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The unpredictable threats that societies are facing nowadays are related to various societal
issues, such as terrorism, natural and man-made disasters, global health epidemics, financial
breakdowns, refugee crisis, climate change, and so forth. Without doubt, the first edition of
Societies Under Threat: A Pluri-Disciplinary Approach published in 2020 is an unprecedent
masterpiece that unifies scholars from various disciplines, namely sociology, anthropology,
psychology, philosophy, environmental sciences, and economics. In the collection of 15 chapters,
the stimulating pluri-disciplinary approach attempts to seize the actual societal threats in their
complexity. The volume also focuses on how these threats are constructed and how laymen and
public instances deal with these contemporary threats.

The first edition of Societies Under Threat: A Pluri-Disciplinary Approach aims to renew
the classic framework of contemporary societal issues by dealing with threats and other new
phenomena that our societies are facing nowadays. The book that is composed of 15 chapters is
divided into three specific parts that offer pluri-disciplinary perspectives on contemporary threats.
Specifically, the first part of the book Thinking Threats: Opening Views on Phenomena and Social
Processes that is composed of five chapters explores the meaning of the analytical category of threat
and aims to confront and distinguish the concept of threat from similar concepts, such as risk,
crisis, and catastrophe. The comparative analysis of the concept of threat and the concept of risk
allows to rethink Beck’s 1986/2008 theory of risk society and to develop new conceptual framework
to better apprehend current societal phenomena. Moreover, this part of the volume highlights
specific processes that contribute to the development of new taxonomy of contemporary societal
phenomena. The second part of the volume Building Threats: Cultures, Groups, and Identities that is
composed of five chapters aims to seize the cultural and identity processes that underpin the social
construction of contemporary societal threats. More specifically, it concerns contemporary threats
such as global terrorism, climate change, nationalism, refugee crisis, and threatening minorities
that are ontologized as wild. The third and last part of the book Confronting Threats in the Public
Spere: Refusal, Change, Action aims to seize the scope of consequences of contemporary threats.
In particular, the collection of five chapters focuses on different reactions and strategies that allow
laymen and public instances to deal with major contemporary phenomena, such as climate change,
financial breakdowns, or global health epidemics.

As it is stated in the first part of the volume Thinking Threats: Opening Views on Phenomena
and Social Processes, the concept of threat is generally associated with other fear-eliciting concepts,
such as risk, crisis, catastrophe or disaster. Therefore, despite the fact that these notions have been
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studied since several decades in the field of humanities and social
sciences, the current societal phenomena require irrevocably a
pluri-disciplinary approach due to the increasing complexity
of contemporary societies. Thus, the scientific concept of
threat remains particularly vague and difficult to apprehend
because this analytical category is constructed on various social,
historical, religious, and societal factors. The threat approach
framework exposed in the volume tends to integrate various
approaches that relatively unambiguously deal with cataclysmic
viewpoint of our actual and future societies. Accordingly, the
pluri-disciplinary threat approach framework aims to begin an
urgent reflection about the emergence of threats that our societies
are facing nowadays. Indeed, the emerging societal threats
seem to transcend the usual conceptual framework studied by
risk researchers.

As a matter of fact, the concept of risk that has been studied
since centuries in various disciplines offers a comprehensive
framework of various risks that humanity is enduring since the
beginning of humankind. In Modern history of science, the
fate of the Gods has been progressively replaced by the science
of probability that aims to quantify uncertainty, and therefore
control the risk (Bernstein, 1996). Thus, the concept of risk refers
to an objective calculation of risk probability combined with risk
severity. In contrast to the conceptual framework of risk, the
threat approach framework exposed in the volume posits that
the category of phenomena named “risk” became insufficient.
This insufficiency is primarily due to the increasing complexity
of current societal issues, wherein the transcendental damages
became unbounded in time and space. Furthermore, the threat
approach framework posits that in the age of societal uncertainty,
the production of meaning via social construction processes is
the main defense against perceived threat and related feeling of
fear. Nevertheless, the social psychological literature on threat
also posits those various threats attempt to elicit specific anxiety-
related processes and reactions (Jonas et al., 2014). Further, the
omitted ontological anxiety, which is existential in nature, refers
to the absolute threat of extinction of human being (Hendrix,
1967). As the contemporary threats exposed in the volume, the
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ontological anxiety that is unbounded in time and space tends to
transcend our contemporary societies (Gustafsson and Krickel-
Choi, 2020).

Therefore, the complexity and large-scale nature of emerging
threats require proper defense perspectives. The primarily
constructivist approach of the volume tends to omit the classic
transactional model of stress and coping theory framework
that is based on cognitive appraisals of the environment
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Specifically, “threat” refers to a
stressful appraisal of an encounter that concerns anticipated
harms or losses. Thus, contemporary threats that are directly
challenging individual and collective resources require related
coping strategies. Despite the fact that the volume does not
focuses directly on these conceptual considerations, the chapters
on collective denial that comes along with the Spanish flu
epidemic (Chapter 15) and collective emotional synchronization
that helps people to overcome collective traumas (Chapter 16)
testify the relevance of such additional conceptual considerations.

In conclusion, the pluri-disciplinary approach of Societies
Under Threat remains irrevocably audacious in many ways.
The holistic integration of various definitional viewpoints,
social construction processes and reactions that laymen and
public instances deploy to deal with current threats remains
particularly enriching. Although, a more systematic integration
of knowledge that strives toward a transdisciplinary approach to
contemporary threats appears as a necessary pathway for future
societal research.
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