bal-
ance between farmers’ goals (profit) and governments’ goals (public health) 
through greater reflexivity coming from and involving all the parties in-
volved: (a) collection of data on the effects of agricultural pesticide use on 
the land and on consumers, and collection of data concerning agricultural 
production (observation); (b) analysis and interpretation of data, showing 
the emergence of pathologies in consumers, pro-aggressive soil pollution, 
and the extinction of some seeds, but also a lack of profit if the quan-
tity of harvested products is reduced (diagnosis); and (c) implementation 
of economic policies and incentives supporting organic farming to ensure 
the profitability of farming, but at the same time to ensure the protection 
of the population’s health—a balance between farmers’ and governments’ 
goals (intervention-guidance).

Finally, we emphasize that what we proposed here was a model for 
interpreting the dynamics of the social construal or collective construct 
of risk, overcoming the economic and probabilistic approaches that have 
always characterized the study of this phenomenon. However, this is possi-
ble only when the application of the ODG system (relational observation/
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diagnosis/guidance) goes hand in hand with the idea that people’s inter-
vention can be determining (doing something!) and responsible (choice 
and blame attribution). In other words, in order to avoid an excessively 
rigid interpretation model, there must be a structure that guarantees ac-
countability, evidence-based practice, and long-term action to achieve the 
balance between “goals” and “means.” These are fundamental issues, as 
the “relational knowledge” of people that is generated through social rela-
tions is fundamentally based on the trust and consensus that the commu-
nity, as opposed to the political system, can still claim to have within itself.
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/// Abstract

Taking social relations into consideration allows us to be mindful of 
the life-world and the social system. A social relation should be intended as 
an emergent phenomenon of a mutual act, with an autonomous connota-
tion that goes beyond those who implement it. At the same time, it can be 
traced back to referential semantics, as it exists within a framework of sym-
bolic meaning, and to structural semantics, because it is at the same time 
a resource and a constraint for the social system. If these are the general 
foundations of the relational theory of society, adding risk to this perspec-
tive as a descriptive model has some distinguishing features. For example, 
as a dimension of everyday life it is a “neutral category.” It is based on that 
“insecure security” whose results, positive or negative, will derive from the 
kind of balance established between “resources and challenges” or, as we 
claim in this paper, between “goals and means.”
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