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Performing Risks: Catharsis, Carnival and Capital in the Risk-society
Introduction
Issues of risk and safety are of vast importance for young people today. On the one hand, youth are often seen as being naturally disposed to risk-taking and some academics have even argued that taking risks in an integral part of child and youth development. Younger generations, moreover, have grown up in a society replete with voluntary risk-taking activities, from acts like jumping from roofs into bushes in shows like Jackass, to ‘extreme’ sports like bungee-jumping and snowboarding, most of which are associated with youth and youth culture and marketed as such. On the other hand, there can be little doubt that growing up in a risk-society, young people are often implicitly defined as ‘at-risk’ and subsequently subjected to significant forms of surveillance and control in heavily supervised contexts such as schools. 

This study draws on research conducted with Scotland’s only state-funded dance-education company who, between October 2006 and April 2007, were engaged in a project entitled ‘Risk’ which employed dance and drama to explore young people’s perceptions, understandings and experiences of risk, safety and risk-taking. Using this unique data set, comprised of accounts of young people and dance professionals, this study aims to investigate a number of themes and issues. Firstly, the study examines the impact that living in a culture of caution has on young people’s experience of school and, therefore, the allure that physical risk-taking in non-scholastic contexts may acquire as a subjective response to the constraints of the former. Second, it examines the ways in which young people’s a priori possession of various forms of capital limits access to a variety of risk-taking activities. Third, it explores the symbolic value that different groups of young people ascribe to different acts and how successfully performing risk can help secure positions of belonging and status within desirable peer groups and the development of culturally venerated identities. Finally, the study aims to demonstrate the fit between voluntary risk-taking and other performative activities, like dance, which often have important consequences for young men’s identities. In meeting these aims, it draws on a synthetic framework comprised of Elias’ theories of catharsis and mimesis, Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque and Bourdieu’s theories of social and cultural capital.

While the ‘crisis thinking’ of the 1980s (Furedi, 2004: 130) sparked widespread debate centred on concepts like ‘risk’, ‘at-risk’ and ‘risk-society’, there has, more recently, been an explosion of academic interest in the ‘pleasurable excitement’ that can be derived from a range of ‘high-risk’ pursuits, from extreme sports to ‘do-it-yourself’ risk-taking activities, that has popularised terms like ‘edgework’ and ‘thrill seeking’. However there remains a dearth of literature which focuses on the interplay between the risk-taking phenomenon and the macro-level structures and constraints of the risk-society or, as Mythen has argued, ‘the relationship between risk and pleasure remains an underresearched area of inquiry’ (e.g. 2007: 806).
Literature Review and Theory
Voluntary Risk-taking

Perhaps the most distinguishing feature of the growing body of work on risk-taking is its diversity. Breivik (2007:16) for example describes a number of micro-level studies, which approach the topic from physiological, psychological and neurological perspectives and employ terms like ‘sensation seekers’ (e.g. Zuckerman, 1994 in Breivik, 2007: 18) to individuals who actively and deliberately pursue risk. McNamee’s edited collection ‘Philosophy, Risk and Adventure Sports’ (2007) on the other hand contains a wide variety of philosophical approaches – from the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty to Kant’s notion of the ‘sublime’ – to the study of voluntary risk-taking in ‘extreme’ sports. However inasmuch as hard micro-level perspectives have been criticised for limiting explanations of risk-taking to intrinsic, subjective factors (e.g. Lyng, 1990: 853) and purely philosophical approaches (like Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology) have been criticised elsewhere for their failure to adequately account for ‘objective’ or ‘material’ factors, including power relations and social structural configurations (e.g. Howson and Inglis, 2001 : 308), it is my contention that sociological approaches to voluntary risk-taking are preferable to both. They are better-suited to the location of the risk-taking experience within particular structural contexts. For example Lyng, in his highly influential ‘edgework’ thesis, argues that aspects of the social milieu act as catalysts that propel individuals towards risk-taking behaviour. According to Lyng, edgework activities acquire an ‘intensively seductive character’ (2005: 5) in the context of the over-determining nature of modern societies, characterised by ‘alienation’ and ‘oversocialisation’ (1990: 865-9), in which individuals are constrained by the pervasion of bureaucratic routines and regulations. Wheaton’s edited collection ‘Understanding Lifestyle Sports’ (2004) contains various contributions that consider the influence of commercial forces and discourses of masculinity on the embodied experiences of sports like snowboarding and skateboarding and the identities of their devotees.
While sociologists are uniquely positioned to locate the subjective risk-taking experience within broader structural constraints, the recent preoccupation with issues of risk and uncertainty is by no means limited to the discipline of sociology and the term ‘risk-society’ has become ‘lingua franca’ across a range of disciplines including sociology, politics, criminology and cultural studies (Mythen, 2007: 793).
Risk-society – risk, regulation and young people
For most sociologists, the term ‘risk-society’ is more or less synonymous with the work of Beck and Giddens. For Beck (e.g. 1992), risk-society characterises a particular phase in the modernisation process in which society overproduces unique risks, at the objective level, that share a common feature; they are risks of the modernisation process itself. Reflexive-modern societies, according to Beck, are preoccupied with risk. For Giddens (e.g. 1991; 1999), like Beck, the term ‘risk-society’ refers to a particularly advanced phase of the modernisation process characterised by unpredictability and rapid flux. This high modern condition is, according to Giddens, synonymous with vulnerability and risk. He asserts that in high-modernity a hyper-awareness of risk permeates the subjective consciousness of individuals and that thinking in terms of risk is a more or less ever-present activity as individuals attempt to exercise autonomy in aspects of their life formerly governed by fate (Giddens, 1999: 3). 
Notwithstanding that for Furedi ‘we live in a world that is far safer than at any time in history’ (1997: 54), authors like Lupton and Breivik have drawn on the highly influential theories of Beck and Giddens to argue that ‘the emphasis in contemporary societies is [on] the avoidance of risks’ (Lupton, 1999: 148) and ‘we find in modern societies an increasing support for the risk-aversion attitude’ (Breivik, 2007: 12). Risk and regulation have therefore become interwoven concepts and as the perception of risks has increased in society, so has their regulation. This process can take many forms from the internal regulation of the self to the constraints and impositions to which individuals are subjected from without. Furedi argues that the pervasive influence of discourses of risk and uncertainty – the risk-society outlined by Beck and Giddens – has spawned a ‘culture of fear’, an environment in which ‘diminished’ individuals learn to constrain themselves and their actions. In risk-societies ‘the virtues held up to be followed are passivity rather than activism, safety rather than boldness’ (Furedi, 1997: 12). Lupton suggests that the emphasis on risk-avoidance in contemporary Western society is analogous with notions of the ‘civilised body’ and, in particular, individuals’ desire to exercise control over their lives, to regulate the self and body, and to ‘avoid the vicissitudes of fate’:

‘To take unnecessary risks is commonly seen as foolhardy, careless, irresponsible, and even “deviant”, evidence of an individual’s ignorance or lack of ability to regulate the self’ (Lupton, 1999: 148).

Petersen (1996) similarly argues that health promotions, under the veneer of scientific legitimacy, target ‘at-risk’ individuals and utilise subjects’ agency in processes of ‘self-regulation’. However, risk is also regulated from without. Hunt et al. (2007) argue that once a group has been identified as ‘at-risk’ and labelled as such, notwithstanding the arbitrariness of this definition, it is subsequently subjected to significant forms of domination and restraint; expert advice, surveillance and control and one group that is particularly prone to these forms of control and regulation is youth (ibid.: 76). This is evident in the regulation of young people’s leisure activities by powerful social institutions, a tradition that includes the criminalisation of raves in the UK (e.g. Presdee, 2000) and the control of numerous other activities which have been the subject of ‘moral panics’. However, if one desired to witness the problematisation of youth, their definition as ‘at-risk’, and their subsequent subjugation under powerful forms of surveillance and regulation, one need look no further than the institution of the school in high modernity.
Certainly the British media would have us believe that a ‘culture of caution’ prevails, prompted by the increasing litigiousness of society. In 2002 for example it was reported that a number of schools had banned games like daisy-chain making (over fears of youngsters picking up germs from the ground) and playing with yo-yos (for fear of injury). In 2004, a primary school in Clackmannanshire made the news for banning games of ‘conkers’ because two children at the school had nut allergies. In 2005, a school in Southampton hit the headlines by outlawing a 30 year-old tradition of a staff versus pupils game of rounders, fearing that an accident may have led to legal action by parents. Furedi (2002) describes CCTV cameras being installed in classrooms and a webcam set up in a Bolton nursery allowing parents to keep watch on their children via the internet. ‘In the UK and US schools’, he writes, ‘safety is a big issue’ (ibid.: 2). What is clear is that living in a risk-society impacts upon the provision of activities in schools, and young people become the focus of risk-avoidance discourses and strategies from powerful social institutions.
Risk-taking in the Risk-society

Yet young people are also often synonymous with risk-taking, where both ‘extreme’ of ‘lifestyle’ sports and ad hoc risk-taking behaviours are, in various ways, associated with youth-subcultures and, crucially, marketed as such (Beal and Wilson, 2004). The recognition of these paradoxical definitions of youth – ‘at-risk’ on the one hand, ‘risk-takers’ on the other – uncovers one of the many contradictions of reflexive modernity. Caution, safety, and risk-aversion are vigorously promoted in some spheres, while ‘discourses of extremity’ (Palmer, 2004: 57) become potent and desirable symbols that are used to promote various forms of consumption. This study examines the impacts of this contradiction between risk and safety on the lived experiences of young people living and learning in a risk-society. 

However the culture of caution prevalent in schools is only one facet of the multifarious constraints, uncertainties and unpredictabilities implied by the risk-society, and which have particular relevance for youth. This study argues that risk-taking may offer young people a partial means of solving some of these other challenges presented to young people by the risk-society; individualisation, dependence and extended transitions from childhood to adulthood. 

According to Miles the picture of young people that one receives from discussions of risk-society is one of ‘increased independence, self determination and self realisation’ (2000: 68). Furlong and Cartmel argue that ‘the traditional links between the family, school and work seem to have weakened’ (1997: 7) and Beck cites the decline of traditional forms of social support such as the family as individuals increasingly become the ‘agents of their own livelihood’ (1992: 130). Connected to this, the youth labour market – once the source of identities and outlooks – has shrunk significantly and young people now remain in education later than their counterparts in the 1970s (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997). This, compounded by diminishing welfare benefits, has extended the period of economic dependence on parents and family (Miles, 2000: 42). Moreover, many young people may be unable to complete key rights of passage that once marked the transition from childhood to adulthood which leads, Jones has suggested, to a ‘state of limbo’ between dependence and independence (1995). Young people’s experience of the risk-society is, paradoxically therefore, one of increased individualisation and dependence. 

With the declining influence of those collective structures and institutions that were traditionally responsible for bestowing identities, authors like Miles argue that young people’s response has been the construction of identities and lifestyles through consumption. ‘Consumption and lifestyles are arguably more central to the process of identity construction’ (Miles 2000: 60) and young people are ‘virtually obligated’ to construct ‘largely consumption-based lifestyles’ (ibid.: 66). However, the structural constraints of the risk-society may deny young people access to the financial rewards of working life and thus the means to participate in consumer culture (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997: 83): 

‘Although liberated on one level, the individual actually becomes increasingly dependent on his or her relationship with the labour market, which is especially ironic for young people who often find it so difficult to gain access to it’ (Beck, 1992: 130).

Being simultaneously propelled towards, and yet denied access to consumption as a means of ‘self-identity’ construction (e.g. Giddens, 1991), is doubtless a source of frustration for young people which, this study argues, may in some cases be played out through risk-taking.

Plant and Plant (1992) argue that risk-taking behaviour is a simple way in which young people react to the structural conditions of the cultural milieu – in this case the backdrop of individualisation, dependence and problematic transitions which characterise many young people’s experience of the risk-society. Risk-taking and experimentation can ‘help adolescents achieve independence, identity and maturity’ (Jack, 1989 in Plant and Plant, 1992: 115) and may ‘fulfil developmental needs related to autonomy as well as needs for mastery and individuation’ (Irwin and Millstein, 1986 in Plant and Plant, 1992: 115). The point that risk-taking amongst young people acts as a response to disembeddedness and uncertainty is made most forcefully by David Le Breton. 

Le Breton suggests that a variety of ‘risky’ behaviours, from joy-riding to taking the bus without paying, constitute a response to the ‘disenchantment’ that now characterises many young people’s experiences of adolescence (Le Breton, 2000; 2004). Young people’s sense of self, identity and ‘life meanings’ are no longer bestowed upon them through pre-determined and well-defined rites of passage or ‘trajectories’. Rather, in a risk-society, young people’s place in the world is forged on a personal quest, by ‘setting [their] body at stake to find [their] place in the fabric of the world’ (2004: 9) through corporeal risk-taking, which allows youth to escape the ‘void’ of the insignificance that frequently characterises their experience of adolescence and the problematic (and extended) transition from youth to adulthood; transitions which are now ‘deeply solitary’ events (2004: 13)

Risk-taking may be a particularly efficacious response to the structures and strictures of the risk-society for young men. With the decline in manufacturing employment and a lack of opportunities in the youth labour market, the involvement of young males in risk-taking and criminality has been interpreted as ‘an attempt to establish masculine identities in a rapidly changing world’ (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997: 83). As educational participation grows in response to these changes, young men who fail to excel academically many see schooling as frustrating their masculinity (Messerschmidt, 1994). The issue of risk-taking and young men’s identities is returned to in the course of the paper. 

While the focus of this paper is primarily on risk-taking as a response to the increasing safety and regulation of schools, it is possible to argue, albeit at a theoretical level, that risk-taking might also constitute a response to the individualism, dependency and uncertainty which characterise young people’s broader experiences of the risk-society. Risk and the pleasure of flaunting, courting and taking risks are, therefore, interwoven for a number of young people. 

Mimesis and carnival
If, as Mythen (2007: 799) has argued, one of the main flaws in Beck’s work on risk-society has been the assumption that risk is a ‘universalising principle’, it is also important not to presume that young people’s responses to the risk-society are homogeneous. To that end, the recognition of different forms of voluntary risk-taking – what shall be termed ‘mimetic’ and ‘carnivalesque’ risks – and their variant significances for young people is especially important. 
In ‘Quest for Excitement’ (1986), Elias and Dunning examine the ‘civilising process’ in the context of leisure, arguing that in a civilised society ‘control’ must be compensated by ‘excitement’. This claim has serious implications. If, as Lupton (1999) has argued, regulation of the ‘civilised self’ involves control, in the form of risk-avoidance, the excitement of physical risk-taking may play a cathartic function; providing an outlet for the performance of corporeal acts prohibited by social sensibilities instilled in the ‘civilised habitus’. At first glance, this risk-qua-catharsis approach appears capable of reconciling the contradiction between risk-aversion discourses and discourses of extremity for youth. By suggesting that risk-taking acts as a foil to the over-bearing influence of regulatory control in risk-societies the two discourses of ‘risk-avoidance’ and ‘risk-taking’ now seem complimentary rather than diametrical.

However, Elias and Dunning (1986) argue that in highly civilised societies, sport and other cathartics acts constitute forms of ‘mimetic’ activity, providing a 'make-believe' simulation which elicits the sensations of real-life situations (such as battles) in a safe and controlled setting in which risks and dangers are minimised. The notion of mimesis may effectively explain the role of extreme sports in risk-societies, assuming one accepts the premise that some extreme sports offer, in most instances, the impression of danger. But the idea of mimetic risk-taking tells us much less about the unregulated, spontaneous and ad hoc risk-taking activities that young people engage in and which are directly opposed to civilised sensibilities. It is to Bakhtin’s notion of ‘carnivalesque’ that we must turn in order to accommodate these ‘transgressive’ risk-taking behaviours. 

Bakhtin’s (1984) retrospective discussion of the institution of the medieval folk-carnival echoes, to a certain extent, Elias and Dunning’s writings on the civilising process. However, according to Bakhtin’s description, the folk festival, which constituted a temporary suspension of the elaborate taboos and prohibitions upon which the hierarchical organisation of medieval society was predicated, employed ‘humour’ (ibid.: 4), ‘sacred parody’ (ibid.: 14) and ‘free and familiar’ corporeal contact (ibid.: 10) in a variety of acts from the physical proximity of the carnival crowd to acts of carnality and hedonism in order to deconstruct and subvert the oppressive structures and strictures of the medieval Lebenswelt. As with all of the various discussions of risk-taking, Bakhtin’s discussion posits the centrality of the body both as the object of control (under normal circumstances) and the agent of pleasurable resistance (in carnivalesque acts); ‘the performance of carnival uses the body as the stage’ (Presdee, 2000: 39). 
However, whereas Elias’ mimetic explanation is limited to acts of ‘virtual’ risk-taking in regulated and controlled outlets, authentic carnivalesque risk-taking involves transgressive and oppositional forms of behaviour – e.g. drug-taking, joyriding – that occur in unregulated social spaces and where the ‘thrill’ derives from the proximity of danger, or even death, and the oppositional status of the act (ibid.: 50). This paper proposes that both notions – mimetic and carnivalesque risk-taking – are concordant with one another as both are capable of explaining different forms of behaviour that young people engage in; from relatively safe simulations such as skydiving and bungee jumping, that reaffirm the civilised habitus, to ‘chaotic’ acts such as ‘motorway chicken’ where danger is voluntarily courted and in which the norms of social conduct are subverted and opposed. 
Methods
The research informing this discussion was conducted on a 6 month period of fieldwork with YDance, Scotland’s only state-funded dance-education company investigating the topics of dance, education and masculinity. Thus, the paper’s focus on young men vis-à-vis women is a function of the design of the overall project rather than simply ‘writing out’ young women’s accounts. During this period, YDance were engaged in a collaborative project with youth-theatre company ‘Company of Angels’ entitled ‘Risk’. The project used dance and drama to explore young people’s perceptions and experiences of risk. It comprised an initial ‘developmental’ stage in which interviews and workshops were conducted with young people, aged between 12 and 18, in Glasgow and Stirling. Thereafter a dance-theatre show was devised and a cast of five young actors and dancers assembled to tour the production. Between February and March of 2007, ‘Risk’ toured secondary-schools and theatres in Scotland and England for a primarily young audience. While on tour, the company also undertook dance and theatre workshops with young people in which the topics and issues dealt with in the show were discussed and explored through dance and drama. Thus while dance and risk may appear to be unlikely partners, both substantively and conceptually, I was able to observe young people ‘dancing risk’ at various stages in the project.
Initially my role was one of non-participant observer. However, as time passed, I became progressively integrated into the group aided by my previous experience performing and teaching break-dance. The legitimacy that accompanied my securation of a bona-fide role in the research context had important implications for the quality of data I was able to collect, allowing me to get much ‘closer’ to the action, in every sense, and allay any suspicions that young people may have had regarding my participation. During the course of the project, I encountered a number of dance professionals – teachers and facilitators – many of whom consented to be interviewed personally and some of whom acted as gatekeepers securing me access to people and provisions under their auspices. The research largely employed ethnographic methods. Where appropriate, focus-group style interviews were conducted with young people and loosely structured one-on-one interviews with the dance teachers and other professionals. A number of interesting findings arose from the data. 
Findings and Discussion
Perceptions of risk in schools
Many of the young people with whom I spoke expressed a belief that schools are often reticent to allow pupils to engage in activities involving even what young people perceive to be low-levels of physical risk. For a few young people this tendency was exemplified by physical education. One young respondent described his experience of gymnastics in the following terms:

‘The things like forward rolls, maybe… a backward roll if you were really advanced… it was just boring and pointless and not exciting in the slightest. The only people who might enjoy it are little ponces in leotards’.

Note the gendering of his description and the implicit association between risk-avoidance and femininity (and the inferred association between masculinity and risk-taking). Another young man, who had recently left school, reminisced that: 

‘Like maybe if you were lucky you got to climb a rope or something! But yeah, it was just sterile’. 

He attributed the ‘sterility’ of his experience to the litigiousness of modern societies and the fear of litigation prevalent in scholastic contexts: 
‘Schools are terrified of doing anything risky now and getting sued. Sadly no one wants to take risks’. 
Others used terms such as ‘rigid’, ‘restrained’ and ‘controlled’ to characterise their experiences of physical education at school. 

These sentiments were also expressed by the vast majority of dancers with whom I spoke, and particularly those whose work involves teaching dance in schools and other heavily supervised youth contexts. For example a male dancer from Edinburgh asserted that ‘in schools you’ve always got someone barking at you “no, don’t do that, put that down”. P.E. at school has therefore become a really diluted activity’.  
A dance development officer described some of the opinions which are held amongst many of the teachers for whom she generates work concerning the ‘culture of caution’ prevalent in schools: 

‘You can end up getting sued for anything! Everything’s softening as a result; because of risk assessments and health and safety’.

The antagonistic tone of these responses clearly suggests that dancers’ definitions of risk differ from those of the school. Interestingly, many dance teachers justified their beliefs in the over-cautiousness of schools by suggesting that risk-taking is a form of activity that can be beneficial to young people when undertaken in the ‘proper’ circumstances:
‘There’s an argument, as well, that says kids are naturally inclined to take risks so they’ll go and do these things anyway’. 

‘Is it better that they do these things in a supervised and controlled environment like a school or to send them off to do these things on their own? Like with break-dance… kids want to throw themselves about and off of things. It’s better they do it when I’m watching them’. 

These sentiments were echoed by another dancer who also asserted that risk-taking in supervised environments might even prevent young people from doing ‘something daft on their own’: 

‘Kids also learn through taking risks. Kids need to be trained in risk management rather than having all elements of risks removed from their lives and wrapping them up in cotton wool’. 

Thus the dancers constructed a bipartite distinction between ‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’ expressions of the subterranean value of risk by young people; between supervised risks, the outcome of which is the acquisition of risk management skills, and unsupervised risks, tantamount to young people engaging in ‘daft’ behaviour ‘on their own’. Many believed that schools wrap children up in cotton wool and thus ‘over-conform’ to values of safety and caution.

Risk-taking in non-scholastic contexts
At the same time as young people described the failure of physical activity at school to engage their interests, many described a range of activities in non-scholastic contexts in very positive terms. It could quite reasonably be suggested that some sort of correlation exists between the two observations. The young respondent, who spoke of the ‘sterility’ of physical education, also described experiencing an intense desire to discover activities that were ‘free’ rather than ‘rigid’ and ‘constrained’. He encountered this sense of freedom attending gigs in Glasgow’s hard-core punk scene which he discussed in the following terms:

‘People just start going nuts and flailing limbs and jumping up and down and stuff. Everyone goes mental and when it goes fast, people are running around and stuff. When you’re at a concert, that’s the complete antithesis of sterile, whereas the gymnastics stuff and the Scottish country dancing at school was sterile incarnate! It’s completely rigid and controlled; it’s very mechanical’. 

This young man’s account was characteristic of a range of responses. The ‘intensity’ of martial arts and boxing, or the ‘excitement’ of a range of activities from climbing Mt Kilimanjaro to bungee jumping, skydiving, scuba-diving and white water rafting were constructed diametrically to the ‘boring’, ‘uncool’ activities, lacking in ‘skill’, ‘challenge’ and ‘danger’, that young bodies are permitted to perform in scholastic contexts. Yet these accounts can be contrasted to other forms of activity which particular groups of young people engage in as alternatives to the ‘riskless’ performativities demanded in the school field. These ‘alternative’ performativities are derided by the majority of individuals in society and, thus, evoke the censure of powerful social institutions. For example, two young teenage boys at a drama workshop in Glasgow described the following examples of spontaneous risk-taking behaviour:

‘Me and my pals took a trolley from Tesco’s and I got into it and they pushed me full speed down a big grass hill. It was so cool, man! At the bottom I fell out and gashed my leg’.

‘Last year I organised to do a stunt with my pals. The stunt was to jump out the window from the 10th floor of a flat onto all these boxes of cardboard and stuff. At the start it was just a laugh and I wasn’t really going to go through with it, but then it got serious and everybody was there so I just had to go through with it’. 

For the latter of the two boys, his participation in the stunt was motivated by ‘not wanting them [his friends, who were videotaping the ordeal “for the internet”] to think that I was a chicken’. He described feeling intense fear immediately before the event (‘when I got up to it I thought I was going to die when I leaped’), followed by an equally intense release (‘when I got down it was a relief, but I broke my arm’). 
Connecting risk and caution 
These findings on the perceptions of risk in schools and risk-taking in non-scholastic contexts have a number of implications that, given their correlation, shall be discussed together. Firstly, young people’s descriptions of physical education in school appear to reinforce the idea that schools heavily emphasise risk-avoidance and risk-aversion. Many young people experienced education as ‘rigid’, ‘restrained’, ‘controlled’ and ‘sterile’, indicating a degree of support for Hunt et al.’s (2007) claim that youth in risk-societies are singled out for surveillance and control. Clearly there exists a degree of conflict between young people and the ‘school’ (as they perceive it) over the definitions of ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ risk. Young people’s ‘tolerance’ of risk appears, on this evidence, to be significantly higher than the school’s threshold of acceptability.
The dance professionals offered a similar appraisal of overcautious teachers providing ‘soft’ education for fear of litigation by overcautious parents. The dance teachers’ accounts further attest the pervasion of surveillance and control, evidenced in descriptions of teachers ‘following children around’ and instructing them ‘no, don’t do that, put that down’ or ‘put that away’. Many dancers believed that the risklessness of modern schools not only fails to attract and sustain the interest of young people, but has detrimental consequences for their individual development. 
That young people – disenchanted with the mundane regularity of physical activity available at school – simultaneously ‘desire’, or at least construct as desirable, obverse forms of activity that are ‘free’ and corporeally expressive, the research appears to sustain the notion (inherent in the work of both Elias and Bakhtin) of risk-taking providing an outlet for youth to perform physical acts that are prohibited for them under ‘normal’ circumstances and a theoretical solution to some of the challenges presented by the risk-society. Put simply, young people may engage in acts of voluntary risk-taking, from bungee-jumping to roof-jumping, either as a cathartic or subversive response to the strictures and structures of the risk-society as manifested here in the ‘risklessness’ of scholastic contexts. Two distinct categories of responses are discernable which can be termed ‘mimetic’ and ‘carnivalesque’, in accordance with the distinction drawn earlier between the two categories corporeal acts
. Activities like bungee jumping, skydiving, scuba-diving and white water rafting are mimetic inasmuch as they tend to arouse the excitement associated with risk and danger in relatively safe and controlled simulations. Acts like roof-jumping and trolley-surfing are carnivalesque, involving transgressive and oppositional behaviour in unregulated social spaces where excitement is derived from the proximity of danger and death, the oppositional status of the acts and, the absence of precautions. The latter are also often illegal; outlawed in their own right or by virtue of their ‘anti-sociability’. 
While mimesis and carnival are efficacious conceptual tools, the theories of Elias and Bakhtin are unable to answer the question of why some youth resist the culture of caution by engaging in mimetic risk-taking, while others engage in carnivalesque risk-taking. This study, drawing on Bourdieu’s (1986) theories of various forms of capital, will show how performative acts of wilful risk-taking remain anchored in the structure of traditional reference groups such as class and gender. As Furlong and Cartmel (1997: 58) have argued, ‘the range of choices and decisions about leisure participation,’ and by extension risk-taking, ‘continues to be influenced both by class cultures and young people’s access to material resources’. 
The capital difference between risks – performing distinction 

The two categories of risk-taking require that would-be participants possesses varying levels of different forms of capital. For Bourdieu (e.g. 1986) ‘economic capital’ refers to the ownership of economic resources; ‘cultural capital’ refers to forms of culturally relevant knowledge, skill and any advantages a person has which gives them a higher status in a group; ‘social capital’ refers to either material or symbolic resources that enable a person to achieve membership within a group. In order to participate in extreme sports, for instance, one obviously requires economic capital not merely to pay for the activity itself but also to travel to the often rural sites of these activities and buy/hire the appropriate kit. However social capital is also a requisite, unless a young person attends and participates in activities like bungee jumping, skydiving and white water rafting on their own. As with all performances, one requires the resources that make it possible for the performer pull off a ‘convincing’ performance. Just as the dancer must know his/her jetés from their pliés, young people require cultural capital in order to ‘fit in’ at the ski slopes or jump site. Leaping off of a roof or stealing and riding a shopping trolley however require fewer and different forms of these capital resources. Thus a young individual’s possession of various resources limits his/her access to numerous forms of mimetic risk-taking behaviour. Carnivalesque risk-taking, though by no means a strictly working-class phenomenon, may be the only choice for young people who are equally disposed to seeking out risks by the structures and strictures of the risk-society but lack the necessary resources to engage in forms of activity that are controlled, legitimated, mimetic simulations of danger. As Plant and Plant note, ‘people seek excitement in all manner of ways’ and while for some the most obvious and accessible routes might be ‘through the crack house or the syringe’, for others ‘the same status and experience are obtained with the hang-glider, the skis or the ice axe’ (1992: 120).
Yet the centrality of capital does not end here and while different levels of various types of capital are required in order to participate in various activities, the present study will show that different levels of various types of capital are bestowed upon young people as a result of their performance of these activities. If, as authors like Miles (1998) and Mythen (2005) have argued, youth in late modernity – bereft of stable sources of support – become acutely focussed on the construction and maintenance of individual identities and biographies as a partial response to the atomising tendencies of risk-society, this ‘capital-conferring’ and ‘identity-constitutive’ potential of risk-taking is of particular importance to the discussion.
The youths who had experienced bungee jumping, for example, described receiving cultural capital in the form of ‘courage’ or ‘bravery’ that was literally validated by the certificate that they were presented with upon successful completion of the jump. This ‘badge of authenticity’ was often supplemented by photographic and/or cinematic evidence of the ordeal. Carnivalesque risks, however, afford a different kind of cultural capital to young people, captured in Thornton’s (1995) term ‘sub-cultural capital’, which delineates symbolic resources that are highly sought after by members of a sub-culture but may be denigrated by members of other cultural groups, thus helping define the distinctiveness of a sub-culture. Both forms of capital have variable and group-specific ‘exchange values’. Their convertibility into belonging and status within a peer group depends upon the value in which they are held, collectively, by group members. 
Those mimetic acts of risk-taking were highly valued by a group of 6th year pupils at a school in Stirling, who were identified as possessing significant levels of economic, cultural and social capital and described skydiving, scuba, white water rafting in very positive terms like ‘cool’ and ‘exciting’ based either on experiences of these activities or the desire to experience them in the future. However, the group described carnivalesque acts of risk-taking, like roof-jumping and games of motorway chicken, as ‘stupid’, ‘reckless’ and ‘unnecessarily risky’. On the other hand, a group of young people in Glasgow consisting of young people who possessed low levels of economic capital and sociocultural resources constructed accounts of stealing and riding shopping trolleys, jumping from roofs and ‘getting chased off the police’ as legitimate, authentic and high-status; ‘it was so cool man!’.
The apparent ‘choice’ between mimetic and carnivalesque activities may not be solely determined by a young person’s a priori possession of capital (habitus). It may also be influenced by the forms of capital bestowed upon them by the activity, the convertibility of this capital into membership of, and status within, desirable peer groups and, therefore, young people recognising that an act is effective (or otherwise) in helping to construct an expedient identity (illusio). Symbolic capital therefore constitutes a puissant ‘payout’ from a corporeal wager. In recognising the group-specificity of the symbolic value of various kinds of physical risks, it is important not to overemphasise this distinction. If youth per se are defined as ‘at-risk’ are made the focus of risk-avoidance discourses and strategies of surveillance and control, resistance – in the form of physical risk-taking – may symbolise ‘autonomy’ and ‘adultness’, both of which carry significant levels of cultural capital for many young people. 
The desire to perform culturally valorised acts of risk-taking can not be understood simply by illustrating the ‘positive’ value of a successful performance. Rather the incessant fear of performing acts that are disvalued by a desirable reference group, and their identity-consequences, must also be considered. The importance of the young Glaswegian teenager’s account of jumping from the window of a tenth floor flat for fear of being called a ‘chicken’, a term replete with feminine associations, should not, therefore, be underestimated. In explicating the notion of ‘identity-risks’, it is possible to demonstrate that risk-taking is not simply an isolated cathartic phenomenon, an assumption implicit in the work of Stephen Lyng, but one of a range of identity-constitutive activities that carry considerable symbolic significance for young people. 
Dancing gender
Both mimetic and carnivalesque risk-taking behaviours can be concordant with powerful cultural ideas about masculinity. Young and White (2000), for example, have argued that men expose themselves to risk and danger in sports due to the ‘meaningful’ rewards of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ – the currently accepted and culturally exalted strategy which occupies the dominant position in a given pattern of gender relations (Connell, 2005: 76-7). Similarly, Bourdieu (2001) claims that:
‘Some forms of “courage” […] which encourage or force men to flout safety measures and to deny or defy danger with reckless behaviour […] spring paradoxically from the fear of losing the respect or admiration of the group, of “losing face” in front of one’s “mates” and being regulated to the typically female category of “wimps”, “girls”, “fairies” etc.’ (ibid: 52). 
Thus, while the performance of various risk-taking activities can institute hegemonic masculine identities, performing activities that are discordant with hegemonic masculinity constitutes a risk for young men. This can be termed an ‘identity-risk’ inasmuch as the performance of ‘subordinated’ or ‘marginalised’ masculine identities can have particular consequences including stigmatisation (as ‘sissy’, ‘mummy’s boy’ etc.), exclusion and even violence. One especially germane example that the research participants almost always constructed as incongruous with popular notions of masculinity was boys’ participation in dance.
In Western societies
, dance is stigmatised due to its association with femininity (Thomas, 1996) and male homosexuality or, as Wulff describes it, the ‘assumed homosexuality’ of male dancers (1998: 113). For many of the dance teachers and young people encountered in this study, dance’s stigmatised status often either dissuades young men from engaging in dance or, at the very least, requires young men to engage in performative ‘management’ strategies, the goal of which is identity preservation. 

One dance development officer suggested that ‘all the arts are stigmatised as being feminine but especially dance; dads worry that if their kid is into dance or wants to perform in musicals that they’ll turn out gay’, a ‘fear’ that she believes ‘filters down’ to young boys. Similar sentiments were expressed by a 15 year old girl who attends a variety of formal dance classes with a male friend:

‘People think ballet’s poncey, so most guys wouldn’t do ballet’. 

Her friend, a promising young dancer, agreed with her synopsis: 

‘I did experience that when I was younger, like in first and second year. But now I’ve stopped telling people [that he attends dance classes]’. 

Other male dancers described engaging in ‘identity-management’ strategies. One participant, a fireman, guarded his identity as a trained dancer with the utmost care from his colleagues at ‘the station’. Another had trained for a year at dance college, before leaving to join the army. A year into his army career, when members of his regiment, discovered he had trained as a dancer, he was stigmatised him to such a great extent that he ‘had to leave and become a dancer again’. 

Dance, moreover, has particularly strong middle-class associations, meaning that for young working-class boys, dance can be doubly or triply risky because it is simultaneously discordant with powerful discourses concerning masculinity, class and working-class masculinity. A young actor and hip-hop dancer invoked the derision of his mother and was brutalised by her boyfriend when he left his job in a factory to attend college. His mother’s boyfriend equated dance and drama with ‘posh poofters in tights’. 
The purpose of this discussion of capital and collectivities has been to illustrate that the simultaneous desire to acquire desirable forms of capital and avoid being castigated and stigmatised by one’s peers undoubtedly plays a significant role in motivating young men to perform acts like physical risk-taking and avoid the identity-risk associated with performing acts like dance. In this way risk-taking is not simply as an isolated cathartic or subversive phenomenon, but is also one of a wide range of identity-constitutive activities that young people invest with symbolic value in risk-societies. 
Conclusion
This study sought to examine voluntary risk-taking amongst young people living and learning in the risk-society. In drawing on research conducted with YDance in schools and other youth contexts, it sought to fill the lacuna between those studies which have focussed on the voluntary risk-taking phenomenon and those that deal with the risk-society and its effects. Risk-taking, it has argued, may function as a cathartic or subversive response to the ‘culture of caution’ prevalent in schools and, more generally, risk-taking might allow young people a (partial) means of solving some of the other challenges presented by the risk-society – particularly the paradox of individualisation and dependence. Ultimately however, cathartic and carnivalesque explanations must be augmented by the recognition of the importance of capital resources which are both required and bestowed by voluntary risk-taking behaviour and necessary requisites of membership and status within particular youth peer-groups. This paper has argued that physical risk-taking must also be understood as a performance which is high in symbolic and of particular importance against the waning influence collective structures and the subsequent centrality of biography and identity for young people. This process has a ‘negative side’ in the corresponding aversion, which peer-groups demand, to activities which are defined as low in symbolic value (e.g. boys and dance). 

Although it may have seemed somewhat disingenuous to suggest at the outset that the diverse topics of dance, education and gender can be melded together by thinking about risk, the force compelling young people to engage in a range of performances – from poking fun at boys in a dance class, to disengaging with physical education and taking physical risks – is a fear of risking his/her identity and thus his/her membership of, or status within, a valued cultural group. Many forms of physical risk-taking are, paradoxically, identity-risk aversion strategies. It is the selfsame process, the paper has argued, that motivates one young boy to jump from a window and prevents another from leaping onstage as a dancer. It is hoped that by better understanding this dynamic, those responsible for the provision of physical activity and dance can offer services that are both accessible and congruent with the symbol-laden performances that particular groups of young people construct as desirable. Only in that way will the appeal of the stage outweigh the allure of the window for greater numbers of youth in late modernity. 
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� The boundaries between these two types of risk-qua-resistance are often blurry and many acts contain elements of both the mimetic and the carnivalesque.


� Clearly not all forms of dance are incongruous with masculinity. It could be argued that break-dance constitutes a hyper-masculine display of aggressive, confrontational movement. However, break-dance is the exception that proves the rule and for many of the research participants, most forms of dance were constructed problematic identity-constitutive performances for both men and boys. 
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