2018 ERDKUNDE Vol. 72 - No. 3 - 197-213

RISKSCAPES REVISITED - EXPLORING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
RISK, SPACE AND PRACTICE

DETLEF MULLER-MAHN, JONATHAN EVERTS and CHRISTIANE STEPHAN

With 3 figures
Received 7 April 2018 - Accepted 29 August 2018

Summary: The concept of riskscapes refers to temporalspatial phenomena that relate risk, space and practice. It links the
material dimension of potential physical threats, the discursive dimension of how people perceive, communicate and envi-
sion risks, and the dimension of agency, i.e., how people produce risks and manage to live with them. Located at the interface
of these three dimensions, riskscapes are co-produced by collective imaginations of ‘landscapes of risk’, and ensuing coordi-
nated action. The paper revisits the concept as it was first outlined by the present authors (MULLER-MAHN and Everts 2013),
discusses its applications in risk research, and highlights its key arguments with respect to four points: the spatial dimen-
sion of risk, the practices of risk-taking, the relevance of group-specific risk perspectives and the plurality of risk settings.
Building upon these four key arguments, the paper explores the concept further and suggests new lines of argumentation
by focusing on two additional aspects that have so far been given little attention. First, it suggests a systematic reflection on
power relations, especially with regard to the role of the state. Second, it discusses the embeddedness of riskscapes in tem-
poral frames pertaining to different actors, groups and power structures. The article further explores the relation between
risk and the future, and how practices of future-making shape the emergence of riskscapes.

Zusammenfassung: Das riskscapes-Konzept beschiftigt sich mit zeit-raumlichen Phinomenen, in denen Risiko, Raum und
Praktiken zusammenlaufen. Es verbindet die materielle Dimension méglicher physischer Bedrohungen mit der diskursiven
Dimension, wie Menschen Risiken wahrnehmen, kommunizieren und sich (bildhaft) vorstellen sowie mit der Dimension
von agency, d.h. wie Menschen Risiken produzieren und damit leben. An der Schnittstelle dieser drei Dimensionen werden
riskscapes durch kollektive Imaginationen von ,,Risikolandschaften® und daraus resultierende koordinierte Handlungen ko-
produziert. Dieser Artikel greift das Konzept, das erstmals von den Autoren MULLER-MAHN und Everts (2013) vorgestellt
wurde auf, diskutiert seine Anwendung in Studien der Risikoforschung und hebt seine Schliisselargumente in Bezug auf vier
Punkte hervor: die raumliche Dimension von Risiko, Praktiken des Risiko-machens, die Relevanz gruppenspezifischer Risi-
koperspektiven und die Vielseitigkeit von Risikosettings. Aufbauend auf diesen vier Schliisselargumenten, entwickelt dieser
Artikel das Konzept weiter und schlidgt durch die Formulierung zweier zusitzlicher Aspekte neue Argumentationsstringe vor,
die bislang wenig Beachtung fanden. Erstens argumentiert es fiir eine systematische Reflektion von Machtbeziehungen, ins-
besondere im Blick auf die Rolle des Staates. Zweitens wird die Einbettung von riskscapes in zeitliche Rahmen verschiedener
Akteure, Gruppen und Machtstrukturen diskutiert. Der Artikel gibt einen Ausblick auf die Beziehung zwischen Risiko und
Zukunft, auf die Art und Weise wie Praktiken des Zukunft-machens die Entstehung von riskscapes prigen.
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1 Introduction are socially produced in so far as they emerge out of

a ‘social amplification of risk” (IKASPERSON et al. 1988),

The concept of riskscapes was introduced into
the literature of risk research by the present authors
(MULLER-MAHN and EvirTs 2013), and has since then
been applied and further developed in a number of
studies to which we will refer in this paper, including
the contributions to this thematic issue of Erdkunde.
Generally speaking, the concept connects perspec-
tives on risk, space and practice. More specifically, we
define riskscapes as landscapes of risk that exist in rela-
tion to practice, or as socially produced ‘temporalspa-

tial phenomena’ (ScHaTzKI 2010, 99-1006). Riskscapes

https://doi.org/10.3112/erdkunde.2018.02.09

ISSN 0014-0015

i.e. shared risk perceptions, communication and col-
lective action of a society or social groups. Similar to
cognitive maps, riskscapes represent collective imagi-
nations of complex, multiple and overlapping risk set-
tings. In analogy to maps, they serve two main pur-
poses, first by locating perils and safe pathways within
a spatial framework, and second by providing orienta-
tion in potentially perilous terrain. ‘Orientation” may
be understood quite literally in the sense of finding
one’s way, but also metaphorically as struggles for a
joint understanding of managing complex risks.
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In their introduction to an edited volume on
geographical risk research, EGNER and PoTT (2010)
highlight four key ideas for the conceptualization of
risk, namely its social constructedness, the spatializa-
tion of risk for the purpose of orientation and deci-
sion-making, the legitimizing function of spatialized
risk and its role as an instrument of power, and fi-
nally, the observation that geographical risk research
itself does not only produce security, but also new
risks. These general theoretical observations are also
important for our understanding of riskscapes.

From a social practice perspective, risks can nei-
ther conceptually nor empirically be grasped in isola-
tion. They are both products and producers of social
practices, which means that people live with multiple
risks, and that they encounter and deal with them si-
multaneously, not as neatly separate factors. The risk-
scapes concept takes this complexity into account by
addressing the overlaps and mutual reinforcement of
diverse risks like natural hazards, political insecurity,
crime, contagious diseases, technological threats, or
economic crises. In its emphasis on the fluidity of
these phenomena, the concept draws on poststruc-
turalist approaches that focus on global flows and
ensuing reconfigurations of space.

Anthropologist Arjun ArpADURAI (1990), made
a major impression on our conceptualization and
terminology of spatiality when he coined five terms
that end with the suffix —scape (financescapes, ide-
oscapes, mediascapes, ethnoscapes, technoscapes).
In analogy to the notion of landscape, the new ter-
minology carries a spatial connotation that points
to the ambiguity and fluidity of social phenomena.
Against the backdrop of increasing global connec-
tivity and flows, it conceives of space in terms of re-
lations, instead of more traditional spatial concepts
that focus on topography, borders, regions and di-
visions. APPADURAI’s ideas fell on fertile ground in
the discipline of geography, where the ‘cultural turn’
and the study of globalization were well under way in
the 1990s, and positivist spatial concepts were being
challenged by concepts such as relational space, im-
agined space, or global sense of place (HARVEY 1989;
GREGORY 1994; CRESSWELL 1996; Massey 2005).

Various authors have coined terms and con-
cepts that include the -scapes suffix, among them
some specifically relating to risk concepts, such as
hazardscapes (CORSON 1999; Mustara 2005) or dis-
asterscapes (Kapur 2010). Other authors have devel-
oped concepts of cultural politics, as in the case of
soundscapes (SmITH 1994; JazeeL 2005). Specifically
relevant to our concept of riskscapes is the fact that
APPADURAT’s (1990) idea of -scapes was taken up by all

those who wanted to stress specific relations between
practices, objects and local places. Examples include
borderscapes (BramsiLLA et al. 2015), churchscapes
(RiepEL and RuNKEL 2015), dreamscapes (JASANOFF
and Kim 2015), fuelscapes (BERGMANN et al. 2017),
warscapes (Korr et al. 2010) and waterscapes
(Grieser 2018). At times, -scapes has been used in
a more metaphorical sense as an arena of globally
interconnected meanings, while others have inter-
preted -scapes in a more hands-on sense as spaces or
physical landscapes which can be read from a single
thematic point of view (see for example the different
uses of the concept of foodscapes; BREMBECK et al.
2013; MiEWALD and McCanN 2014).

Similarly drawing on AppaDURAI (1990), we in-
terjected the concept of riskscapes into the debate
(MULLER-MAHN and Everts 2013). Learning from
previous uses of -scapes (SUTHERLAND et al. 2012),
we seek to develop a more thorough account of what
the connections between risk, meaning, practice,
time and space are. We do so by making a threefold
conceptual move from -scapes to practices to risk.
We contend that the meanings of -scapes as concep-
tualized by AppaDURAL (1990) are always embedded
in social practices. Mediascapes, for example, are
-scapes of global flows and interconnections which
are brought about by the practices of making media
(such as filming, broadcasting, reporting, etc.). The
—scape therefore denotes a series of spatial phenome-
na (physical and imagined) which are entangled with
those practices, both as the material foundation of
everything that happens in life and also as the mate-
rial arrangement of human beings, things, artefacts
and organisms (ScHatzk1 2002) that a given practice
produces, modifies or acts upon.

Applying these ideas to the notion of risk, we
find common ground with those scholars who have
argued that risk is more than just a concept which
helps to rationalize future gains and losses, but also
a concept which performatively shapes practice and
space (ARADAU and VAN MUNSTER 2007; NOVEMBER
2008; BIcKERSTAFF and StvmmoNns 2009; PETERSEN
2012). NoveEMBER (2008) stresses that ‘risk’ very
much depends on the practices and professions
involved in risk analysis; for example, firefight-
ers have different notions of risk from the police.
Furthermore, risk as a scientific concept is far from
being neutral or politically innocent. For example,
LurToN (1993, 432) argues that risk discourse in the
context of public health “serves to legitimize ideolo-
gies and social practices” because it allows the state
to “exert power over the bodies of its citizens”. In
general, we follow the weak social constructionism
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of BEck (2000, 212), who claimed to be “both a real-
ist and a constructivist, using realism azd construc-
tivism in so far as those meta-narratives are useful
for the purpose of understanding the complex and
ambivalent ‘nature’ of risk in the world risk society
we live in”. From this perspective, risks are “simul-
tancously real and constituted by social perception;
risks have a hybrid character” (FLynn 2000, 86, em-
phasis in the original).

We acknowledge the reality of dangers and un-
certainties and concede at the same time that the
concept of risk is a cultural technique which names,
systematizes and opens up spaces (while foreclosing
others) for the purpose of discussing dangers and
the uncertainty of the future (see below, section on
temporalities and future-making). Our concept of
riskscapes seeks to overcome prevalent attitudes of
binary thinking in geography (CLOKE and JOHNSTON
2005), including such pairs of opposites as material-
ity and meaning, realist and constructivist approach-
es, or structure and agency. It does so by highlight-
ing the interrelatedness of the various aspects, and
by rooting the concept in practice theories.

In this paper we expand our concept of risk-
scapes to give it more depth and detail. We do so
by introducing, first, four key dimensions (spatiality,
practice, subjectivities and social groups, plurality;
cf. Fig. 1). We explicate these four dimensions in re-

lation to recent research activities, and seek to de-
velop the concept further on this basis. Second, we
introduce two dimensions which were missing from
our first conceptualization of riskscapes: power re-
lations and temporalities. Third, we further explore
the relation between risk and the future, and how
practices of future-making unfold in riskscapes.

2 Riskscapes and research

Living with risk has always been part of the hu-
man condition. Contemporary societies, however,
are facing a fundamental transformation of risk
settings. On the one hand, science and technology
have made great progress in analysing, predicting
and managing particular risks, such as floods and
other natural hazards. On the other hand, new risks
are emerging from global change, societal trans-
formation, and the advancement of science and
technology itself, such as risks related to nuclear
energy, the internet, or newly emerging contagious
diseases. Risk has become both a characteristic and
an inevitable consequence of modernity, and it is, as
Brck (1986, 1992) argues, constitutive of our mod-
ern ‘risk society’. He even expands his conceptual
approach further to the ‘world risk society’ (BEck
1999), where ‘world risk” denotes a ubiquitous phe-
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Fig. 1: Conceptual dimensions of riskscapes, own elaboration
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nomenon that is increasingly difficult to manage
due to growing global entanglements. Under these
conditions, decision-making can no longer build
upon calculable risks, but has to take into account
an increasing degree of uncertainty and ‘unknown
unknowns’ (WEHLING 2014).

However, decisions for action often have to be
taken despite insufficient knowledge about possible
outcomes, simply because decision-making cannot
be postponed until all risks have been calculated.
The ‘unknown unknowns’ present a fundamental
problem for planning and risk management, most
notably in capitalist economies. Entrepreneurs make
investments for the sake of future gains, taking risks
in an environment that they view as an ‘opportuni-
tyscape’. The dilemma of risk-taking under condi-
tions of uncertainty may be eased by self-assuring
practices among decision-makers, creating common
understandings of future risks which may serve as
a means of justification for specific interventions.
BeckEerT (2016, 247) illustratively describes the crea-
tion of ‘fictional expectations’ among economists,
which serve the purpose of predicting the future by
forming imaginaries that will be realized as a result
of their decisions. He points out that those who cre-
ate and work with economic models for decision-
making agree to use models which are fictional but
which have been collectively acknowledged to be
useful. This results, for example, in shared positive
expectations that contribute to the shaping of invest-
ment climates and act as self-fulfilling prophecies.

“Under genuine uncertainty, expectations be-
come interpretative frames that structure situations
through imaginaries of future states of the world and
of causal relations” (BEckErT 2016, 9).

An example of the power of shared risk percep-
tions and expectations is the Global Risks Report
that has been produced annually since 2004 in prep-
aration for the World Economic Forum (WEF) in
Davos. Based on the aggregated risk assessments
of international experts, businessmen, insurance
companies, and politicians, the Global Risk Report
(WEF 2018) documents the increasing complexity
of global risk settings. It identifies major risks as-
sociated with geopolitics, economics, environment,
technology and society, and explores their interre-
latedness within and between these five fields. The
identified risks, their connections and feedbacks are
visualized in a chart that can be read like a map of
global risk scenarios (Fig. 2). The map serves as a
tool to draw the attention of decision-makers to par-
ticular combined risks, and to foster collective risk
management actions.

Returning to our concept of riskscapes, it
has been pointed out that the term riskscapes has
been used before (MorELLO-FroOscH et al. 2001,
BickErSTAFF and SimMONs 2009; SUTHERLAND et al.
2012). However, the first detailed account of the
concept was a chapter (MULLER-MAHN and EVERTS
2013) in an edited book on the spatial dimensions of
risk (MULLER-MAHN 2013). Since then, the concept
has been taken up by a number of scholars and used
in a variety of contexts and disciplines. Examples of
authors who have fruitfully applied the original con-
cept are NEISSER (2014), who combined the concept
with an ActorNetwork-Theory approach, INKPEN
(2016), who used it as a heuristic tool for understand-
ing environmental risks around a volcano in Iceland,
and LUNDGREN (2017), who studied the ‘doing’ of
riskscapes in the context of illegal border crossings
along the Georgian-Abkhazian boundary. This work
has helped to flesh out the characteristics of risk-
scapes, which we will summarize below.

2.1 The spatial dimensions of risk

Debates that aim at making sense of risk have
long been dominated by sociological perspectives
that seek to conceptualize risk as a societal category
and define it in terms of decision-making and hu-
man agency (LunMANN 1991; Lupron 1999; RENN
1992). We subscribe to this view, but consider it in-
complete. We emphasize that geography also matters,
and that the spatial dimension of risk deserves closer
scrutiny (NoveMBER 2008). In line with other geog-
raphers (EGNER and Porr 2010; WEICHSELGARTNER
2002; FELGENTREFF and GLADE 2008), we adopt social
constructivist concepts, and at the same time shift our
analytical gaze to the question of how multiple and
changing risks are simultaneously constituted in soci-
ety and played out in space. Adopting a geographical
perspective, we follow RENN’s and KLINKE’s emphatic
point on risk theory that “Space matters!” (RENN and
KriNnkE 2013). The relevance of the spatial dimension,
however, is viewed quite differently in studies on the
constitution of risk, depending on the type of risk in
question. Hazard risks, for example, clearly have a spa-
tial differentiation that can be cartographically repre-
sented, such as in maps of flood zones, rockslide areas
or regions with a high probability of earthquakes. In
other cases, however, the spatiality of risk may be less
straightforward, for example in the case of health risks
or poverty-related risks. We argue here that both risks
and spatiality are produced in the interaction between
social dynamics and material processes, and that this
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is conceptually relevant: risks are produced through
specific (spatial) dynamics (e.g. in the interrelation-
ship between plate tectonics and the designation of
earthquake hotspots), but at the same time they also
contribute to the production and transformation of
spatial entities (e.g. adaptation of building codes and
urban development plans to meet the need for earth-
quake-resistant buildings).

Beck gives prominent examples of ubiquitous
‘world risks’, meaning catastrophic risks of global
dimensions (Beck 2008), such as climate change,

global financial crises and terrorism. Such risks un-
fold their influence by anticipating disasters before
the disaster has actually happened. However, we
do not agree with Beck’s argument that world risks
render the spatial dimension more or less irrelevant.
Instead, we contend that, while phenomena such as
climate change may well be global in extent, their
impacts atre spatially differentiated. Climate-change-
induced sea level rise is a global problem, but it is
particularly severe for people living in coastal areas.
Even wortld risks are not space-less.
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Contrary to ‘world risk’, the term riskscapes was
coined to denote the intrinsic spatial dimensions of
risk (AzNAR 2013; ParsizaDeH et al. 2015). These
are manifold and should not be reduced to a simple
cartographic approach. Some risks emerging from
natural hazards or other physical conditions can be
mapped. However, the map is not a straightforward
representation of ‘a’ riskscape but a product of the
practices of risk research, which itself constitute
a particular riskscape. In referring to SCHATZKI’S
(2010) idea of landscapes as plural phenomena, we
initially conceptualized riskscapes as plural, multiple
and overlapping:

“Landscapes are not given networks of material
objects but they are experienced and made sense of
through practice. Since the practices carried out in
relation to landscapes are plural, landscapes in turn
are plural, too. This is not just the case in the sense
of finding different landscapes in different places.
Various practices can relate to the ‘same objective
spatial expanse of the world” (ScHaTzki 2010, 100).
(-..) In terms of riskscapes, we find the same pro-
cesses at work.

Depending on the viewpoint, the practices car-
ried out and the risks attuned to, riskscapes can vary
considerably, although they might refer to the ‘same
objective spatial expanse’” (MULLER-MAHN and
EverTs 2013, 26-27).

The original definition of the spatiality of risk-
scapes left room for more detailed discussions and
combinations with other concepts. The main di-
mension of spatiality stressed by AppADURAT’s (1990)
-scapes 1s, as mentioned above, the fluidity of so-
cio-spatial phenomena. This notion of fluidity is of
course not new to human geography (WERLEN 1995,
1997). However, since the 2000s there has been a
noticeable increase in conceptualizations within and
beyond the discipline following the ‘spatial turn’.
From the ensuing debate, we conclude that there are
at least three concepts of space that merit further
investigation.

First, assemblage theories are used to high-
light the decentralized and networked character of
places and the associated riskscapes. For instance,
Brok (2016; 2018) uses assemblage theories (e.g.
McFarLaNE 2011) to specify the relationship be-
tween expert consultants, planning authorities and
business elites, on the one hand, and environmental
activists, slum dweller advocates and critical academ-
ics on the other. In his case study of the Indian city
of Surat, BLok (2016) discusses the assemblage of
the distributed practices of both expert and lay ur-
ban knowledge-production in the context of climate

change adaptation, in particular the implementation
of ACCCRN (Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience
Network). In utilizing the concepts of riskscapes
and assemblages, BLok (2016) de-centers ‘the city’
and categories of expert knowledge such as climate
change adaptation. In effect, contradicting and com-
peting forms of knowledge-production showcase the
various risky territories of the city and the overlap-
ping as well as competing riskscapes. In contrast to
civic-professional groups who dwell on technocratic
visions of climate change adaptation, ‘alternative
riskscapes’ come to the fore through activists who
emphasize urban poverty and local environmental
hazards, which are often ignored by political elites,
or even produced through mismanagement.

Similar to assemblages are, second, notions
and ideas of networks. In combining actor-network
theory (ANT) with riskscapes, NEISSER (2014) ex-
plains that from an ANT perspective, risks are an
inherent property of actor-networks: “risk is nei-
ther a property of the human or non-human world
but arises from the interactions between them and
is performed by the complex ensembles they con-
stitute” (HeALy 2004, 284-285; cf. NEIsSER 2014,
97). Networks, in the ANT sense, are always open
to change. Thus even ‘safe’ networks can turn into
dangerous ones at any time. This possibility, arising
from the contingent relations between networked
entities, constitutes the risk. Riskscapes, in turn
“constitute themselves as complex, heterogeneous
and constantly shifting networks spanning local
and global relations of risk” (NEIsser 2014, 102).
Furthermore, from such a perspective, riskscapes
are “assemblages constituted by material, social and
discursive entities and processes” (ibid., 103).

Third, scale is another spatial concept which is
debated in relation to riskscapes. Following ANT
and ScHATZKI, the concept of riskscapes is probably
best understood within a ‘flat ontology’, as proposed
by MARSTON et al. (2005):

“(...) we suggest an approach that begins with the
recognition that scale and its derivatives like globaliza-
tion are axiomatics: less than the sum of their parts,
epistemological trompes T'ocil devoid of explanatory
power. In contrast, a flat ontology problematizes a
world in which ‘all contemporaneous lives’ (SCHATZKI
2002, 149) are linked through the unfolding of in-
termeshed sites” (MARSTON et al. 2005, 420).

However, flat ontologies have a tendency to over-
state near objects and places while neglecting what is
further away. In the examples given by MARSTON and
colleagues (2005, 427) (in a footnote they mention
homes, shop floors, boardrooms, war rooms), we see
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the tendency of flat ontology to begin with very tan-
gible places before beginning to follow the links to
other places. And even then, other and more obscure
ways in which sites connect are likely to be ignored
(Everts 2016). Niccorint (2017) however, argues
that a flat ontology is not an obstacle but a helpful
entry point into the study of large-scale phenomena.
His examples show that an analysis of socio-spatial
phenomena based on flat ontology allows us to iden-
tify patterns that are part of a global practice, while
these patterns are not necessarily spatially co-present
(Niccorint 2017, 107).

While we agree that scale in itself explains noth-
ing, we are not so sure that scale in a more traditional
sense should be completely ruled out of our consid-
eration of the spatialities of riskscapes. Depending
on the ‘spatial expanse’ that a practice addresses, we
definitely can discern a number of spaces different
in size and character. From an expert point of view,
riskscapes can be global (as in global climate change),
regional (as in areas of famine), local (as in violence-
stricken neighbourhoods) or networked (as in energy
supply systems). It therefore makes sense to allow for
different scales within riskscape research (SELLERS
and MELLING 2012). Analysing overlapping riskscapes
of different spatialities may yield important insights,
for example into the dynamics of conflicts. The case
study by Surat (BLok 2016, see above) demonstrates
well how global, regional and local riskscapes overlap,
and not only produce but also mediate conflicts. This
case study provides evidence of an essential charac-
teristic of riskscapes, which ought to be understood
not simply as overlapping zones of multiple risk, but
as products of the mutual interference and amplifica-
tion between these specific risks.

2.2 Practices

Riskscapes are intertwined with social practices.
Practice theorists propose understanding all social
phenomena as an enmeshed complex of social prac-
tices and the material world (REckwrTz 2002; EVERTS
et al. 2011). The focus on practices posits that under-
standing human activity is key to any deeper knowl-
edge of events and states.

“In sum, the domain of ‘practice theory’ is de-
limited by a conception of practices as organised
activities, the conviction that both social phenom-
ena and key ‘psychological’ features of human life
are tied to practices, and the idea that the basis of
human activity is nonpropositional bodily abilities”
(ScHarzK 2012, 14).

ScHaTzKI (2002) emphasizes the fact that any
practice involves various people and is always
part of a larger set of socially ordered actions.
Highlighting the dynamic nature of social practic-
es, his conceptual outline allows us to analytically
grasp social practices, how they change and how
they relate to spatial and temporal dynamics. We
follow ScHaTzKI (2012, 14) in contending that “[a]
practice (...) is an open-ended, spatiallytemporally
dispersed nexus of doings and sayings”. Building
on this theoretical insight allows us to design the
conceptual outline of riskscapes. Riskscapes reflect
the nexus of doings and sayings, i.c. they are con-
stituted through social practices, and they involve a
material component, i.e. specific ‘material arrange-
ments’ (ScHaTzKI 2003, 195). Consequently, as
indicated above, riskscapes (like landscapes) have
a material and a practice component. LUNDGREN
(2017) speaks of ‘doing’ riskscapes while analysing
border crossings between Georgia and Abkhazia.

“To ‘do’ riskscapes is to act in relation to the
risks embedded in the landscape—for example,
to cross the border while being conscious of the
dangers of crossing (...). Each situation demands
interpretations of the surrounding riskscape,
where changes need to be evaluated on a daily ba-
sis. Due to their fear of being caught while cross-
ing borders, people tend to use less risky routes”
(DorveNsPECK  and  MWANABININGO  2012;  cf.
LUNDGREN 2017, 6).

In a similar way, Korr (2013, 77) describes
warscapes as “landscape(s) of risk and uncertainty”
which are navigated by the inhabitants as part of
their everyday life struggles for survival (cf. ETzoLD
and SAKDAPOLRAK 2016 on vulnerability).

However, we need to be careful with the land-
scape metaphor. Riskscapes are not just risky terri-
tories to be navigated (NOVEMBER et al. 2010). Risk
is also a social construction (Lupron 1999). It is
an obvious feature of some places with visible im-
minent threats, but it can also be a hidden danger
which only comes to light through risk discourse,
calculation or visualization (ARADAU et al. 2008).
Following Beck’s (1986) weak social construction-
ism, risks are not just a feature of places but are
also the outcome of a specific risk awareness and
of socially produced risky situations. Building a
nuclear power plant, for instance, produces a new
risk. However, measuring radiation produces risk-
scapes that were not there before (in the sense that
only after the ‘discovery’ of the riskscape does it
become a siginificant factor in political action and
social change).
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2.3 Subjectivities and social groups

Empirically important is that not all riskscapes
matter in the same way. While experts enjoy great
power and influence, and their riskscapes domi-
nate political agendas and public perception, other
groups and their riskscapes may not be perceived
and have no bearing on the political organization
of social life. In a rather abstract way, we originally
distinguished between the riskscapes of experts and
‘locals” (MULLER-MAHN and Everts 2013, 34). We
found that expert and lay practices could overlap
in uneasy ways, thereby producing newly emerging
risks for local people. A case in point is drought in
various parts of East Africa, which is a normal phe-
nomenon for local farmers and pastoralists. They
suffer from government policies which privatize the
land while officially claiming to reduce the risks of
climate change and underdevelopment (EGUAVOEN
et al. 2015; Owusu-Daaku and Diko 2017).

While this logic, the clash between experts
and local perspectives, practices and lifeworlds
makes sense in many conflicts, we should open up
the discussion to include a more diverse set of so-
cial relations.” Riskscapes are inherently social phe-
nomena and can, with due care, be attributed to
collective imaginations and subjectivities emerging
from risk practices. In conceptualizing risk subjec-
tivities, we follow learning theorists ALKEMEYER and
BuscumanN (2017). For them, subjectivities are not
just discursively created subject positions or linguis-
tic categories (ScHATzKI 2002, 49-51), but the out-
come of practice. “Subjectivity is (...) not pre-prac-
tically given, but emerges in and across practices as
a capacity to engage with the reality of practices by
reproducing and transforming it” (ALKEMEYER and
BuscHmaNN 2017, 22). We deduce from this that the
activity of engaging with risks produces (albeit di-
verse and multiple) risk subjectivities.

However, we wish to caution against the no-
tion of risk subjectivities as coherent social groups.
In keeping with our practice theory approach, we
hypothesize that it is practices rather than groups
which relate to each other, and it is practices which
actually account for group formation. The concept

U We are also cautious of the neocolonial connotations of
the expert/lay dualism. We deem it important to deconstruct
the notion that ‘expert’ automatically refers to highly skilled
individuals from the Global North whose actions are poten-
tially of global reach, while ‘lay’ refers to groups of people,
villagers or the urban poor, who passively react to changes on
the local level (while allegedly profoundly misunderstanding
the risks they encounter).

of communities of practice proposed by LAvE and
WENGER (1991) highlights the fact that practices are
socially mediated, learned and trained. SHOVE and
colleagues (2012, 63-79) stress that practices ‘recruit’
new practitioners. Depending on the practice, this
can occur virtually anywhere. To take this to the ex-
treme, communities of practice can even exist with-
out the community members meeting or knowing
each other. It suffices that people are engaged in the
same practice (EvErTs 2015).

We argue that many different subjectivities and
communities of practice exist. All of them produce
their own riskscapes. The point is, again, that it is
the practice from which the riskscape results, not
the community or the group of actors. In line with
NiccoLint (2017, 105), we use the term ‘actors’ here in
a narrow sense, defining them as the human carriers
of social practices. Analytically, we therefore need to
look not for specific professional groups but for pro-
fessional practices of risk calculation, academic prac-
tices of risk research, and daily practices of negotiat-
ing known and unknown risks. These practices do not
necessarily suppose distinct social actors. Individuals
can be engaged in more than one community of prac-
tice. Conflicting riskscapes may not always be the re-
sult of competing groups. They can be the result of
practices competing for dominance, time and space
(SHOVE et al. 2012, 90f & 127ff) within one group
or even one individual (for example, the objectives
of risk research and of risk consultancy can at times
be considered as competing practices that one and
the same person has to negotiate). For the purpose of
analytical preciseness when dealing with riskscapes, it
must be remembered that multiple and dynamic types
of interrelations exist between practices. Different
practices do not always compete with each other, they
can also complement or support each other, or coex-
ist without major interference (Niccorint 2017, 104).
Consequently, we argue that riskscapes can become
more or less dominant if various practices within one
riskscape complement or support each other, while
another riskscape involves competing or conflicting
practices (see also STEpHAN 2018).

2.4 Plurality of risks(capes)

From the multiple nature of practices, subjectivi-
ties and communities of practice follows a fundamen-
tal plurality of riskscapes. This is illustrated by a num-
ber of case studies (WEICHHART and Rumporr 2015;
GEBREYES 2016; AALDERS 2018; Bohle 2018; EVERTS
et al. 2018 (this issue); GEBREYES and THEODORY
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2018; KrinGs 2018; LEE et al. 2018 (this issue)). For
instance, FRICK-TRZEBITZKY and colleagues (2017)
reveal the complex and interwoven riskscapes in the
Densu Delta (Ghana). Here, people have to live with
adverse environmental conditions, especially flood-
ing. However, the riskscape is far from homogenous:

“Linked to the shifting interests and priorities of
actors engaging in institutional bricolage are differ-
ent perceptions and experiences of risk. Depending
whether access to land for development, affordable
housing, maintenance of fishery as a source of liveli-
hoods, habitat conservation, environmental health or
community development is the main issue of concern,
actors experience different aspects of the riskscape
of flooding and its interaction with other riskscapes”
(Frick-TRZEBITZKY et al. 2017, 66).

“The findings highlight the plurality in risk per-
ception and experience that transform institutions. As
twilight institutions transform around various risks of
different relevance to different actors, they shape not
only the riskscape of flooding, but a range of interact-
ing riskscapes. “The riskscape’ is in fact a combina-
tion of riskscapes (of flooding, crime, water security...).
Institutions’ roles in these vary as different social
groups face different riskscapes” (FRICK-TRZEBITZKY
et al. 2017, 67).

An extreme example of a multi-layered riskscape
with a plurality of risk experiences is the city of Goma
on the eastern edge of DR Congo (DoOEVENsPECK 2013,
see Fig. 3). The city with more than one million inhabit-
ants is squeezed between Mount Nyiragongo, an active
volcano that severely destroyed parts of the urban area
and the airport during an eruption in 2002, and Lake
Kivu, which contains huge quantities of explosive meth-
ane gas. Some neighbourhoods ate affected by toxic vol-
canic gas emissions from cracks in the ground, making
Goma a truly impossible site’ to live at. However, it is
not so much the imminent danger of these combined
natural hazards that the inhabitants are afraid of, but the
state of lawlessness, violent crime, and guerrilla warfare
in the urban periphery and the wider region. The risk-
scape of the inhabitants of Goma reveals a phenomenon
that is characteristic of such complex settings. Faced by
a multitude of risks in complicated spatial overlays, peo-
ple tend to tolerate or even ignore the risks they cannot
influence, in this case the volcano, and try to mitigate
the risks of everyday life, in this case high crime rates.
The capacity to respond to the plurality of risks is so-
cially differentiated, and so are the practices that shape
different riskscapes. Some people in Goma are able to
respond to the plurality of risks and choose to live in
relatively safe places, close to the border of neighbour-
ing Rwanda. Others have no choice, they cannot avoid

living with multiple risks. It is not the risk perception
as such that differentiates the inhabitants of Goma, but
their capacity to respond. Agency, the choice of prac-
tices of risk-taking and risk avoidance, is largely deter-
mined by economic wealth and power. This situation is
reflected in the pattern of land prices in the urban area.

Returning to AppADURATs (1990) original idea, we
can also say that the plurality of a riskscape means that
it is interwoven with other -scapes. As NEISSER points
“(...) riskscapes are intertwined with the other
scapes APPADURAI conceptualised; for example with fi-
nancescapes in respect of the relation between poverty
and vulnerability; with ethnoscapes in respect of migra-
tion, and social and cultural transformations and their
relationship to risk perception and behaviour; with tech-
noscapes in respect of technical incidents, global com-
munication and so on; with mediascapes in respect of
media coverage of disasters, produced imaginations and
the consequences of it; and finally with ideoscapes in re-
spect of constitutive ideologies relating to what risks are,
what constitutes them and how to counter or mitigate
them” (NEsser 2014, 101).

We argue that riskscapes, just like the nexuses of
practice, are open and fluid, multiple and subjective.
And they overlap, leading to the emergence of new com-
binations and dynamics of risk.

out:

3 Power relations

It has been noted that discussions of the con-
cept of riskscapes have hitherto not encompassed
any substantial treatment of power relations (FRrICK
2016; Frick-TrzEBITZKY et al. 2017, BoHLE 2018).
Furthermore, as HwaxG and Lir (2018, #his issue)
point out, the concept has so far failed to acknowl-
edge the one powerful driving force in the shaping of
riskscapes: the state. Power relations were implicitly
present in our initial take on riskscapes, because we
differentiated between lay and expert practices and
the risks and vulnerabilities local people have to face.
However, relational power inequalities and struggles
were not addressed in any detail. To close this con-
ceptual gap, Frick (2016) suggests analysing “...the
role of power relations in risk creation through inter-
national conventions, bodies and funding, through
national and local governments, and through aca-
demic framings. We therefore argue that the risk-
scape concept needs even further enhancement to
fully embrace power relations” (Frick 2016, 14).

In general terms, Frick (2016, 15) names ‘rela-
tions of trust’ and ‘critical institutionalism’ as ap-
propriate approaches. LUNDGREN (2017) addresses
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the question of power in relation to riskscapes on
a more individual level. Researching the practices
of young people crossing the Georgian-Abkhazian
border, Lundgren finds that power relations among
the young people are unequal and, as a consequence,
risks are unequally distributed (mainly based on
nationality, passport ownership, age and gender).
Discussing the risks people have to face when cross-
ing the border, she writes:

“Young men who are caught risk being called
into military service, and young women may experi-
ence bridal kidnapping. Thus, ethnicity, legal status,
and gender intersect and increase exposure to risks
along the border and inside Abkhazia. By adopting

an intersectional approach, this study shows that
riskscapes are multi-layered and are managed dif-
ferently according to the respondents’ social posi-
tions. In conflicted areas such as Abkhazia, an un-
equal sharing of power between different groups
constitutes a hotbed for the emergence of differing
riskscapes among the people who inhabit and mi-
grate to the region” (LUNDGREN 2017, 13).

We suggest that MASSEY’s concept of power
geometries adds to this approach. Writing in the
1990s, Massey grappled with what she called a
‘global sense of place’ (MassEY 1993) — the impact
of globalization (time-space compression) on space
and place. One of her key arguments is that globali-
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zation is not a force of nature but made and re-made
by people. How the doing of globalization unfolds,
she argues, is a matter of uneven power relations or
what she calls the power geometry (Massey 1994,
149). We argue that overlapping riskscapes have
their own dynamic power geometry. Uneven power
relations depend on where practices emanate from,
who carries them, and what networks are mobilized.
We conceptualize power geometries as different ca-
pacities to successfully engage or interfere with, and
inflict change on places and people (EverTs 20106).
We propose that this triad of practices presents us
with an analytical framework for understanding
power relations with regard to riskscapes. Practices
of mapping (as with floods, famine), calculation and
extrapolation (as with climate change) co-produce
riskscapes. The actual significance of the riskscape
depends on people’s ability to engage, interfere and
inflict change. The same holds true for professional
and everyday practices of exposing, fighting, cop-
ing with or living with risks.

From a practice theory point of view, power
relations result from the “ability of some practic-
es to orchestrate and align others” (Warson 2017,
177). We agree with WATSON, who states that “(t)he
challenge is to develop concepts and methods that
can help grasp how arrangements and associations
of practices and the heterogencous flows they are
bound with are produced through, and reproduce,
systematic inequities in capacities to act, including
to act in ways which shape others’ capacities to act”
(Watson 2017, 179).

The answer to the question of how power and
practice relate lies “in understanding how practic-
es are related to each other across different sites”
(WatsoN 2017, 181) and how processes of alignment
and aggregation unfold. We suggest that the con-
cept of power geometries, understood as dynamic
and power-infused networks created through the
practices of engaging, interfering and inflicting
change, can help to understand the processes of
alignment and aggregation.

4 Temporalities and futures
4.1 Time frames

Understanding riskscapes as socially produced
‘temporalspatial phenomena’ requires taking into
account the temporal dimension of risk (MAHMOUD
2017), the time frames of different actors, and the
fluidity of these phenomena in time and space.

Temporality may be understood in three ways. The
first is chronometric time, which is essential as a
dimension of measurement for the calculation of
risks, expressed as the frequency at which particu-
lar events or magnitudes are expected in a defined
time, for example as a 100 or 1000 year maximum.
Second, historical time is essential for the undet-
standing of change and the performative charac-
ter of riskscapes, reflecting collective memories of
harmful events, dangerous places, or successful
strategies of risk management. Third, social time
refers to the temporal frames that individuals and
societies use for orientation in everyday practices,
depending on differences of livelihoods, cultures,
class, or age. Pastoral or peasant societies, for ex-
ample, imagine the passing of time in cycles in
analogy to the seasons, while in Western societies
people live with consecutive sequences of time that
are structured by abstract units like fiscal years, leg-
islative periods, or project durations.

TiroNI and Carvicro (2016) discern two spe-
cific temporal modalities inherent in riskscapes:
eventual and incremental riskscapes. They refer to
the difference between tsunamis on the one hand
and air pollution on the other. While tsunamis are
sudden events, ‘unexpected and violent eruptions’,
“air pollution (...) is an accumulative process of
distress, a non-event”. While tsunamis “are or are
not happening (...) atmospheric pollution is a mat-
ter of trespassing thresholds” (TiRONI and CALVILLO
2016, 213). To take this distinction further, we sug-
gest that eventual riskscapes have characteristics
of fate or external force; they are imposed upon
societies. Incremental riskscapes, however, are
nurtured within the dynamics of society through
daily actions and practices of risk-taking and risk
governance.

4.2 The constitution of risk at the interface be-
tween present and future

It may sound like a truism to say that the idea
of risk only makes sense in relation to the future.
Obviously, risk refers to events that have not yet
happened, that may perhaps never happen at all, or
that may lead to results different from what is ex-
pected. Risk, in this sense, is constituted in the face
of a future that remains undecided: open to anxi-
ety, surprise, struggle and aspiration. Risk creates
cross-temporal linkages by turning such anxieties
and aspirations into drivers of current activities,
of, in other words, by folding the future into the
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present (ANDERSON and ADEY 2012). The question
arises in which way this is brought about, what fol-
lows from the intrinsic future-orientation of risk,
and what the openness of the future means for the
conceptualization of riskscapes.

From a constructivist perspective as proposed
by LUHMANN (1993), risk is placed between the past,
the present and the future and connects these differ-
ent stages in time through acts of decision-making.
The past is where experience and knowledge come
from. The present is when decisions are taken. The
future designates the goal towards which decisions
are directed. This connection through time is re-
flexive in so far as contemporary decisions antici-
pate future conditions, while the decisions and the
processes following from them in turn influence
and shape the future. As GIDDENS (1998, 209) puts
it, “the idea of risk is bound up with the aspiration
to control and particularly with the idea of control-
ling the future”. In a similar vein, Beck (1999) links
the idea of the future to risk governance by stating
that “risk is a possible scenario necessarily located
in the future, connected to a policy proposal offer-
ing a way of preventing that risk from materialising
into real harm”.

Risk-taking addresses the future not only in
terms of potential harm or damage, which it secks
to minimize or avoid, but also in terms of oppor-
tunities. The fundamental problem of risk-taking
comes from the openness of the future and the
uncertainty it entails. Incomplete knowledge, unin-
tended side effects, and other ‘unknown unknowns’
are problematic for risk governance, because in
many cases decisions cannot be postponed until
sufficient knowledge becomes available and risks
can be minimized. New risks emerge from increas-
ing global entanglements, technological develop-
ment, economic crisis, climate change and other
ongoing processes that require immediate action.
In the words of BEcK, we now “live in a world that
has to make decisions concerning its future under
the conditions of manufactured, self-inflicted inse-

curity” (BECK 1999, 8).

4.3 Practices of future-making

From a social science perspective, the future is
neither a product of contingency, nor is it prede-
termined by fate, nor does it simply emerge from
the present as if it was an extrapolation of currently
ongoing processes (UrrY 2016). Even if contin-
gency and emergence play a role, the social sci-

ences view the future as something that is shaped
by specific practices. These practices reflect past
experience, knowledge, needs, capacities, interests
and power structures. They envision, anticipate,
narrate, predict, and perform the future in the pre-
sent and thereby make tomorrow an object of to-
day’s activities. This is underlined in the writings
of Scuarzki (2009, 306), who addresses notions of
time and temporality by introducing the concept of
timespace, arguing that “interwoven timespaces are
fundamental to human society”. Here, timespaces
involve an existential temporality in which past,
present and future can be understood as three di-
mensions of temporality which do not order events
but are general features of activity (ibid., 37)

Pink and Sarazar (2017, 11) underline the con-
tingent nature of the future by arguing that several
“possible worlds [exist that] [...] are emergent from
a particular way of imagining through contingent
configurations of the present”. They argue that fu-
tures are not only a subject of imagination, but that
they are at the same time “made, told, traded, tamed,
transformed and traversed” (ibid., 10, see also ApAM
and Groves 2007). AppADURAI distinguishes three
specific practices of future-making, or, in his words,
“human preoccupations that shape the future as a
cultural fact” (AppaDURAI 2013, 286), namely imagi-
nation, aspiration and anticipation. They differ in
their socio-cultural embeddedness, but are closely
related in their effects. Imagination, the first of the
collective practices, aims at the production of local-
ity through shared beliefs and feelings of belong-
ing. Shared imaginations in the sense of ‘our com-
mon future’ — the title of the influential Brundtland
Report (WCED 1987) — may lead to feelings of com-
mon responsibility, and to social cohesions similar
to what Anderson has called ‘imagined communi-
ties” (ANDERSON 2006 [1983]). Aspiration, the sec-
ond type of practice, refers to hope, and to ideas
of a good life, as expressed in HARVEY’s ‘spaces of
hope’ (HarvEY 2000). It is directed towards desira-
ble futures, including what JasaNorr and Kim (2015)
describe as ‘dreamscapes of modernity’. Aspiration
requires some sort of utopian thinking and the “ca-
pacity to aspire as a navigational capacity” which
allows people to “exercise voice” (APPADURAL 2013,
290). Anticipation, the third practice of future-
making, is different from the first two in so far as
it is concerned with probabilities and technologies
of prediction and control of the future, aiming at a
“containment of the uncertainties in the future as
represented by maleficient events in the present”
(ArPADURAI 2013, 293).
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4.4 Riskscapes as navigational charts of future-
making

How do practices of future-making relate
to riskscapes? The way forward into the future is
clouded by uncertainties which may contain un-
known perils, but also unexpected opportunities.
Encountering the future as risk has immediate con-
sequences for the way it is reflected in practices of
future-making and the use of riskscapes. As NEISSER
and RUNKEL (2017, 172) argue, “[...] these practices
provide the opportunity to create extrapolations of
riskscapes”. The problem is essentially how to arrive
at decisions despite prevailing uncertainty over fu-
ture conditions. In this context, riskscapes provide
a means of orientation and a supportive instrument
for decision-making, where different actors try to
reach an understanding concerning challenges
and opportunities. Decisions are based on experi-
ences and risk assessments shared within a society
or social group, like a “personal archive of memo-
ries, both material and cognitive, [that] is not only
or primarily about the past, but ... about provid-
ing a map for negotiating and shaping new futures”
(ApPADURAI 2013, 288).

5 Conclusion

The concept of riskscapes builds upon three key
ideas. First, referring to ApPADURAIs (1990) -scape
metaphor and its inherent notion of global flows,
the concept stresses the characteristic ambiguity in
the constitution of risk, with respect to both spatial
and temporal dimensions. Second, riskscapes are not
‘objectively given’ phenomena, but are shaped and
constantly modified through practices, which are so-
cially embedded. They reflect the changing attitudes
and practices of social groups, power geometries
and reconfigurations across scales. Third, the con-
cept acknowledges the overlapping and interfering
perceptions and practices of risk-taking by different
groups of actors. This understanding of riskscapes is
especially attuned to the surprises and paradoxical
effects emerging from feedbacks between different
risk-related practices. With the concept of riskscapes,
we provide a theoretical and analytical tool that com-
bines the temporalspatial dimensions of risk, social
practices, and the potential tensions arising from in-
terrelated or overlapping riskscapes.

In this paper, we provide a holistic perspective
on risk. With the concept of riskscapes we seek to
overcome old binaries such as realist and construc-

tivist approaches. We advocate moving beyond an
analysis that scrutinizes each risk separately. The
concept of riskscapes highlights the plurality of
risks, their interconnectedness, overlaps and ten-
sions. We emphasize the spatial dimensions of risk,
but also acknowledge its temporal dimensions. We
argue that the concept of riskscapes facilitates the
analysis of risk-related temporalspatial phenom-
ena such as floods, droughts, volcanoes, pandem-
ics and climate change, but also nuclear disasters,
borders, crime, terrorism or violent conflicts. These
phenomena are entangled with social practices and
consist of material entities and their temporalspatial
dynamics. Inquiring into these dynamics requires
analysis of the practices which create, define and
deal with risks.

In terms of risk practices, the concept of risk is,
among other things, a cultural tool that deals with
danger and uncertainty. Practices of anticipation are
one salient example, whereby pasts and futures are
all folded into the present. Power relations play a
crucial role in the prioritization of risks. Researchers
need to be aware of the power geometries of risk-
scapes and should ask: Who can say what risk is rel-
evant to whom? Where? How do individuals and so-
cieties respond? What are the overlaps and tensions
between multiple and competing risks?

The concept of riskscapes is inspired by practice
theories. By emphasizing practices, the concept also
has a political dimension. Inquiring into the nature
of social practices shows the historically and spa-
tially dependent paths of established and new rou-
tines and power relations. Much risk research fails
to acknowledge the importance of social practices.
Risk is often seen as a systemic and technical issue,
which is best understood and discussed by experts
alone. The relevance of routines and everyday life
practices are rarely considered.

Practice theories teach us that all practices and
all nexuses of practices are subject to change or have
the potential to change and transform. Analysing
complex phenomena of risk from such a point of
view helps to understand that contemporary risk
situations are in principle open for change and
that change can be initiated in very diverse ways.
Complex risks are not a domain confined to a small
and highly specialized group of experts who model,
evaluate and weigh them. Rather, we argue that it is
important to include all human actors (as carriers
of social practices) who participate in risk practices
and in discursive practices concerning these risks.
Accordingly, our concept of riskscapes encompasses
all relevant social practices, not only the dominant
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actions of experts and politicians, but also compet-
ing, replaced or transformed practices. Applying the
riskscapes concept makes it possible to deal with
complex and interconnected risks in the past, the
present and the future of heterogencous and dy-
namic societies.
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