Financial crises, natural and technical disasters, terrorist
attacks and migration have all left significant marks on
international politics, economies, societies, and cultures.
Extreme situations like upheavals, revolutions, and
disasters affect everyday life. Such circumstances make
us aware of how fragile and contingent the foundations
of our life and actions are. Extreme situations can also
lead to rapid change in social perception and behavioral
patterns. The SFB’'s research focuses on Europe from
Antiquity to contemporary history. The projects analyze
European, African, North and Latin American, Asian and
Australian examples of threatened social orders.

One important criterion for the definition of a
"“threatened order” is that routines of everyday life or
politics don’t work anymore. Routines can be described
as aggregated structures of actions which one does not
question anymore. When they are disrupted or fail to
work, this can be both cognitively and emotionally
upsetting: Presumed knowledge and practices become
uncertain instead of trustworthy, or even useless;
problems occur which may generate feelings of
ignorance and powerlessness, and there is a general
uncertainty about the future. This open future, however,
may also inspire hope and creativity; it may empower
and encourage people to change routines. With regard
to knowledge, the re-ordering process is therefore a
process of both losing and creating it; the process entails
a loss of understanding and attempts to grasp a new
situation — sometimes with the help of old concepts and
ideas, sometimes with new untried ones.
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The recent turn to urban ethnography in migration
and diversity studies has provided new insights into
questions of conviviality and boundary-making
processes in diversified urban settings. However, less
emphasis has been put on the effects of morality and
threat dynamics as facilitators of local divide or
cohesion. With the aim of filling this gap, this
conference examines the interconnections between
discourses of threat, power and morality in contexts
where diversity meets inequality.

Diversity is not conceived as ethnic
heterogeneity but as configuration of multiple social
differences. Threat is understood as a social and
emotional dynamic affecting broader social spheres
and changing how individuals or groups move in urban
spaces, which aspects of urban conviviality they focus
on, and how they create ethnic, social, or moral
boundaries.

Threat often operates by means of
moralization, understood as an emotionalizing idiom
referring to the inherent vulnerability of human co-
existence. Threat discourses build on social imaginaries
such as ideas of ‘the good life’, community, public
order, security, or prosperity. Seeing these normative
and imaginary aspects of conviviality endangered may
evoke emotions of fear, contempt, or anger. When
(moral) threat dynamics intensify, it becomes more
difficult for social actors to remain in a neutral
position, to keep up crosscutting ties, to focus on
positive or neutral aspects of urban conviviality and to
pretend to be sympathetic for those they consider as
‘others’. Moral problematization can reinforce, but also
contest boundaries based on other categories like
class, ethnicity, gender, life-style, sexual orientation,
residency, or political opinion.

Although some moral views are shared across
groups, places and times, moralities are at the same
time fragmented and contested. It is of special
empirical interest to understand how heterogeneous
moralities play out within and/or across diverse
settings. Often, established and powerful groups
control the ideas of what being a ‘good member’ of a
local community means. In contrast, newcomers tend
to be constructed as (moral) outsiders. However, the
hegemony of established groups can be challenged
and alternative ideas of a ‘good life’ and ‘good social
relationships’ can be introduced. But who is and who
isnt in the position to challenge established moralities
remains an empirical question.
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