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Abstract: The unanticipated consequences of social action are unique to the human conduct. Sociologists
Robert K. Merton, Anthony Giddens, and Ulrich Beck all made systematic discussions on the issue as a
specialized theoretic question. Merton, based on preliminary researches, put forward the unanticipated
consequences as a theoretical problem and category in sociology and made a detailed study from both
perspectives of functionalism and sociology of knowledge. Giddens expanded the scope of unanticipated
consequences to risk and directly related the risks in the late modern society to the peculiarity and
reflexive use of expertise, which furthered the study on this issue. Dissatisfied with Giddens’ s
overemphasizing the role of expertise and neglecting the importance of the unanticipated consequences and
people’ s unawareness, Beck explained the unanticipated consequences and risks by the contradictions and
conflicts of the knowledge and rationality among actors based on the social stratification and the
differentiation of power. He asserted that it is this kind of contradictions and conflicts that made people
unaware and ignorant of the unanticipated consequences and risks and turned the industrial societies into

the risk societies. In addition, the three sociologists offered some solutions to the prevention of the
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harmful unanticipated consequences and risks. However, the theoretical analysis of this problem in

sociology is underdeveloped and needs further research.

Key words: unanticipated consequences of social action; functionalism; structure theory; social
risk theory
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