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Which risks are bad? This is not an easy question to answer in any non-circular way. Not only are risks sought out for various reasons, but risks are plainly discounted in many situations. What may seem "risky" when examined all by itself, may not seem risky when encountered in a real lived situation. Thus risks that are imposed by others, in particular, might seem horrendous when considered in abstraction, but quite acceptable when encoun​tered in life. What we need to do, among other things, is to examine this "seeming." Are people being deluded or distracted when they fail to take seriously the riskiness of activities undertaken by others, or does this make some rational sense?

There can be no doubt that people sometimes are deluded, of course. We are all fallible. But risks are not unalloyed evils. They are typically taken because of their associa​tion with something positive. So questions about whether people are making wise judgments when they don't care about certain risks that they take, or, on the other side of the coin, when they become absolutely hysterical when confronted with a risk that appears to others to be insignificant, hinge on a web of further factors.

These further "factors" are value-laden throughout: Is the alleged risk really all that risky? What, precisely, is endangered? How important is whatever value may genuinely be threatened by the risk? Does the actual degree of risk depend upon factors that the subject could change, like knowledge or skill? What is achieved by taking the risk in question? What is the cost of foregoing whatever might thus be achieved? What is the cost of simply avoiding the risk?

This list just begins to scratch the surface. Each of these value questions is itself embedded in a web of other questions, many of which are themselves further value ques​tions. If we were to stop here, we might be inclined to conclude that the task of risk assessment is extraordinarily daunting, a task perhaps to be undertaken not by mere mortals, but only by the most astute of philosophers. Here, it might be thought, is finally a skill that we could market in the yellow pages: Risk Assessor for Hire.

Perhaps unfortunately, the story does not end here. While complicated cognitive calculation may occasionally assist in sorting out and making the value judgments involved in assessing risk, there is no guarantee that it will guide decision-making better than do the far less cognitive processes that are deployed by people in "the field." Even when philoso​phers assess risk, as a matter of fact, it is far more likely that their ratiocinations will serve as supports for assessments made less cognitively than that the cognitive work will actually generate opinions about value, risk, and optimal courses of action.

This is because value judgment--whether about risk or about anything else--does not enter the scene late, as many would have it. It is simply not the case that we first gather lots of neutral factual information, and only then make value judgments about it. What goes by the name of "value judgment" doesn't work that way at all, and it is in fact quite difficult to pull value judgment off in this order. We might fool ourselves into thinking that we do things in this way, but that's actually rather dangerous.

In all living organisms, perception is biologically shaped to provide information that is useful to the organism. Indeed, the perceptual organs can be just as informatively regarded as devices that filter out useless noise as devices that admit information. The process that accounts for this fact about sensation and perception is, of course, natural selection. But this does not alter the fact that even at the biological level, perception is value laden. When considering the contributions made by sentience and consciousness in organisms as they move around in the world, one must be overwhelmed with the extent to which things aren't just barely seen, they are seen as this or that. And the answer to questions about which things are seen, along with the answer to questions about what they are seen as, is powerful​ly influ​enced by the goals, the interests, the values of the organism in question. Some of these "values" are written into the biological make-up of the organism; some are confronted in perception, and, for organisms like ourselves, some at higher levels of cognitive attention. Some "values," like survival, may be common to all biological species. Some may be more specific to particular species. Within the human species, in particular, some values may be more or less common to all of us, some may pertain specifically to people in specific historical, social, or physical circumstances, and some may be quite idiosyncratic, for whatever reason.

But there is an important sense in which value is primary, not secondary. Value informs or shapes our very perception of the world. And among the very most primitive sources of our perception of value in the world is our perception of risk.

The story about perception of risk must be very old, a central part of our heritage as animals. Successful organisms simply must have some facility to avoid the most risky of situations. Natural selection might be thought of as itself a mechanism for eliminating creatures not able to do this at least passably well. But avoidance of the most risky situations is not at all equivalent to the avoidance of risk period. For natural selection actually favors beasts that can successfully exploit risky situations. What's involved is, as might be expect​ed, pretty complicated. What is rewarded is not just risk acceptance, but the facility to avoid the worst dangers implicit in the risk. But it would be a mistake to think risk acceptance was not part of the equation for biological success.

At the sentient and conscious level, rather than the biological level, what is most useful to an organism is what might be called knowledge and expertise. These word are apt, at least, for creatures like ourselves. The greatest rewards are to be gained, not by abolish​ing risk, but by learning to manage and control it, or even to turn it into something profitable in some terms or other. Risk may be managed by means of the acquisition of understanding and the development of skill. Indeed, it should be plain in almost all undertakings that what in fact is risky varies with knowledge and expertise. The availabili​ty of tools and other resources is also vital, but this last factor itself is a function of knowl​edge and skill. And given any particular array of tools and resources, it will be knowledge and expertise that determine who will be able to turn risk to advantage and who will not.
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