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Introduction—Threats:
An Indispensable Debate

Denise Jodelet, Jorge Vala and Ewa Drozda-Senkowska

Certain social phenomena take on particular importance in certain historical periods
or at certain moments in social life. Even if they have always existed, due to specific
socially sensitive conjunctures they are suddenly afforded special attention by the
public, as well as in political and scientific circles. A paradigmatic example was to be
found, for instance, in the case of phenomena involving social identity, which led to
both the spontaneous expression of social groups and reflections in the different fields
of action and social thought. More recently, the phenomena of threats have come to
be seen as another paradigmatic case due to the impact that they have in the different
sectors of collective life, with the particularity of arousing a scientific interest that
affects all disciplines. This book therefore begins with a statement of fact, outlining
the threats appearing today in social, political, economic and psychological spheres,
and then initiates a multidisciplinary reflection on the subject. Such reflection is seen
as increasingly urgent, since the threats facing contemporary societies are felt to be
particularly strong.

Opening an Interdisciplinary Research Field

It is the specific aspect presented by the study of threats that has led us to engage in a
multidisciplinary reflection, even though it is rare to gather together in the same book
specialists in human and social sciences from such different theoretical backgrounds
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and such a wide variety of disciplines, ranging from anthropology and biology to
ecology and history, but also including economics, philosophy, psychology, political
science, sociology and environmental sciences. This book therefore offers diverse
points of view and different approaches to a common subject, directing our attention
to the phenomena that affect the contemporary world beyond national frontiers.

The aim of this work is audacious in many ways. Not only because of the the-
oretical, disciplinary and national diversity of the contributors, but also due to the
innovative nature of its theme. It was, in fact, becoming urgent to begin a reflection on
the concept of threats and their related phenomena whose social and psychological
implications could not be ascribed to the processes studied in relation to the question
of risk (Bourg, Joly, & Kaufman, 2013; Caillaud, Bonnot, & Drozda-Senkowska,
2017).

As far as risk is concerned, after a first phase marked, in the seventeenth century,
by the beginning of the calculation of probabilities, and, in the nineteenth century, by
the development of insurance and social protection, from the 1960s onwards, there
was a gradual appropriation of the problematics of risk management in professional,
political and scientific circles, leading, from the 1980s onwards, to a unification of
approaches in the different areas of its application. Two types of knowledge were
therefore mobilized to create this common matrix: mathematics and psychology. In
this latter case, it was a question of determining the public’s perception of risks
and their acceptability, managing the conflicts resulting from risk situations, and,
through communication, overcoming resistance to risk control measures. The study
of behaviours in risk situations also made it possible to adapt and legitimate the
actions recommended by risk managers.

The field of risk studies immediately registered a number of collaborations
between the social sciences and social psychology, which, from the early 1960s
onwards, made a notable contribution to political and social reflection (Boudia &
Demortain, 2014), with different models.We should not forget themodel that Kahne-
man, andTversky (1984) developed about risk evaluation in a situation of uncertainty;
nor the one that has come to be known as the “prisoner’s dilemma” (Tucker, 1950,
2001; Eber, 2006), referred to in theworks on group risk taking; or those of “cognitive
dissonance” and “self-fulfilling prophecy”, proposed by Festinger (Festinger, 1957;
Festinger, Riecken, & Schachter, 1956) and widely used in politics and economics.
And we should also recall the range of studies that have since been developed on
beliefs, attitudes and social representations in regard to risk and their relationship
with risk-taking behaviour, particularly in the areas of environment and health.

The first research into threats, undertaken in the field of social psychology, under-
lined two fundamental characteristics: on the one hand, the fact that threat, by bring-
ing into play identity and self-esteem, is a factor that reinforces vulnerability; on
the other hand, the role played by relationships between groups in the production
of identity-related and social threats. This avenue of research was extended into the
social sciences, leading to an increase in the number of researchers devoting their
attention to the role of cognition, affects and emotions in social life.

Furthermore, certain social scientists have underlined the extent of the social
incidence of phenomena that, arranged under the category of threat, transcend the
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nature and scale of risks, leading certain thinkers to speakof “catastrophism”,whether
“enlightened”, by granting a role to the scientific orientation of politicians (Dupuy,
2002), or “social”, by granting a role to public opinion in science and politics (Beck,
1992). However, these views were initially met with complete indifference not only
by “politicians, economists and risk managers, but also, by and large, by most of the
public opinion” (Bourg, Joly, & Kaufman, 2013, p. 14).

The studies on risks in different areas are now legion, making it possible to discuss
their impact at the individual and collective level, as well as the precautionary and
preventivemeasureswhose recommendation is sometimes called into question due to
the effects that theymay have on individuals and populations, as well as on the organs
of power and information. However, when it comes to threats, there are far fewer
studies. And yet, the word “threat” is beginning to penetrate more deeply into the
social space and the media, referring to phenomena that bring social vulnerabilities
into play and to an accumulation of disturbing events, likely to cause a feeling of
dismay. It therefore constitutes a category that is beyond that of risk and calls for
scientific debate and new reflections on contemporary societies.

Towards a Transdisciplinary Approach to Threats?

Above all, this book is concerned with the emergence of threats affecting the differ-
ent social areas, for historical reasons or conjunctures. Threats can now be identified
in all fields of social life involving material regulations and social practices, as well
as ideological issues: ranging from environment and health to the fields of eco-
nomics, politics and religion, or those of social and moral values. Consequently the
theme of threats calls for a comparison between the disciplines that have been used
to approach this question, from a theoretical and practical point of view. Such an
exchange proves to be necessary nowadays in order to build the framework for a
transdisciplinary approach, making it possible to identify and examine the social
and psychological dynamics underlying the responses that the social actors give to
contemporary situations.

As shown byWieviorka (2007), the evolution of the contemporaryworld demands
a “reconfiguration of the relationship between disciplines”, calling for new relations
(cross-, trans-, multi-, joint-, inter-) between social and human sciences. These rela-
tions are now based on “borrowing”, “infusion”, “collaboration” and “coordination”,
centred around new themes. But this movement applies to all sciences and has given
rise to an in-depth reflection on the status of the disciplines and the relations estab-
lished between them. According to The Oxford Handbook of Interdisciplinarity, the
question of transdisciplinarity was first raised, along with that of interdisciplinarity,
in 1972, in an OECD publication. It would then be defined some twenty years later as
an original mode of knowledge production: given the name of “Mode 2”. This mode
of production contrasts with another mode, known as “Mode 1”, based on the dis-
ciplines. Transdisciplinarity is therefore considered to extend beyond the limits and
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models proposed in an organization of sciences into “disciplines” and “specialisa-
tions”. It replaces a hierarchical, homogeneous view of science, divided into closed
areas, with a synthetic reconfiguration and contextualization of knowledge that is
non-linear, complex and heterogeneous, and which, together with the contributions
of scientific experts, also comprises the expertise and know-how of social actors.

From this point of view, the theme of threats presents itself as a meeting place, an
increasingly fertile space of coordination that, together with the scientific point of
view, includes a consideration of the way in which threats are realized and expressed,
as well as the intentions of their perpetrators, the responses of their victims, and
the reactions of public opinion, the media and the decision-making and political
circles. The aim of this book is to analyse in greater depth the category of threat,
which is now in common use, but whose different dimensions necessarily call for a
multidisciplinary approach thatwe hopewill pave theway towards a transdisciplinary
conceptualization. It is the centrality of a fundamental social concern—the era of
threats—that unifies the diversity of disciplinary approaches to be found in this
book, which seeks to stress how the idea and the feeling of threat now shape our
representations of everyday life and those of our nuclear institutions.

Thinking, Building and Confronting Threats: Organization
of the Book and Summaries of the Chapters

In the following texts highlighting recent developments in the major disciplines in
the area of social and human sciences, we propose the fundamental frameworks for
an urgent reflection on the threats that we now face in contemporary societies. In
pursuing this aim, we have traced a path that leads us from the conceptualization
of threats to a questioning of the way in which we construct them, and ends with
reflections about the reactions to threats that mark our present era. The book con-
cludes with a chapter that maps the pathways opened by the contributions offered by
the plurality of disciplines involved in this work and offers suggestions for fruitful
horizons of research. In short, this book seeks to contribute to new views about the
threats facing our societies, bringing together authors who are not only renowned
researchers in this field, but also academically and institutionally influential figures
in their own right.

Thinking threats: opening views on phenomena and social processes consti-
tutes the fundamental topic of the First Part of the book. Indeed, threat constitutes
an analytical category that simultaneously involves social phenomena and psycho-
logical, social, religious, historical and political factors, calling for a suitably broad
conceptual approach and for an open view about the way in which threats are created.

In the opening chapter of this part, “Uses and Misuses of Threats in the Public
Sphere”, Denise Jodelet explores the meaning of threats within the framework of
social representations theory, looking at the way that their conceptualization and
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exemplification are treated in the media and the scientific and philosophical litera-
ture that influence public perceptions, feelings and moods. This analytical strategy
allows the author to confront and distinguish threat from other terms such as cri-
sis, catastrophe and risk. In particular, she focuses on the differences between risk
and threat, emphazising the idea that threat implies both a degree of inevitability in
its occurrence, uncertainty in its actualization and unpredictability “in its effects”.
Significantly, she develops the dimension of evil and fear produced by threat and
closes her chapter with a reflection on the analytical categories that can be used for
examining the production of threat phenomena, as well as the answers or reactions
to them, a topic that will be further developed in the third part of the book.

The chapter “Unbounded Environment, Risk Society and the Potentialisation of
Threats: A Challenge for Social Sciences” by Lionel Charles and Bernard Kalaora
brings an innovative contribution to the debate about the foundations of threat as
a useful and specific concept beyond the concept of risk. Indeed, one of the core
topics of the reflection proposed by these authors is related to the need to consider
threat within the broader context of the complexity of modern societies, confronted
with what is described as the “acceleration” and “proliferation” of phenomena that
generate a “sense of a loss of capabilities” and “defensive cognitive and practical
mechanisms”. These phenomena shaped by a dynamic social context not only have
an impact on the emergence of threat at a collective level, but also at the institutional
and political levels.

In the chapter “Transcendental Damage versus Global Risks”, Dominique Bourg
posits his reflection on threat, considering a category of phenomena that the word
“risk” renders invisible because they do not fit into the actual conceptualization of
this term. This is why Bourg uses the term “transcendental damage” to describe a
category of damage that will provoke the collapse of humankind itself or, in other
words, “the habitability of the Earth system as such for human beings and other
species”. More definitively, this author proposes that “by placing economics and its
vocabulary, that of risk, above all else, we have inverted a fundamental hierarchy:
we have placed what is conditioned above the condition of its very existence”.

The two previous chapters situated the need for a conceptualization of threat in
the context of the complexity of modern societies as a whole and in the context of
phenomena that harm the very survival of humankind. The chapter by Henry Atlan,
“Modalities of Perceiving Threats: The Time Factor”, emphazises a dimension of
threat that is to be found at the core of the phenomena evoked by this term: emotions,
a fundamental element of threat which will again be addressed in the last chapter
of the book. The originality of this chapter lies in the fact that the emotions related
with threat are linked to the time factor, an approach that can form the basis for a
new taxonomy of threats. Most importantly, the author questions how a future threat
“is strengthened by its being made present” and considers the consequences of this
process for everyday life mainly in the context of the new forms of communication
that are by themselves a threat.

The chapter that closes the first part of the book, “In the Age of Societal Uncer-
tainty, The Era of Threat”, by Glynis Breakwell examines how a threat is always a
product of a social construction process that occurs in a society defined by uncertainty
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and by identity concerns. Starting from a point of view based on social psychology,
the author dialogues with other theoretical and methodological traditions in order to
pursue an analysis of the way that threats are created, used and controlled, placing
special emphasis on the role of power, identity and global communication in the
processual dimension of threats. Beyond its contribution to the development of the
concept of threat, this chapter launches a challenge to the research being undertaken
in this field, outlining “the need for a holistic theory of threat”.

Building Threats: Cultures, Groups and Identities is the title of the Second Part
of the book. Despite its contribution to the development of the concept of threat, by
bringing into play the concepts of culture, group and identity, this second part of the
book focuses on critical and specific contemporary threats and illustrates how these
are constructed in different contexts, involving different sources, targets and actions:
terrorism, climate change, nationalism, migrations and minorities.

MichelWieviorka opens this second part of the bookwith a chapter entitled “From
the Classical Terrorism of the 1970s to Contemporary Terrorism”. As stated by the
author, only recently has terrorism per se come to be considered as an object of study
by social sciences and as “a threat and a reality that have imposed themselves in
their own right, and with a planet-wide, global intensity”. Based on a sociological
and historical approach, Wieviorka distinguishes between “classical terrorism” and
“global terrorism”. “Classical terrorism”, a phenomenon that is more understandable
within the context of other phenomena and concepts, was shaped, at least in part,
by the logic of “instrumental, rational action”. On the contrary, in current “global
terrorism”, actors attribute to their action a global and metapolitical meaning and
effect in which instrumentality and rationality seem to be absent. Moreover, Wiev-
iorka situates the new “terrorist subject” as an actor involved in a process of a loss of
meaning, for whom terrorist action is itself part of the process of a search for mean-
ing. Significantly, the loss of meaning and the subsequent meaning-making support
other forms for the construction of today’s social threats.

The chapter by Sabine Caillaud, Virginie Bonnot and Silvia Krauth-Gruber, “Cli-
mate Change in Sociocultural Contexts: One Risk, Multiple Threats”, is based on
several empirical studies that illustrate different dimensions of the process involved
in the construction of threat related to climate change and to the so-called environ-
mental anxiety. Specifically, these studies show how different pre-existing beliefs in
France and Germany and the different paths followed by the ecological movements
in those countries shape different social representations about climate change: in
France, climate change is mainly anchored in political categories, whereas in Ger-
many it is more of a moral issue. These two different representations of the threat
represented by climate change are associated with different ecological practices, dif-
ferent emotions and responses to social identity threats, and illustrate the role of
culture and political cultures in the construction of threats.

In his chapter, “A Lasting Symbolic National Threat: The Dispute Over the Name
Macedonia”, Nikos Kalampalikis proposes a significant contribution to the under-
standing of nationalism and the threat to national identity and offers a meaningful
analysis about the processes involved on the construction of threat in the context of
symbolic thinking.. This topic is one of the main subjects of debate in the current
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political sphere and in everyday popular discussions. The new rise in nationalism and
the threat that it represents call for new analytical categories and approaches like the
one offered in this chapter. Beginning with the conflict that has arisen over the name
of a new country, the chapter offers an overall view about the processes involved in
nationalist phenomena. Based on the links between social representations, national
identity and social memory, and making use of empirical research, Kalampalikis’
chapter shows how the concept of anchoring proposed by the theory of social repre-
sentations could be a nuclear concept for understanding the belief systems involved
in threatening nationalist phenomena. Our societies are today diverse societies where
the invocation of imagined, potential or actual contradictions between the majority
and the minorities has become a quasi-panacea for the cure of our pains and sorrows.

Juan A. Perez and Farah Ghoson, in the chapter “Gypsies: Which Threat? Threat
and Purity in Majority and Minority Relationships”, analyse a specific minority
that is perceived as a threat: the Gypsies. However, the reflection proposed by the
authors of this chapter may encourage theorising about other groups also represented
as minorities, more specifically as minorities “ontologised as wild”. According to
the approach adopted by these authors, the taboo of difference and the taboo of con-
tact represent central aspects of the conflictual relationship between majorities and
minorities. Significantly, their empirical approach to the representation of Gypsies as
a threat offers an alternative view to themainstream in this field. Indeed, they propose
that it is not the perception of Gypsies as a threat that generates discrimination, but
the discrimination against Gypsies that leads to the representation of this minority
as a threat.

The chapter by Jorge Vala and Cícero Pereira, “Immigrants and Refugees: from
Social Disaffection to Perceived Threat”, closes the second part of the book. In this
chapter, the authors seek to contribute to the understanding of threat such as it is
ascribed to immigrants and refugees and to the role of threat in the legitimisation of
discrimination. Just like the previous chapter, this one also empirically shows how
threat can be analyzed more as a consequence than as the actual beginning of a social
process. Actually, this chapter looks at how the representation of immigrants and
refugees as a threat is part of the complex process of meaning-making in the context
of societies shaped by uncertainty and “social disaffection”. Moreover, the authors
focus on an important aspect of the social dimension of threat: how threat, once it is
constructed, can be used to legitimise power, inequalities and genocide.

Confronting Threats in the Public Sphere: Refusal, Change, Action is the theme
of the third and final part of this volume. This section looks at coping strategies
and reactions adopted towards different threats, such as those arising from natural
disasters and catastrophes, collective traumas, financial technology or epidemic and
collective diseases. As in the previous parts of the book, this third part seeks to
contribute to the conceptualization of threat, but it also addresses specific threats in
order to explore how its construction can involve different forms of imagined or real
responses.

“Climate change in the 21st and Following Centuries: A Risk or a Threat”, the
chapter by Filipe Duarte Santos, offers an extensive historical approach to the ques-
tion of how societies perceive and react to the climate change threat and its scientific
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approach. The author’s narrative highlights key strategies and decisions taken by
national and international institutions that have created a pattern of refusal, non-
recognition or negationism regarding climate change. The author draws attention
to the fact that, even today, governments continue to promote the search for new
deposits of oil and natural gas “as if there was no Paris Agreement”. The chapter
ends with a conceptual, strategic and technical question: is the anthropocenic climate
change still controllable or not? The possible positive scientific and technological
answers to this question seem to pave the way to new threats.

Laurence Tubiana and François Lerin, on the chapter “The Perception of the
Threat of Climate Change and the Conditions of Political Decisions”, also focuses
on the threat represented by climate change and the reactions to it, although, in this
case, it emphazises its public, political and ethical dimension. The authors reflect
upon the Paris Agreement, but go beyond the simple analysis of the action of insti-
tutional power regarding climate change. The “experiment” of the Paris Agreement
allows the authors to develop the idea that the centrality of the individual and collec-
tive experience of catastrophes provoked by climate change, the anticipation of that
experience, the notion that consequences become closer in time, ethical concerns
and a “new cosmopolitanism” are factors that play a fundamental role in fostering
a reaction to threat that is based on action, and not on denial. In keeping with this
line of argument, the authors propose that a positive answer to the threat of climate
change implies a joint mobilization of “inquiry, action and knowledge”, making it
possible to move from threat to hope or from collapse to rescue.

The chapter by Christian Walter, “The Black Swans in Finance: Unpredictable
Threat or Descriptive Illusion?” focuses on the threat posed by rare but high-impact
events in finance (e.g. serious market crashes, financial meltdowns), metaphorically
interpreted as “black swans”. The author proposes an alternative and very original
understanding of the potential threat of systemic financial crises. His approach, using
an actuarial standpoint to analyse the symbol-basedwriting down of the probable and
a philosophical standpoint that considers writing down the probable as an Austinian
“speech act” (a financial Logos), suggests that the financial black swans would be
considered a descriptive illusion, an ex-post reconstruction of events that were partly
foreseeable. For him, the financial black swans are a perlocutionary effect of the
financial Logos. If the financial Logos can produce black swans, it represents a threat
for societies.

“Threat and Oblivion: Trying to Understand the Silencing of the Spanish Flu” is
the title of the chapter by Maria Luísa Lima and José Manuel Sobral. They look at
the influenza pandemic that killed dozens of millions of people, and which, for some
authors, was the greatest epidemic in the history of humanity, and contrast this with
the memorialization of the First World War and the almost complete neglect of the
Spanish flu. Based on a historical approach, grounded in theories about social mem-
ory and some socio-cognitive and emotional factors, the authors try to understand
how this public oblivion of the Spanish flu was constructed. They suggest that this
epidemic tragedy was (and is) represented as a collective and institutional failure and
is consequently considered an unmemorable event in the public sphere, despite its
lasting presence in people’s private lives. This chapter is an excellent illustration of
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how, when collective identity and the preservation of a positive representation of the
future are at stake, oblivion is, in itself, a response to threatening events.

Finally, the chapter “The Collective Emotional Impact of Threatening Events”
by Bernard Rimé deals with collective responses to a collective trauma (e.g. an
accident, disaster, or terrorist attack), i.e. in situations when threats become reality.
He analyses four types of response that are developed spontaneously when a threat
emerges: a search for information, overabundant conversations, crowdgatherings and
manifestations of generosity and openness to others. The originality of his analysis
lies in the way it questions the reasons for these reactions, their interrelationships
and their functions, in order to arrive at a new reading of two major responses: crowd
gatherings and the interpersonal processes of the social sharing of emotions, which
are seen as two complementary tools for synchronizing the emotions of the members
of the affected community. The main function of this synchronization is to reweave
the network of “the social fabric”, reaffirm common values and beliefs, and restore
solidarity and social cohesion.

In its different parts, this book offers a global framework for approaching the
phenomena of threats, in their conceptual and factual aspects, in their social and psy-
chological dimensions, and as a function of collective, inter-group and interpersonal
contexts. Thinking, building and confronting threats is thus shown to be a power-
ful programme of analysis, within which a dialogue can be established, revealing
the complementarities between the contributions of the different human and social
sciences. But the book’s contribution does not end there: by addressing phenomena
whose striking particularities have only been afforded full visibility in recent history,
making them matters of concern affecting social life, it has offered these notable
representatives of various disciplines an object that previously had barely attracted
the interest of researchers, but which now allows them to cast an enlightening glance
at the contemporary reality of our societies. This has resulted in a chorus of differ-
ent voices whose echoes are cross-referenced from one field to another, overlapping
one another here, complementing one another there, with all of them combining to
open up a path for approaching such complexity, which means that this collective
book can proudly stand as a multidisciplinary work that paves the way to a genuine
transdisciplinary approach.
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