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Foreword

What is the purpose of the humanities and social sciences? No sooner is the
question asked than we usually get an emphatic response to the effect that they must
not be defined in terms of any sort of purpose. This would lay them open to the risk
of being used by the authorities or even by the opposition.

This is understandable but does not prevent us from considering the knowledge
which they produce as serving a purpose—namely that of raising the capacity for
analysis within society. The humanities and social sciences can provide the ele-
ments for clarification or arguments relevant to enabling an improvement in
democratic life, in particular when an important issue is being discussed. They may
bring something to light which, until then, was unapparent. This could be empirical,
on the basis of grass-roots fieldwork, for example, or conceptual, by clarifying the
imprecision or confusion in everyday vocabulary. Ideally, the humanities and social
sciences update empirical work and amalgamate this with a more abstract theo-
retical discourse.

The humanities and social sciences are particularly useful in pioneering recog-
nition of the gravity of a phenomenon or a new problem when they reveal, name
and provide the key to understanding it. They are also useful in providing an insight
into current affairs, which enables us to get away from the ‘here and now’ into
which media temporality plunges us every day. Their task here particularly consists
in setting the events in a context, showing the link with events which occurred at an
earlier date and are now apparently forgotten. They also shed light on the diversity
of the actors involved and the various levels of action from the most global to the
most local, which brought them to the fore. As a result, they are also useful when
they join forces and share their resources. The aim is not to conceal the specificities
of each discipline, but to encourage sociology, social psychology, psychology,
history, social anthropology, demography, economics, etc., to pool resources at the
top level, while respecting their particular approaches and methods.

This joint publication, which Denise Jodelet, Jorge Vala and Ewa
Drozda-Senkowska have prepared, corresponds perfectly to this approach to the
value of the humanities and social sciences. The focus is on one problem: threat or
threats, which to date have not attracted much attention in either public policy



vi Foreword

debate or scientific life. The book suggests a conceptualisation, gradually taking
shape with each contribution. The concept of threat is distinguished from other
concepts that are relatively close in meaning and have emerged over the last few
years. In the first instance, there is the concept of ‘risk’ to which the late Ulrich
Beck drew our attention. He considered it the major characteristic of our modernity,
which has now become, in his words, a ‘reflexive modernity’.

Numerous scientific disciplines, such as epidemiology, have adopted a rational
approach to the concept of risk, even if they do admit to a degree of uncertainty. In
contrast, threat or threats include dimensions which are, to a large extent, subjective
and emotional, and liable to recall a period long since gone, in which dangers were
predicted by ill omens or prophets of doom. This is what Norbert Elias called the
‘magic-mythical’ stage of development. In many ways, it evokes the present when
fake news, rumours and conspiracy theories seem to combine in making truth
obsolete to the benefit of an enigmatic post-truth.

From this perspective, the publication addresses phenomena such as migratory
movements, climate change or terrorism, in which the concept of threat seems to
increasingly predominate, thus substantially altering the representations and sen-
sitivities of our contemporaries. However, by assembling the respective viewpoints
of several disciplines and enabling interchange with critical detachment, Societies
Under Threat allows for a much less emotional discussion of this concept. This
enables us to maintain it, and ourselves at the same time, in the context of reflexive
modernity.

This is why, as colleagues and as directors of FMSH, we are particularly happy
to have supported the founding symposium and to have perceived therein what we
consider to be a landmark publication.

Michel Wieviorka
Jean-Pierre Dozon

Michel Wieviorka is Sociologist, Professor at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales
(EHESS, Paris, France) and President of the Fondation Maison des Sciences de ’Homme. He was
President of International Sociological Association (ISA, 2006-2010) and is Member of the Ecole
des Hautes Etudes European Research Council. His main research deals with violence, terrorism,
racism, anti-Semitism, but also democracy, multiculturalism and social movements. He is Author
of several books, including: The Making of Terrorism; The Lure of Anti-Semitism; Violence: A
New Approach; and Evil.

Jean-Pierre Dozon is Anthropologist, Research Director Emeritus at the Institut de Recherche
pour le Developpement (IRD) and Professor at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales
(EHESS; Paris, France). He is also Vice-President of the Fondation Maison des Sciences de
I’Homme (FMSH). He has published a dozen books including La Cause des Prophetes - Politique
et Religion en Afrique Contemporaine; Freres et Sujets- La France et ’Afrique en perspective;
I’Afrique a Dieu et a Diable - Ethnies, Etats et Religions; Saint-Louis du Sénégal. Palimpseste
d'un ville; Afrique en Présences - Du Monde Atlantique a la Globalisation Néo-libérale; and La
verité est ailleurs - Complots et Sorcellerie.
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