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Foreword 

The book Recent Developments in Sociology and Social Work edited by Georgeta Rata, 

Mehmet Ali Ibay and Hasan Arslan gathers papers on two overlapping disciplines ï 

(applied) sociology and social work ï that study community, social interaction and the effect 

of various systems such as family, school, community, law, or political sphere on the 

individual. If sociology provides a thorough examination of the causes of social dysfunction 

(putting an emphasis on theory and focusing on social groups to lead to individuals), social 

work is more focused on practical strategies to alleviate it (trying to change or improve a part 

of society by focusing on each individual).  

 

As a social science, sociology uses methods of empirical investigation and critical analysis to 

develop knowledge about social order, social disorder and social change. 

 

Sociology as the study of social behaviour or society is analysed here from the perspective of 

its organization alone (Christian Ruggiero and Giovanni Santonastaso).  

 

Several authors have conducted research on social policy (Vincenzo Maimone, Magda Sorur, 

Ferhat Arēk, Aysun Aydin-Oksuz and Zafer Sagdic) and on welfare (Kooni Yuk-Ling Ma, 

Gloryka Ednadita, Burin Ekici, Selen Koak, Nilufer Negiz, Ahmet Uar, D¿riye Toprak, 

Meryem K¿¿k, Halil Bilecen, Cevat Bilgin and Handan Kaynar Bilgin, Serap Taĸdemir, H. 

Burin Henden ķolt), while others (Rosalia Condorelli, Andrea Lombardilino) have focused 

primarily on refining the theoretical understanding of social processes.  

 

Subject matter ranges from the micro-sociology level of individual agency and interaction 

(Rosalia Condorelli) to the macro-sociology level of systems and the social structure 

(Giuseppe Luca De Luca Picione, Lucia Fortini and Emanuele Madonia)  

 

The traditional focuses of sociology are, in this volume, on deviance (Assiye Aka, Paola 

Panarese and Chiara Landi, Ruchan Gokdag, Metin Kilic and Bahar Aykac, Neĸide 

Yēldērēm), law (Esma Esgin G¿nder), religion (Mehmet Yazēcē), sexuality (Rizqya Juwita and 

Grace Kilis, Melike Kaplan), social class (O. Nejat Akfirat, Vehbi Bayhan, Seil ¥zdemir 

Metlioĵlu, Giovanni Brancato and Giada Fioravanti), social mobility (K. Onur 

Unutulmaz), and social stratification (Suna Tekel, Ozlem Altunsu-Sonmez and Mina Furat).  

 

Given that all spheres of human activity are affected by the interplay between social structure 

and individual agency, sociological research could not ignore such subjects as education 

(Alessia Bartolini, Andrea Lombardinilo, Derya Elmali ķen, H¿lya Bilgin, Emre Karadeniz 

and Beyza Karadeniz), health (Alejandra Ram²rez Ovalle and Sandra Clark, Orhan Balikci 

and H. Mustafa Paksoy, ¥zge Soysal and Ceylin ¥zcan, ¦nal ķent¿rk), the Internet 

(Giuseppe di Palo, Aysun Aydin-Oksuz, and Bahar Kucuk), medicine (Beng¿ Berkmen), 

military (Lucia Fortini, Umut Bekcan, Vedat ¢alēĸkan), role of social activity in the 

development of scientific knowledge (Alican Kaptē, Ali Esgin,), and social capital (Dominika 

Liszkowska, Giulia Rossi, Ozge Cengiz and Can Cengiz). 

 

The topic of qualitative and qualitative techniques in social research is approached by Alican 

Kaptē. Other approaches towards the analysis of society such as interpretative (Rosalia 

Condorelli, Ķbrahim Eylem Doĵan), hermeneutic (Vincenzo Maimone, Kooni Yuk-Ling Ma) 

and philosophic (Alican Kaptē, Mehmet Yazēcē, Cem ¥zatalay and Senem ¥rnek) are also 

represented in this volume, together with research based on analytical (Magda Sorur, Ozlem 

http://iassr2.org/rs/004.pdf


 

Altunsi-Sonmez and Mina Furat, Onur Unutulmaz), computational (Halil Bilecen) and 

mathematical (K. Cevat Bilgin and Handan Kaynar Bilgin) rigorous techniques. 

 

This collection of essays on the study of human beings as members of society will appeal to 

administrators, business magnates, developers, educators, legislators, managers, non-

governmental organisations, non-profit organisations, planners, politicians and policy-makers, 

and social workers, as well as to all people interested in resolving social issues in general.  
 

 



 

 

Complexity Theory, Sociology, Social Integration: A New Theoretical and 

Methodological Paradigm for Social Sciences 

 
Rosalia Condorelli 

 

1. Introduction 

Over the past few decades, behavioral and social sciences have seen a paradigm shift, 

expressive of a broader, interdisciplinary process of re-founding the paradigm of 

contemporary science. Currently, the science of complexity is the most significant proposal in 

this process of paradigmatic re-foundation, marking the passing of the classic scientific 

epistemological, mechanistic and reductionist, Newtonian-Laplacian paradigm, and, therefore, 

the passing of  the way of understanding and doing science emerged in the seventeenth 

century, starting from the conceptualization of its own object of study, and i.e.,  the system 

with its operating mechanism and its evolution. The scientific community  is presently 

witnessing the  rise of a new science showing the limits of our capacity to predict and control 

events and celebrating the growing acknowledgement of non linearity and, therefore, 

discontinuity irreversibility, uncertainty,  unpredictability of real phenomena: 

This essay reflects on the main implications of the New General System Complex 

Theory for Science in general, redefining and dispelling myths of traditional science, and 

Sociology in particular. In Sociology, insights of Complexity Theory have contributed to a 

new way of thinking about social systems, by re-addressing some fundamental sociological 

issues starting to social system, emergence, change and predictability concepts, and re-

specifying the relationship between micro-macro levels of analysis, system and environment, 

order and disorder, determinism and chance, processes in the frame of a anti-

reductionist/emergentist perspective. The paper focuses on these theoretical issues and tries to 

re-read issues inherent the social integration in a increasingly differentiated, individualized 

and globalized modern society in the light of the most recent theoretical and methodological 

acquisitions in the field of complex systems. 

 

2. The New Complexity Science: Emergent Self-Organization at the edge of the chaos 

The contents of contemporary scientific debate appear to be admirably summed up in the title 

of a well-known essay by  Prigogine,  dated 1997. The End of Certainty highlights how 

modern science celebrates, through the complexity concept as emergent self-organization, the 

dialectic synthesis of the opposition between two categories, scientifically and culturally 

conceived  as mutually excluding one another: order-disorder, determinism-unpredictability. 

Is the end of classic science, the end of a science able to forecast, which sees systems as stable 

system, characterized by linear interaction relationships among its components, namely 

proportionality constants between input and output, by a linear determinism which is 

guarantee of predictability and controllability of events. From Aristotle to D®cartes, from 

Newton to Einstein, uncertainty was considered the daughter of ignorance. The lack of  event 

forecast and  control was the result of the lack of knowledge of the Law that generated  

events. Hence came the Enlightenment - the Cartesian, Newtonian, Laplacian confidence in 

the ability of reason óto light up the darknessô, to tear away the dark curtain of the unknown,  

to conquer with the light of reason, what was obscure, to reclaim terrains of ever growing 

ignorance, affirming the realm of certainty, in other words, the realm of predictability and 

control over events. In the new epistemological panorama, this trust has gone. Uncertainty is 

not considered, sic et simpliciter, a condition based on ignorance, nor as a condition 
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depending on chance, in a huge cosmic lottery which assigns to events mere probability of 

occurrence. Instead, it seems intrinsic to the system. It is now converted into structural 

elements, that is, into inherent elements to the generator mechanism of real phenomena even 

if it is a deterministic mechanism. So, surprise and uncertainty are, according to Prigogine, 

óessentialô, inextricably part of human destiny, of nature and of human history (Prigogine, 

2010). It is the end of classic science but the start of a new one.  

          In open systems, like those strange mixtures of chemical substances, kept in a state of 

agitation, which Prigogine studied in his laboratories, the increase of entropy, imposed by the 

second law of thermodynamics does not necessarily create disorder, but ever new, surprising, 

configurations.  As much  as in the framework of the classic paradigm the whole dynamic of 

evolution tends to  stabilize, with no place for surprise, which is absorbed into the limbo of 

randomness, the more, complexity science refers to systems as unstable systems, living and 

transforming in a continuous process, adapting to environmental perturbations by self-

organizing, by evolving irreversibly towards an ever new order and producing emergence, 

unexpected, sudden and unpredictable changes (bifurcations) as a result of nonlinearity of 

interactions and positive feedback among  system components. In this sense, Prigogine does 

not see degradation in thermodynamic processes and in entropy, but an increase of 

complexity; in dissipative structures, he sees combinations  of order and disorder, and in 

arrow of time, he sees creation and not dissipation (Prigogine & Stengers, 1979; 1984).   This 

theoretical perspective sets aside reductionism: the new, emergent, order is the macro result of 

nonlinear micro interactions, with properties  which are properties of the ñwholeò and not 

reducible to the sum of behaviors of each single agent.  Which is   to say that the general 

scheme of evolutionary systems is not understandable and predictable  through individual 

interactions among its components, considered one by one. We are facing a new, bottomïup 

and up-down determination of causal relationships between the parts and the whole. On one 

hand, the system influences the parts/components, connecting and mixing them up in a super 

ordered whole and not simply uniting them in an aggregate, on the other hand, every element 

can act upon the whole and can modify it (bottom-up process),  into a new, unexpected 

structure, which in turn connects the parts into a new form, re-binds them into a new whole 

(up-down process) which will be maintained until a new disturbance directs it toward a new 

evolutionary direction. Or else, the system can flow into chaos and eventually destroy  itself. 

   In short, a systemôs operating and change mechanisms have been re-specified. Self-

organization, emergence, novelty, surprise are the words used today to describe the new 

patterns of relationships, the new high-level properties of the system generated by collective 

dynamics of its components or by nonlinear interactions among its constituent parts (Holland, 

1998; McDaniel & Driebe, 2010).Complexity, as emergent self-organization, has required a 

new interpretative model based on the assumption of distance from the edge of chaos as the 

preferential state,  just as Prigogine suggested for dissipative structures. Complex systems are 

far from equilibrium systems (in a thermodynamic sense, namely maximum entropy), at the 

edge of chaos or intermediate between complete order and complete disorder, between 

complete differentiation and complete connection (neither too regular  nor predictable,  like 

crystal molecules, nor too random and chaotic,  like molecules of a gas tending toward 

entropy), and able, just because they are in this intermediate state, to self-organize and evolve.  

Systems survive just because they operate at the edge of chaos, and should maintain a balance 

between flexibility and stability to avoid falling over the edge.  

This phenomenon of far-from-equilibrium self-organization has been described by 

Dissipative Structures Theory and by all other approaches, which on the whole constitute 

Complexity Theory: Complex Adaptive Systems Theory (the Santa F® School) (Miller, 2007), 

even though it is interpreted in light of ólearning and selectionô terms and co-evolution 

between system and environment, and Autopoietic Systems Theory (Maturana & Varela, 
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1984). In particular, Maturana  and Varela include the self-organizing process in the 

framework of a system evolution process which is not determined but only suggested by the 

environment. Complex autopoietic systems, self-organize and self-reproduce their own 

elements, by working as a non-banal machine, adapting by autonomy, without losing their 

identity, to environmental perturbations (operational closure). 

The new configurations occurring on the edge of chaos are the expression of an implicit 

order, which originates inside the same system. At the edge of chaos, the system, although 

unpredictable in its dynamic, is deterministic, and constrained by order-generating rules. 

Therefore, the study of Complexity and Chaos celebrates a new ideal of science, a new 

scientific awareness that if, on one hand, it can no longer to be articulated on forecasting 

purposes for its own self-definition, on the other hand, it models itself on the peremptory duty 

of accounting for mechanisms and laws which still structure and generate discontinuity, 

unpredictability, and emergence. Indeed, the increasing success of Complexity Science lies in 

new nonlinear mathematical modelling techniques. 

From this perspective, the study of complexity teaches us a new way of understanding 

predictability. Complexity Theory argues that systems evolve over time, with long periods of 

stability that are disrupted by short periods of sudden change, setting the stage for a new 

period in the life of the system. Under certain conditions, system characteristics are more 

stable and therefore any intervention action may produce the expected outcomes. But under 

other conditions, over the edge of chaos, prediction is definitively lost, and it is impossible to 

control the outcomes of any intervention action on natural or social systems. Hurricanes, 

heart attacks, earthquakes, like stock market crashes, political campaigns, wars, cocaine use, 

and so on, appear to be events out of our control. While it is true that we often are unable to 

forecast what will happen in the evolution of a given phenomenon, non-linear dynamics, 

through building nonlinear models, allow us to ópredictô what conditions (parameter values) 

give way to certain types of dynamic behavior. For example, we  can know at what values a 

biological population (as well as a disease) dies out or evolves into a  periodic or chaotic 

behavior, at what values, a company goes bankrupt, a certain party loses the elections, a 

political system become instable, a war breaks out, crime waves become uncontrolled and 

social control systems disorganize. In attempting to prevent and, therefore, to avert reaching 

an uncontrollable situation, knowing the threshold where phenomena turns into chaos is 

knowledge of prime importance. By being aware of the threshold, it would be possible, for 

example, to plan eventual interventions so as to keep the system away from limit situations 

and as close to stable situations as possible. Within the framework of the Social Sciences, for 

example, it is difficult not to agree with statements like those of Elliott and Kiel, according to 

which ñby better understanding the confluence of chance and determinism in social system 

evolution, we may better learn when and how to direct policy responsesò (1997. p. 68). 

 

3. Complexity in Social Systems 

In sociological field, consideration of social systems as complex systems has not triggered 

much resistance. The arguments used in favor of such an attribution are based on the logical 

and sociological inadmissibility of the possibility of social systems coinciding fully, on one 

hand,  with the maximum differentiation state - a structure interaction processes that does not 

refer to institutionalized regulation criteria, to shared symbolic codes (maximum disorder) -, 

and, on the other hand, with the state of maximum connection - a rigid interaction process 

structure, pre-codified by rules and formal regulation criteria (maximum order). In fact, the 

opposite would mean decreeing, on the one hand, the absence of the conditions necessary for 

the process of interaction and, consequently, the impossibility of a sociological discourse in 
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virtue of the  evanescence of its object (the social system), and, on the other hand, with the 

perfect homologation of interactions  and   loss of the source of internal variety and the ability 

to redefine meanings in the face of external perturbations, the inability of social systems to 

adapt to environment, inevitably doomed to entropy (i.e. Bertelli & Neresini, 1988). Strong 

social systemsô self-organizational skills, the activation within them of processes able to relate 

stability and change, order and disorder, constraints and emergence, drive us toward a 

conception of social systems as complex systems, and require, even for social systems and for 

the interpretation of their working and evolution mechanisms, models based on distance from 

equilibrium (entropy) as the preferential state. In this regard, it is interesting to note that  

Prigogine himself (1979) considered Durkheim a forerunner of the dissipative structure 

concept in the social field, by interpreting the labor division process as proof of social system 

spontaneous self-organization process in response to society's moral and material density 

increase 

          Contemporary macro-sociological approach has, therefore, no difficulty in recognizing 

social systems as dissipatives structures (Reed & Harvey, 1992; Harvey & Reed, 1997; Ball, 

2012) or  adaptive  and autopoietic complex systems (Luhmann, 1984; Bucley, 1998; see also 

Castellani & Hafferty, 2009). Nonlinearity, self-organization, emergence, surprise, self-

reproduction, operative closure, co-evolution, fitness landscape concepts have entered into 

sociological language, structuring a new way of thinking about social systems. As with any 

other complex system, at the edge of the chaos or intermediate between order and disorder, 

autonomy and interdependence constraints among agents (neither too regular and predictable 

nor too random and chaotic), instability, emergent self-organization capacity, and continuous 

transformation into ever new interaction structures, into new patterns of meanings or social 

expectations, new surprising, unexpected, unpredictable order patterns, and new 

communication structures through communication, are emphasized, as a result of the 

combined action of differentiation and connection processes, and as non-passive adaptation 

(simply suggested and not determined, operational closure) to the disorder produced by loss 

of stability triggered by environmental disturbances.  

Classic issues of Sociology have thus been readdressed. The new scientific paradigm 

has encouraged going beyond Parsonsô functionalism without relinquishing  a macro-

sociological analysis of society as a whole.  Although Parsonôs definition of social system as 

ordered, stabilized, and embedded in social structuresô interweaving of interactions, continues 

to be accepted and recognized as indispensable for Sociology, reflection today, starting from 

Baileyôs assessment of Parsonôs functionalism (1984; 1994), rejects the properties of 

equilibrium as tendency  toward  system stability,   self-maintenance of order  if disturbed, 

while it is in favour  of  self-organization process analysis of systems  at  the edge of chaos.  

On  this track, Luhmann (1984)- who has constructed  his theory of modern society on  

complexity ï reaches a hypothesis of social systems, focused on sociological transposition of 

Maturana and Varelaôs (1984) concepts of operational closure and autopoiesis, in the light of 

which  environment does not determine but only suggests self-organization. Luhmannôs  

definition  of social systems as emergent, self-reproducing, operationally closed 

communication systems underlines the autonomy and ónon banalityô of social systems. The 

capacity of social systems to produce by itself its own elements, by reproducing 

communications through communications, is rooted on the theoretical assumption of a system 

that, responding to environmental perturbations entering into the autopoietic communication 

network, decides whether and how to react, whether and how to change, according to its 

structure, without losing its own identity, increasing its own internal level of differentiation 

and cohesion, and producing emergence - therefore, difficult to predict new social structures, 

new self-organizing outcomes 
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Having respecified the relationship between system and environment in terms of a 

relationship of dependence and independence at the same time, even the social emergence and 

change concepts, the relationship between micro-macro levels of analysis, order and disorder, 

determinism and chance have been readdressed in the framework of a connectionist and anti-

reductionist/emergent perspective, synthesizing in the complex realism concept, the tension 

between sociological critical realism and post-modern vitalism, between search for general 

theory and instances of contextual understandings.  

On one hand, the micro-macro-micro approach to social systems has found support in 

the bottom-up and up-down process where emergence in Complex Systems Theory is found. 

Sociological interpretations of society as complex dynamical systems resolve the social 

emergence issue in the sense of a spontaneous bottom-up self-organizing process, recognizing 

the self-reflexivity and rationality of social actors without losing the emergent character of 

social totality, being expressed by surprising, counter-intuitive, unintended effects, 

unexpected patterns of social expectations which are beyond the intentions of each agent and 

cannot be explained by reducing them  to the properties of individual interactions (Sawyer, 

2005). Micro e macro  are structured  in  inter-relational   relationships  where the macro 

emerges  from non-linear micro local interactions, and, in turn, new emergent order connects 

the parts in a new whole which constrains and re-orients social actions (causal up-down 

process)  until a new self-organization and change process. 

         On the other hand, applying dissipative structure or emergent, surprising, self-auto-

organization  concepts to the study of society means looking at social systems as inherently 

historical entities whose evolution ñis driven as much by internal instability as by external 

perturbationsò(Harvey and Reed, 1997, p. 306), using environmental feedback for learning 

and adaptation. And the same conditions of nonlinear interactions or sensitive dependence on 

initial conditions observed for natural systems have been acknowledged to be the foundation 

for their historicity. Prigogine said, for example, that human history  can be described as a 

succession of bifurcations as well. (2010, p 16). This realization has introduced an 

emergentist conception of social change into Sociology, which celebrates discontinuity and 

unpredictability and uncertainty of the process but recognizes that it is the result of non-

linearity, underpinning the deterministic mechanism of evolution. So, complexity theory have 

been used  to support realism, the stable order of meaning idea in line with the Enlightenment, 

confident in the progress, conception of a deterministic world, with rational and objective, 

intrinsic order (Reed & Harvey, 1992; Byrne, 2014), contrasted with interpretations using it to 

support a post-modern vision, emphasizing the lack of stable sources of sense and rational 

teleology of history, the  dismissal of the possibility of social causality and systematic social 

inquiry in favour of the uncertainty, unpredictability and surprise (Cilliers, 1998). Complexity 

theory goes beyond this dichotomous conception, linking determinism, and unpredictability, 

order and disorder. From this perspective, the complex realism concept (Reed & Harvey, 

1992) synthesizes complexity theory and critical realism. It remains within the modernist 

programme of progressive thought and rejects at the same time the canons of postmodernism 

and reductionist positivism. 

Thus, the way of thinking about the aim of Social Sciences was influenced as well. 

Complexityôs insights have contributed to strengthen sociological sensibility  toward the 

analysis of deterministic structure and logic, underlying human behaviour ñincluding the logic 

and structure of indeterminacyò (Huckfeldt, 1990,  p. 431), being considered no longer a 

metaphysical element but a valuable conceptual tool in the analysis of social life. In other 

words, today, the Complexity Epistemological Paradigm has encouraged sociological 

awareness that, although we can not predict social phenomena, we must attempt to 

understand underlying mechanisms governing social phenomena by modelling nonlinear 

social interactions.  
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Compared to linearism, the directional shift is substantial. Today, Social Sciences and 

Sociology have disavowed the pervading existence of linear social change processes and 

shown the validity of  deterministic nonlinear dynamical models (nonlinear equations) in 

formalizing human interdependences and describing discontinuous processes of social 

change, beginning with the populationôs evolution and market instability, going on to 

phenomena such as political revolutions, voting and electoral shifts, crime dynamics, urban 

growth, spread of innovations, adolescent childbearing, marital instability, authoritarian 

attitudes (i.e. Brown, 1991; Saperstein, 1984; Priesmayer, 1995; Dendrinos, 1992; Gottman 

et. al., 2005). Many of these studies found that social systems present a bounded development 

process. In this process, human interdependences are structured according to a non-linear 

logic of the logistics type, where the interplay among factors that promote growth and factors 

that act as restraints. Non-linear Logistic Model, which is the the rule in social systems (May, 

1976), contrasts the idea of a regular linear or exponential trend (expression of the cause-

effect constant proportionality logic), and  can result in unpredictable outcomes of social 

interaction relationships and irregular and instable trends of social change process (even 

chaotic processes). 

 

4. Complexity, Social integration and Suicide 

Based on the principle of differentiation, modern society, as a form of emergent self-

organization, can be understood as the result of a historical process that proceeds by 

emanation from undifferentiated homogeneity to heterogeneity, ruled by functional 

differentiation processes and interests, symbolic differentiation, and by the structural form of 

connection or integration found in organic solidarity.  Drawing from this same concept, by 

Simmel Classical Sociology came up to the analysis of money; Durkheim  developed his 

reflections on the transformations of moral solidarity and Weber articulated the process of 

rationalization in the various spheres of social life like religion, economy, and politics. Even 

Parsonsô Theory of General Action, states Luhmann (1992), is still built upon the principle of 

differentiation as central formula both for analysis of development (low/growing 

differentiation) as for the explanation of modern individualism as role differentiation  

However, problems lie at the level of the symbolic differentiation that accompanies the 

growth of internal complexity  in the modernity system, at the level, that is, of the organic 

solidarity repercussions and the individualization process, as differentiation of symbolic 

codes, in terms of uncertainty inherent in the process of identity construction, weakening of 

the sense of community and social bonds, social isolation and its consequences in reference to 

suicidal behavior. 

Trying to re-read, within the most recent theoretical and methodological acquisitions in 

the field of complex systems, problems inherent to social integration in an increasingly 

differentiated and individualized modern society, we would like, in particular, to put the issue 

in these terms: can we share, even today, the same vision of modernity and its consequences  

that Durkheim left us  with his suicide analysis? Or can society surprise us? 

For Durkheim suicide proves to be the tangible sign of that modernization process that, 

on one hand, while it contracts the sphere of existence under the authority of traditions and 

leads toward autonomy, toward personal responsibility and individualism which in itself is 

desirable, on the other hand, it simultaneously nurses the germs of social malaise identifying 

its most dangerous manifestations in group disintegration, weakening of primary ties and 

social isolation. Here D is still moving in an interpretive framework that reflects Classical 

Science, insofar as it seems to conceive social systems as linear systems, characterized by 

relations of constant input-output proportionality, in particular, between growth of 
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modernization and loss of the sense of identity and the meaning of life, achieved  through 

weakening of social ties generated by the development of the process of individualization. 

However, if it is true that modernization process weaken social ties and that social 

group cohesion degree impact on suicide, as is confirmed by various current empirical 

supports (see Wray et al. 2011), nevertheless several studies, investigating the modernization 

impact on suicide during a long time frame (from 50 to 100 years and over), actually found 

that beginning the second half of the 20th century suicides in western countries more 

industrialized do not increase linearly, proportionally as modernization processes increases, as 

well as Durkheimôs theory leads to predict. But, despite continued individualization process, 

they found stabilizing or falling suicide rate trends (i.e see the Vªrnikôs research on 105 

countries of the World from 1950 to 2009; see Krujits, 1977; Stack, 1993; Thomas & 

Gunnell, 2010; Agerbo et al., 2011; Vªrnik, 2012; Condorelli, 2013). How, then, can we 

interpret these findings? Suicide trends seem to lead us to think that the criterion leading to 

actions in an interaction system based on weak ties is not necessarily characterized by the 

proportional increase of identity loss and meaninglessness of existence as modernization and 

social isolation condition increases, and that, instead, individualism has ñstrengthenedò up to 

the point of neutralising, to a certain degree, that disintegrating valence regarding identity and 

sense of life which, according to Durkheim, is the first propeller toward self destruction. In 

other terms, after the initial shocks of modernization, a gradual process of adaptation to the 

stresses of modernization associated to low social integration levels, to  the liquidity of social 

ties characterizing our contemporary or post-modern society seems to be activated in modern 

society. From our perspective, this process cannot be understood in the theoretical 

durkheimian frame, but in the light of the new anti-reductionist conception of social systems 

as complex adaptive systems, systems which self-organizing by adapting to environmental 

perturbations and generating as a whole surprising, emergent effects due to nonlinear 

interaction relationship (or nonlinear meaning processes), among their components. 

In order to support this interpretation,  in the frame of Nonlinear Dynamical System 

Modeling, we propose to formalize the logic of suicide decision-making process responsible 

for changes at aggregate level in suicide growth rates by a nonlinear differential equation 

structured in a logistic way being expression of restrained increase process. This equation is 

able to model the decision making process according to the logic of compensation, of the 

impact, that is, both the factors that lead to suicide, and   the factors that intervene to restrain 

it (i.e. benefits of economic and industrial progress, (Halbwachs, 1930), legislative measures 

that favor relationships among divorced people and their  children, the spread of a 

materialistic mentality, which gives more importance to consumption  rather than  to  labor  

and to the family (Krujits, 1977)). In other terms, it is able to uncover the mechanism 

underlying the change process in the suicide growth rate by testing the hypothesis of the 

activation of an adaptation process regarding the liquidity of social ties in modern society. In 

support of this hypothesis, we modeled suicide data in modern Italian society from 1875 to 

2010 (Figure 1): 

 

         Figure 1. Suicide rates in Italy - 1864ï2010 
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            Elaboration from ISTAT Source - Suicidi e Tentativi  

           di Suicidio - 1864ï2010    

    

The Italian suicide rate time series (sti) can be thought of as the derivative or rather the growth 

rate (sti= Sti +1 -  Sti , with i from 0 to N) of a change process in the level of Suicide Population 

(Sti; St1874=st1873+st1874, St1875=St1874+st1875, St1876= St1875+st1876éé, Stn= ×sti  i =0---N, N=136). 

In considering the observed data trend, the following nonlinear difference equation structured 

in a logistic way was found suitable in modelling the suicide rate trend  

 

St+1 -St=  (a St    - b S2
t )

 + c S3
t 
   

 

of which the integral solution is: 

 

St+1  = (1+a) St  ï b S2
t +c S3

t                                         
 

 

or else 

 

St+1 = k1St   - k2 S
2
t + k3 S

3
t 

 

We followed the procedure which was suggested from Priesmayer (1995) in order to find the 

best estimate of modelôs parameters and the best fit to data (for a detailed description see 

Condorelli, 2016). 

 

Consequently, the following parameters was estimated 

 

St+1 -St=  0,069St ï 1,727 S2t  + 11, 949 S3t              

 

and 

 

St+1 =1,069St  -1,727S2
t +11, 949 S3

t            

 

The model led to estimate for integral solution a R2  value between observed and fitted data 

able to account 99,8% of variance (R2 =0,998) (Figure 2); while, for derivates or suicide 

growth rates, it led to estimate  fitted suicide growth rates which represent the best fit to actual 

suicide growth rates (Figure 3; R2 is 0,45, but it is the highest value compared to values that 

subsequently we computed by differential linear and exponential models: R2 was near zero in 

both cases). 

 

Figure 2 Observed Suicide population St and Fitted Suicide population  Figure 3 Italian 

suicide growth rates and Fitted suicide growth rates (or derivatives).  



17 

Complexity Theory, Sociology, Social Integration 

 

 

 
 

 

By synthesizing, the equation is able to model the suicide increase beginning from 

1876, after the first industrial development, up to 1927-1930 q), and the subsequent decrease, 

in particular in the 60s and 70s after economic and industrial boom; by adding a cubic 

component to the quadratic, logistic growth,  the model reduces errors better than using other 

models in the rising trend in suicides rates of recent decades in times of economic crisis. 

However, even when considering the suicide increase, suicide rates no longer reach the 

maximum levels attained during the period between the two wars. Therefore, Suicide 

population St increase by a restrained growth rate compared to  past growth 

Although the analysis should be further repeated in other contexts as well, this is a first 

step to credit the adaptation hypothesis. The findings suggest that while Industrial 

development increased and the individualization process intensified (marriage rates went   

progressively down and,   since the 70s, divorce and separation rates went progressively up), 

people seemed to adapt to social fragmentation,  except  for economic and financial 

deprivation.     
The above analysis  gives us the opportunity  to integrate Durkheim's Theory with 

Halbwachs' Theory, along  with more current theories of modernity like  Baumanôs.  The 

restrained suicide rate growth seems to suggest the idea that an emergent, 'surprising', process 

of self-organizing, of adaptation to social liguidity  has been activated in modern society, with 

signification processes that do not respond linearly and proportionally to the increasing 

fragility of ties in the vital worlds, absorbed in the context of  'normal everyday life'. For 

Durkheim, modern man suffers from the tragedy of a freedom which leads him to  despair,  

while for Bauman, living oneôs own life within society like in a territory where  one can enter 

and exit at will, open to a consumer approach to social relations, to ever new possibilities of 

relationship and to ever new redefinitions of  identity, allows post-modern man to exorcise his 

despair, and to stop at the threshold without going into it (Bauman 1995). Complexity enables 

us to complete the interpretative framework, by allowing placement of the generating 
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mechanism of adaptation process in non linearity property and surprise as working and 

evolution rule of social interaction systems. 

 

5.  Complexity, Globalization and Social Integration 

Current, growing, migratory processes that affect Western Europe have placed the issue of 

social integration at the center of sociological and political debates. The growing ethnic and 

cultural diversity in today's national societies, result of globalization, has emphasized the 

issue of meaning by which the equality concept has to be understood in a social contexts 

marked by an unprecedented condition of excess ñothernessò or, to quote another eloquent 

expression,  of super-diversity (Vertovec, 2010), and has strongly re-proposed the theme of 

identity and possible ways of reconciling differences and social cohesion. Post-modern 

society is called to measure up to the dilemma of how to promote peaceful social relations 

between people of different cultural universes,  host societies and minority groups - how to 

configure the relationship between óothernessô and identity, how to concile cultural 

differences and social cohesion by creating peaceful, based on criteria of equity, coexistence 

Hence, which cohesion model should we use? How can social cohesion, in a context of ever 

growing cultural differentiation, emerge and be maintained?  

Over the past decades, moral philosophy and political theory   have advanced several 

approaches regarding this matter, depending on the emphasis placed on Individuation or 

collective identification identity construction processes. The link is immediately clear: 

depending on whether you accentuate one or the other dimension of identity, there  are 

necessarily, different ways of conceiving the foundation of social solidarity/integration, of 

understanding rights - individual rights vs. collective rights ï and, therefore, different ways of 

understanding difference and modalities of inclusion and relation with it 

Generally, we can say that all positions appear classifiable according to a demarcation 

line  consisting in  response to the main problem, that is, as Hall (2000) states,  whether 

cultural differences have to continue to be always and exclusively restricted to the private 

sphere in the name of a universal equality of rights (undifferentiated citizenship), as dictated 

by the inclusion of the pluralist liberal democratic model, or    whether, according to the most 

recent model of multicultural inclusion, they must be publicly acknowledged  by special, 

sectional, rights, (differentiated citizenship). Pluralism acknowledges the individualistic 

foundation of liberal society, and  underpins a vision of social integration resembling 

Durkheim's organic solidarity, governed by a consent which restricted to a set of core values, 

such as human rights, freedom and equality, religious and informative pluralism, and by an 

atomistic relationship between the individual and  his community. Extended to cultural 

differences, this concept entrusts the possibility of living together to the combined devices of 

mutual recognition and undifferentiated citizenship 

Multiculturalism, instead, in its moderate form (pluralist multiculturalism;  Kymlicka, 

1995) as well as in the more radical form (communitarian multiculturalism, Taylor, 1992) 

rejects the individualistic concept of liberal society, demanding the recognition of cultural 

specificity, in and  for itself, on the basis of the principle of equal value / equal respect and in 

the name of  safeguarding  collective individual identity.  Consequentially, the liberal concept 

of  difference privatization, in the name of the universal  principle of equality (all equal-all  

different)  is overturned  in public recognition of the same (all different-all equal), through 

special, collective rights, differentiated by group, which take the specific characteristics of 

individual value communities into account (differentiated citizenship, which extends universal 

citizenship, based on equal economic, political and social rights,  up to  englobe cultural, of 

group, rights (Young, 1990; Taylor, 1992; Honnet, 1992; Kymlicka, 1995). Reciprocity of 

recognition is absent here, therefore, the concept of social integration that is subtended is 
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based not on the sharing of common values but on the admissibility of a procedural solidarity, 

a sort of  externalized integration, one might say, that enables the community to obtain rights 

without having to necessarily opt for cultural integration into the host society. 

However, in the face of growing radicalization of the customs and traditions of Islamic 

communities, indexed everywhere in the USA and in Europe, including Great Britain and 

other European countries, long at the forefront of multiculturalism (Holland, Denmark, 

Sweden ...),  with a growing trend of arranged marriages, honor killings, female circumcision, 

with more or less recent acts of fundamentalist terrorism, the question whether 

multiculturalism is a valid response to ensure social integration and peaceful coexistence 

among different cultural identities, coexisting within the confines of the same nation with a 

dominant culture, has seriously challenged the political world and,  especially,  the academic 

world.  

           Academic debate over this issue is somewhat controversial. On one hand, the 

multicultural project, as it is formulated,  has been exposed to intense criticism, which points 

out certain ethical and political limits: on the one hand, the danger of ethical relativism, on the 

other hand, the sufficiency of a simply procedural device to create solidarity is widely 

questioned, highlighting the danger of configuring communities as enclaves, with strong intra-

group ties and weak inter-group ties,   crystallizing  society into  a sum of non-communicating 

communities (Guolo, 2004, p. 108),   balkanizing it, fragmenting it into parallel societies 

(Schlesinger, 1992; Heller, 1996; Touraine, 1998; Baumann, 1999; Sartori, 2000; Joppke, 

2004; Sen, 2006; Donati, 2008) neutralizing, based on the combination of the principles of 

tolerance and Socialist political inclusion, the possibility of creating relationships between 

cultures, forgetting reciprocity and solidarity and adapting, as in Luhmannôs sociology, to a 

functionalist system that operates on the basis of the equal freedom principle in leaving others 

to their own fate (Donati, 2008, p. 31). On the other hand, as far as ethical limits are 

concerned, the principle of equal value /equal respect as universal principles continue to be 

still maintained, and critics rejected (Rattansi, 2011). And for those who, like Touraine (1998) 

and Sen (2006), reiterate the fallacy of multicultural reasoning, Modood and others respond 

by viewing the real fallacy in an essentialist concept of the culture, which does not recognize 

internal differences in groups, agreeing to the identification of Muslim religious identity, sic 

et simplicite, with Islamic fundamentalism (Modood, 2008, 2010, 2012), regard religious 

secularism suspiciously  and relaunch the relevance of the multicultural project as a  nation-

remaking project. 

Again, the debate is rather controversial. 

From my perspective, complexity provides a new framing to grasp issues of change 

involved in the process of globalisation by re-specifying the relationship of a system to its 

environment. The use of the concept of self-organization at the edge of the chaos re-frames 

the debate on management of cultural differences and enables a more adequate account. 

Social systems, as dissipative   structures, work (survive, self-organize and evolve) at the edge 

of  chaos, far from equilibrium or entropy, from that transition threshold in a chaotic range 

where, as already stated, all forms of even the least amount of controllability and 

predictability  is lost. These concepts make it possible to ground the debate into safer  terrain, 

made such by acquisitions  regarding the  working mechanisms of the social system itself. By 

using the language of complexity, the considerations concernig the multiculturalism 

inadequacy as a strategy of coexistence among different cultural groups, finds new 

justification by anchoring the judgment of fallacy of multicultural reasoning to the vision of a 

society conceived so as to  dangerously visit that maximum margin of differentiation which 

should  be avoided,  being identified as the  margin of  ungovernability. One could argue that, 

contrary to the linear point of view, the introduction of a new policy can begin a process of 

non-linear emergent  self- organization, which leaves everything open to all possibilities. At 
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the moment, however, after multiculturalism, albeit in more or less moderate forms, was 

applied as the official policy in various Western countries since the 60s (beginning with 

Canada), there is no denying that there is the emergence of effects that presents dissonance in 

respect to the multicultural promises of cohesion, social peace and nation- remaking. Many 

forms if Islamic radicalism and many populisms and signs of nationalistic rejection are 

preoccupying signals of the relationality deficit among cultural groups that multiculturalism 

institutionalizes. Even the attempt to separate Islamic radicalism from Islam seems to be 

rather disputable (i.e. see Guolo,  2004). 

How to bridge this relationality deficit that multiculturalism  proposes as a solution to 

cultural conflicts? From my personal  point of view, Complexity completes the interpretive 

framework constructively, allowing a useful analysis to understand in which direction 

alternative solutions can and should be looked for. The Complexity framework,  in my 

opinion, is where  the  entire debate must kept. Within this framework, for example, the 

reference to inter-culture, as more current response to the dilemma of reconciling differences 

and social cohesion, avoiding the risks of mono-culturalism, on the one hand, and social 

balkanization, on the other, can gain greater meaning.The interculturalism breakthrough is to 

promote an integration process that refers to a new concept of identity, that of enriched 

identity, in the logic of a mutual encounter, dialogue and learning / morphogenesis  among 

different identities, helping to ensure the foundation of that common world that overcomes 

multiculturalist isolationism. There is a controversial debate: pluralists and multiculturalists 

debate whether interculturalism is merely a variant of multiculturalism (see Meer at al., 2016), 

or it goes beyond the communitarian approach of multiculturalism and embraces pluralism 

(Cantle, 2015). However, inter-culturalism seems to repair the relational short-circuit between 

identity differences  where  implicit axiological relativism of the multiculturalist model of 

integration is grounded. It can do so, not only because it allows the creation of a public civic 

space,  where one can dialogue, but above all,  because it binds the possibilities and resolution 

of dialogue to the inalienable meta-cultural principle of human dignity that comes first, before 

reason without faith, which weakens and  devoid the reason itself of every humanism, and 

before any faith that prevails over reason and  turns it into violence. By this criteria to guide 

dialogue, and to act as ókingmakerô, one can  attempt to lay the foundations for good practice 

and  good multi-ethnic societies. 

 

6. Conclusions 

In conclusion, there is no denying the constructive role of Complexity Theory, by resolving 

relationships between order and disorder in the new configuration of inter- relationships 

process,, according to a unicum which finds in weak determinism, in self-organization and in 

deterministic chaos concepts its most essential synthesis. Complexity theory addresses the 

nature of emergence and demonstrates the importance of non-reductionist explanations for 

science, including social science. The new way of thinking about systems is useful in 

understanding the diverse processes of social change in an individualized and globalized 

society. 

 Inevitably, complexity challenges us  on the nature of reality. It raises questions that 

cannot be liquidated merely by thinking that acquisition of concepts such as emergence, 

surprise, and unpredictability are really, sic et simpliceter, only alibis to hide our scientific 

failures behind. Dissipative structures have shown the creative role of time, and how 

instability, emergence, surprise and unpredictability is the rule and not the exception when we 

move away from entropic equilibrium, pushing strongly in the direction of a historical, 

biological conception of Physics, in a new alliance between natural systems and living, social 



21 

Complexity Theory, Sociology, Social Integration 

 

systems  (Prigogine, 1979)  Thus, complexity poses a challenge for future research, projecting 

it in completely new theoretical and methodological areas. Today, it  must be focused on the 

game rules that allow us to understand the interplay between order and disorder, or, to put it in 

sociological terms, between realism and postmodernism, so we can feel, by paraphrasing 

Kauffman (1995), at home in the universe. 
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1. Introduction 

The sociological literature has always paid great attention to the role of work in structuring 

the life courses of young people (Cavalli, 1980; Giddens, 1991; Buzzi, Cavalli, & De Lillo, 

2007). The processes of renovation of the labor market of the last twenty years, consequence 

of regulatory changes in Europe (Elia, 2013), need an even more deep and accurate analysis 

of the contractual positions. This is true especially regarding the analysis of how the 

professional status (employed or unemployed) and the type of contract (stable in time or 

temporary) influence the empowerment process in the different institutional frameworks 

(Bertolini, Hofªcker & Torrioni, 2014).  

The transformations of the labor market have undermined the old social security based on the 

figure of the male breadwinner as head of a nuclear family and holder of the typical form of 

so-called ñstable and employed workò (Mingione, 1997). Considering these premises, the 

focus of this work is to understand how the young Italian couples with unstable employment 

build the basis of their independent life together. 

Many complex social causes and economic policies have led to the restructuring of the old 

forms of production based on mass production by creating new organizational units, 

developed horizontally, characterized by greater autonomy and operational discretion 

(Mintzberg, 1983). 

What we wish to emphasize here, however, is that these changes have not only seen an 

increase in demand for highly qualified personnel but they also ï as a matter of fact ï 

emphasized working on adaptability and employment of the labor supply that in fact it is 

moving towards a more and more stringent process of individualization (Paci. 2005) and 

professionalization. 

In short, these considerations allow us to state that, to a first and simplified analysis, the 

production and organization flexibility had is counterpart in a working and employment 

flexibility: not only work tasks were made flexible so that they were adapted to different 

production requirements, but also the very same employment relationships (Barbier & Nadel, 

2002). 

In this regard, for example, Reyneri (2003) distinguishes between functional flexibility (which 

refers to the organization of production) and numerical flexibility (which refers to the 

decrease of contractual stability). The latter, in particular, has undermined some certainties, 

their historian "weaker party": the worker. 

From the point of view of workôs supply, the debate about the relationship between flexibility 

and job insecurity is on and not yet resolved uniquely. It is important to note, however, that 

although they are many authors who took a more balanced position - for example, see 

Harrison (1998) -, the clash between the proponents of flexible confident and their vehement 

detractors is destined to remain unsolved at least until they both persist to exclusively 

emphasize the positive and negative sides. 

In fact, it is necessary to look to the flexibility of the work very carefully and, as pointed out 

by Regini (1998), to discern aspects that stem from what he calls the lower and the higher 

path to national competitiveness. The first is characterized by low profile with regard to 

wages, labor qualification and quality of the product, while the second one generates a type of 

working flexibility with exactly opposite characteristics than the lower path. However, it is 

only in the case of the higher path that is possible to emphasize, in addition to the advantages 
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for the progressive integration of young people looking for their first job, the possibility of 

self-realization that a non-standardized and creative employment can offer (Paci, 2005). 

In other words, the flexibility can "theoretically vary between multiplication of possibilities 

and chances, and extreme reduction of the possibilities and chances; between maximizing the 

opportunities (not frequent, but (...), not non-existent) and minimization of opportunities 

(largely recurring and highly problematic)ò (Toscano, 2007, 13). 

So, if the word flexibility has a neutral sense in itself, and judgment of what it is and the 

effects it causes depend on personal points of view (Barbier & Nadel, 2002), it is true that a 

number of variables (economic, cultural and social capital, for example) strongly influence 

the way in which this is experienced by people. In our opinion, it is very important to 

remember this conclusion when trying to examine the condition of the young couples we 

interviewed. 

 

2. Methods 

To understand how young Italian couples could overcome the difficulties of economic and 

working uncertainty we administered some interviews to those couples in which no one of 

their members had a stable and employment job. This proved hard to accomplish because not 

so many young people decide to start living by themselves without some sort of job security, 

especially if that means to live with a partner. 

The interview started in 2007 with a simple random sampling and they are still ongoing. We 

also asked the couples to introduce us to other people with those characteristic but only in few 

cases, this was successful. What happened in the majority of the situation is that the members 

of the couple do not know any people fitting the requirements we asked for. 

It is important to note that this research started way before the introduction of the recent 

Italian Jobs Act that changed the rules of temporary contracts, and that is why we decided to 

publish the analysis of the interview of the twenty couples representing particularly 

meaningful cases. The semi-structured interviews tried to understand the paths toward the 

construction of the autonomy of the couples. We also asked what led them to decide to live 

together and which resources they were able to use. It is important to notice that the member 

of each couple were not interviewed together but separately so that the total number of 

interviews is fourty. 

These semi-structured interviews administered to couples that we chose to present here, have 

given us a very rich and detailed overview, hardly reducible to a set of simple comparisons 

between one couple and another. In short, even one quick glance at the general condition of 

the couples makes evident the difficulties of making comparisons between certain variables 

while taking under control all the others. For example, we found deep differences regarding 

their path of emancipation from original families, regarding the type and cause of uncertainty 

and uneasiness they feel, regarding family and working back-ground which somehow shape 

their everyday living, and regard the objectives that that these young people have set as 

individuals and as members of a couple. 

In an effort to explore this complexity, in this paper we try to shift the focus of the analysis 

from the simple comparison of the general conditions of young couples, to the differences 

emerging by comparing their situation to what we defined ñdimensions of precariousnessò. 

These are five different areas of insecurity - each one distinct from the other - representing 

five possible threats to the creation and continuation of the daily life of the couple. 

Before we go any further, though, we need to refer to the discussions carried out in the 

preceding paragraph to make at least a preliminary consideration with respect to the 

terminology we used. Making explicit reference to the concept of "precariousness" does not 
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mean to have forgotten the existence of a number of positive aspects that flexibility brings. 

We have already mentioned, in fact, even if briefly, the problem of the relationship between 

flexibility and precariousness that both held court in the recent speculation ï academic and 

non-academic ï in terms of the labor market. What we would like to stress now is that the 

decision to refer only to one of the terms of the dichotomy was mainly due to two well-

defined sets of factors. 

First, not to lose the starting point of view that has fueled the design and implementation of 

this research, referring to the curiosity to find out how these couples had been able to become 

independent from their families of origin even in the absence of working guaranteed stability 

and, consequently, of income received. 

In short, to understand how the existence of such families was possible has meant, in our 

view, address the critical issues and threats that these couples have had and have to overcome 

every day. 

Other preliminary thoughts should refer both to the fact that, of course, the five dimensions 

that we highlighted are not necessarily identifiable in all couples and for all the people. 

Moreover, they sometimes are not considered ï despite their presence ï as possible threats. In 

fact, perception or not, the existence of such factors of precariousness sometimes does not 

constitute a serious problem for the existence of the couple. Entering the merits of the matter, 

we can say that, according to our observations, the precariousness that characterizes the life of 

the interviewed couples can concern five sphere of everyday life: a) working, b) employment, 

c) economic, d) housing and e) existential. In this paper, in particular, we will discuss about 

the first two. 

Finally, we must notice that these dimensions, most of the times, are independent from each 

other, although, in an entirely theoretical line, it is possible to identify some links of cause and 

effect between them. However, despite the appearances, the causal relationship between the 

dimensions have not always an empirical foundation for all couples. This is the main reason 

why we think it is not so useful, for the purposes of our analysis, to refer to a general concept 

of precariousness. We instead prefer to consider a more precise articulation about the different 

fields of everyday living experience. 

Even when we can clearly notice some similarity in the level of insecurity, in fact, it is hardly 

comparable between the different cases we analysed. For example, in the case of two subjects 

that experience the same employment precariousness (which refers, as we shall see, to the 

instability of employment contracts) the economic precariousness can be very different due to 

greater regularity with which they perceive their salary or to the fact that the income is more 

or less substantial. 

Yet, with the same economic and employment conditions, our couples show very different 

living conditions depending on the kind of properties of their home and its features. 

Moreover, family aid, if present, allows reducing at least partly the instability that can result 

from these two areas that we are going to discuss in more detail. 

 

3. Findings 

The difference between employment precariousness and working precariousness explicitly 

refers to the distinction proposed by Barbier & Nadel (2002) between employment flexibility 

and working flexibility. 

Specifically, as the authors claim, making the work flexible means to increase the degree of 

adaptability of human activity with respect to the specific needs of the production. It follows, 

obviously, that this practice does not imply, in principle, no decrease of the guarantees of 

workers. On the contrary, make the employment flexible - basically, what embodies the 
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balance of power between those who supply and those who demand a specific productive 

activity - means to make the characteristics of the specific contractual relationship established 

between the parties (times, ways and places in which it is carried out) variables. 

It is this last aspect that has led to an increasingly pushing deregulation of the negotiation, 

which resulted essentially in a lower level of assurance and a scaled professional identity of 

the subjects. 

Entering directly into the discourse that interests us here, we can say that a privileged point of 

view to analyze the employment precariousness is to relate it to the risk/opportunity 

dichotomy. 

In fact, the lack of stable and secure employment is not always a source of concern. People 

most oriented toward professional activities, for example - generally those that have a higher 

cultural capital and a strong confidence in their skills and competencies - this dimension is 

less problematic. Indeed, it is often associated with a defined set of opportunities such as 

awareness, constituted by the possibility of increasing their curricular experiences, and 

achieve a good degree of self-realization. This attitude leads to a certain self-confidence and a 

strong dedication to their job. 

 

The advantages are, however, that this does not bind myself. I mean, I'm not the metalworker 

who, is helpless and does not know what to do if his factory fails (...) That is, you still have to 

keep up that stimulus, that adrenaline so that you have to say - I must find a way to do what I 

have to do! (R., male, Degree, 31). 

 

It is useful to emphasize that for many of the respondents skills are considered, in the same 

way as the money, as "symbolic emblems", that are, interchange means that can change hands 

without taking into account the specific characteristics of individuals or groups that use them 

at that particular juncture (Giddens, 1990). This is true, in a way, regardless of their cultural 

capital. Others, however, consider the discussion related to the skills as inseparable from the 

person who conveys them. These ones, usually referring to the possibility of being employed 

in different working contexts, yet in the same field of activity, point out the opportunities tied 

to personal growth. Finally, others more oriented to the mere practice, seem to devote little 

attention to the level of skills attained. Those with lower socio-cultural capital, in particular, 

seem to share this approach. 

The employment precariousness, in the same way, can become a source of anxiety and worry 

because, in many cases, the basis for the material sustenance of the couple are challenged 

every time that a contract ends, especially in the absence of warranties with respect to the 

possibility of a renewal. This certainty in some cases has strong repercussions on the state of 

mind with which the work task is carried out. 

In particular, serenity is being questioned because of performance anxiety. This comes not 

only from a desire to appear worth for the task but by the need to be better than other 

competitors contending for the job do. When this happen, people feel judged by the employer 

that if displeased, could call into question the renewal of the employment relationship. In this 

case it appears very clear the difference with the previously described attitude where 

confidence in own skills makes less acute perception of the struggle with other contenders and 

more serene relationship with the employer. 

 

... Being a fixed-term contract, I have anxiety to be confirmed for the following year, so I have 

no room for errors. I can never be late, and is stressful because I work far away. It takes me 

about an hour to get to work. If I accompany the children to school, I am late because my job 

starts at 08:15. This definitely unnerves me having to be continually tested... When I know 
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that I would do well even in a somewhat 'more serene context. Instead, I feel constantly under 

scrutiny by the employer, by the parents (F. female graduate, 35). 

 

Also, the employment precariousness ï especially when it comes along with economic 

precariousness ï is linked to the frustration generated by the impossibility to formulate 

proactive long-term personal projects or couple-oriented. What is quite vivid from the 

analysis of many interviews, in fact, is that many people conduct their lives on hold to 

stabilize their employment status. In other words, it seems that some couples live, waiting to 

start living. 

...Consider that if I wanted to... My contract expires in July ... Now my contract expires. If I 

want to go... If I want to arrange something that will last three months, I cannot because I do 

not know if I will be called back to work in September. No way to plan anything (...) I speak in 

terms of planning in general, as a couple or as an individual ... It does not allow you 

anything. I mean, really! The certainty for the future and then ... The disadvantage that 

encompasses all the disadvantages of the world, really! (R., male, Degree, 36). 

 

If the situation does not become more stable, I find myself in great difficulty with regard to 

expenses, because, letôs say, the expenses have a fairly regular pattern that does not 

correspond to the income of my work (C. male Degree, 30) 

 

In fact, the relationship with the future is present and pervasive. The real problem is that such 

an attitude, most of the time, runs out in the attention given to the possibility that adverse 

events may occur. It almost never consider the possibility of programming ï that is the 

meaning of the word "proactive" ï a series of actions to start something out of oneôs own will 

like, for example, the birth of a child or, more simply, the organization of a trip. 

Working precariousness is essentially the effect of a renewed way of thinking about the 

organization of work and manage it in order to increase the adaptability of the employment 

services to the needs of the production processes or individual. Obviously, this holds true not 

only for the workers involved in the assembly line, now increasingly organized according to 

the just-in-time, but also for the plethora of the tertiary sector workers engaged in those high 

relational intensity activities. This is also true especially for all those who carry out those 

creative works in which very thin, if not non-existent, are the differences between the 

activities carried out in their own homes and those carried out in the workplace. 

Also with regard to this dimension, an excellent reading key is the risk/opportunity 

dichotomy. First, nearly all the components of the young couples reject the idea of a 

monotonous and repetitive work. In fact, the majority of respondents is looking for creative 

works in which, above all, it is possible to decide the work time with the purpose, in most of 

the cases, to better adapt it to their daily life times. Those who hold a higher cultural capital 

show an obvious aspiration to be freelancers and become, as they say more and more often, 

"entrepreneurs of themselves". 

 

The truth is that now I can not imagine just a standard contract, if standard means a 

permanent contract in one place (M., female, post-graduate training, 35). 

 

... The advantages, as I said before, are those of greater freedom in the organization of time 

(L., male, graduate, 32). 

 

That said, we must add, however, that although achieving a certain degree of working 

autonomy is a goal pursued by many, in some situations, especially if the critical issues 

presented by the employment and economic precariousness are present, such freedom of 
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organization generates a loss of meaning. A loss of any daily routine and, paradoxically, a 

loss of freedom of action. It is there that the flexibility of the tasks becomes real insecurity. 

 

... Work and contractual commitments must be a bit more regular so that people have time to 

work and a time to live. Instead this thing, here, the self-organization invades your own 

spheres, there is no distinction of spaces, times, places. No distinction between work and 

private. Itôs a risky thing ... At least I feel so. (C. male Degree, 30). 

 

It is obvious that the employment and working precariousness may be closely related. In fact, 

it is important to take into account the necessary commitment to search for a new job itself 

(employment precariousness), the necessary acquisition of new skills - through training or 

work - that allow you to remain competitive in the labour market, the attempt to develop new 

social networks, new contacts and new job opportunities to expand the opportunities for 

integration. Not to mention the daily hoseworks that still carry away more time and resources. 

It is easy to understand how all these activities are expensive in terms of required time and 

resources. In particular, those who are aware that their employment contract will not be 

automatically renewed have developed one that can be defined an "anticipatory strategy" 

seeking new job opportunities before the current job ends. 

 

... Now I'm getting used to think to begin to set a new one, or take part within another project 

even before terminating something. Here, you begin to prevent. I have to activate myself. 

Usually this allows you to set in motion some other things before your job ends up (C. male 

Degree, 30). 

 

Low wages (economic precariousness) make daily working commitments more onerous 

because it forces to engage in more than one job simultaneously. Among other things, in 

reference to the remarks made earlier about the precariousness of employment, it is useful to 

recall that this need to find a job at all costs flattens the chances of professional enrichment 

that a new job can offer. How stated by Andreoni (2005, 232), for example, "when the 

temporary work is experienced as a simple substitution or contingent need, this prevents to 

qualify it in positive terms, as the carrier of professional innovations, intellectual, creative, 

existential, subjective, even compared to the complexity of the organizations ". 

In short, the structuring of numerous work commitments often assumes a configuration 

perceived as "inevitable". In short, the supposed freedom of action refers, where provided, to 

a single job position concerning a single contract. 

If  it is necessary to have more than one job and commit to look for another one, it is possible 

to state that a set of jobs that allow a certain "freedom of action" turns into a cage from which 

it is difficult to get out. 

Some respondents, in fact, complain of a lack of opportunities for their time management that 

actually seems imposed by something or someone, or because of the enormous amount of 

commitments, or because of deadlines to meet, or because the necessary job search actions. 

As a result, the boundaries between work and non-work are uncertain and it is hard to carve 

out personal space or to devote to the relationship with your partner. 

However, one should not forget that flexible employment does not always imply a flexible 

working. It is mainly from this point of view that the distinction between employment and 

working precariousness is particularly useful. There are some cases, in fact, of clearly 

structured eight-hour working day. In other words, it may happen that the renounce of a major 

contractual guarantee - generally considered a negative aspect of flexibility (Barbier & Nadel, 

2002) ï does not guarantee greater autonomy in managing working time - aspect of flexibility 

that, despite the risk of working precariousness that we have examined, is generally 
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considered positively (ibid). What is atypical, in this case, is the insecurity about the renewal 

of the contract, the lack of guarantees and minimum rights, the lack of a period of leave and 

absence of working identity, of belonging to a working class, and the consequent lack of 

social protection that a union can provide. In short, no work creativity and autonomy in 

managing time, no chance to collect, if needed, more income at the same time; in other words, 

in this case, the tradeoff is not between security and autonomy but between uncertainty and 

unemployment. 

 

4. Conclusions 

It seems clear from the analysis led in this work that the apparent ambiguity with respect to 

the assessment of the positive possibilities that temporary occupations can guarantee or not, 

depend on the fact of not distinguish properly between objective and subjective factors. The 

first ones are about the characteristics and content of occupations that are analyzed. It is 

useful to reiterate that the introduction of temporary work contracts characterizes a set of very 

different occupations which differ for production industry sector, level of remuneration, level 

of subordination and hetero-direction regarding, the relationship with the employer, and 

professional contents. 

Subjective factors, instead, refer to personal aspirations and individual skills ï and this is 

purely linked to individual level of empowerment ï to improve oneôs own individual paths of 

life thanks to the working experience. In this case it seems useful the distinction made by 

Fullin (2004) between paths with transition expectation and oriented paths. The first 

characterize those involved in unstable occupations ï that usually do not correspond to 

personal aspirations and achieved qualification ï that would do any job waiting to find any 

better or more secure accommodation. Oriented path, instead, characterize those people who, 

even wishing for a more secure and stable employment, are generally satisfied with the 

content of their work and they are not going to change that kind of activities. 

If the former seem to suffer most of the risks associated with temporary nature of labor 

relations, the second, on the contrary, can benefit more the opportunities flexible contracts are 

able to offer, even if only from a purely psychological point of view. In this, the resources that 

individuals are able to mobilize (social capital) and the support of the family network play a 

crucial role. 

The interviews conducted in our survey, highlight the concerns for the renewal of the contract 

(Gallino, 2007), in the absence of a true realization, in Italy, of a social security system that 

gives the opportunity to live less harsh and uncertain transitions between different unstable 

employments. The countless commitments to be honored; economic revenue that fail to keep 

up with the expenses; the living conditions that in some cases are life-threatening; the 

possibility of admitting the failure of the project to be independent and return to live with the 

families of origin because it is impossible to support oneôs own emancipation; the fact of not 

being capable of becoming parents. These are all aspects that many of the interviewed couples 

feel as everyday threats. So these young adult live these pressures with greater or lesser 

intensity, waiting that something starts to go in the right way. Waiting to start living. 
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faculties 
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1. Introduction   

The digital environments are leading to the emergence of an inevitable decay and 

deterioration of traditional cognitive faculties including the ability to concentrate and 

memory. Parallel perspectives1 speak of new skills and styles of attention as a response to the 

digital environment strategies characterized by an information glut that is unprecedented in 

human history2. Also McLuhan says that the media change our nature without our be 

conscious3. 

Main actors of this dialectic are Nicolas Carr (2011) and Howard Rheingold (2013), which 

respectively respond to the questions of why the internet makes us stupid or intelligent. 

Carr argues that Internet, understood as the multifaceted set of always-connected digital 

devices, decreases the quality of our cognitive mode of attention and memory, making us lose 

some intellectual faculties as the deep reflection and richness of collective and individual 

memory. The continuous stresses of the digital environments do not enable to keep attention 

focused and deep reflection. 

According to Rheingold, however, the network can make more intelligent provided that you 

acquire certain skills. In order for Internet to become a profitable environment is necessary an 

education on its use without which the experience of new media will raise an unmanageable 

chaos. 

 

2. The Method 

This study was divided in the comparison between the thought of the two main authors 

integrating everything with the ideas of other scholars who have faced or are somehow 

interested in the topic of this discussion. Efforts were then focused on the issue of the possible 

misunderstandings due to interpret a written message (especially on the net).  

After are been advanced some hypotesis verified with the observation of communicative 

processes (with new technologies) in two different levels: institutional and formal 

communication, and peer-to-peer and informal communication. 

 

3. Results  

Results of this study should prove that with social networks and instant message services, we 

are losing the authenticity of human relations because these communication forms have some 

limits as asynchronous communication, no phisical presence of interlocutors. The absence of 

interlocutors can bring to interpretate  the written text in a different mode if compared with 

the issuer's original thought. We can help ourselves with the use of emoticons or 

esclamations, but the real meaning of our communication does not correspond to our original 

thinking.  

                                                            
1 V. Bitti, 2014; N. Carr, 2008, 2010, 2011; P. Davis, 2008; S. Johnson, 2006; P. L®vy, 1996; G. Lovink, 2008, 

2012; M. Masi, 2015; E. Morozov, 2011; V. Mosco, 2014; H. Rheingold, 2013; G. Small, G. Vorgan, 2008; M. 

Spitzer, 2013; S. Turkle, 1996, 2012. 
2 Comp. V. Bitti, 2014, 1. 
3 Comp. C. Formenti, 2011, 49. 
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For these reasons the online video seems to be the best form of communication. In a video 

you can see your interlocutor although he is not really present. This allows you to better 

understand the content of the message, avoiding misunderstandings. 

 

The online written text  (connected to the activity of reading) changes the habits of the reader. 

In fact, diminish concentration and patience to read long writings. Users preferred, instead, 

small fragments of text that have also multimedia contents. Readers are no longer willing to 

waste time and have no time to lose even given the frenetic pace of today's society.  

Essentially what facilitates attention and memory, in an environment permeated by a 

multitude of content and distractions, seems to be the fun aspect capable of rising from the 

mass of Internet data to capture and hold the viewer's gaze. An example may be the fact that 

you are more likely to remember the exact words of a song rather than the text of something 

that has been read. Tones, accents, rhythms, melodies facilitate the remembering process. 

Internet, therefore, has changed not only the way we communicate and build relationships, but 

also the way of thinking. This is mainly because have changed consumption patterns of media 

products and this precisely by means of internet. People access and are easily used to the 

convenience and are no longer willing to give it up. After all, people spontaneously look for 

those software and web sites that offer the most help and the greatest number of tips. Users 

want softwares that are helpful and friendly. Referring again to Internet audiovisual contents, 

these would seem to be immune from concepts such as decreased attention and concentration. 

An example can be given from web tv (with simple and brief interactions but able to produce 

significant increases in cognitive control) by transforming the media experience more and 

more in a constant brainstorming with other users. 

 

4. Discussion  

Internet, says Carr,  give birth behavioral and cognitive habits that reconfigure circuits and 

paths of our brain. This structural change is due to an important property of the human brain , 

crucial to our evolution as a species: the neuroplasticity4. 

It isn't important to be digital natives or digital immigrants (Prensky, 2001), Internet, perhaps, 

is changing the brains of all the people changing the operating models of the mind, 

strengthening some and weakening others. Substantially, people tend to an increasing 

difficulty to stay focused while reading longer texts. 

Internet, says Carr, is a place that encourages to read fast feeding distracted thinking and 

superficial learning.  

And people prefer this ñrapidò approach compared to deepening5 also because they have 

relative time to deepen6. 

Internet, then, is perhaps a threat for memory. With its overabundance of information Internet 

appears as a forgetfulness technology7 overloading the memory. Thus, concentration and 

remembering becomes difficult. 

About that Mauro Masi (2015) says that people soon will be more superficial and less able to 

concentrate. Our information will be, for example, only those of 140 prints that we can read 

on social networks8. 

                                                            
4 Comp. V. Bitti, 2014, 2; Carr, 2011, chapter 2. 
5 Comp. M. Galbiati, F. Piredda, 2010, 33. 
6 Ivi, 36. 
7 Comp. N. Carr, 2011. 
8 Comp. M. Masi, 2015, 13. 
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Although if Masi is agree with Carrôs thesis, he also recognizes the positive qualities of the 

Internet as a greater collaboration for a responsabile use of the Internet. In effect, Masi says 

that the Internet is a global phenomenon, a human right (mentioning the Facebook creator, 

Mark Zuckemberg), a God's gift, mentioning Pope Francis that adds that Internet is a place 

full of humanity, a people network  because communication is not a technological attainment 

but a human attainment9. From these words we can deduce that Internet is not only an 

technical infrastructure but is also the community that it can be connected. This concept is the 

basis of  McLuhanôs  global village theory10 that says that the world become little and 

transportable (for example in a mobile phone). Therefore, Internet becomes the engine of 

economic and cultural change. 

On the other hand, Censis (Centro Studi Investimenti Sociali) highlighted in the 2014 report 

on the social situation in Italy that internet digital revolution is parallel to personal use of 

media (each user creates its own schedule), at the biomediadic age with emergence of 

personal biographies on social, and, in the end,  to the phenomenology of selfie. It is a real 

paradox: more we are connected in Internet, more we are focused on our individuality. Some 

authors (Bennato, 2011; Mascheroni, 2012; Turkle, 2012) have discussed about how 

technologies of internet sociality lead to people isolation from real life: instead of interacting 

directly with other people, the users remain closed and alone in their own room to relate with 

a cold machine without feelings.  

Some researches of prof. Daniel T. Willingham (University of Virginia), among the greatest 

learning psychologists, prove that is not totally true that the internet making us stupid: the key 

concept is the ability to concentrate. Scientists measure this capacity from two points of view, 

namely concentration and memory. The change of this capabilities depends by the huge range 

of internet contents and by the motivation to search and see new things. 

In short, Internet has not (yet) changed the attention span of people but introduced a trend to a 

new thought. This can be a positive motivation unless it does not turn into something 

pathological pushing superficiality (non deepens anything over a tweet) and frustration (the 

anxiety of searching for the new can not be satisfied forever and sooner or later there is a 

limit) 11. 

About this question intervenes also Henry Jenkins (2010) that emphasizes two topics: focused 

attention and distracted attention. The second one is tipical of acting multitasking. Jenkins 

says that low capacity of maintain focused attention is growing up with the advent of new 

media. For Jenkins the multitasking is  an answer strategy to a digital environment full of 

information that it can scan the information flow giving attention to other important aspects. 

So, multitasking and focused attention shouldn't be considered as opposite competences, but 

as complementary abilities strategically used by the brain to overcome memory limits. So are 

born multiple ways of learning and strategies to process information, and none of these are 

seen as better than the other but these are evaluated inside a specific context12. 

The Internet, therefore, could facilitate learning and strengthen certain cognitive abilities that 

allow you to juggle the abundance of data you get once you are online, because as pointed out 

by Jenkins (2006 ), the convergence don't happens between multimedia equipment but in the 

brains of individual consumers. However, as of this last statement, you understand how Carr, 

in his criticism, also recognizes the positive side of new technologies that can make life 

easier. This makes us more valuable as workers, friends and colleagues. The Internet usage 

generated a lot of pratical benefits, for this reason we stay online for a long time13. 

                                                            
9 Ivi, 129. 
10 Comp. A. Grasso, M. Scaglioni, 2003. 
11 Comp. M. Masi, 2015, 186-187. 
12 Comp. H. Jenkins, 2010, 129. 
13 Comp. N. Carr. 2011,170. 
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We can speak now of intellectual technologies. These are instruments that we can use to 

increase our mental faculties and to increase social practices. In this cathegory of instruments 

are included also tablets, computers and smarthphones. 

The advent of technological tools increasingly innovative and constant exposure to these 

brings contemporary society between two technological worlds: the first one concerns a 

simplification of activities, the latter contributing to the user's involvement on a logic that 

gives space to products mainly recreational and leisure as they were in the past cinema, 

phonograph, radio and television. 

For this reason, Internet has gained immense popularity among the electronic media users for 

a simple reason which is often given as obvious and taken for granted: the bi-directionality. 

With Internet we can send and receive e-mails. It's very easy and useful. We can exchange 

some information online with other users, we can upload and download files. So, Internet 

connects us to others (we can thinking, for example, at instant message service or software for 

videoconferences and videocall as Skype). With these tecnologies, as a simple smartphone, 

users can share on blogs and social networks their creations  as video and photo. They can 

also share, criticize and modify the creations of other users. Furthermore, we stay online for a 

long time also because were born more fast connections that have allowed to make more 

operations online14. 

Interactivity, hipertext link and multimediality are the Internet qualities that Carr highlights 

stressing that they bring considerable benefits including fast access to large amounts of 

information and ease for users in sharing their point of view. 

Instead for Rheingold Internet can make us more intelligent if we obtain some knowledge in 

the media usage. 

Without a correct education about Internet usage the new media experience can be a real 

chaos.  

As say Marco Centorino and Angelo Romeo (2012, 92), the hypertextuality leads to a new 

mode to read and deal with an argument. It has educated users into thinking differently.  

We don't have an exlusive relation with a book, but with an hypertext that has new rules and a 

non linear organization. It prompted people to read and think differently15. 

Citing Buckingham (2013), Rheingold talks about literacies (attention, critic rating of 

information and management of the Internet social aspects) necessary to use effectively 

Internet technologies. Attention is the foundation of the other literacies. We can use automatic 

filters for information but the principal filter is always our brain.  

Rheingold calls this literacy infotention (information + attention). 

For this reason, between 1990 and 2000, internet and its contents were considered as 

collective intelligences16. For L®vy (1996, 34-37) the intelligence grows with technologies. 

With technologies, in fact, people can share knowledge, they can interact with specific 

contents and they can contribute, with an information exchange, to make it better17. 

The relation network, with the use of digital instruments, can bring to intelligence increase 

and to creation of a collective brain. In this case the focus is on the concept that we can be 

promoters of our relations18. 

For de Kerckhove (2008) connective intelligence is the practice of the related intelligences in 

a specific contest. This relation is based on Internet and technologies usage. Inteligence are 

connected to achieve a common goal. They have the possibility to interact with an Internet 

                                                            
14 Ivi, 109-110. 
15 Comp. G. Bettetini, B. Gasparini, N. Vittadini, 1999, 104.  
16 P. L®vy, 1996. 
17Comp. M. Centorino, A. Romeo, 2012, 90-91 
18 Comp. F. Bruni, 2006. 
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connection19. Some example of connective intelligence are blogs and social networks where 

users can share and comment their knowledges. So, we can comprise the fundamental role of 

online relations and online partecipation.  

Sharry Turkle (1996, 7) criticizes this concept. She says that, with social networks and instant 

message services, we are losing the authenticity of human relations because these 

communication forms have some limits as asynchronous communication, no phisical presence 

of interlocutors.   The absence of interlocutors can bring to interpretate  the written text in a 

different mode if compared with the issuer's original thought. We can help ourselves with the 

use of emoticons or esclamations, but the real meaning of our communication does not 

correspond to our original thinking.  

For these reasons the online video seems to be the best form of communication. In a video 

you can see your interlocutor although he is not really present. This allows you to better 

understand the content of the message, avoiding misunderstandings. Essentially, Rheinghold 

wants to make intelligent the users in a correct Internet usage. If the users will use Internet 

correctly they can increase their intelligence. 

Internet has created the possibility of new literacies, new knowledge and people (on the basis 

of this assumption) can learn how to regulate and control the attention. Distraction, however, 

can be interpreted as a side effect. Therefore, without a full understanding of digital media, in 

terms of uses and consumption, users would risk being excluded and relegated to the past. 

For Rheinghold the online partecipation is very important too: in social media, in web sites, in 

blog, with a Twitter message, with a video creation and it sharing, with comments and critics. 

There are all important operations for the wellness of online users community. 

Also Philip Davis (2008) says that Internet making us impatient readers but more intelligent: 

we have a lot of connections to documents and with other users. 

We can see now that Carr's critic is focus on read the written texts: lack of concentration, 

rapid and fragmented reading, poor memory storage. A new Intellectual ethics is emerging20. 

According to Carr the stupidity resulting from Internet may depend on the online written text  

(connected to the activity of reading) that changes the habits of the reader. In fact, diminish 

concentration and patience to read long writings. Users preferred, instead, small fragments of 

text that have also multimedia contents. Readers are no longer willing to waste time and have 

no time to lose even given the frenetic pace of today's society.  

Also McLuhan (1986) says that media as telephone, radio, cinema and television, have 

reduced the role of the written text. Audiovisual content (preferred and sought after by users) 

allows, in fact, a picture or a sound to stay longer etched in the memory compared to a written 

text. This concept is close to the notion of photographic memory. 

Essentially what facilitates attention and memory, in an environment permeated by a 

multitude of content and distractions, seems to be the fun aspect capable of rising from the 

mass of Internet data to capture and hold the viewer's gaze. An example may be the fact that 

you are more likely to remember the exact words of a song rather than the text of something 

that has been read. Tones, accents, rhythms, melodies facilitate the remembering process. 

Also Onishi (2008) reaffirmed this concept. He said that readers would not read  the 

professional writers's works because in these are present very difficult terms to understand 

and because the stories are very long21. 

It is approached in this way to the theme of ñuser generated contentsò and, even more, to that 

part of journalism, of users who produce content for other users in a peer-to-peer logic. 

                                                            
19 Comp. M. Centorino, A. Romeo, 2012, 94. 
20 Comp. N. Carr, 2011, 99. 
21 Comp. N. Onishi, 2008.  
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Internet thus enriches the fruition experience with its attractive elements pushing towards the 

active use of content involving all the senses simultaneously. 

Media companies must therefore adapt to the new expectations of users now in full harmony 

with the combinations of Web content . Our minds are adapting to the Internet intellectual 

ethics that allows you to have more information with no side effects. But a side effects is 

shown by Davide Bennato (2011) for which social subjects on the web are, in the same time, 

isolated in the daily reality. 

Other fundamental studies about Internet are Sherry Turkle (1996) researches that represent 

the beginning of the first ethnographic investigations about the Internet and about the use of 

virtual identity. Turkle's idea is that the individual who attends virtual networks builds his 

virtual identity that feels more real compared to that than he has in everyday life. He can also 

have a lot of virtual identities. 

Even anonymity, a nickname, a pseudonym constitute forms of identity that allow you to 

express unexplored multiplicity of one's self. 

Internet, therefore, has changed not only the way we communicate and build relationships, but 

also the way of thinking. Through the use of technology, moreover, many people think  that 

they can defeat loneliness but, citing the previous paradox, we can say that we can 

communicate with the whole world while we are closed in our room. 

This is mainly because have changed consumption patterns of media products and this 

precisely by means of internet. People access and are easily used to the convenience and are 

no longer willing to give it up. 

It's like trying to take away a chocolate from a child immediately after that he discovered the 

taste. After all, people spontaneously look for those software and web sites that offer the most 

help and the greatest number of tips. Users want softwares that are helpful and friendly. As 

the economist Tyler Cowen said, when access to information is easy, we tend to favor the 

short, the sweet and the small22. 

Referring again to Internet audiovisual contents, these would seem to be immune from 

concepts such as decreased attention and concentration. In fact, there are new hybrid 

technology tools created by the combination of videos and books (vooks), which provide a no 

linear reading system, more adequate to the new needs arising from being hyper - connected. 

It is an evolved form of the e-book that, in the near future, can be implemented with the 

typical functions of Internet, including social networking (and therefore the social sharing)23. 
 
 

 

                                                            
22 Comp. N. Carr, 2011. 
23 Original paper: https://www.academia.edu/s/14785d2048/internet-ci-rende-stupidi-o-intelligenti-come-la-rete-

sta-cambiando-le-nostre-facolta-cognitive. 
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Family and School Together in Italian Multicultural Society  
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1. Introduction  

This paper presents a reading intended to reflect to joint responsibility between family and school in 

Italian multicultural society.  A discussion of educational joint responsibility between family 

and school gives us an opportunity to look at specific responsibilities, recognizing each 

partyôs role in education in the light of recent social changes. Many psycho-pedagogical 

theories developed over the past thirty years have highlighted the significance of the positive 

presence of parents in the school in terms of childrenôs learning, personal growth, and 

socialization.  Given the new multicultural scenario of our society, the relationship between 

school and family takes on a new role in terms of intercultural integration. The integration of 

immigrant families in society can take place in various ways and with the help of different 

public entities: among these, the school is surely one of the most important for the immigrant 

family with children. 

The school, with a view toward cooperating with the family, must further the rapport with 

foreign families, taking into account their objective difficulties with language comprehension  

and their different conception of the relationship to the school; at the same time such familiesô 

differences and their participation in scholastic life can be viewed as an added value in the 

Italian school. The school can become a meeting point, a place for families to exchange ideas, 

an active workshop in which values can be shared and the barrier of cultural prejudice can be 

broken down, embracing diversity as a paradigm of the schoolôs very identity in pluralism, as 

an opportunity to open the entire system to differences: of origin, gender, social level, 

scholastic background.  

 

2.  The study 
 

2.1 The educational context 

ñIt takes a whole village to educate a child.ò The study was initiated by this evocative imagine 

which comes from nearby Africa, and helps us understand how we cannot be alone in raising 

our children because education, conceived in terms of growth, development and promotion is 

a process which can take place only with the help of many hands. 

It is in this spirit that in recent years an attempt has been made to develop what today is called 

the Integrated Formative System: an educational system based on the co-participation of the 

principle educational agencies: family, school, church, and cultural and recreational 

associations, with the family and the school as principals. To quote Donati, the system ñis an 

organized agglomerate of relationshipsò which take on ñsignificanceò (Donati, 1991, p. 27). 

The idea hails back to a contrivance  which is plural but unified, as is the education of a 

person: a book written by several authors, declaimed in the voice of several readers. But 

although it may be true that each educational action is based on a set of values defining it, and 

is aimed toward an end which moves actions in the direction of a need to be human and 

social, it is important that the educational work of society not be left to chance, but that it 

have principles of coherence (cf. Agazzi, 1965, p.32).  

When we speak of educational coherence among institutions responsible for the growth and 

education of an individual, we are not talking about ña uniform education for all, more or less 

manipulative, or of ótrainingô, but ï this idea of consistency ï is something resulting from the 
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acceptance of a dialectic of differences as an eminently human value, interpreted as the 

provident law of progress and spiritò (Agazzi, 1974, p.6).  

The numerous educational systems which society offers must be in harmony with each other,  

so that man can use every instrument available, in every life context, to ñbe himselfò, to 

ñbecome himselfò, to make his own, ñpermanently, the desire to learn and to growò (E. Faure, 

1973, p. 37). ñWe live in our time and not in another one,ò observes Dewey. ñOnly by 

extracting, every moment, the full significance of every experience in the present do we 

prepare ourselves to do the same thing in the futureò (Dewey, 1938, Ital. trans. 1949, p.34). 

Each person, young or old, should be put in the condition to reap the greatest benefit from 

current experiences in order to be mature for those of the future and in this way grow as a 

person. 

If, as Bertolini sustains, education is an intentional action (cf. Bertolini, 1988, pp.245-246), 

the responsibility for it must be shared among all the educational subjects involved, in order 

to develop an educational prospect which can refer to ña precise point of reference and a 

sensible proposal for the educator and the individual being educatedò (Milani, 2000, p.148). 

Each educational agent, therefore, contributing its specific input, is called upon to tune in with 

the others in terms of values and goals.  Probably today there is a greater need for educational 

consistency than in the past, because the easy access to all types of information and the rapid 

changes currently under way bring with them models for living which are often contradictory, 

which can create confusion and disorientation, especially in  young people. It is necessary to 

encourage a new educational sensibility and an awareness in teaching which will favor 

openness, dialogue and creative exchange among educational participants in order to guide an 

individualôs personal growth without exposing him to distracting or harmful influences (cf. 

Pati, 2006, p.52). 

Today, however, education in our society has taken on the paradigm of complexity. As Ruini 

writes, ñEducation has become a problem in a new way; a knot which seems every day more 

difficult to unravel, a territory much altered, unfamiliar [. . .] the prospects seem fewer and 

less likely for the personôs authentic óbecomingô, which must involve a capacity for 

orientation in life, which must permit the discovery of meaning and reasons for trust, so that 

the individual may relate to others in a constructive way and not go astray when faced with 

difficulties and contradictionsò (Committee for the Cultural Project of the Italian Bishopsô 

Conference, 2009, p. IX). 

2.2 The Literature Review 

We must therefore ask ourselves how families and school may really cooperate to produce a 

common educational approach. The family and the school, however, can find a common 

ground in the matter of education, and education can represent the terrain on which a 

relationship between family and school can be developed and take shape, based on a sense of 

cooperation and joint responsibility (cf. Cattaneo, 2000, pp. IX-X). 

Speaking of joint responsibility lets us reflect on the theme of educational responsibility of the 

family and the school, assigning to each its proper educational role in the light of recent social 

changes. Joint responsibility is based on the principle of reciprocity between family and 

school, each with its own prerogatives. To speak of joint responsibility between family and 

school means to place the accent on a relationship of reciprocity, by virtue of which  one 

institution does not exploit the other, does not concern itself with the other, does not abuse its 

position with regard to the other. On the contrary, together they undertake to embark on a 

cooperative venture, each recognizing its specific role. 

Many psycho-pedagogical theories propounded in the last thirty years have highlighted the 

implications of a positive presence of parents in the school in terms of learning, personal 
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growth and social development. Results of research appear to indicate that the presence of 

parents on the scholastic scene is advisable, for the child, the family and the school. 

A good relationship between parents and teachers can be helpful to a childôs success in 

school, but it does more than that. From the end of the 1980s on, research tells us that a 

positive dialogue between family and school produces greater scholastic success and lowers 

the risk of failure in, or abandonment of, school. Bronfenbrenner, in his Ecology of Human 

Development, on the basis of empirical studies emphasized that the quantity and quality of 

interactions among the life systems of a person maximize the evolutionary possibilities for its 

subjects, and that a subject in evolution benefits substantially if those who care for him work 

in a pair, or in any case are jointly involved in activities (cf. Bronfenbrenner, 1979, Ital. trans. 

1986). 

A fruitful collaboration between school and family, however, becomes a determinant element 

not only for successful learning but also for a childôs overall development of the capacity to 

adapt and socialize and of a greater willingness to be involved in more complex didactic 

processes and therefore in social participation in general; in turn these factors favor access to 

higher levels of learning , whatever the familyôs social background (cf. Bartolomeo, 2004, 

p.76). ñIf the interactions between teachers and parents are good and students feel supported 

both at home and at school, they show greater self-confidence, they participate actively in 

their schooling, and they tend to give more of themselvesò (ivi, p.77).The positive 

involvement of parents in scholastic life, therefore, has positive results not only for the level 

of learning but also for the building of a personal identity and a capacity for socialization. 

As far as the family is concerned, it can find in the school a valid partner for helping to 

manage a young personôs difficult moments. A profitable dialogue with the school is 

important for the family, since it provides an invaluable aid in the increasingly complex task 

of raising children: complex, because our own context is complex, but also because the family 

in recent times has undergone important changes which have left it more and more alone in 

assuming its responsibilities. The nuclear family, increasingly small and inward-looking, has 

practically eliminated contacts with the outside world. That means that there is a genuine need 

on the part of parents to share their educational mission with the outside world; but in order 

for the family to be stimulated to participate in scholastic life, a relationship of trust and 

reciprocal respect with the school must be created, in which the needs and educational 

resources of both parties can recognized and respected in an atmosphere of shared 

responsibility. 

Finally, the school can benefit from the presence of families, allowing an enrichment of its 

programs through the voluntary contribution of parents, particularly useful in a time of 

economic crisis such as the one our society is now undergoing.  ñThe more intense and shared 

the relationship between school and family, the greater the benefit to the school in terms of its 

educational goalsò (Malizia-Cicatelli-Pieroni, 2006, p. 129). It is in this spirit that Minister 

Fioroni wrote the letter to families in 2007 affirming that the school can carry out its own 

educational function only if it seals a pact of alliance with the family. 

ñOur childrenò ï the letter reads -- ñgrow, together with us, in a society which is rapidly 

changing, a heterogeneous society of increasing risks and opportunities.  In this complex 

context, collaboration and teamwork between school and family is the most valuable 

instrument we have for creating a school for everyone and by everyone, a quality school 

capable of guiding our children and young people in the adventure of knowledge and personal 

growth. A school that would claim to educate while failing to recognize  the family would 

condemn itself to failureò (Minister Fioroni, 14 September 2007). 

 

2.3 Educational aims and expectations in a changing society 
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If we could take a virtual trip through our schools we would realize that in recent years 

something has changed profoundly. In the attendance lists, in addition to Mario Rossi and 

Francesca Bianchi, we see Abdel Fares, Aisha Al Haj Ahmad, Asmaa Ali, as well as Adelina 

Rosu, Wei Hu, Estrella Gonzales and many other names which take us to far-away lands, with 

cultures and traditions different from those in Italy. 

In the school year 2013-2014, the Ministry for Instruction, University and Research (MIUR) 

registered the representation in Italian schools of 206 countries from all over the world, as 

well as an increase, though slightly lower than in the past, in the number of students who were 

not Italian citizens. What has remained almost constant is the variety and order of the foreign 

countries contributing the greatest number of pupils: Romania is in the first place, followed by 

Albania, Morocco, China, The Philippines, Moldova, India and Ukraine (cf. MIUR, 2014). 

In Italian schools of every level there are some 802,785 children of immigrants, 16,155 more 

than in the school year 2012-2013. Of those pupils, 167,591 attended preschool, 283,233 

primary school, 169,780 middle school and 182,181 secondary school. The presence of pupils 

who are children of immigrants has increased at all levels of education except for middle 

school, where a slight decrease was registered; meanwhile at all levels of school there has 

been a decline in the percentage of pupils with Italian citizenship. 

The presence of foreign pupils, therefore, is not constant at the different levels of schooling, 

since it varies from  some 10 percent at preschool and primary level to 6.8 percent in 

secondary school.  

Overall, however, the quota of pupils whose citizenship is not Italian has risen from 2.2 

percent in the 2001-2002 school year to 9 percent in 2013-2014, though in some classes it has 

exceeded the ceiling of 30 percent established in the February 2010 circular. But the greatest 

increase is in the number of pupils born in Italy to foreign parents. In 2013-2014, the total 

number of foreign pupils increased by 2.1 percent compared to a year earlier, while the 

increase of those born in Italy was 11.8 percent. Schoolchildren born in Italy whose 

citizenship is not Italian now represent 51.7 percent of all pupils who are children of 

immigrants. In other words, the second generation of foreign students is now in the majority 

(cf. ibid).  

This last figure is extremely interesting because it lets us look at the phenomenon of 

immigration in a new way.  

Not all foreign students are immigrants, since more than half of them were born in Italy. 

Nonetheless, they continue to be considered foreigners according to the current legislation 

which is based on the principle of jus sanguini, or the rights of blood, in which citizenship 

passes from generation to generation independently of where one is born, grows up, or resides 

[. . .] Currently, children born in Italy may request citizenship at the age of eighteen and must 

demonstrate uninterrupted residence in Italy during that time (Favaro, 2011, Ch. 1). 

The cultural plurality of society is mirrored within the classroom, where multiculturalism can 

be photographed instantly. The entire educational field is involved in the process. ñTeachers 

and educators, whose main concern has always been to favor the transmission of the national 

language, values and norms, now find themselves faced with new tasksò (Portera, 2006, p.11). 

In order to meet the moral and social obligations of our country to guarantee all immigrants ï 

including those from outside the European Union ï the right to education, the school has 

attempted to respond to these changes by developing new protocols for inclusion and new 

teaching models, beginning with the Ministerial Circular n. 301 of 1989 (Inclusion of 

foreigners in compulsory education: promotion and coordination of measures for the 

furthering of the right to education).The circular states that each single school is called upon 

not only to promote ñan increasingly acute awareness of the significance of a multicultural 

societyò by promoting ñdidactic activities oriented toward the validation of the characteristics 

of different ethnic groupsò by encouraging  ñstudents to accept and understand those 
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characteristicsò in order to ñpromote a cultural awareness which is open-mindedò, but also to 

promote ñmeasures to increase awareness in the community and in the immigrant groups. In 

fact it is necessary to create an atmosphere favorable to integration for the purpose of raising 

awareness of the opportunities that the scholastic institution offers, and of the ways to use 

them. Acting together will provide the possibility for gaining additional and more adequate 

knowledge of the cultural levels, the models of behavior, the social and economic conditions 

of immigrant groups. It is clear that such knowledge represents an essential contribution to 

didactic planningò (Ministerial Circular 301/1989). 

Such a concept must be reconsidered on the basis of analysis of new educational 

requirements, to promote educational programs which are truly inclusive and not simply 

based on assimilation and conformity with the socio-cultural models held by  the majority. 

 

3. Educational strategies  

If multi-culture is indeed a factual way to describe our society, it is the historic moment we 

are engaged in, it is the condition of our present time, made evident by the numerous presence 

of immigrants coming from different parts of the world; inter-culture is not a natural 

phenomenon but something which must be created, must be encouraged and designed so that 

it can open itself to anauthentic relationship with the other. It is not a spontaneous event but a 

dynamic with strong emotional implications, a conscious extending of oneself in the direction 

of the other. Inter-culture disposes a person to an authentic confrontation, to a relationship of 

mutual priority, in which each person preserves his own originality in a free giveandtake. 

Such an approach to democratic coexistence results in the development of a mentality which 

is open, flexible, capable of accepting the diversity of the other. 

Many scenarios are possible  in a multicultural society: from indifference to acceptance; there 

are so many ideas, attitudes and feelings, on a continuum ranging from fear and prejudice to 

curiosity, interest, assistance, comprehension, interaction. Every culture has something to give 

to, and take from, the others.  The relationship between cultures is always a relationship 

among diverse identities, or rather, between identity and otherness, and it raises the issue of 

the right of each person to be recognized as a specific being, even if no person can be 

considered really pure or uncontaminated. The pedagogic premise underpinning this thesis is 

that there is no hierarchical conception of cultures. "Each people has its own culture," wrote 

Father  Milani, "and no one people has less than another" (Barbiana School, 1975, p. 139). No 

educational institution, he continues, can fail to accept persons of different cultures. 

Intercultural coexistence is a new human question which schools have had to face only in the 

last 25 years and which must be answered by accepting new educational challenges, certainly 

not a simple task. Inter-culture represents a true revolution in the field of education; it 

becomes the paradigm most suitable for guiding educational processes, for promoting a new 

grammar of civilization, and for that reason it could create" the new normality in educationò, 

a new Paideia (cf. Nanni, 2010). 

"It is not a question of creating separate or special spaces for anyone -- either foreign or native 

-- but, on the contrary, putting into play in a positive way the opportunities offered by the 

current situation: in this new millennium, every culture's horizons are expanding enormously 

and the chances of unexpected encounters are increasing for everyone. If we are able to make 

constructive use of the conflicts which will inevitably arise in such encounters, it will be 

possible to create something new and to safeguard the specificity and the value of each person 

and each culture" (Genovese, 2003, p.199). 
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Intercultural education today must be the new paradigm of education, in order to join unity 

and plurality, universalism and relativism, attention to the specific needs of each individual 

and common educational paths in a harmonious way.  

Being together, however, is not enough to favor the process of integration. Acceptance alone 

is not sufficient to guarantee processes and attitudes which are authentically inclusive. To 

encourage an authentic process of integration and interaction among cultures "it is necessary 

to go beyond didactic techniques to a pedagogic panorama capable of re-imagining the future, 

starting with the challenges of the present, in order to live together, equal and different, in 

equal dignity" (Favaro, 2011, Ch. 1). 

 

3.1 Educational objectives  

 Schools, and educational services in general, have a central role in the processes of 

integration not only of the children but also of the families. "The school, more than other 

institutions, is called upon to utilize the positive potential inherent in the encounter among 

cultures and to limit the negative, also inherent in encounters among peoples and cultures, so 

that xenophobia may not prevail over empathy" (Silva, 2008, p.28). 

The school, moreover, is the place in which families may form an educational alliance for the 

benefit of their children. 

ñDespite the differences in projects and conceptions, in the school each family becomes the 

educational partner with which to establish a pact; each immigrant ceases to be an immigrant 

but becomes simply a parent in the midst of other parents. Nonetheless the distances, the 

difficulties in rapport between the school and the immigrant families, and between the Italian 

and foreign parents, are a factwhich is frequently underlined by teachers and school 

administratorsò (Favaro, 2011, Ch. 8). 

A number of elements appear to separate immigrant parents from teachers; both are called 

upon daily to face the fact of other-ness, with an approach to cultural life and values which 

are different, with "educational styles different from one's own, with models of behaviorof 

young people which are difficult to decipher, with countless difficulties in communicating. 

These are the reasons behind most of the obstacles faced by teachers. For their part, the 

families do not always understand the school's requirements, they often are not clear about its 

educational methods and goals, and they tend to see the school as a place simply for the 

transmitting of academic disciplines. An insufficient familiarity on both parts regarding the 

reciprocal procedures in education is added to linguistic difficulties and cultural differences 

which cause misunderstandings which may be unimportant of themselves, but which over 

time can escalate to the point of causing parents to become indifferent in their approach to the 

school, and teachers to develop a stereotyped image of the immigrant family (Silva, 2008, pp. 

24-25). 

While it is true that the label "immigrant family" conceals a variety of situations and 

experiences because every family is different from every other with its particular  cultural 

baggage, all such families can be united by the same need for identity. All are called upon 

every day to close the gap between the need to feel a part of the host country and the 

preservation of their roots. All such families are called upon by immigration to reassess not 

only place, time, and personal life goals, but also relationships and emotions. Introducing a 

child to the educational mainstream is not without pain for the immigrant family, representing 

as it does a sort of "migration within a migration" (Favaro, 2011, Ch. 8), a step which 

substantially alters the rapport between generations and requires yet new forms of adaptation. 

It is for this reason that parents, rather than collaborating with the school, may appear to be 
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completely closed to it, or at least uninterested or uninvolved; much, however, depends on the 

relationship with the teachers and with the school as a whole. 

"It is in fact the personal commitment which gives value to the relationship, defining it as a 

conscious experience which puts into play the parties involved and their beliefs and values, 

but also as a factor of transformation and change. It is a relationship based on reciprocity, 

understood as an ethical and practical principle which can shift the encounter from a 

utilitarian level, or one of dominance/submission, to a level of respect and parity. The 

reciprocity overcomes the imbalance between teachers and parents which is linked to 

linguistic and cultural differences, but also to the difference in their roles and functions.  

Commitment, reciprocity, exchange are the founding principles of a model of relationship 

between school and family which is valid in general and in particular in multicultural contexts 

(Silva, 2008, p. 35). 

The participation of foreign parents in school life must be understood as a new challenge for 

the scholastic institution if it is true, as mentioned above, that a fruitful collaboration between 

school and family works in favor of childrenôs socialization and participation as well as their 

greater scholastic success. The dialogue between teachers and parents is still more necessary 

in the case of immigrant families, since the support of the teachers can help foreign children 

and their parents feel more included in the Italian system. The school, aiming for a co-

planning with the family, must also maintain a relationship with foreign families, taking into 

account their objective difficulty in language comprehension and their different way of 

conceiving their relationship to the school, but also learning to perceive their diversity and 

their participation in scholastic life as an added resource for the Italian school, "both because 

it encourages connections with local parents to begin a network of inclusion, and because 

their contribution opens up new scenarios of possible change" (Vittori, 2003, p. 91). 

 

4. Conclusion 

The school can become a place of lively encounter and exchange among families, an active 

workshop of shared values, capable of tearing down the barriers of cultural prejudice; but for 

this to happen, a genuine rapport is necessary, based on active  listening, capable of 

recognizing the needs and expectations of parents, including foreign ones. But more explicit 

national policies are also necessary, as well as a proper use of intercultural instruments and 

cultural mediators, still too rarely employed in schools, to create with the help of all parents a 

more inclusive school able to educate tolerant, free individuals. This is the path indicated in 

the most recent guidelines for acceptance and integration of foreign pupils in the few lines 

dedicated to the relationship with immigrant families, where it is stated that "the  

involvement of families and information in different languages concerning the functioning 

and structure of the educational system, the objectives for learning, the organization, the 

evaluation and the diverse activities of schools is of crucial importance in the processes of 

integration and orientation" (MIUR, 2014, p.12). 

ñOur pupils are equal and diverse: equal in terms of language, cultural óimmersionô, 

socialization in preschool and primary school; diverse in terms of family, cultural points of 

reference, religion, skin color, etc. To be inclusive, it follows that a school must be equipped 

with attitudes and mechanisms which put all children in a condition to learn from diversity 

and to live with respect for, and interest in, others. It is therefore necessary to initiate a new 

phase, a phase of inclusion which can integrate what has been considered and accomplished 

over years, but which canpresent a new outlook, more conscious of the changes, issues and 

questions which are still open and of the attainments which have so far been achieved 

(Favaro, 2011,Ch. 9). 
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1. Introduction 

In the contemporary and global political and socio-economical frame, Armed Forces have to 

face new challenges involving the very identity of the institution owning the monopoly of the 

rightful use of the violence. Even if sociology, despite the importance of the consequences, 

has not paid so much attention to the effect of armed force on society (Kilby, 2013; 

Heinecken, 2015), social sciences and military sociology are well-aware about what are the 

difficulties and the uniqueness in studying the military and the transformations of this 

institution (Soeters, Shields, Rietjens, 2014).  

The end of the Cold War has led to new geopolitical and economic order in which the strong 

global economic integration has not yet joined a defined policy coordination. The global 

governance processes, in fact, with the breaking of old and consolidated balances, have to 

deal with the new risks of liquid society: lack of anchors, compression of the middle class, 

new democratic transitions, new identity processes, rediscovery of nationalism, frustration 

management, and the discontent of the people suspended between desire for modernization 

and rejection of Western values (Talia & Amato, 2015). 

This favored the outbreak of new conflicts and new claims that have further complicated the 

international political scene, where we are witnessing a gradual breakdown in diplomatic set 

up leading to an increasingly differentiated regional grouping, and a growing presence of 

turbulence and internal crises, by nature always interconnected. The recent terrorist acts, for 

example, are part of a crisis scenario characterized by a climate of general unfriendliness that 

accompanies the relations between the United States, European Union and its countries, 

where the economic crisis and austerity policies have created divisions and conflicts 

(Maniscalco, 2015). 

With this historic transition, in short, the Western democracies have had to contend with a 

new, broader and more complex concept of national security able to include, beyond the 

traditional doctrines of defense of territory, new tasks and functions. We refer, for example, to 

the management of crisis on a global scale, peacekeeping missions, humanitarian intervention, 

and even the creation of new nations (Mannitz, 2013). In fact, if before the Second World 

War the existence of an army was closely linked to the defense of national borders, during the 

Cold War, the threat posed by the enemy deployment determined the main functions of 

military forces. With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dissolution of a well-defined idea of 

enemy, the emerging elements of what we might call "world domestic policy" led to a greater 

complexity of military missions conducted in concert by more nations and, in fact, less clearly 

linked to national defense issues. 

In other words, "multipurpose threats and a concept of security not restricted in the military 

perimeter of national sovereignty have expanded the horizons of the intelligence services, not 

only in a spatial sense, but also as regards the fields of intervention and the ósubjectô of the 

securitizations" (Maniscalco, 2015, p. 79). 

This not only substantially change the very idea of "soldier" but poses serious problems of 

legitimacy to the normally granted military use of force under the particular conditions of the 

defense of an enemy threat. One example is the debate on constabularization processes 

(Zimmerman, 2005), namely the use of military resources for conducting operations 

traditionally associated to the police. 

In any case, beyond the problems of legitimacy, the military involvement in this new type of 

missions led to an increase in the number of military interventions undertaken by democratic 
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states. In more structural terms, this new scenario has been accompanied by a process of 

professionalisation of the Armed Forces (Haltiner & Tresch, 2007) and a general reduction of 

the personnel involved, that was enriched, in contrast, by the entrance of women and, more 

generally, by the participation of different ethnic groups (Farina, 2014). 

In fact, as we have briefly mentioned, compared to more conventional task of defending the 

national borders, the participation to complex international operations requires the 

reformulation of the idea of a soldier that must be developed and accepted by the members of 

the Armed Forces, together with a new ethical and moral vision of how to behave during such 

missions. Although the use of force is legitimate in military operations, it is undeniable that 

the public opinion, in general, is very sensitive to a normative preference for the peaceful 

resolution of all conflicts. 

This forces us to consider at least two problems, both linked to the exercise of control 

functions and decision-making. First, although the political power holds these responsibilities, 

it is undeniable that the military institution has to deal with this ambiguity at each hierarchical 

level. In fact, the nature of the missions and the introduction of new technologies pose all the 

soldiers, who, at the tactical level, play key roles in complex missions, in situations with 

possible strong political impact, even the lowest degree soldiers (Ruffa, Dandeker, 

Vennesson, 2013). 

These actions can have possible political effects, not only locally, but also globally because of 

the dissolution of boundaries between time and space determined by the development of new 

communication technologies. Not to mention the possibility that deplorable acts, recorded 

with amateur equipment, can arouse the attention and the outrage of world public opinion. 

Therefore, this increased spread of responsibilities throughout the command chain presents 

serious problems of control and adequate development motivation and sense of belonging of 

the military, who are asked for more skills and the development of a higher level of 

professionalism. 

This brings us to the second question, which concerns the management of the transformations 

taking place in the type, number and quality of human resources employed by the Armed 

Forces. In fact, generally, two reasons are given to explain the increased recourse to forms of 

voluntary co-option with respect to conscription, and both insist on issues primarily related to 

the formation of the necessary expertise to undertake the role of a soldier. While, in fact, the 

introduction of new technologies requires the skills and a level of expertise that you cannot 

achieve in a basic military training (Janowitz, 1971), the other is the internationalization of 

operations that requires special training. 

It would seem, then, that it is precisely the minor involvement in operations of defense of 

national borders, in favor of the missions of defense of national "values", to have determined 

this great revolution in the recruitment criteria. The new requirements regarding the required 

skills, in view of the relationship between costs and benefits, have seen the preference of 

gradually smaller and professionalized armies, supported by service providers selected in the 

civilian sector (Moskos, 2000). As Mannitz (2012) points out, however, this new 

configuration sets new human resource management issues in which the high cost needed to 

train soldiers, may eventually inhibit their use in high-risk missions.  

As we have seen, the drivers of change and transformations to which the Armed Forces have 

had to adapt can be grouped under four broad categories: political, technological, 

organizational and relational, all somehow interconnected but each bearing its own 

specificity. These have led to the assumption of new responsibilities for the military of any 

kind and level, which has increased the level and number of strategic skills, tactics and 

techniques involved in the exercise of their functions. Moreover, they have focused on 

interpersonal and organizational skills able to motivate and bring together new generations of 

soldiers - composed of heterogeneous groups of individuals becoming mostly professionals in 
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the exercise of legitimate violence - capable to cooperate with those involved in the system of 

international security forces from different countries. In the management of these new 

challenges the role of decision-makers, i.e. the officers, it acquires considerable significance. 

This work will deal with the changes introduced in recent years by the Italian Air Force 

Academy in Pozzuoli, with respect to the Officerôs Building processes in an attempt to adapt 

the characteristics of this armed force to the changing needs of the new environment. This 

theme is worth analyzing, because of the general difficulty of studying the military, relating to 

privacy issues and institutional public image retention. In fact, as all the armed forces, this 

organization is obliged, in the exercise of his functions, to administer the legitimate use of 

force and endangering the lives of third parties and its members as a real possibility of its 

activities (Soeters, Shields, Rietjens, 2014). This might happen in a context in which public 

opinion is generally attentive and contrary to such an eventuality to occur.  

 

2, Methods 

The analysis of the literature showed us the new challenges that the Armed Forces have to 

face in the light of the changing scenarios that characterize the global landscape. 

Choosing to study the Air Force Officer's building processes depended on the particular 

characteristics and the important strategic role it plays. In fact, if the management, monitoring 

and control of airspace, since the founding of NATO, have become the key to the prevention 

and resolution of conflicts. It is important to remember that among the Armed Forces, the Air 

Force is the one that possesses the most advanced technological system that is also more 

susceptible to processes of innovation and renovation. It is in this Armed Force, in short, that 

the transformations discussed above can be particularly noticeable and radicals. 

The Air Force Academy also performs its task since 1923, and since then, between historical 

events and changes of location, it formed the official generations that were operating before, 

during and after the Cold War. A vantages point of view, in short, to witness what were the 

challenges to overcome and the changes that have been introduced by this Armed Force. 

The reading of organizational change has been carried out through the lens of neo-

institutionalism and its two main concepts. First the ñisomorphismò, that is the reasons why 

the units that make up a certain population are pushed to be similar among them (Mayer, 

Rowan, 2000); second the ñorganizational fieldò, that is a heterogeneous group of actors, with 

no defined borders, involved in a specific and recognized institutional environment of society 

(Powell, Di Maggio, 1983). 

As for the empirical part, well aware of the difficulties relating to the military environment 

study (Soeters, Shields, Rietjens, 2014), the Officer-building processes have been 

reconstructed through 10 biographical interviews to as many officers who make up the 

permanent framework of the Academ . These officers were once young cadets, while today 

there are decision makers of this structure. 

 

3. Findings 

The Academy of Pozzuoli trains the Italian Air Force Officers. The training courses, lasting 

five or six years, can be divided into three main categories: Pilots Corps, Service Corps and 

Generic Corps, the latter divided into Genius, Commissioners and Medics. The richness of the 

information collected relating to the Officer-building processes will be presented according to 

a thematic division that will refer to the different roles and training paths provided by the 

Academy courses, to the organization of courses and content of training activities, to the 

relationships that established between, and within different courses. 
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3.1 Roles 

The training of Pilots and Service consists in the achievement of three-year degree in 

aeronautical sciences with some role-specific differences. 

In the case of pilots, of course, there is a specific training path for the flight and the 

acquisition of military pilot's license. This category will be used to pilot the aircraft 

interceptors, bombers, rescue helicopters, military transport aircraft, remote-controlled 

aircraft. 

Pilots are traditionally the backbone of the Air Force: they embody its mission and, at least 

for the moment, they are the only ones destined to fill the highest command positions within 

this Force. After the experience of the operational years of flight, in fact, the pilots are 

selected to start the management path. The most important change occurred over the years, 

with regard to the role of pilots, it has been the introduction of the section dedicated to the 

piloting of drones, which fits, of course, in a process of continuous technological updating of 

the aircraft used. 

Pilots are traditionally the backbone of the Air Force: they embody its mission and, at least 

for the moment, they are the only ones destined to fill the highest command positions within 

this Force. After the experience of the operational years of the flight, in fact, the pilots are 

selected to start the management path. The most important change occurred over the years, 

with regard to the role of pilots, it has been the introduction of the section dedicated to the 

piloting of remote-control aircraft, which fits, of course, in a process of continuous 

technological update. 

Service Corps, by contrast, receive specific-role training that refers to four broad categories of 

"airspace control", "flight crews," "logistical support", "operational support." In fact, Service 

are the natural completion of the organizational role of pilots, performing not only all the key 

roles that allow them to take the flight activities, but also all the operations carried out by the 

Air Force that does not involve the use of aircraft. 

The four major categories, over the years, have been enhanced with functions and tasks to 

read the complexity of operational scenarios and adapt programs and strategies. It is among 

the Service Corps that, for example, officers are trained to be dedicated to intelligence 

activities and human resource management, two issues of vital importance to the defense and 

security policies outlined in the previous paragraph. 

Finally, with regard to Generic Corps, Engineers, Commissioners and Medics get degrees, 

respectively, in civil or aerospace engineering, in law and in medicine. Starting with the third 

year, the cadets in that category begin to follow the university courses with other civilian 

students. 

 

3.2 Training activities 

Every year the Academy announces a competition to select about eighty students who will 

form the new course that will begin the five years training process ï except for Medics, whose 

path has a duration of six years. Each course has a name, recalling winds, constellations, 

mythological symbols or birds of prey having the initial letter in alphabetical order 

progressively and a number that indicates, once the progression of the letters A to Z is 

completed, the specific number of the progression. 

If, for example, the first course name is ñAquilaò, exhausted nineteen letters of the alphabet 

used in the progression, the course following the one called "Zodiaco" has taken on the name 

ñAquila IIò and so on, to ensure a kind of ideal continuity and traditions, identified by the 

name of the course that is repeated every 19 years. 
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The training activities proceed along three major axes, which has different importance during 

the five years of cadet participation in the academy: university activities, military activities, 

sports activities. To these it is possible to add what we decided to define as formal relations 

activities that we will consider, in more detail, later. 

Most respondents define the first year of each course as the toughest. During the first year, it 

is hard to get a leave and the pace of the activities to perform are frantic. This is to create a 

constant physical and psychological pressure with the purpose to select the cadets that are 

more motivated to stay, and to build a sense of belonging to oneôs own course and, more 

generally, toward the Air Force. Student do not have the ability or the time to devote attention 

to themselves, and the difficulties scattered ad hoc along their path can be overcome only by 

teamwork and collaboration with fellow students. More generally, the focus is not on the 

individual but on the course: if a cadet makes a mistake, for example, is the whole course to 

be punished. The oath is collective and is carried out, in a very moving ceremony, by the 

course organized as a squad, and not by the cadets individually. In addition, up to the 

Christmas period, students of the first year may not speak or interact ï without a request from 

their superior ï with cadets of previous courses. During the first year, students of all roles take 

university courses in the Academy, dedicate a good part of their time to the acquisition of 

ñformalò military knowledge as the march, and have an obligation to carry out sports 

activities according to a precise and daily scheduling. 

The second year is very similar to the first but with less time pressure and the possibility of 

cultivating the specificity of oneôs own individuality. The students of the second year not only 

are considered "senior" of those who begin the path of the first year, but some of them play an 

important role in the management of the candidates in the competition for the next year 

course. 

The third year cadets are no longer referred to as ñstudentsò but as ñaspirantò and this change 

in the nomenclature emphasizes, in fact, some major changes: a better balance between the 

collective and the individual, and an increase in individual and personal responsibility. 

In the third year, for example, some cadets are selected to become the so-called ñChosenò. 

They will have to deal with the first-year students and ócontrolô them. The group of Chosen, 

of course, following the guidelines of the senior officers, have the task of motivating, punish, 

control and organize the new recruits. An important task for both the Academy itself 

(collective), and for each individual Chosen that, apart from the honor and the responsibility 

of having to look after the growth of new students, must be able to do this new activity 

together with the myriad of other commitments he must face. We will return on this point in 

more detail later. 

The cadets belonging to Generic Corps, however, from the third year, start to go to the 

university every day to take courses with civilian students. We have seen that the introduction 

of Generic Corps in the courses of the Academy has been a recent innovation, aimed at 

providing specific military training also to engineers, commissioners and medics. 

During the first three years, the Academy is very similar, although with decreasing intensity, 

to the "total institution" model defined by Goffman (1968) in which the management of time 

and daily spaces is almost entirely institutionalized, that is, hetero-directed and established by 

the organization, with obligation for room and board in the structure. 

In the fourth year, the cadets take the individual oath and become officers with the rank of 

Second Lieutenant. This is where the tension collective/individual resolves and the cadets are 

even allowed to find accommodation outside of the Academy. The relationship with the 

Academy takes the form of a normal eight-hour daily work, so the cadet takes service in the 

morning, at 07:45 a.m., and then go home around 4:00 p.m. 

Go to live outside the Academy is a recent innovation, dictated more by economic and 

logistical reasons rather than actual training purposes. In an era of austerity and spending 
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review, in fact, the housing autonomy of most of the cadets of the fourth and the fifth year is a 

significant savings for the Air Force. 

During the fourth and fifth year, the training activities are devoted to the specialization of the 

different roles, which prepares cadets to tasks that take place in the future application 

departments. The fate of each cadet - that is, the assignment of tasks and the geographical 

place of destination - consistent with the specifics of the training undertaken, will depend on 

the Air Force contingent needs and its position in the ranking based on the evaluation of the 

results of the three lines of training areas described above: university, military, sports. 

 

3.3 Formal relationships 

In a context characterized by a rigid and well-defined hierarchy, it is important to provide a 

precise definition of the term ñformal relationshipsò. With these, we refer to all those 

activities that, while embedded into the hierarchical organization, especially in relation to the 

top-down direction, represent the power relation as well as organizational, logistics and 

management purposes. 

In other words, the substantial difference to be highlighted using the concept of ñformal 

relationshipsò is the processual and dynamic dimensions of the interactions between the 

cadets themselves and between them and their superiors, where the concept of hierarchy, 

instead, simply points to a set of relations considered in a more static way. 

Nevertheless, the most important aspect, and the reason why we will dedicate a specific space 

to this issue, is the educational and training aspect that formal relationships assume within the 

growth paths of the Cadets. This is one of the main aspect of the training project called 

ñstudent in the spotlightò, with which the Academy provides future officers with the tools to 

exercise the organizational activities and control. 

We have already examined, for example, the figure of the "Chosen", and it is from here that 

we begin this discussion. In the third year the Academy, as we have seen, select some cadets, 

in their early twenties, to play a key role in management, motivation, organization and 

evaluation of new subscribers in the first year. This is an important way to empower cadets 

and increase their awareness of the vital role that they play as Officers in the Air Force, as 

well as the possible consequences of their actions. The Chosen take decisions that will affect 

the academic life of the new generation. The Chosen, in fact, play an important role in 

ensuring the continuity of practices and traditions, because everyone, in some way, refers to 

the Chosen they have known in their first year and, above all, because everyone is well aware 

of the important training task that they are asked to perform. 

The Chosen carry out their difficult role under the guidance and close supervision of senior 

officers, who exercise a role of guarantor in respect of first-year students, but that also are 

called to evaluate the performance of the cadet of the third year. As paradoxical as it may 

seem, in the formal power relationship that develops between the Chosen and students of the 

first year, the most important practical training is undertaken by the third year Chosen. They 

and their control and management capabilities are the real object of evaluation. 

Nevertheless, that is not all. The Chosen operate as a team - the team of the Chosen - that in 

addition to direct the course of the first year, has to manage itself, giving a common line and 

defining the modalities of intervention and priorities. Each team has an internal organization, 

with a chief, a deputy, and a pool of dedicated cadets, each one assigned with a very specific 

goal. 

Everyone is responsible for his task and every one acquires leadership functions ï even 

compared to the management of its Chosen Chief ï in achieving the objectives related to his 
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task, in a complicated, however well-balanced mix of dedication and exaltation of oneself, 

group and individual work, command and fulfillment of oneôs own responsibilities. 

This model of formal relationships involves only a very small number of cadets, usually ten. 

To ensure that all cadets can benefit of the project "Student in the spotlight", the 

organizational structure of the team of the Chosen has been exported to many learning and 

training activities of the Academy, organizing several teams to achieve specific objectives. In 

this way, each cadet participates in different teams, sometimes in the role of leader and 

sometimes in the role of follower. Teams can be organized to intra-course or inter-course 

level and may involve the management of particular aspects of cadet life, such as common 

finances, the organization of events, the management of the refectory, sports equipment, 

teaching, complementary activities, or simply the organization of a guided tour. 

The project "Student in the spotlight" was recently introduced, developing a custom strategy 

to meet the needs of the Italian Air Force inspired by a training model borrowed from the 

Anglo-Saxon school, considered more efficient in the performance of the chain of command 

functions. 

This is an example of institutional isomorphism, i.e. the tendency to homogenization of 

organizational practices of institutions that act within the same organizational field. In fact, 

the inter-forces relationships, including military institutions of different countries, are 

frequent in the conduct of defense and intelligence functions. This creates a tendency to 

imitate the strengths of other actors or the need to conform, due to regulative or functional 

reasons, to the practices and processes carried out by other actors who operate in the same 

organizational field. 

The important thing is the overall balance of individual and collective factors, charges and 

honors, responsibility and control represented by the project ñStudent in the spotlightò. This is 

played on a different scale, and in the specialization of different skills, in a subtle game of 

power and decisions, elation and frustration, control and obedience, which allows future 

Officers of the Italian Air Force to develop and hone leadership skills. 

 

4. Conclusions 

In this paper, we analyzed the Officer's building processes of Italian Air Force Academy of 

Pozzuoli. The reconstruction has surely been partial and incomplete, but adopted a synchronic 

perspective, telling something of the functioning of this institution, as well as a diachronic 

one, highlighting the changes that have affected the Academy's training function. 

In fact, we were able to experience the enormous effort made by this institution to adapt to the 

major changes that have affected the needs and problems emerging from the new global 

configuration created, but still in the process of change, after the end of the Cold War. Effort 

that had to take account of the period of austerity that reduced the available resources. 

The political and relational consequences of a participatory management, at the international 

level, of the new peacekeeping activities and asymmetric warfare has determined new 

challenges and a re-thinking of the traditional defense policies. 

The new type of professionalism built in the Academy and the transformation of its 

educational paths were the answer to the increase of necessary technical, technological and 

relational skills that characterize a modern military force made up increasingly by 

professionals.  
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Cultural Practices and Human Rights 

 
Dominika Liszkowska 

 

1. Introduction  

Despite the fact that violence against women can be found anywhere in different communities 

around the world, certain examples of violence such as female genital mutilation or honor 

killings can be defined as ñidentified cultural practicesò (Werner, 2009: Penn and Nardos 

2003). 

There is no doubt that transnational steps have been taken. The aim of these steps is to 

eliminate such practices. However, the conflict between activists attacking gender-based 

violence in defense of human rights and local communities recognizing the legitimacy of 

these practices seems to be inevitable. For the environment of feminists, these practices 

represent gender-based violence and serve as a mechanism for the maintenance of power by 

men over women (Werner, 2009: Maynard, 1993). The fear of potential violence, resulting 

from cultural conditions and the regular occurrence of violence against women, has an 

undeniable impact on the control and reduction of feminine behavior. 

Leach wrote: 

 
ñIt is a crime to kill a neighbour, an act of heroism to kill an enemy, but who 

is an enemy and who is a neighbour is purely a matter of social definitionò (OôShea: 

Leach 1968: Nader 2003).  

 

In accordance with the principle of cultural relativism of Boas, every culture should be 

examined ñfrom withinò, researchers should try to penetrate the right environmental, 

historical, and psychological conditions of this culture and not estimate it through ñforeign 

criteriaò. It is extremely difficult considering practices discussed in this work. The basis of 

these practices has a cultural character and refers to patterns of behavior accepted in some 

communities (Szacki, 2007). 

In this study three cultural practices that have been ingrained in the minds of many 

communities in the world were discussed, however, the effects they bring are a threat to life 

and health of (mainly) women and flagrant violation elaborated by the international 

community of human rights. The main hypothesis is the assumption that all of these cultural 

practices are in flagrant violation of human rights developed by the international community. 

The analysis made in this article is based on the source material and the work of researchers 

who for many years have been engaged in research on the essence of these practices, as well 

as numerous documents and reports (such as UNICEF and WHO). 

 

2. Data Collection and Analysis  

 

2.1. Female Genital Mutilation and HumanRights 

The practice of female genital mutilation is a form of abuse to which women and girls in some 

countries in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa are exposed (World Health Organization, 

2008). Definitions of female genital mutilation, female genital cutting and female 

circumcision refer to all treatments that are related to the partial or complete removal of 

external female genital and other damage of female reproductive organs resulting from non-

medical reasons (UNICEF, 2013). According to typology of female genital mutilation 

prepared by the World Health Organization (WHO) (developed in 1995 and updated in 2007), 
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there are four types of FGC - clitoridectomy, excision, infibulation, and other forms (e.g. 

prickling or scraping) (World Health Organization, 2012). All over the world, approximately 

100-140 million women and girls undergo such treatments and from 2 to 3 million more are 

exposed to it every year (World Health Organization, 2008). 

Treatments of female genital mutilation which substantially mean damage of normal 

reproductive organs, interfere with the proper functioning of the body of women and girls on 

whom they are being performed and bring many physical and mental consequences. 

Immediate consequences can include severe pain, psychological trauma, infection, bleeding, 

and in some cases even death. To carry out FGM various tools, such as sharp knife or razor 

are used. According to estimates, only 18% of all operations are performed using surgical 

tools and anesthetics (World Health Organization, 2012). 

The problem of female genital mutilation in the context of human rights was raised 

during many different international conferences, e.g. World Conference on Human Rights in 

Vienna in 1993, International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo in 

1994, Whether the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 (Center for 

Reproductive Rights, 2006). At the end of 2012, the United Nations General Assembly under 

the leadership of a group of African countries (which is one of the informal groups in the 

Assembly, responsible for consultation and improvement of works on the problem) adopted 

Resolution 67/146 entitled ñIntensifying global efforts for the elimination of female genital 

mutilationò. Another important step was the submission of a statement by the group of 

African countries to UN Human Rights Council which included the list of challenges that 

must be faced by the the international community, to eliminate the practice of FGM 

(European Commission, 2013). 

Many acts of international law condemn the practice of genital mutilation. African 

countries committed themselves to take all appropriate measures to eliminate harmful (social 

and cultural) practices listed in the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 

(1990) or art. 5 of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples (2003) (Equality 

Now, 2011). These documents oblige a state to take all necessary changes in national 

legislation to eliminate the practice of FGM. In the case of Europe, regulations concerning 

human rights have an important place in Council of Europe conventions. An important 

document is the Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and 

domestic violence (CAHVIO, entered into force in 2014). This is the first instrument on the 

continent which contains a comprehensive framework to prevent violence and protect victims. 

It also relates directly to the issue of genital mutilation in article 38 (Shreeves, 2015). 

Female genital mutilation is considered a violation of children's rights included in the 

Charter of the United Nations, as well as the most serious form of violence against women 

and girls. It is widely performed on girls aged four to twelve. Scientists dealing with the issue 

of FGM note that the age of the victims who undergo surgeries is getting lower every year 

(Equality Now, 2011). There are communities in which treatments are performed on girls 

shortly after birth, others perform them after the wedding or during pregnancy (Center for 

Reproductive Rights, 2006). 

Through the practice of female genital mutilation fundamental rights and freedoms of 

women and girls are violated or restricted: the right to physical and mental integrity, the right 

to the highest attainable standard of health, children's rights, freedom from discrimination 

based on sex (including violence against women), freedom from torture, cruel, inhuman and 

degrading treatment, and even the right to life (END FGM ï European Campaign, 2010).  

The reasons why members of many communities in the world decide to perform 

genital mutilation of their daughters or granddaughters are complex but interrelated (Murray, 

2013). They are affected by values and beliefs considered by various communities and 

because of that there is no way to replace them immediately. In many communities, female 
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circumcision is considered a rite of passage from childhood to adulthood; therefore, 

consequently a girl becomes a woman. It is an act of socialization of cultural values and 

belonging to the family or the community and relationships with previous generations. This is 

the case of Pokoto tribe that lives in the territory of Kenya (Modola, 2013). Despite the fact 

that in that country the ritual of female genital mutilation has been prohibited for several 

years, it still persists in many tribes. For Pokoto, circumcision is considered a necessary 

condition that must be fulfilled by any girl who prepares for marriage. It is a rite of passage to 

the stage of maturity which is an important event for the whole community. 

The main justifications for conducting these practices are customs/traditions, female 

sexuality, religion/beliefs, or social pressure (Murray, 2013). There are many other reasons 

why treatments for women are performed. These include, among others, faith in the 

enlargement of the clitoris with age which makes it necessary to remove it, the recognition of 

marriages per transaction (in which the family of a man pays the woman's family tribute, 

when the woman is not circumcised, the family of a man does not need to pay dues), the 

belief that the external genitalia are impure and can cause death of the newborn during 

childbirth (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office on Womenôs Health, 

2009), fear of the unknown (in communities where the cult of ancestors exists, women are 

instilled a fear of the unknown - a curse or the possibility of indignation of the ancestors), 

recognition of uncircumcised women as dirty and retraction them from household activities or 

functions, religious activities, public recognition and awards (Equality Now, 2011). 

 

2.2. Honor Killings and Human Rights 

According to the article 3 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, everyone has the 

right to life, liberty and security of person. A similar article can be found in the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Art. 6 pt. 1). According to this art. each person has 

ñthe inherent right to lifeò. It should be protected by law, because no one can be arbitrarily 

deprived of life. Also, in an act of the Council of Europe or the European Convention on 

Human Rights right to life is recognized; in article 2 Everyone's right to life shall be protected 

by law:  

 
ñNo one shall be deprived of his life intentionally save in the execution of a 

sentence of a court following his conviction of a crime for which this penalty is 

provided by lawò (European Convention on Human Rights, 1950) (Revised by 

Protocol 13). 

 

According to Murrey:  

 
ñThe rights to ñlife, liberty, and security of personò and to freedom from 

ñslavery or servitudeò and ñcruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishmentò in 

articles 3, 4, and 5 of the Universal Declaration were to be guaranteed to every person. 

Who could take issue with that? The problem is the context: these words referred to 

civil and political prisoners, not to people who were subjected to ñslavery,ò ñtorture,ò 

or ñcruel, inhuman, or degrading treatmentò in their homes or places of workò 

(Murrey, 2013). 

 

Honor killings have long been a cultural practice through which family members make 

a decision to deprive of life one of their relatives. A woman exposed her family honor through 

actions (which in the opinion of the family is an offense) (Human Rights Watch, 2001). This 

act can be, for example, the refusal of marrying a candidate for a husband chosen by the 
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family, being accused of extramarital or premarital sex, rape (made on a woman). Murders of 

this type are planned in great detail. It happens that women are stoned to death, have their 

throats slit or they are tortured for a long time before their death (both physically and 

mentally). 

This cultural practice appears among the members of a community who believe in a 

strong patriarchal structure, in which the norms of male superiority and female inferiority, 

control and obedience have been rooted. This type of murder vary considerably from the 

others because it is regulated by the logic of a particular culture (for which the understanding 

of the concept of ñshameò and ñhonorò found in patriarchal societies is common). 

According to Wells: 

 
ñthat members of the society do not readily question; they become part of the 

"rules of the game," in other words, a social norm, defined as: [A] "social regularity," 

a behavior that is in fact widely adopted in society. What distinguishes these social 

regularities as social norms is that they are not only what people do, but what society 

holds that people should do. The particular actions constituting a social norm have 

larger cultural or social meanings, which lead other members of society to approve or 

disapprove of them. The meanings attached to a social norm cause members of society 

to feel obliged to conform to social norms, either because the meaning has become 

internalized or because to do otherwise would risk sanction from other members of 

societyò (Cohan, 2010). 

 

Every year (according to estimates) among communities of Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs 

and Yezidi (United Nations General Assembly, 2014) in different parts of the world, from 

5000 up to 20 000 homicides of this kind happen (Deol, 2014). They are also becoming more 

noticeable in countries that are not identified with the communities in which this practice is 

widespread. According to the High Commissioner for Human Rights, cases of honor killings 

have already appeared in Italy, Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden or the UK. 

One of the countries in which there is a noticeable trend towards the emergence of 

honor killings among immigrant communities from the circle identified with this practice is 

Germany. Estimates which are published by the Max Planck Institute for Foreign and 

International Criminal Law says that every year approximately 12 honor killings are 

committed in this country (Oberwittler and Kasselt, 2011). In the period between 1995 and 

2005, a total of 78 cases of honor killings was reported. Organization ñPeriò, which aims to 

combat the problem of forced marriages, notes that there is a trend in  German courts to treat 

the perpetrators of honor killings as ñspecialò. Their guilt is pronounced  ñmore easilyò and 

due to this they are subjected to standards different to those of members of the communities in 

which the practice of honor killings is not accepted (Klaud, 2014). 

An important problem that affects honor killings (as well as other practices which have 

a cultural background) is that it can be used as an excuse for the real reasons for their conduct. 

This is the case of the so called ñfake honor killingsò that occur in Pakistan. It is a state in 

which the number of honor killings is one of the highest in the world (it is difficult to 

determine, but it can be a number up 1000 per year) (CQ Global Researcher, 2011), and one 

of the reasons that lead to them are financial motives. They occur, for example, in cases in 

which a woman refuses to renounce her part of the property. The murder of her is expected to 

enable its recovery. Some families in debt also decide to deprive their relative of life. Then, 

the apparent reason is ñthe presumption of immoral behaviorò. The woman is murdered and 

the man accused of being her lover is supposed to transfer money to her family, which is 

intended to be a compensation for the ñapparentò loss of the family honor (Schirrmacher, 

2006). 
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2.3. Bride Kidnapping and Human Rights 

Forced and early marriages deprive women of their fundamental rights. Marriage without the 

consent of one or both partners include both physical and emotional coercion and it is 

undoubtedly a violation of human rights. The regulations concerning marriage are included in 

a number of legal acts at international level. Forced marriages are also condemned by the 

major religions of the world (Thomas, 2009). However, regardless of the law and the 

opposition of many circles, they are still continued similarly to other cultural practices. 

The following story shows how difficult the situation of kidnapped women can be: 

 
ñIn August 2007 in one of the villages of Bazar-Korgon district of Jalalabat oblast, a 

17 year old girl, bride kidnapping victim committed suicide. When she was kidnapped 

and taken to the boyôs home she got out of the kidnapperôs place saying that she was 

not a virgin. Afterwards everyone in the village spread the rumors about her not being 

a virgin. At her home she did not have peace. Her grandmother (her mom had passed 

away) cursed and yelled at her day and night saying bad things. Her relatives said that 

she shamed her whole family and now nobody else would marry her and she needed to 

go back to the kidnapper. After having these hardships and pressure by her own family 

the kidnapping victim went to the barn of their neighbor and hung herself with the 

note in her pocket: ñtell my dad I am still a virgin; I hope I am leaving for a peaceful 

place nowò. Villagers blamed her saying that she was truly not a virgin or 

psychologically ill, otherwise she wouldnôt commit a suicideò (Kleinbach and 

Babaiarova, 2013). 

 

According to the classification of the historical forms of the practice of bride 

kidnapping, which was suggested by Barbara Ayres, throughout history there can be 

distinguished four forms of abduction. They may coexist together in many communities in a 

specified place and time. The first of these forms is the 'wife raiding'. It involves a courageous 

assault in which men from one community/tribe steal a woman from another community/tribe. 

The second example is 'genuine bride theft'. It is a practice aimed at stealing a woman from 

within the own community of a man. The groom's family offers an apology or compensation 

to the family of a woman, and after the abduction establishes ñaffine relationò. In the case of 

another form which is 'mock bride theft', a woman pretends to look helpless and obedient. 

However, in reality, she made a decision about the escape voluntarily. Finally, the last form of 

'ceremonial capture' is a ritual which takes place with the full knowledge and consent of a 

kidnapped woman and her family (Werner, 2009). 

Over the years the practice of bride kidnapping has appeared actually on all continents. 

In Europe it is cultivated in the Roma community (Legiec, 2015). In Central Asia, it is 

popular in Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and the Caucasus. Also some countries in Africa are not 

free from this type of practice - a form of kidnapping defined as Thwala exists in the south of 

the Republic of South Africa (Dixion, 2012). 

Sizani Ngubane from the NGO Rural Women's Movement in South Africa, says that 

bride kidnapping is a practice that is a perversion of the culture of this country. A similar 

opinion prevails among scientists who are trying to find the source of the kidnapping of brides 

ala kachuu- in Kyrgyzstan and explain its form (Kleinbach and Ablezova and Aitieva, 2005). 

Although the research of sociologists and anthropologists in the post-Soviet Central Asia 

points to a revival of various traditional norms and practices relating to the issue of marriage 

suppressed in Soviet times, in the case of the practice of bride kidnapping  such a thesis 

cannot be proved. However, among Kyrgyz people there is no consensus as to whether Ala 

kachuu can be classified as a traditional Kyrgyz practice (Amsler and Kleinbach, 1999). 
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Cases of Kyrgyz Ala kachuu, in which a group of men kidnaps a woman in the street 

using force and coercion, increased along with the post-Soviet economic crisis and the 

deteriorating quality of life. The practice originally was particularly common in rural areas, 

where local practices and traditional lifestyles are more resistant to cultural modernization. 

However, internal migration on a large scale directed mainly to cities, contributed 

significantly to the synthesis of urban-rural cultural norms and the spread of a variety of 

practices, including Ala kachuu. 

The research of a team composed of Russell Kleinbach, Mehrigiul Ablezova and 

Medina Aitieva showed that 84% of abducted women get married to the man who kidnapped 

them. It was shown that nearly half of ethnic Kyrgyz women have been abducted before 

marriage, and about two-thirds of kidnappings were kidnappings without the consent and 

against the will of a woman. As many as 35-45% of Kyrgyz women (ethnic) were forced into 

marriage with the kidnapper, who was not chosen as a candidate for her husband. Ala kachuu 

is therefore a violation of both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1981) 

(Kleinbach and Ablezova and Aitieva, 2005). 

Sociologists, leaders of non-governmental organizations, as well as government 

representatives and experts in the field of abduction and forced marriages agree that the 

number of kidnappings in Kyrgyzstan increases with every year. However, there are no 

official statistics on the percentage of marriages that each year begin with the kidnapping. 

Official figures say that there are about 15000 kidnapping cases a year in Kyrgyzstan 

(Wlodek, 2014). Unofficial statistics present up to 30,000 kidnappings. According to 

estimates, the rate of kidnappings and marriages resulting from them in Kyrgyzstan is about 

30% to 80% (in some areas) (Wlodek, 2014). 

In the conclusions of the cumulative study conducted in 2008, 2009, 2011, 2012 on 

165 women examined by a research team of Russell Kleinbach, we can read that 12% of girls 

kidnapped in Kyrgyzstan are aged 17 years or less, the average age of abducted women is 

19,9 years, and the average age of kidnappers is 24,5 years (Kleinbach and Babaiarova, 2013). 

In a broader context, the problem of bride kidnapping is also connected with the issue 

of forced and early marriages, which mostly affects young women and girls (although there 

are cases of men who are forced to marry). As in the case of honor killings and the practice of 

female genital mutilation, as well as, the problem of bride kidnapping and forced marriage, it 

is difficult to look for reliable statistical data. These problems have often informal and 

undocumented nature. Another problem is the fear of opposition to the usual ñclosedò circles 

of family and communities. 

 

3. The Connotations  

In view of the problem, the division of cultures made by Mead may be considered important 

(Mead, 1970). She singled out three types of cultures which are also the three stages of their 

development. The first stage is post-figurative culture. These cultures are focusing on the 

older generation, as well as on the knowledge and experience which derive from it. Constant 

returning to the past is significant in this case, as it builds a traditional society with a slow 

rhythm of changes. The next stage is the co-figurative culture, or ñdiscovered peersò. In this 

stage, the emphasis is put on the reliance on the ñexperience of the younger generation, which 

has no equivalentò in the experience of parents, grandparents and other elderly people in the 

closest environment. It is based on the models of peers and young people themselves invent 

new styles of behavior, based on personal experience, and recommend them as a model for 

other peers. The co-figurative system of culture is associated with rapid transformations in 

technology and social structures, which are accompanied by the intensity of migration 
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processes and the formation of distance between generations. Behaviors in this stage, are not 

supported by ideas about the past or the future. They are imposed and controlled by a certain 

group. This is the behavior of necessity which is loosely grounded in isolation from post-

figurative childhood experiences. The third type is the pre-figurative culture, which is 

imposed by the younger generation. Today, children live in a world about which the elders 

have no idea, and only few of them could assume that this phenomenon occurs. The 

development of this type of culture depends on whether it is possible to establish a dialogue 

with the young generation and whether it can act in a way that will lead the elderly towards an 

unknown future. In this case, the young teach the elderly about the direction in which they 

should go in the future (also to solve the existential problems) (Mead, 1970). 

It seems that the societies which are still practicing the discussed practice can be 

recognized as post-figuratuve cultures. They focus on the former generations and habits 

transferred by them. The next generation duplicate the behavior of their ancestors and are 

closed on environmental influences and cultures in which there is no acceptance of certain 

standards adopted by the post-figurative culture. The extent and the pace of development of 

these communities which cultivate the practices discussed above, as well as the way in which 

the international community can help in the activities of awareness and conviction about the 

dangers of these practices will affect their disappearance 

 

4. Conclusion  

In this analysis, the author confronted three cultural practices: female genital mutilation, 

honor killings and the practice of bride kidnapping. These are three different practices, 

however, both of them have a connection with human rights violations. On one hand, there 

are societies that for many years have been acting in accordance with standards accepted by 

themselves, even those which have been rooted for many centuries. On the other hand, there 

are the regulations in the field human rights that the international community has developed in 

a number of documents such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (the Universal 

Declaration), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (the Civil and Political 

Rights Covenant), and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

(the Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Covenant). The importance of the rights of women 

and girls is also underlined in the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(Children's Rights Convention). These documents, which have an international character, with 

the time have been supplemented with regional instruments, among which the European 

Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms or the African 

Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights can be mentioned. 

These practices are closely related to the issue of women's rights and for the circle of 

feminists are a topic for discussion and fight for these rights. Anthropologists who deal with 

the nature of such practices need to be objective and attempt to understand the communities 

that cultivate them. On the other hand, there are communities that are defending themselves 

against accusations directed at them with arguments referring to the right to cultivate their 

culture and traditions which have been cultivated for many years. The problem is very 

complex, however, taking into account the aspirations of the international community as a 

whole to protect the rights of each human, legitimacy of such practices seems to be 

unjustified. 
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1. Introduction 

This proposal focuses on the university reformism debate according to antiphrastic dialectics 

(peculiar to our modernity) between university and anti-university, in order to investigate in 

more detail the heuristic approach as well as the different, convergent approach fostered by 

Vico and Habermas.  

To the fore is the development of the reflection on the ñcommodaò and ñincommodaò 

(advantages and disadvantages) of university. Both Vico and Habermas propose distant but 

synergic interpretations in the light of different social and cognitive patterns as well as the 

consideration of  Habermasôs attention to Vicoôs thought. 

Some of the matters pointed out by Vico in the inaugural speech On the study method of our 

times given in Naples in 1708 (didactic fragmentation, excess of self-reference, the separation 

between humanism and scientism, the limits of the freedom of research, to name a few) 

characterize social reflection on university. This happens in the hard years of the student 

protest, as emphasized by Habermas in his essay, titled University in the democracy (1967).  

Furthermore, it is worth noticing that reflection on the destiny of universities is entrusted to 

the form of oral speech as in the case of Vico and Habermas and other important thinkers 

(Derrida, Morin, McLuhan, Bourdieu). These are the ones who have dedicated some 

significant programmatic reflections to university reformism, therefore, critical discourse on 

the university and public analysis on the communicative act can be joined together, far 

beyond the self-referencing limits of our universities.  

 

2. Methods. Reformism and functional renovation: the drawbacks of university 

At the beginning of his essay titled On the Future of our Educational Institutions (1872), 

Friedrich Nietzsche suggests some possible innovations both for schools and universities, in 

the particular historical phase featuring the consolidation of the great European nationalisms.  

In the foreground are the rules that the educational systems should abide by, together with the 

didactic and scientific organizations of the higher education institutions. His approach is both 

critical and proactive, inspired by the awareness of the deep changes connected to the advance 

of modernity: ñIt is just possible that between now and then all Gymnasia--yea, and perhaps 

all universities, may be destroyed, or have become so utterly transformed that their very 

regulations may, in the eyes of future generations, seem to be but the relics of the cave-

dwellersô ageò (Nietzsche, 2009, Preface). 

Basically, Nietzsche can be considered one of the most critical voices of the academic society 

of his time. In fact, the constant growthof the cognitive complexity has produced an 

interesting debate about the drawbacks of our universities, about their social role and 

scientific purposes. The cultural endeavor of the medieval universities, analyzed  by McLuhan 

according to a communicative approach, has deeply changed across the centuries, because of 

a progressive separation between cognitive goals and functional priorities (McLuhan, 2011, 

pp. 105-111).  

This is one of the reasons that leads Nietzsche to conjecture on a deep renewal of the whole 

educational system, so as to start with a brand new course, inspired by the convergence 

between learning and professional priorities. Basically, he delivers a sheer anti-academic 
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speech, pivoted on understanding the real needs of future generations. Conservatism is one of 

the most relevant risks which marks the academic act, so deeply embedded in the attempt to 

reproduce, as much as possible, the symbolic power which founds the practice of knowledge.  

After all, the symbolic capital of the academic commitment was effectively noticed by Pierre 

Bourdieu (1984) in the Eighties; he highlighted the rooted tendency not only to separate the 

humanities from scientific disciplines, but also to exploit possible enhancement of strategies 

for recruiting young researchers and professors. 

Furthermore, Weber (1919) had already pointed out serious drawbacks regarding the self-

referential nature of academic actors, far from assuming the practice ofscience as a solid 

vocation: ñNo university teacher likes to be reminded of discussions of appointments, for they 

are seldom agreeable. And yet I may say that in the numerous cases known to me there was, 

without exception, the good will to allow purely objective reasons to be decisiveò (Weber, 

1946, p. 3).  

The unfathomable nature of the academic mission mingles with its irreplaceable cognitive 

function, so significant in the era of digitalized knowledge and connected relationships. At the 

dawn of the ascent of the totalitarian systems of the twentieth century that would greatly 

reduce the freedom of teaching and thought, Weber exalts the vocational instances of 

academic commitment. And it is important to realize that his determination in denouncing the 

functional degenerations of the University of his time is quite surprising. 

Despite belonging to the teaching staff, he blameshis university for the inability to assess the 

merit and value of the young scholars. His anti-academic reflection sounds like a striking 

summation of the drawbacks peculiar to academic society, destined to change how the socio-

cultural role of universities was conceived: ñOne must be clear about another thing: that the 

decision over academic fates is so largely a 'hazard' is not merely because of the insufficiency 

of the selection by the collective formation of willò (Weber, 1946, p. 3).  

Weber underlines that the tasks of scholars may not match the purposes of professors, as 

Derrida specifically explains in his reflection on the university without condition of our times. 

Indeed, Weberôs opinion of the educational emergency that involves universities makes us 

ponder on the development of educational systems when great socio-cultural, political, 

economic and technological shifts appear.  

Since reaction times of educational systems are usually slower than ongoing changes,  

sociologists and thinkers have often focused on the delays and culpability of academic society 

in adapting to the evolution of the scientific and functional scenarios. This is what 

Giambattista Vico remarks at the beginning of the eighteenth century, when Cartesian thought 

had already permeated the different aspects of civil and cultural life in Naples (Naddeo, 2011; 

Lilla, 1993; Campailla, 1971).  

The definition of a new study method approaches as the attempt to recover the centrality of 

the humanities in educational processes and reduce the influence of rationalism and scientism 

professed by the Enlightenment thinkers. As a consequence, the universities have heaped up a 

number of drawbacks that must be resolved by means of an effective reform strategy.  

Some of the criticalities pointed out by Vico, as for example didactic fragmentation and the 

self-referential character of academic actors, are perhaps those that permeate the mass 

universities of our times. Their appearance is strictly linked to the conquests of the European 

studentsô movement. That was the moment in which the Universities were prompted to 

renovate their educational mission and face the lack of communication, information and 

autonomy denounced by Habermas in his analysis of the University in democracy (Caputo, 

2003).  

In the Sixties he deals with some of the most urgent reform actions that Universities had to 

support  to preserve their cultural and scientific prestige, in a time marked by unexpected 

social and political changes. These are some of the problems generated by the diffusion of the 
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electronic media and mainstream information strategies. As assumed by Bauman, these 

functional shifts have deeply undermined the educational centrality of post-modern 

universities: ñUniversity have to compete on allegedly equal terms with numerous other 

agenciesò (Bauman, 2001, p. 130). 

 

Comprehension of these criticalities allows us not only to understand the origins of the anti-

academic reflection suggested by Vico and developed by Habermas, but also to outline the 

evolution of the debate on the future of educational systems. To the fore are the economic and 

cultural features of the social scenarios that have marked the transition of universities from 

the old medieval ñstadiumò to the digitalized communities of our times (Jenkins, 2008; 

Thompson, 1995). 

 

3. Findings 

 

3.1.Vico and academic drawbacks: notes on the Cartesian university 

In compliance with his mediological theory, based on the idea of media as mere corporal 

extensions, McLuhan has often remarked the need to innovate educational strategies 

according to communicative evolutions. Neither schools nor universities can afford to wait for 

the innovations to come, otherwise they would run the risk of losing the cognitive role played 

in the past. McLuhan develops this educational concept in one of his main works, 

Understanding media, in which the peculiar relationship between tradition and innovation is 

not neglected: ñContinued in their present patterns of fragmented unrelation, our school 

curricula will insure a citizenry unable to understand the cybernated world in which they liveò 

(McLuhan, 2003, p. 460). 

The functional revolution bolstered by the technological advance impliesthe acquisition of a 

different socio-cultural awareness of the changes that should be faced and eventually 

acknowledged. From this point of view, the ñfragmented unrelationò of the disciplines which 

form the curriculum might appear as one of the main drawbacks of educational systems, so 

risky in a time marked by the convergence of knowledge.  

After all, McLuhan has always acknowledged the importance of Vico in the history of modern 

thought. His theory of historical courses and recourses may provide the scholar of 

communicative processes with further interpretative patterns, potentially meaningful in 

probing the origins and development of cognitive tendencies. In fact, the fragmentation of 

educational theories seems to link the mass University (marked by the proliferation of 

disciplines and hyper-specialization) to the Cartesian University so much criticized by Vico 

(Lombardinilo, 2014, pp. 39-78).  

Needless to say, he attempts to construct a new study method capable of contrasting the 

dominion of rationality and restoring the positive benefits of fancy and imagination (Gessa-

Kurotschka, 2005). In paragraph 14 of the inaugural speech On the study method of our times 

(delivered in Naples in 1708) Vico takes the opportunity to focus on the ñcommodaò and 

ñincommodaò of the universities of his time, so asto outlinethe possible solutions to contrast 

the cognitive and functional drifts of the Cartesian university.  

In the light of the complexity spread by the advance of progress, Vicoôs theoretical 

assumption is that universities are indispensable in modern times. Nevertheless, the lack of 

universities in ancient Greek and Rome must be interpreted as the consequence of a different 

way of training human skills, based on the military activities in Greece and the study of the 

law in Rome.  



72 

Andrea Lombardinilo 

 

The shift from the ancient academies to the modern universities implied the construction of a 

disciplinary pattern to take into account the great changes fostered by the scientific revolution 

of the seventeenth century. This fact implies the definition of a new study method to endow 

the young with the cognitive tools best suited to probe the ongoing social complexity. 

According to the philosophical program of his New Science, Vico deals with the definition of 

a new system of criticism, also inspired by Baconôs essay De dignitate et augmentis 

scientiarum (1623): ñIt is a positive fact that, just as knowledge originates in truth and error in 

falsity, so common sense arises from perceptions based on verisimilitudeò (Vico, 1990, p. 13). 

The poetics of verisimilitude is one of the cornerstones of Vicoôs philosophy, partly related to 

the need to downsize the rationalist impact of Cartesian civilization. The attraction of 

knowledge springs not only from the practice of calculation and the cult of progress, but also 

from the dialectics between error and truth, whose interaction allowed the ancients to probe 

the unfathomable incoming essence of existence. In the meantime, youths shoulddevelop their 

faculties ñas early as possibleò, according to an educational program capable of indicating the 

difference between truth, error and verisimilitude (Caputo, 2003).  

It is quite clear that any possible method of studies cannot afford to renounce the intellectual 

and heuristic contribution of the humanistic disciplines, displaced by the Cartesian myth of 

reason and progress. ñWhat Vico dislikes, what he combats in Descartes, is not the arrogance 

of a thinker belonging to a different nation (and there would have been some excuse for this 

attitude, in view of Descartesô depreciatory attitude toward Galileo, whose discoveries he 

considered as either erroneous or trivial), but ñRenatoôsò professed antipathy, nay, utter 

contempt, for the litterae humaniores and pre-eminently for languagesò (Gianturco, 1990, p. 

xxvi).  

Any hypothetical consideration of Vicoôs effort to found his own new science cannot set aside 

the criticism that he implements starting from the ñdepreciatory attitudeò towards Descartes 

and his experimental method. Some hypothetical questions may facilitate our comprehension. 

Is it really necessary to wipe out the cultural heritage of by gone centuries just to exalt the 

new religion of technique? Is it so fundamental to replace the humanities with the intellectual 

obsession of science, whose impact on social and civil life continues to inspire current 

debates? Finally, can imagination be really undone by the finite power of reason, so 

dependent on historical and social contingencies?  

Well ahead of the advent of the risk society (Beck, 1992), Vico assumes that the new study 

method should overcome the unfruitful separation between the human and scientific branches 

of knowledge. The didactic fragmentation denounced by Vico could be interpreted as the 

consequence of the radicalization of the Cartesian approach to daily life and cultural practice. 

Instead, Vico suggests a different way to observe the inextricable contradictions of human 

experience. He advocates a much more relativist approach: ñProbabilities stand, so to speak, 

midway between truth and falsity, since things which most of the time are true, are only very 

seldom falseò (Vico, 1990, p. 13). 

Therefore, Vico points out that science and philosophy must interact, because the first may 

result incomplete without the latter. This is the reason why it is important to make the 

disciplines converge, instead of confining them within obsolete heuristic boundaries. Vicoôs 

syncretism appears an attempt to produce integrated cultures, well in advance of the end of 

the great narrations (Lyotard, 1979).  

Comparison of the different disciplines would facilitate a different symbolic interpretation of 

social life, increasingly influenced by the cultural revolution bolstered by the printing press 

(Ong, 2002). As a matter of fact, the digital universities of our times descend from the 

typographic academies proliferating in the eighteenth century, when the diffusion of Arcadia 

accelerated the diffusion of aristocratic intellectual centers.  
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In this regard, it is quite interestingto remember the address delivered for the fourth annual 

inauguration of the Academia degli Oziosi. Vico makes this speech in January 1737 in the 

house of the Academyôs influential patron and scholar, Nicola Maria Salerno. On this 

occasion, the philosopher points out that science cannot be developed without the study of 

eloquence and philology. In particular, he emphasizes the heritage of the ancient rhetoricians, 

above all Cicero and Demosthenes (Vico, 1990, p. 87). 

Vico can only denounce the drawbacks of the Cartesian study method, founded on the 

analytical probing of human experience. Of course, Vico refuses to conceive it according to 

mathematical patterns. The young are prompted to assume an ñheroic mindò, described in 

occasion of the inaugural speech made in 1732. The geometrical mind claimed by the 

Cartesians is nothing but the expression of their overflowing trust in reason, the belief that 

recent discoveries will go on being implemented.  

The alleged ñproofsò of the geometric method are destined not to replace ñthe erroneous order 

of thoughtò featured in medieval universities, pivoted on the logical force of syllogism and 

rhetoric (Mooney, 1991). Teaching strategies ought to increase the creative skills of the 

students, whose cognitive endeavor is strictly connected to the possibility of treasuring the 

poetical and rhetorical lesson of the past.  

The latter is so important as to enable teachers to highlight the importance of the humanities 

in the comprehension of the educational and symbolic processes that rule the communicative 

phenomenology of modern times. In this perspective, Vico invites the academics to overcome 

strict separation among the disciplines. This separation is accused of producing  drawbacks so 

relevant that only a reliable and effective educational system would be able to overcome 

them. Vicoôs attention to the ancient rhetoric implies full awareness of the cognitive patterns 

which seem to characterize the cognitive scenarios of our times.  

After all, the fragmentation of the disciplinary sectors and the proliferation of didactic tools 

are only two of the trademarks of the post-reform universities, queried not only by the 

persistence of structural criticalities (cutback of funds, lack of accountability, disconnection 

from the job contexts, proliferation of courses and decentralized seats, absence of 

internationalization), but also by the hyper-specialization of expertise. The fragmentation of 

didactic activities may be seen as t 

he result of normative excesses bolstered by the number of reforms in recent years. The 

programmatic purpose regards the rationalization of thewhole university system by means of 

a constant increase in the didactic requirements of courses. Vico would suggest that every 

reform should take into account the real cognitive instances of the young people, by 

overcoming corporative issues and conservative debates that connect academic action to sheer 

contingent issues.  

The fact that Vico stresses the irreplaceable nature of universities does not keep him from 

denouncing the negative effects of the didactic fragmentation of his university, heavily 

imbued with the Cartesian craving to exalt the beneficial influence of reason (Vico, 1990, p. 

76). 

The ñunitary spiritò that should inspire the practice of knowledge is nothing but the essence of 

the cognitive involvement of scholars. Vico takes the chance to emphasize itin reference to 

the urgent need to pursue the endeavor of wisdom. First of all, the model of the ancient 

philosophers is bound should be treasured and renewed according to the syncretistic instances 

of modernity (Lyotard, 1979).  

In the foreground is the construction of an educational paradigm which might be suited to the 

new cultural endeavors proposed by the Enlightenment society.ñThe novelty of Vicoôs 

curriculum lay in its pedagogical premise that the course of study ought to conform to the 

intrinsic nature of the human mind rather than the extrinsic relationship among the extant 

disciplines of knowledgeò (Naddeo, 2011, p. 81). 
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The purpose of the philosopher is to underline the central role played by the dialogue among 

the sciences and disciplines. Needless to say, the apparent anti-modernity of Vicoôs proposal 

is deeply rooted in the heuristic dimension of myth and poetry. After all, the study of the 

ancient philosophers and historians may endow the scholar with the interpretative tools 

needed to build the perspective of the heroic mind, suspended between prophecy and utopia: 

ñThe Heroic Mind in its Wisdom dedicates its knowledge of the whole to the service of the 

human community in order to articulate and promote the sensus communis, the sense of 

shared, communal human experienceò (Ruffo Fiore, 1998, para. 1).  

This sensus communis to be achieved by means of the constant practice of knowledge, 

explored in all its variety (Schaeffer, 1981). Universities must not only teach, but also educate 

and develop the social and human skills of youth: ñFor this very reason, your university 

education has the following purpose and it is right that you should keep it fully in view: you 

have come together here, ailing as you are in mind and soul, for the treatment, the healing, the 

perfecting of your better natureò (Vico, 1980, p. 8). 

Any reform process must not underrate the functional and economic changes also bolstered by 

the technology as Vico well realizes through the knowledge of academic mechanisms. 

Nevertheless, the metaphor of the heroic mind concealsa veiled criticism towards the 

increasing separation between human and scientific disciplines. 

Any hope of success is founded on the capacity to mingle innovation and tradition, by 

avoiding any further incommunicability among academic actors and their respective expertise. 

This is precisely what McLuhan and Habermas point out in the age of the media fall out, also 

exploiting the lesson of Vico, involved as they were in the construction of a new study 

method, suited to the greatest possible extent to the new electronic media.  

 

3.2. Habermas and the extrafunctional expertise of universities 

In 1953, long before the advent of the connected society, McLuhan pointed out the close 

connection between higher education and communication (McLuhan, 2005, p. 9). The 

attention paid to the evolution of the educational processes in the time of media expansion 

lays the groundwork for the relevance of the interactional implications peculiar to the 

electronic age in the construction of a study method that is both modern and reliable, based on 

the relationship between theory and praxis (Habermas, 1961 and 1971). 

As mentioned before, the dematerialized university theorized by McLuhan seems to descend 

from the typographic university criticized by Vico, especially because of the invasion of low 

quality books and improvised writers. Every new medium implies an unavoidable 

reconfiguration of the human senses, according to the symbolic and semantic features of the 

communicative practices set in place by the media (Silverstone, 1999). This is much more 

true for educational institutions, whose times of reaction to the social shifts are usually slower 

than evolutionary phenomena.  

This happens when the academic environment ceases to appear as a community, encumbered 

by personal interests and contingent priorities. In other words, the transition to the mass 

university, further accelerated by the efforts of the European studentsô movement in the 

Sixties, can be interpreted as the attempt to build a new academic environment, much more 

inclusive, transparent and accessible than in the past (Morcellini & Martino 2005; Bourdieu, 

1984).  

The goal of democratic knowledge and pluralistic education is no longer perceived as utopian 

by new generations, submerged as they are in the complexity of the media and cultural 

industry. Habermas, like McLuhan, is aware of  the communicative dimension of the ongoing 

changes which are projecting the universities towards new functional scenarios. For 
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Habermas, knowledge of Vicoôs thought turns into a further means of knowledge of the 

historic complexity of our modernity (Tessitore, 1974), ineluctably founded on the recurrence 

of social and political phenomena (Privitera, 1996). 

From this point of view, the persistence of specific drawbacks allows us to interpret university 

reformism as an incessant attempt to disrupt a functional system yet still enveloped. Basically, 

the rapid growth of technocracy, the advent of the public media sphere and the globalization 

of economies (Calhoun, 1992) engender a new perception of the cultural role of universities: 

ñThe problem is compounded because of the demise of the modern state which has become a 

cheerleader for the economy and in the process sees itself as running the economy rather than 

running society.  

The challenge for the university is to identify its role in the context of this analysisò (Fleming, 

2006, p. 6). Two days after the murder of the German student Benno Ohnesorg, killed by a 

policeman during the visit of the Persian Shah in Berlin (June 2nd, 1967), Habermas made his 

famous Hanover speech which revolved around the relationship between University and 

democracy. His approach is strongly anti-academic, since he is aware of the serious 

drawbacks of the university system in reference to the real didactic and scientific 

effectiveness of the academic engagement. 

A reliable university reform should be inspired by three fundamental principles: the creation 

of the ñnecessary independenceò of universities from the state and the economic 

establishment; the promotion of scientific activities by means of a communicative action ñas 

much intense and wide as possibleò; the training of the scholars ñby means of the information 

about the research activities and the consequent participationò (Habermas, 1968, pp. 104-

105).  

These three principles, so relevant in a programmatic context, are obviously extremely 

ambitious. In fact, they result in potential contrast with the management features of the 

university system, traditionally reluctant to be open about itself. As a result, Habermas can 

only point out that ñthe University appears as a hierarchical association of power in the eyes 

of the studentsò (Habermas, 1968, p. 104). In the background is the need to implement the 

political activism of the young, bound to foster a real and concrete renovation process also in 

educational institutions (Habermas, 1968, pp. 99-100). 

The conflicts between academic actors and students spring from the criticized reform of the 

courses, likely to hamper the political involvement of students, foster the corporative interests 

of the academic lobbies, and reduce the professional and cultural appeal of the young 

graduates. Forbidden use of the conference room, together with a series of corporative 

decisions, marks the socio-political dimension of a conflict that is increasingly bitter and 

pressing.  

The attempt to bolster a de-politicization of the University collides with the desire for 

inclusion and participation of the studentsô communities in compliance with the political, 

economic and civil issues engendered by the cold war (Habermas, 1961). It is not by chance 

that didactic reform appears to be a political topic, closely connected to functional issues 

peculiar to the mass university to be instituted: ñThe result would be a rigid limitation of the 

study time, the exclusion of students from the research activities and a de-politicization of 

Universitiesò (Habermas, 1968, pp. 101-102). 

The risk of a further closure of the Universities towards  the participation of civil society can 

be averted by means of a simple functional reform, pivoted on the innovation of teaching 

strategies, the synergy of the different branches of knowledge and more effective politics of 

inclusion. First of all, the universities should be allowed to manage research funds 

independently.  

Then, the ñprinciple of the chairò should be abolished. Finally, the participation of scholars 

and professors ought to be implemented through better information about the conditions of 
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science scientific conditions. ñThe Free University fulfills its duties to serve the maintenance 

of the developmentof the social democracy founded on the rule of lawò (Habermas, 1968, p. 

107).  

It is no chance that Habermasô reform program is inspired by the need to achieve three main 

fundamental goals: endow the students with the so called ñextra functional skillsò, i.e. all 

ñthose qualities and aptitudes which result relevant for the exercise of an academic profession 

and are not transmitted by themselves by means of the knowledge and professional skillsò 

(Habermas, 1968, pp. 110-111). This means that the educational systems should take care not 

only of cognitive training, but also of the social and civil inclusion of the young. This goal 

strictly depends on the achievement of two other purposes: ñtransmitting, interpreting and 

implementing certain cultural traditions to the societyò and forming ñthe political 

consciousness of its studentsò (Habermas, 1968, pp. 111-112).  

Of course, the reform of the statute and the introduction of joint committees formed by 

students and professors are not sufficient to start the new reform founded on accountability, 

communication and democracy. In the light of the need to make teaching strategies much 

more modern and innovative, theory and practice of the academic processes are about to be 

deeply questioned. The solution resides in the construction of an academic society capable of 

educating and forming the political conscience of young people, according to a much more 

intense cooperation among the disciplines: ñFor this reason we do not need to take into 

account the hypothesis of a contrast between the University divided into many closed 

disciplines and the so called formative University. This may be true until we decide to 

arbitrarily break the process of rationalizationò (Habermas, 1968, p. 126). 

The social role played by extra-functional skills can be implemented only through better 

communication between the academic actors and civil society. Therefore it is fundamental 

that the University system reacts promptly to the deep social changes fostered by the advent 

of the media society, by means of a didactic reform that should endow the university with 

needful credibility and authority.  

The construction of the University in democracy implies offsetting the drawbacks engendered 

by the old self-referential habit: ñHabermas prompts us to see the university as a community 

of discursive reason or communicative procedures, and we are most rational when we 

participate in communities characterized by free and unconstrained discourse, i.e. democratic 

discourse. He prompts us to see the university community as a lifeworldò (Fleming, 2006, pp. 

18-19). 

The political relevance of the students depends only on the possibility to turn the utopia of a 

democratic university into the reality of a communicative university. The latter is achievable 

nowadays by means of the new assessment and rationalization policies that seem to inspire 

the path of academic systems towards a more modern educational dimension.  

 

4. Conclusion. Critic of the academic society: sociological notes 

At the dawn of the media society, both McLuhan and Habermas deal with the incapacity of 

the higher education systems to keep pace with the profound changes that technological 

progress is about to produce in social and economic environments. From this point of view, it 

is quite clear that the symbolic power of universities emphasized by Bourdieu in Homo 

academicus is no longer sufficient to guarantee the cultural role assured by the magnificence 

of secular tradition. The dialectics between humanities and sciences risk nowadays concealing 

some of the main drawbacks that continue to feature in the educational action of academic 

actors, often encumbered by the shackles of bureaucracy. 
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It is no chance that the construction of the University without condition claimed by Derrida 

through the acquisition of a different cultural approach is founded on transparency, 

independence, communication. ñThis University without conditions does not, in fact, exist, as 

we know only too well. Nevertheless, in principle and in conformity with its declared 

vocation, its professed essence, it should remain an ultimate place of critical resistance ï and 

more than critical ï to all the powers of dogmatic and unjust appropriationò (Derrida, 2002, 

pp. 25-26).  

After all, the discourse on the future that our universities cannot set aside is the reinforcement 

of the so-called academic society across the decades. For this reason it must be pointed out 

that the transition from modernity to post-modernity has implied the transformation of the 

universities into mere educational agencies, increasingly entangled in reform processes 

destined to be conceived as the only path to renewal and efficiency.  

Needless to say, the increase of normative hypertrophy has compelled academic communities 

to develop a different professional habit, much more attentive to the new instances of 

evaluation and rationalization that inspire the process of harmonization of the European 

higher educational system (Campbell & Carayannis, 2012; Palomba, 2008). However, the 

reforms are not always capable of solving the disadvantages stemming from didactic 

fragmentation and the lack of communicability among different branches of the disciplinary 

sectors.  

They risk being increasingly confined within the boundaries of the bureaucratic practices. As 

a consequence, some drawbacks persist that have marked the transition of universities to the 

age of complexity. There is the tendency to foster disciplinary autonomy, bound to limit 

anypossible dialogue among the different branches of knowledge.  

As Morin asserts, ñour system of ideas (theories, doctrines, ideologies) are subject to error 

and, in addition, they protect errors and illusions contained in themselves. Resistance to 

unsuitable or indigestible information is inherent to the organizational logic of all systems of 

ideasò (Morin, 1999, p. 19). The intellectual errors noted by Morin are remote from the ones 

denounced both by Habermas in reference to the attempt to democratize the university system 

and by Vico, who refers to the construction of a new study method. His attempt to retrench 

the influence of Cartesian scientific patterns shows the importance of an effective didactic 

reform, in compliance with the necessity to endow the university with its legitimate cultural 

role.  

Likewise, Habermas realizes the urgent need to turn the university into a communicative and 

intellectual community, open to the participation of its main stakeholders, above all the 

students. Autonomy, inclusion, politicization: these are the benchmarks of the new mass 

university engendered by the political and social breeding ground of the Sixties.  

Both Vico and Habermas know that any possible chance of innovation depends on the 

availability of the ñsocietas academicaò to resign the self-referential criteria that often inspire 

academic action and decisions. For this reason their reflection on the drawbacks and 

advantages of universities may appear as simple tirades against scholars and professorsô 

unawareness of the problems that universities must constantly face because of the 

impossibility of keeping pace with the social, professional and economic change (Cowen, 

2000).  

The academic society is required to turn into an open community, capable of exploiting its 

secular authority to overcome the drawbacks that are historically featured in its didactic and 

educational involvement. This is the reason why the discourse on the future of our universities 

(previously delivered by Nietszche) cannot set aside legitimate criticism of the educational 

systems, aimed at stimulating a different way to conceive modernization and social 

participation. The possible solution lies in the permanent on-going renewal of teaching 

strategies according to the advance of progress and innovation (Latour, 2009).  
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The different branches of knowledge are bound to intersect as much as possible. After all, 

even Bauman recommends exploiting the disciplinary polyphony of our universities: ñIt is a 

good luck for the universities that despite all the efforts of the self-proclaimed saviours, 

know-betters and well-wishers to prove the contrary, they are not comparable, not measurable 

by the same yardstick and ï most important of all ï not speaking in unisonò. (Bauman, 2001, 

p. 137). This is one of the drawbacks of the digital universities of our time, characterized by 

the anxiety of innovation and the fear of change. 
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The Learning Process of New Fatherhood: A Narrative Inquiry of First Paternal 

Experiences ï From Challenges to Growth 
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1. Introduction 

Pregnancy and labor not only bring stress to new mothers, these also induce stress to the first-

time fathers. It is not easy for fathers to get connected with children from pregnancy, even 

after they are born.   

In the past few years, many male changed their roles from working fathers to full time 

fathers in Hong Kong. It is very different from traditional full time housewives trend. In Hong 

Kong, most social services targets are female. Male seldom actively approached and received 

services even they encountered difficulties in families or lives. Only few NGOs in Hong Kong 

had specific services that providing for male clients, but not father as core role in the services. 

Actually, the need of a new father is seldom mentioned in local social services that should be 

further developed.  

This paper is trying to use narrative inquiry approach to delve into the paternal 

experience of six new fathers. From the stories depicted by them, we would know what the 

challenges they are facing after role transition, how they learn to become a father role, and 

how they get connected with children. All admitted the experiences were tough ones, though 

they learnt and grew a lot. If some more preparation could be done beforehand, they would 

adjust the roles better. In return, the whole family would be benefit.  

Thus, it will be very valuable that to understand more about new fathersô needs and 

give some suggestions on social work services, that could be provided for them as to help 

them better adjust in their new roles, which in turn will have profound impact on the whole 

family.   

 

2. Method 

 

2.1 Narrative analysis 

All knowledge is socially constructed (Smith, 1997). Narrative analysis allows people to 

construct their own meaning of past life events and interpret their experiences (Lam & Chan, 

2004). Narrative analysis allows for the systematic investigation of personal experience and 

meaning (Riessman, 2003). As human lives in and shaped by a linguistic milieu, narrative is 

the form of hermeneutic expression in which behavior is understood and made meaningful 

(Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 145). Narrative is also the principal form of manifestation through 

which life events are combined into unanimous, meaningful and united themes (Polkinghorne, 

1988). It becomes a purposeful participation with a preferred theme for the individual (Ma, 

2013; Polkinghorne, 1995/2005). The fundamental interest of narrative is to make sense of 

experience, which contributing in constructing and communicating meaning (Chase, 1995, p. 

1).  

The importance of narrative is to allow the storyteller to tell his/her own story in the 

pace of his/her own. He/she can select and filter which element and theme to be included in 

the story. That means the individual has the power to choose which, when, what, who and 

his/her feeling to be included in the story (Ma, 2013). The storyteller can speak out the 

immediate feeling and thought during the narration. He/she can interpret his/her own meaning 

on any particular event, but not by others (Cortazzi, 1993; Josselson, 1995; Ma, 2013; 

Riessman, 1993; Spence, 1982). Thus narrative analysis is a meaning-extraction process when 
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the storytellers are talking about themselves (Lam & Chan, 2004). They have the rights to 

bestow meaning to their own stories.  

 If we want to have deeper and thorough understanding of the life stories and 

challenges of new fathers, we must listen to their own narration. From their narratives, we 

will know more how they can overcome all adversity during difficult time and what is the 

impact on the whole family.  

 

2.2 Design  

This study used narrative analysis to understand new fathers in Hong Kong. The interview 

used semi-structured and open-ended questions to invite participants to share their new 

paternal experience. It followed the time sequence of marriage to paternal experience so as to 

let them easier to narrate their stories. Some follow up questions were asked according to the 

answers they provided whenever necessary. The interview format remains open, flexible, and 

adaptive to encourage in-depth, responsive descriptions of participantsô stories. Active 

listening and non-judgmental attitude is utmost important.  

 

2.3 Target 

Six new fathers with at least one kid aged less than 18 months were recruited. As there were 

limited respondents, thus all respondents were snowball samples through different networks.  

             All respondents are aged from 34-40 years old. They had been married for 3-10 years. 

Their education level was from bachelor to master degree. All are professionals. Only one 

wife was full time housewife and all others were working mothers. Background summary of 

all respondents is in Table 1.  

 

      Table 1. Background summary of respondents 

Name Age Marriage 

Years 

Education 

Level 

Occupation Wife Children 

Age Occupation Sex Age 

Sam 36 5 Bachelor Dentist 35 Dentist M 3yrs 

M 16mos 

M 16mos 

Pit 40 10 Master Lecturer 40 Social 

Worker 

F 3yrs 

F 3mos 

Jan 37 7 Bachelor Designer 36 Designer M 3yrs 

F 1yr 

Nick 40 4 Master Lecturer 35 Social 

Worker 

M 2yrs 

M 6mos 

Kit  38 4 Master Lecturer/ 

Psychologist 

37 Executive M 14mos 

Bob 34 3 Master Surveyor 34 Housewife M 8mos 

 

2.4 Data collection 

Each interview was arranged for the convenience of participants. After discussion with 

participants, most convenient time and place was confirmed. Each interview lasted around 2-4 

hours.  
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            Each participant was clearly explained about his rights during the interview. As they 

joined the research on a voluntary basis, they could terminate whenever they didnôt want to 

continue. They could describe their own stories from their subjective framework of reference. 

Interviews were audiotaped, with prior participant consent, and then were transcribed for 

analysis.  

 

2.5 Data analysis 

Narrative analysis was adopted for data analysis. According to Riessman (2008, p. 183), 

narrative analysis ñrefers to a diverse set of methods, a ófamilyô of interpretive approaches to 

spoken, written, and visual texts.ò There are four broad approaches of narrative analysis, 

namely, thematic analysis, structural analysis, dialogic/performance analysis, and visual 

analysis (Riessman, 2008).  

            A good narrative analysis necessarily inquires language and structure and guides 

people to see beyond the surface and explore deeper individual and social meanings 

(Riessman, 2008). The analysis procedure included transcribing, analysis of the narrative 

content, structure, linguistic, discursion and context. Finally, an overall analysis and report 

writing was done. 

 

3. Findings 

From the data collected, it is inevitable that being a father is a learning process (Liu, 2003). 

Many different scholars agreed that fatherhood is a very powerful growth process for fathers 

(Abell & Schwartz,1999; Marcel, 1964; Maslow, 1954, 1968; Erikson, 1963, 1982). In sum, 

fatherhood is a learning and growing process for the fathers themselves derived from the 

result of this research. Here a pathway is suggested to elaborate this learning road:  

Confusion -> Connection (with kids and partners)-> Commitment -> Meaning extraction 

(fatherôs role/identity, life) 

 

3.1 Confusion  

According to the findings, all participants found that they felt confused when the children 

were still small. They could not easily identify the role of father.  

 

Õ Bob, ñI wanted to throw my son on the floor on the first night! It was so horrible that 

he cried and cried! I did not know the reasons and what to do. I was really tired and 

exhausted.ò  

 

Õ Jan, ñI will use marathon to describe second pregnancy of my wife. As my wife had 

placenta previa. My wife had to stay in hospital for 60 days before delivery. I went to 

visit her every day, chatted and prayed with her.ò  

 

Õ Kit, ñI was not used to have a baby in my life. It was quite strange. I have to adapt to 

become a father.ò 

 

Õ Sam, ñWhen baby was still small, I really could not feel myself as a father. Or say I 

could not feel he was my son then.ò 
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Õ Pit, ñWhen the baby was small, only some caring duty was done. I could not feel I was 

her father.ò 

 

Õ Nick, ñAfter my first son was born, the life was busy, troublesome and harsh. I was 

sleepless due to endless crying of my son.ò 

 

3.2 Connection (with kids and partners) 

 

3.2.1 With kids 

As children gradually grew up, the participants could connect with their children step by step. 

The interaction with the children made them identify their ñfatherhoodò. The more interaction 

with the children, they could connect with the children much easier. They would strive their 

best to become a good father and want to provide the best for the growth of children. 

 

ü Sam, ñThere were three people called me ódaddyô. They kissed me and I am 

responsible for their lives. I am aware of and identified with the new identity. I must. 

This is very important to me.ò 

 

ü Kit, ñI will use ósoilô as a metaphor. As a father, I have responsibility to provide fertile 

soil for my son to grow up. At least I have to teach him how to be a good person 

without committing crimes.ò 

 

ü Bob, ñI have psychological compensation for my own. As my father was dead when I 

was very small, it left a hole in my life. It was so regretful in my life. So I have a 

mission that I must be a good father.ò 

 

ü Jan, ñThe response of my kids made me know I was their father! They only find me to 

do certain things, but not others.ò 

 

ü Nick, ñI feel fatherhood is very important.ò 

 

3.2.2 With partners 

Apart from connection with kids, they could feel more connected with their partners. The 

relationship with partners changed from time to time during the pregnancy and child-rearing 

process. Yet all have the tendency toward better relationship with their partners. They cherish 

each other much more than before.   

 

ü Jan, ñFor the first pregnancy, I witnessed the whole process and felt it was very 

inhuman! She was extremely painful and it was too difficult for a mother to deliver! I 

felt really thankful to my wife and thought mothers are really great! I would love my 

wife more!ò 

 

ü Kit, ñWe had argument on the decision of having baby after marriage. My wife wanted 

freedom and did not want a baby, but I wanted. My wife became more open after the 

birth. I felt our relationship became closer after that.ò 
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3.3 Commitment  

After getting connected with children, the participants agreed they sacrificed their private time 

in return to give more time to children. They chose to spare more time to accompany with 

children, instead of spending time for own leisure and with friends. They even re-prioritize 

their career to serve the children and partners as some thought pregnancy was a matter of two, 

not only mother. 

 

· Nick, ñBefore becoming a father, I spent most of the time to friends and leisure. Now I 

rushed back home immediately after work and wanted to see my son as soon as 

possible.ò 

 

· Pit, ñAfter the birth of my daughter, I stayed at home more and seldom went out. 

Before I loved to attend talks, but now I would not attend. Then I discovered even I 

did not attend, I lose nothing. But I have witness my kidsô growth. This is more 

valuable and cannot be replaced.ò 

 

· Sam, ñI want to go back home as soon as possible after work. I was afraid that when I 

went back after work, my kids slept and could not play with them.ò  

 

· Kit, ñI also decided to quit the full time job and changed to a freelancer. This increased 

availability to serve my wife, such as accompanying her to do prenatal examination, 

attend class. I think having baby is a matter of two, not only her own.ò 

 

3.4 Meaning extraction (fatherôs role/identity, life) 

 

3.4.1 On fatherôs role/identity 

After commitment was built, the participants had strong sense of their fatherôs role and 

identify. They explore lots of meaning behind the fatherhood: some want to widen kidsô 

horizon while some to set a good role model for kids. They could find the meaning on their 

own way with their own pace from their kids. 

 

V Bob, ñI want to widen my kidôs horizon, enlighten his life. I want to be a wise and 

farsighted father, who can bring insights and inspiration to him. Besides, I will be 

aware of my behavior more. I will be more conscious of attitude and wordings.ò 

 

V Sam, ñI use baking cake as a metaphor, for the first few years of a kid, what shape of 

the cake do you want and you can make it. That means you have to perform a good 

role model for your kids.ò 

 

V Pit, ñI will review my own behavior more than before. When I felt angry, I would try 

to stop and think before I lost temper. I changed my personality due to continuous 

review on my own.  

 

V Kit, ñI tried to correct some bad habits and perform well in front of my son. I always 

demonstrate a role model for him. Then I will gradually change myself, become a 

better father.ò  



86 

Kooni, Yuk-Ling Ma 

 

 

 

 

3.4.2 On life 

From the interviews with participants, they all admitted they have a new insight in their lives 

after the birth of kids. Kids were like their ñteachersò and made them review their life 

meaning. They admitted they have stronger sense in their life direction and found meaning in 

their work also. 

 

V Nick, ñI found more meaning in my life. I have stronger sense in my life direction. I 

only focused on my own before, such as earning money, buying flat, immigration, etc. 

Now, I do all these things for my kids. Live for my next generation is very 

meaningful. I have one belief: one of the purpose of human, is to share my experience 

and connect with others, especially with my next generation. This is the meaning of 

generativity.ò 

 

V Kit, ñI will have a more detailed life plan, for the sake of my family.ò 

 

V Jan, ñI believed earning money was most important and successful before the birth of 

my kids. But now I donôt think that. I feel it is very concrete to earn money for my 

family now.ò 

 

4. Discussion 

After examining the road of fatherhood, a sentence can make the conclusion: ñLearn to 

unlearn, learn to learn.ò For the social work practice and parent education implication, three 

dimensions should be put more effort for the better adjustment of the pathway of fatherhood: 

preparation, transition and on-going support. 

 

4.1 Preparation 

It really takes time for every father to identify the role of himself in the process of being a 

father. Thus more preparation is important to lower the confusion and ease their stress when 

role change occurs.  

For example, some talks or seminars for dad-to-be before the delivery of baby should 

be hold. During the talks or seminars, some fathers can share their own experience and try to 

give some tips for the dad-to-be. Role paly or case discussion can further enhance their 

readiness and allow them to considerate about the role change challenge.  

Besides, organizing some experiential programs on pregnancy and baby-sitting on 

different ages for dad-to-be or those plan to have babies. This can let them feel the subjective 

experience of their wives and thus increase their empathy or understanding towards their 

partners. This will thus enhance the relationship between them. 

Moreover, couples counseling or interviews should be made before the birth of baby. 

They need to have time to discuss the plan of having or not having babies, they have to plan 

their time better and their readiness of having a baby.  

Furthermore, providing life review and planning counseling before becoming fathers. 

This can give them some time and chance to rethink of their life choice. If much more careful 

plan can be made beforehand, they can adjust the new role or transit the confusion period 

better and faster.  
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4.2 Transition 

After the birth of baby, both parents encounter many changes on their time arrangement and 

life choice, they need some more concrete guidance such as child rearing skills and 

knowledge, psychological counseling or in-depth discussion between couples for better 

adjustment of the role of father.  

Moreover, both parents should squeeze some more time for dating on their own 

without taking the baby. They should discuss and share their feeling after the role change and 

try to praise each other more. Joining some young couples camps periodically for new parents 

to re-explore and refresh the relationship. All these can help enhance the intimacy and 

maintain the relationship between them, which in turn can bring cohesion among the new 

nuclear family.  

Furthermore, some more experienced fathers can share their experience about their 

children of different age. This can help the new fathers to learn some skills and gain support 

from the senior fathers. They can travel less with good role model or bad role model.   

 

4.3 On-going support 

As the developmental needs of the children change from time to time, fathers will encounter 

new challenge and difficulties when the children grow up. They can form some support group 

or self help group among fathers to share ñmenôs difficultiesò and try to seek recognition from 

these groups.  

Besides, they can make use of community resources such as social services centres to 

build up broader network across different areas. They can share most updated information and 

tips when facing various challenges on child rearing issue.  

Moreover, they can create some web page among them to facilitate the communication 

and sharing among them.  

Furthermore, providing consultation on parenting to fathers and review with them on 

their performance as a role model of a father regularly is very important. They can ask social 

workers to help in this area. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In short, new fathers have many needs when they face role transitions.  

From individual perspective, they have to understand and define fathersô roles. Then 

they have to identify with fathersô identities. As a result, they will try to review their lives and 

rearrange their priorities.  

From the family perspective, they have to learn how to connect with their kids. Then 

they also have to re-explore couplesô relationships. Furthermore, they have to build up a role 

model for children.  

All these changes bring lots of challenges to them to become a good father. They need 

lots of support before, during and after the role change. If these can be done, they can have a 

better transition of role and which in turn can enhance the cohesion and bonding among the 

whole family.  

 

6. Limitations 
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All respondents are aged from 34-40 years old. They had been married for 3-10 years. Their 

education level was from bachelor to master degree. All respondents are professionals. Only 

one wife was full time housewife and all others were working mothers. This research may not 

show the situation of low social economic class fathers.  

Besides, researcher is female and is known to some respondents. This may induce 

some gender issue.  
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Democracy is the power to say ñNoò. From calculus of consent to reasonable dissent 

 

Vincenzo Maimone 

 

1. Introduction: What happened to democracy? 

Are we sure that majoritarian criterion is the best option to determine and evaluate the results 

of public choices? Can we still trust a model of democracy of this kind? Can we still trust 

popular will? 

In this paper, I discuss about the contemporary conditions of democracy. I analyse in 

which ways the strategies of construction of the public opinion have changed the grammar of 

public debate, and also how the calculus of consent has modified the nature of democracy 

itself. 

The main idea is that an incorrect priority assigned to the procedures or to the formal 

structures of institutions has hidden the real aim of public discussion, or more general, the real 

aim of politics.  

A curious, ambiguous, but very popular mantra seems to be the golden rule of politics in 

the contemporary age: "If people want it and if people vote it, then the outcome will be true, 

good and not contestable, whatever it will be and whatever will be the consequences for them 

or for others". 

An important clarification is necessary, before that analysis goes on. I do not want, in 

anyway, defend or sustain a sort of paternalistic view of public decision. I am not asserting 

that people can not or do not know how to decide what is the best thing for them. I am just 

suggesting that we have to protect the idea of democracy from a very dangerous trivialization. 

In my opinion, indeed, democracy needs complexity and, moreover, it needs a pluralistic 

approach, which has to consider the fundamental value of a reasonable (and not ideological) 

dissent.   

 

2. Contemporary scenarios and the nature of democracy 

Several events that have recently occurred, all over the world, have seriously influenced the 

point of view on democracy and its applications. Observing carefully the evolution of the 

historical and political processes that have characterized and characterize nowadays the 

contemporary age, seem to emerge, in fact, important issues that pertain to the future, or in 

terms, perhaps more radical and less optimistic, the real possibility for democracy to be a 

model or a solution, still plausible, to compose the internal and external institutional conflicts. 

Consider, as examples, the surprising electoral escalation of Donald Trump, the 

consequences of which still seem bleak and difficult to predict. A relevant aspect of this event 

is that all those narratives linked to xenophobic, supremacist and not inclusive ideas which 

America has considered to have passed as a result of a complex, painful, but at the end 

positive, historical process of involvement, participation and recognition of minorities, had 

not dissolved at all, but they were only dormant and they had been covered with a thin veil of 

hypocrisy and political correctness ready to be torn from engaging rhetoric of a sufficiently 

photogenic leader; or consider the outcome, perhaps less surprising, but equally rich of 

consequences for the future of the European Union, determined by vote for the Brexit in UK; 

or again, the recent golpe attempt in Turkey and the consequent process of removing of the 

opposition started by the government, or it would be more appropriate to say by the regime, 

chaired by President Erdogan. 
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Further widening the focal used to explore the contemporary politics reality, we could add 

that the tendency which seems to consolidate itself inside political debate, is that typical of a 

populist syntax and of a superficial, but evocative, reference to concepts like tradition, 

membership, identity, foundation. The contemporary democracy has been put in check by 

ideas and principles that are radically restructuring the way a political proposal becomes a 

shared, consistent, and over all, functionally feasible project. In other terms, what has been 

modified are both the construction process of consent and the role and function ascribed to 

participation in public debate. 

These aspects are producing deflagrating effects inside the different dimensions of 

interpersonal relations. A mutation like this, indeed, breaks down and erodes the homogeneity 

that should characterize the consent expressed on a political proposal, whatever it is. And, as 

we will develop later, a similar result determines a slow but inexorable impoverishment of 

understanding and interpretation of reality: an epistemological and hermeneutic barbarism 

whose most obvious result is the annihilation of any form of criticism and dissenting. 

Underlying this decline we can situate a widespread misunderstanding about what ought to 

be an authentic and fruitful democratic participation. The consensus building, as well as forms 

through which people disclose their affiliations and consolidate their sense of membership, 

have ended to assume, entirely, tones and lexicon of the football supporters or, and that is 

worse, of a religious and fideistic dogmatism. A radicalization such this is compromising the 

public debate moving the barycentre of dialectic from the argumentative dimension, grounded 

on good reasons, to that of the identification, rooted in homologation and incidence, often 

pernicious, of pressure to conformity. 

If we accept as plausible this perspective, then the strategy of promotion of a political 

proposal able to intercept the largest and possible electoral consensus, under different aspects, 

is comparable to that used to realize a patchwork. In this way, the political project becomes a 

inhomogeneous medley, often fated to contradict itself, but however kept together by a 

likewise inhomogeneous, but inflexible, popular will. As Leonard Zelig, the movie character 

interpreted by Woody Allen puts it, the political message assumes a chameleon-like 

dimension, modifying and adapting itself, time after time, to the idiosyncrasies of the 

listeners. In this sense, we can interpret the disappearance of broadly-based parties as the 

consequence of loss of that social bond which was guaranteed by sharing a certain, consistent 

and modelled, idea of society. The political void was, just partially, filled by popular 

movements.  Nevertheless, their message is, in many cases, incoherent and extremely jagged, 

and often it is kept together by a restrictive and not inclusive logic that is totally incompatible 

with a democratic dialectic.  

In summary, the relevant aspect that seems to characterize the nature of democracy, 

interpreted on the basis of the dominant paradigm today, is the one which encloses the 

deliberative mechanisms inside of rigid, but thin, boundaries, of a simple quantitative 

calculus. What prevails in the public sphere is the trivialization of the classical definition of 

democracy as the will of the majority. Observed under this perspective, the election of Trump, 

the vote on Brexit, the armoured consensus to Erdogan, - but we could say the same, in 

paradoxical terms, about Korean regime of Kim Jong-Un or, going back in time, about the 

Nazi-Germany or about the Soviet Union of Stalin -, could be confused as complete forms of 

popular participation. 

However, limiting the evaluation of democratic institutions to the simple calculation of 

voting percentages, to the measure of intensity of the applauses or to the satisfaction degree 

for the governing institutions, represents a rough mistake of analysis. 

The democratic precept: "one head, one vote", loses every significance if we do not take 

into account the quality of the head or if we forget to verify the awareness with which people 

have expressed their preference or the availability of alternative views. 
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As epistemologists and social psychologists know, very often, within the decision-making 

processes, which help to produce knowledge, the whole does not overlap with the sum of its 

parts. The way in which knowledge, prowess, intuitions and observation skills of members of 

a workgroup are harmonized, moves inside a quantic universe. The epistemological process is 

as much more fruitful as wider are the heterogeneity of perspectives and the disposition to 

listen within the group. Generalizing, a procedure like this should find space within the 

institutional contexts and within deliberative models that are the basis of public choices. 

Democracy, therefore, requires a special attention concerning complexity and thus it 

should not do without protecting a plurality of conceptions and a free space of expression and 

critic within institutional architecture. 

 

3. Dissent: why we are afraid of it and why we need it? 

Saying that democracy can not reduce itself to a simple count of adherences means taking 

seriously the issues of merits and method of public discussion: analysing with a special focus 

the different ways through which we achieve a collective decision. The collegial nature of a 

resolution, however, does not necessarily coincide, in some cases, with a full and wide 

sharing of the outcome of the choice selected by the players involved. 

The thesis I support is that it is not irrelevant to ask "if" and "why" some voices were silent 

during discussion, and "if" and " why" some aspects, potentially problematic, have been 

overlooked. Opening the door to dissent means trying to reduce the gap that sometimes exists 

between a collective choice and a good and correct decision. 

For a better understanding of the reasons that make dissent required as a guarantee of the 

quality of decisions and, in the context of public choices, as an element of greater stability of 

democratic institutions, it is a priority to keep the attention on the different shades of meaning 

through which the consent is expressed. This is a preliminary matter useful to determine the 

origin of most of the so-called deliberative dysfunctions. 

I believe that, in general terms, we can determine three forms through which a consensus 

usually is expressed. Maybe a catalogue like this does not exhaust all possible types of 

consent, but this essential list is useful for the theme of this analysis. 

In my opinion, we express a consensus: 1) with conviction; 2) because of subjection or 3) 

due to the effect of pressure to conformity. 

1) The first type corresponds, in most cases, to what we could consider as the consensus as 

it should be. On the basis of this approach, a subject decides, consciously, to approve a 

particular proposal, an idea or to join a political project, showing a full understanding about 

every aspect or, at least, on the relevant and meaningful elements of the choice that he 

approved: interiorizing and making its own. This type of consent deteriorates when a 

conviction turns into radicalism and consensus becomes the result of a dogmatic and itself-

closed perspective. 

2) The subjection implies that a person adheres to a proposal on the basis of a real or 

potential threat for their own safety or that of their loved ones. In this sense, a person could 

decide to join a project just for fear of incurring reprisals of some kind due to the expressed 

dissent. When people do not have tools or an adequate force to rebel, they are forced to 

capitulate under the oppressive yoke of those who exercise a domain of a certain kind over 

them. 

3) The third type of consensus suffers the effect of what social psychologists (Asch, Sherif, 

Milgram, ecc.) are used to call pressure to conformity. Within this perspective, a subject 

approves a proposal, whatever it is, for convenience and not because of a strong belief. In 

some cases one could even be personally sure of the opposite: that is, be aware of the inherent 
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limitations or weakness of the idea which he or she will support despite of everything. But in 

order to avoid being isolated from the rest of the group or stigmatized because of the 

differences within perspectives, he or she will prefer to distance from subjective judgment. 

The fear of ostracism practiced by the majority group is a deterrent and a brake that inhibits 

the free expression of the self. 

John Stuart Mill had already grasped this aspect in his famous work On Liberty. In fact, for 

Mill:  
ñ[é] unmeasured vituperation employed on the side of the prevailing opinion, really does deter people from 

professing contrary opinions, and from listening to those who profess themò. (Mill, 1989, 55) 

 

The recourse to vituperation, to verbal violence, pointed out by Mill, reveals how a veiled 

or explicit threat of exclusion or stigmatization represents an effective deterrent to the 

manifestation of doubts, perplexity or denial by a person or a minority group. Nevertheless, it 

is necessary to note how the fear of dissent, the uneasiness and the annoyance aroused by a 

discordant voice that, apparently, disturbs and breaks off the harmony of an unanimous 

chorus, involve, albeit with different effects, both those who have the power, and obviously, 

those who distanced themselves from shared opinion of a majority. 

The former considers the non-compliance as an attack on their authority or, in the case of a 

group, a critique on the constitutional values of the community. The others, as already pointed 

out, could be afraid of being ostracized or stigmatized and being isolated and excluded from 

every possible interpersonal relation. Suppress a thought and an independent voice becomes, 

then, a kind of affirmation of the supremacy and cohesion of a group, a party, an entire set of 

people towards a minority that is perceived as hostile and potentially dangerous. 

I believe it is necessary to draw attention, for a moment, on the value and extension 

ascribed to the term "people". This concept, too often, is mantled by a sacred halo that it is not 

its own and it does not correspond at all to its real ontological essence. The idea of "people" 

is, like that of "culture", a derived and conventional concept, produced by sedimentation and 

overlapping of principles, knowledge and conceptions about the world that are temporary and 

not stable at all. Transforming this temporariness in a kind of dogmatism that muddles up the 

terms considering as synonymous "people" and "majority" and crystallizing and blocking the 

course of history, means giving, in a more or less conscious way, a legitimacy to the 

processes of exclusion and isolation. And it is something of this kind that seems to occur 

nowadays and that reinforces convictions about the sacredness of the narratives and of the 

false myths of foundation that characterize, often redundantly, the current political debate. 

The mythicizing of the people modifies the balance of power and opens the door to 

despotism. 

As John Stuart Mill properly pointed out: 

 

ñThe ópeopleô who exercise the power are not always the same people with those over whom it is exercised; 
and the óself-governmentô spoken of is not the government of each by himself, but of each by all the rest. The 

will of people, moreover, practically means the will of the most numerous or the most active part of people; the 

majority. Or those who succeed in making themselves accepted as the majority; the people, consequently, may 

desire to oppress a part of their number; and precautions are as much needed against this as against any other 

abuse of powerò. (Mill, 1989, 7-8) 

 

What Mill wants to emphasize is not only the desire for dominance of a part, even if it is 

the majority, on the whole. In his lucid analysis, indeed, he points out the danger within the 

tyranny of majority. A risk, that of the tyranny of opinion, which deeply undermines and 

erodes consciences and that was considered by Mill more dangerous, because hidden and not 

immediately visible, rather than political despotism. 
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ñProtection, therefore, against the tyranny of the magistrate is not enough: there needs protection also against 

the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means than 

civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them; to fetter the 

development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any individuality not in harmony with its ways, and 

compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own. There is a limit to the legitimate 

interference of collective opinion with individual independence: and to find that limit, and maintain it against 

encroachment, is as indispensable to a good condition of human affairs, as protection against political 

despotismò. (Mill, 1989, 8-9) 

In spite of the persistence of these obstacles and the obstinacy with which majoritarian 

groups insist on pushing towards more and more invasive forms of homologation, the dissent 

constitutes a fundamental and vital element for social progress. Something of which society 

has an extreme need. 

There are several reasons at the basis of the necessity to guarantee the dissent in the 

context of deliberative mechanisms. In this paper I will focus on two aspects that, in my 

opinion, should prevail when constructing an institutional and democratic horizon. The first 

aspect concerns the epistemological dimension that is at the basis of each argument or 

discussion interested in some measure to approach the truth. Under this profile, if we consider 

the idea of truth as a conception never definitely reachable and hence always subject to a sort 

of dynamic approximation, then the function of the dissent is to maintain an high tension to 

the truth and an high degree of interest towards a more and more clear and distinct conception 

of reality. And this aspect plays a central role not only into interactions of those who are 

members of a minority group, but also into the process of strengthening of convictions and 

theses sustained by supporters of the dominant thought, as it were. 

In other words, dissent plays a propaedeutic function both to approach a more clear and 

rational vision and to revise positions not logically correct but which are produced by biases 

or hasty judgements. 

In this sense, Mill emphasized that ensuring the free expression of opinions meant to 

provide additional opportunity to truth and to its progress. And this aspect constitutes an 

advantage for the whole human race. 

 
ñBut the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human race; posterity 

as well as the existing generation; those who dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold it. If the 

opinion is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they lose, what is 

almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impression of truth, produced by its collision with 

errorò. (Mill, 1989, 20) 

 

There is a great difference between presuming an opinion to be true, because, with every 

opportunity for contesting it, it has not been refuted, and assuming its truth for the purpose of 

not permitting its refutation. In the first case, we are operating in the direction of an open and 

free discussion predisposing the opportunity to review our positions and our judgments if the 

theses submitted show to possess a greater degree of rationality and credibility than those 

incurred by us; in the second case, preventing any form of revision of judgments and theories, 

we inexorably slide towards dogmatism and hence expose ourselves to the risks of a short-

sighted radicalization. 

 
ñComplete liberty of contradicting and disproving our opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in 

assuming its truth for purposes of action; and on no other terms can a being with human faculties have any 

rational assurance of being rightò. (Mill, 1989, 23) 

 

In Why Societies Need Dissent, Cass Sunstein has focused the attention on the role played 

from dissent as corrective element of deliberative dysfunctions that characterize a large part 

of public discussions. The relevant influence of pressure to conformity, the incidence of group 

polarization, as well as a wrong or approximate use of information, in some cases accepted 
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without a necessary control of their reliability, are all potentially dangerous elements for a 

correct deliberation. In the information age, in which frenzied speed of dissemination of news 

widely overcomes a more cautious and well-pondered evaluation of the facts, the possess of 

useful tools in order to have a better guidance of judgement and to put up a reasonable and 

efficient shield to glowing imposition of standardized opinion, constitutes the only defence 

weapon against the risk of homologation and barbarism. 

Still following Millôs teachings, it is important to remember that: 

 
ñWhen there are persons to be found, who form an exception to the apparent unanimity of the world on any 

subject, even if the world is in the right, it is always probable that dissentients have something worth hearing to 

say for themselves, and that truth would lose something by their silenceò. (Mill, 1989, 49) 

 

Within this perspective, dissimilarity, dissonance of thought and the free manifestation of 

individuality represent inalienable values. And it is precisely this aspect, that is the defence of 

the peculiar individual freedom, which constitutes the second mainstay that reinforces the 

need for dissent. Saying it differently, implementation of free expression, the guarantee of a 

social space within which it is possible to reveal and support, with adequate reasons, the own 

point of view constitutes a multiplier of progress possibilities both individual and collective. 

Hence, individuality represents a fundamental good for growth and promotion of the self and, 

consequently, of whole society. A wealth made of consciences and ideas that should be 

protected and safeguarded. One could say that dissimilarity and, in some cases, irreverence in 

front of power expressed by those who disagree, constitutes an antidote to passivity and 

laziness of conformism. 

 
ñIf there are any persons who contest a received opinion, or who will do so if law or opinion will let them, let 

us thank them for it, open our minds to listen to them, and rejoice that there is some one to do for us what we 

otherwise ought, if we have any regard for either the certainty or the vitality of our convictions, to do with much 

greater labour for ourselvesò. (Mill, 1989, 46-47) 
 

It is not the conflict between opposite conceptions that we have to fear, both 

epistemologically and politically speaking, but rather the suppression of one of the voices. 

The crystallization of the mistake, both logical and political, arises from the silence imposed 

to the counterpart. 

Paraphrasing Mill, it is possible to say that "by being exaggerated that a truth turns into 

falsehood". (Mill, 1989, 53) 

So the only possible alternative remains a constant openness to criticism and revision of 

judgments. The renounce to this peculiar freedom and the annihilation of initiative spirit and 

of any desire of self-assertion, expose us to the risk to being subdued to the yoke of despotism 

of habit, to the passivity that is proper of existences bridled in custom, and they allow us the 

ape-like imitation as only form of expression: a semblance of freedom that solely reveals 

itself as a fruitless conformism. 

It remains to deal with a last issue that supports the thesis on the necessity of dissent. In 

fact, a question has remained in the background and now it deserves to be made explicit in 

some way. 

It regards the complicated relationship between conformity and dissent. It is, only 

apparently, a quantitative issue. The purpose of this question is to formulate a sufficiently 

comprehensive definition of what can be considered as a reasonable dissent. 

To say it with the words of Cass Sunstein: 

 
ñWhat is the right mix between conformity and dissent? How much dissent is optimal?ò (Sunstein, 2003, 89) 
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It is impossible to answer these questions in an abstract way. It is so because the decision-

making process produces concrete effects and involves costs: the costs related to the choice 

and its direct and indirect consequences; costs related to errors of valuation resulting from 

hasty and not long pondered decisions. As Cass Sunstein reminds us, often a preference in 

favour of the conformity seems to answer the economic criteria and the needs to reduce the 

costs linked to deliberative procedures. However, such a purely quantitative requirement must 

take into account the consequences produced by wrong choices. Every decision is never 

neutral. It reformulates the appearance and characteristics of the scenario in which we decide 

to live, act and interact. And this aspect produces important aftermaths for present and future 

generations. Within this perspective, optimal dissent, a reasonable dissent is what it is able to 

rectify the distortions related to misjudgements and distortions related to incorrect or 

unverified information. Put in these terms, the answer still seems elusive and not very 

incisive. Indeed, it is very difficult to determine in advance when dissent is a right solution to 

the wrong answer formulated by public opinion or by the power group. Often, this riddle was 

solved by history: theories, once considered heretical and non-aligned to orthodoxy shared by 

the majority, have proved to be true by determining a necessary paradigm shift. The 

disposability of wait, however, is not fully compatible with public choices that moving 

themselves, very often, within the dimension of contingency and requiring very short time for 

deliberation. 

In general terms, following the bipartition introduced by Sunstein, it is possible to 

distinguish two kinds of dissenters: 1) contrarians; 2) disclosers. The first, of course, are 

those who merely oppose a stubborn resistance against the decisions of the majority groups. It 

is a radical opposition, often ideological, and not always comforted by the support of good 

arguments in defence of their denial. The disclosers, are those whose dissent goes together 

with the sharing of information needed to make a careful inspection and possibly a review of 

the choice made by a majority. The presence of disclosers is fundamental, but in order to 

entirely and successfully accomplish their task, it is important to reduce the social pressure 

and the push to conformity which, in some cases, prevent them from freely expressing their 

opinions. Considered in this way, the question, of what are the characteristics of a reasonable 

dissent can be resolved on the basis of two main policies, namely, on the one hand the 

institutional and democratic guarantee given by a full and feasible freedom of thought; on the 

other hand, a vigilant prudence from the institutions. The first would limit the negative 

influence exerted on the choices and preferences, both individual and collective, by all those 

elements of social pressure that produce very bad decisions (conformity, social cascades, 

group polarization). The second would discourage dissent when it is not supported from 

logically sustainable arguments. By using this expression, however, we do not want to 

legitimate any kind of preventive control on the contents. If so, it would be like snitching in 

through the back door what was rubbed out the main, but rather, the aim is to emphasize the 

constructive nature of objections. The value of dissent lies in its ability to generate curiosity 

and a reasonable doubt and not an unwarranted fear or, and this is worse, an irrational distrust. 

We can say that reason is the index of scale to compose the relationship between 

conformity and dissent. A relationship that can, and must, live in the dimension of the 

conflict, but which, nevertheless, has to move along the line of improvement and the search 

for the common good, the respect and the promotion of individual rights. 

 

4. Fake democracy 

There is a last issue I want to discuss here which could not totally appear typically academic, 

but, if we observe with due attention, it is one of the most worrying elements when observing 
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the health of contemporary democracies. Although moving along the territory of irony, this 

issue raises an important epistemological question that is necessary to resolve in order to 

develop effective barriers to the loss of thickness of the public discussion. This concerns the 

quality and value of the information that underlie the reasons with which all define their own 

preferences. 

We said that one of the characteristics of the contemporary age is the remarkable 

availability of information. Every day we are flooded by a huge, continuous and relentless 

stream of news, suggestions, opinions and leading articles. There is no space, both real and 

virtual, in which this flow of information does not exert its pressure. On the one hand, no 

doubt, this aspect has fostered some growth of interest and popular participation, involving a 

growing number of people in discussions and debates towards which they would have been 

uninterested in the past; on the other hand, the floods of information has lowered the 

qualitative level of news and, in inversely proportional terms, it has, almost exponentially, 

increased the risk of having to deal with a growing number of those dissertation which by 

using the sharp and suggestive expression of Harry G. Frankfurt, have been iconically defined 

bullshit. Once the term was purified by its potential scurrility, what emerges is a serious and 

dense epistemological reflection about the value and care of the truth which none of us should 

stop improving. Under this profile, the brief paper written by Frankfurt, On Bullshit, 

constitutes an almost serious analysis, but moreover it is a warning against a thin and sneaky 

danger which is eroding at roots our societies, reducing, day by day, the ability of critics and 

understanding of the world and exposing us to the risk to be deceived by those who control 

and use, with strategic cunning, information without meaning. 

To fully understand the dimension of such a contamination it is important to define in a 

clear way this concept and distinguish it from that, more sophisticated, of a lie. The bullshit, 

indeed, is a rough material, elaborated and diffused with no particular care. For this reason, it 

is more dangerous than lie. On this point we must be very clear: the bullshit is a danger worse 

than falsehood. 

The reason of this is connected to two elements: on one hand, the aim that bullshit wants to 

pursue; on the other, the attention towards the dimension of truth. 

Regarding the first point, it is sufficiently clear that the specific objective of bullshit and, 

also, of those who spread it, is to build, very quickly, a broad base of consensus. To pursue 

this aim, usually, such a proposition stimulates the coarser receptors of the public opinion: it 

refers to simple values, almost primeval and widely shared. And it does so without paying 

attention to coherence nor to any logical succession. The real aim is standardization of 

consent, all the rest has no relevance. 

These are goods that have, nowadays, a high market value. As appropriately emphasized 

by Harry G. Frankfurt: 

 
ñThe realms of advertising and of public relations, and the nowadays closely related realm of politics, are 

replete with instances of bullshit so unmitigated that they can serve among the most indisputable and classic 

paradigms of the concept. And in these realms there are exquisitely sophisticated craftsmen who ï with the help 

of advanced and demanding techniques of market research, of public opinion polling, of psychological testing, 

and so forth ï dedicate themselves tirelessly to getting every word and image they produce exactly rightò. 

(Frankfurt, 2005, 29, para. 11) 

 

At the basis of each affirmation attributed to semantic concept defined by Frankfurt there 

is a simplification ungrounded and indifferent to any horizon of truth. And it is along this 

borderline that we can catch and recognize the difference between a liar and who tells just 

bullshit. Unlike the latter, in fact, the liar reveals a greater attention towards the truth, despite 

being aware that the intentions are consciously divergent from it. Those who say bullshit, 

instead, show a total indifference to how things really are. What really worries them is 



97 

Democracy is the power to say ñNoò. From calculus of consent to reasonable dissent 

 

 

absolutely other and their intention is not to give away a distorted representation of a reality 

which, however, they prove to know. Unlike the liar, in fact, those who say bullshit have not 

any idea, do not possess any particular reference or any detailed knowledge of how things 

truly are. The inner danger of the bullshit lies in this complete loss of references. The sense of 

bewilderment produced by bullshit is a politically significant weapon. In fact, a mass with no 

specific references is more easily trainable. Because, just like a flock, people in order to end 

their vagrancy and to determine a sort of horizon of meaning, which they need, would rather 

prefer to trust, without opposing any resistance, those who will show to know the road or will 

feign to indicate it, flaunting sureness and resoluteness. 

The risk on the horizon is that democracy in the contemporary age is built on a consensus 

without thickness, empty and incapable to give a precise outline of reality. The contemporary 

democracy, day after day, seems to resemble the scenarios depicted in the dystopian literature. 

It is just in view of this next future that we should strive to find a precise and sincere vision 

of reality, and that we should take the responsibility to oppose to all forms of oppression, 

abuse or deception, a strong and decisive "No". 
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Gender continuum in Italian advertising: The representation of the LGBT identities 

according to the professionals24 
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1. Introduction 

Despite biological gender has been extensively utilized in segmentation studies (Dommeyer, 

2008; Barone, Palan, Miniward, 2004), many scholars demonstrate that advertisers confuse 

sex, gender and sexuality (Berganza, del Hoyo, 2006; Furnham, Bitar, 1993; Furnham, 

Schofield, 1986; Furnham, Voli, 1989; Garc²a-Mu¶oz, Mart²nez, 2009; Livingstone, Green, 

1986; Mazzella, Darkin, Cerini, Buralli, 1992; Rak, McMullen, 1987; Rey Fuentes, 1994), 

and sometimes use outdated and rigid stereotypes (Dobscha, 2012; Panarese, 2014; Zayer, 

Otnes, 2012).  

A significant body of research evidence showed many differences in the advertising 

portrayals of men and women, particularly on television (Barthel, 1988; Belkaoui, Belkaoui, 

1976; Berganza, del Hoyo, 2006; Chafetz, 1974; Courtney, Whipple, 1974; Furnham, Mak, 

1999; Gilly, 1988; McArthur, Resko, 1975; Schneider, Schneider, 1979), and some studies 

found that gay people have a small amount of advertising space on TV, billboards and printed 

pages (Raley, Lucas, 2006).  

Even though lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender individuals are generally 

indistinguishable from heterosexual individuals, advertising practitioners sometimes represent 

them as different in appearance and behavior: gay men are often portrayed as promiscuous, 

flashy, and effeminate,  and lesbians are depicted as masculine or ultra-feminine, aggressive 

or provocative (http://www.thedrum.com/opinion/2015/07/07/advertisings-representation-

lgbt-people-still-behind-times). 

The representation of transgender people is even more rare and stereotypical: the only 

type of transgender individuals presented in commercials is a sexy feminine male-to-female 

transgender person çshown to serve up a surprising twist: ñShe is a He!òè (Tsai, 2004, n.p.).  

Moreover, gay and lesbian families are commonly misrepresented in advertising, 

probably because society frequently equates sexual orientation with the ability to reproduce 

(Mazur, Emmers-Sommer, 2002), and also because çitôs difficult to show óa housewifeô or 

óbreadwinnerô figure in a 30-second ad if theyôre both male, female or transè 

(http://www.thedrum.com/opinion/2015/07/07/advertisings-representation-lgbt-people-still-

behind-times). 

Since consumers make sense of their identities also using advertising, and gender is a 

powerful ideological force (Goffman, 1979), the way in which gender and sexual orientation 

are represented in an ad is not devoid of consequences. Similar to race-, religion-, and class-

based caricatures, the stereotypical representations of LGBT identities could denigrate and 

marginalize individuals and groups (Raley, Lucas, 2006). 

Thus, we studied the production processes that lead to gender representations. In spite 

of a  persistent criticisms of advertisingôs treatment of gender (Kilbourne, 1999), empirical 

studies about practitionersô perspectives are very rare (Ottesen,  Gronhaug, 2004; Rossiter, 

2001), little is known about their theories of advertising (Reid, King, DeLorme, 1998; West, 

Ford, 2001), and few authors have analyzed the production process behind the gendered 

messages (Zayer, Coleman, 2014).  

                                                            
24 Paola Panarese is the author of the first and the second paragraphs, Chiara Landi is the author of the third and 

the fourth paragraphs. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lesbian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gay
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bisexual
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgender
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Moreover, there are some studies about gay depictions in films and news (Dyer, 1984; 

Alwood, 1996), but the topic of gay images in advertising is quite new. 

For these reasons, the paper aims at describing some results of a research about the 

influence of the production process on the representation of gender in Italian advertising, 

focusing on the depiction of LGBT identities and homosexuality. 

 

2. Method 

A qualitative approach consisting of semi-structured in-depth interviews was chosen in order 

to discover where the ideas for certain gender representations come from and who determines 

how and what gender-based advertising should be. We followed the tradition of past research 

by examining advertising professionalsô perceptions (Drumwright, Murphy, 2004, 2009) to 

understand their attitudes and behaviors in their own words.  

Given the exploratory nature of this work, the study was associated to the ñgrounded 

theoryò approach (Corbin, Strauss, 1990; Glaser, 1992, 1998; Strauss, Corbin, 1990), used to 

determine models and patterns, working inductively to lay the groundwork for the 

development of theoretical frameworks emerging from the collected data. Observations were 

ñgroundedò because they were situated in the empirical phenomena from which they emerged. 

Respondents were selected from among senior-level advertising agency practitioners 

working in Italy, through personal and Faculty contacts. We used snowball sampling and thus 

the first contacts were asked to identify other participants. As the sample snowballed, focused 

selection (Creswell, 1998) was made so that many different viewpoints would be represented. 

Since Cronin (2004) noticed that much research has a disproportionately intense focus on 

creatives and neglects the perspectives of other workers within the advertising industry, we 

opted for two occupational groups of informants, in strategic and creative functions. Only 

people at senior levels were involved: account managers and creative directors. In smaller 

agencies, we selected the owner, CEO or general manager of the agency for the strategic role. 

In larger organizations, the informants were heads of their functional units. We also selected 

the same number of men and women, because previous work demonstrated that cultural 

knowledge within the advertising agency is gendered (Alvesson, 1998).  

Since past research found that the length of experience in agencies can impact 

decision-making (Davis, 1994), the informants included in the study varied in industry 

experience (from 4 years, up to more than 30). Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the 

informants.  

The interviews were conducted in person when possible, in the practitionersô offices, 

or via Skype and telephone. They lasted from 30 to 110 minutes, and were all taped and 

transcribed.  

During the interviews, informants were asked ñgrand tourò questions (McCracken 

1988) as well as focused questions: the interviews started with a broad topic on 

representations of gender in advertising and then probed more specifically into the production 

processes of gender portrayals. The thematic areas of the interview were: 

 

- Perception of advertising representation of gender in Italy; 

- Description of the production process of gendered images; 

- Perception of the responsibilities in the potential distortions in the gender 

representations. 

 

In order to refine ways of asking questions and to help in developing the emerging 

concepts, extensive field notes were taken after each interview. Following Nyilasy and Reid 
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(2009), the interviews were transcribed and assessed by an initial reading to get a preliminary 

grasp of content. We used the constant-comparative method throughout the coding process, 

coding and recoding the transcripts through many iterations of data analysis (Creswell, 1998). 

In the first step, we identified general themes in the data and refined our codes. Next, we 

compared codes and recorded relationships between them. Then, we noted a deeper storyline 

and hypotheses linking concepts. Finally, we identified theoretical propositions about 

practitioner thought. 

We interviewed forty respondents: twenty men and twenty women; twenty in creative 

role and twenty in strategic role. 

 

Table 1. Characteristics of the informants 
Pseudonym Functional 

role 

Gender Education Years of 

experience 

Agency 

pseudonym 

Agency size Agency 

affiliation  

Agency 

context 

AM1 Strategic Female College 17 Agency 1 Medium Network International 

AM2 Strategic Male High s. 11 Agency 2 Small Indep. National 

CD1 Creative Female College 10 Agency 3 Large Network International 

CD2 Creative Female College 25 Agency 4 Small Indep. National 

AM3 Strategic Female Master 27 Agency 5 Large Network International 

AM4 Strategic Male College 10 Agency 2 Small Indep. National 

AM5 Strategic Female College 7 Agency 7 Large Network International 

CD3 Creative Female Master 28 Agency 8 Medium Indep. National 

AM6 Strategic Male High s. 12 Agency 6 Medium Indep. National 

AM7 Strategic Female College 12 Agency 9 Medium Indep. National 

AM8 Strategic Male Master 15 Agency 5 Large Network International 

CD4 Creative Female College 10 Agency 10 Small Indep. National 

CD5 Creative Female College 4 Agency 11 Medium Indep. National 

AM9 Strategic Female College 9 Agency 12 Large Network International 

AM10 Strategic Male College 10 Agency 13 Large Network International 

CD6 Creative Female College 4 Agency 16 Small Indep. National 

CD7 Creative Female High s. 28 Agency 14 Small Indep. National 

AM11 Strategic Female College 4 Agency 15 Small Indep. National 

AM12 Strategic Male College 13 Agency 5 Large Network International 

AM13 Strategic Female Master 10 Agency 5 Large Network International 

AM14 Strategic Male College 3 Agency 6 Medium Indep. National 

AM15 Strategic Female College 5 Agency 16 Small Indep. National 

CD8 Creative Female College 12 Agency 17 Large Network International 

CD9 Creative Female College 10 Agency 18 Small Indep. International 

AM16 Strategic Male College 5 Agency 19 Small Indep. National 

AM17 Strategic Female College 7 Agency 6 Medium Indep. National 

CD10 Creative Female High s. 6 Agency 20 Medium Indep. National 

CD11 Creative Male High s. 15 Agency 1 Medium Network International 

CD12 Creative Male High s. 12 Agency 21 Small Indep. National 

AM18 Strategic Male College 6 Agency 22 Large Network International 

AM19 Strategic Female High s. 25 Agency 23 Medium Indep. National 

AM20 Strategic Male College 34 Agency 24 Small Indep. National 

CD13 Creative Male College 15 Agency 25 Large Network International 

CD14 Creative Male College 11 Agency 6 Medium Indep. National 

CD15 Creative Male High s. 31 Agency 26 Small Indep. National 

CD16 Creative Male College 30 Agency 27 Small Indep. National 

CD17 Creative Male College 21 Agency 28 Small Indep. National 

CD18 Creative Male High s. 20 Agency 29 Large Network International 

CD19 Creative Male High s. 10 Agency 30 Large Network International 

CD20 Creative Male College 11 Agency 31 Small Indep. National 
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In regard to work experience, eleven respondents had worked in their agency for less 

than ten years, nineteen had between ten to twenty yearsô experience, and ten more than 

twenty years (among these, three had more than thirty yearsô experience).  

About education, twenty-six respondents had a college degree and four had also 

completed a master degree. 

We interviewed professionals in thirty-one agencies of different sizes. The size of the 

agency was classified according to the number of employees. We distinguished agencies as 

small, when they had under twenty employees, medium, with a number of employees between 

twenty-one and one hundred, and large, with more than one hundred workers. This 

classification was different from the classical European categorization of organizations 

because it considered the dimension of the Italian advertising industry and the difficulty of 

collecting information about annual billings. In our sample, small agencies (16) prevailed, 

followed by large (13), and medium-sized ones (10). More specifically, sixteen informants 

worked in small stand-alone agencies, two worked in medium-sized global agencies, nine 

worked in medium-sized stand-alone agencies, and thirteen informants worked in large global 

agencies. 

The views about LGBT issues within advertising have emerged without direct 

questions, but the topic has naturally developed in conversation. 

The following sections will present our findings (for purposes of confidentiality, only 

the role in the agency25 and the sex of the informants have been attributed in the presentation 

of respondentsô quotes). 

 

3. Results 

The problematic related to how the gender representation takes into account the LGBT 

universe emerged in 24 out of 40 interviews and has been associated with the question about 

the existence of an evolution of this issue and the way it is faced in the field of advertising in 

10 of those cases. In the remaining cases it was associated with the presence of a specific 

testimonial widely recognised as a gay icon in a national advertising campaign led by Mulino 

Bianco, Antonio Banderas. 

When asked to name an example of Italian commercials attentive to the LGBT 

identity, a large portion of the sample referred to the Findus campaign where, in an invitation 

to dinner, a son declares his homosexuality to his mother adding that his so-called roommate 

is actually his partner. We witness a coming out done in a very peaceful way, in the context of 

a quiet family dinner. The mother seems more attentive to the quality of the food being served 

that to the supposedly unexpected news.  

One  interview made reference to the Althea advertising campaign. Althea is an Italian 

company producing ready-made sauces, which in 2012 advertised their different types of 

sauces showing couples of different ages, both heterosexual and homosexual, gays and 

lesbians, in the act of kissing and hugging. The differences in age and sexual orientation of 

the people wanted to hint to and remind the different kinds of sauces advertised. 

In the international context the most relevant case is the advertising campaign made by 

Ikea, a forerunner of an advertising style in which every gender and sexual orientation find 

their place. With regards to the representation of transgender identities, one interview refers to 

a commercial run by Perfetti advertising the chewing gum Vivident Blast in which a father 

says to his son, stripping himself naked: ñI'm not your father, I am your motherò. This 

campaign produced mixed reactions in Italy, with the transgender community labeling it as an 

example of blatant transphobia. The attention focused on the Findus advertising campaign, 

                                                            
25 CD=Creative Director, AM=Account Manager. 
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extremely different from other examples of advertising in which there are depicted regular 

couples of gay and lesbian people, seems to show that, among the professionals interviewed, 

homosexual couples consisting of two men are considered more common and socially 

acceptable that those consisting of two women. 

The perception of the LGBT community and its representation in advertising in our 

sample does not differ much from the findings of a similar research into the relationship 

between LGBT and advertising in the US context; even in this context we can infer that the 

market portion labeled as ñgayò mainly portraits gay males (Fejes, 2002), mostly white and 

good looking: the subtly discriminatory element  towards the other minorities is evident. 

(Waters, 2013). 

Sespite being considered the most representative, the Findus campaign is widely 

judged negatively. 

The criticisms expressed by the respondents, however, are not comparable to those 

that emerged within the LGBT community in the debate that followed the campaign. The 

LGBT community has long debated the question, seeing in this advertisement an effort made 

by the company in order to normalize the new models and to make them similar to the 

traditional ones. Our respondents, rather, have highlighted the fact that this apparent inclusive 

approach may be a mere speculation which has exploited the gaffe made by the President of 

Barilla company: in a September 2013 interview broadcasted by the Italian radio station 

Radio 24 about the lack of any depiction of homosexuality in Barillaôs advertising, he replied  

çwe will not make advertising with homosexuals because we like the traditional family. If 

gays do not agree, they can always eat other brands of pastaè. 

One of the criticisms made to the Findus campaign is connected with the thought that 

the acceptance by the mother of the coming out of the child may become a new stereotype. 

An even more negative perspective, that is nonetheless more attentive to the LGBT 

debate on this aspect, defines the campaign as a way to make the people forming the dominant 

heterosexual community feel politically correct, as for instance in this interview: 

 
AM6: I think it is a little grotesque, it was done in a wrong way.  Who uses that kind of 

communication and that register does not know what he is talking about and tends to exploit this 

model to build new stereotypes.  It is a terrible thing, you have to understand the mechanism 

before using it. This approach does not speak to the homosexual community, instead it speaks to 

the heterosexuality communities trying to vehiculate a politically correct communication. 

 

What is striking is that in every and each case the representation of a character defined 

by a binary sexuality and gender identity  is considered by marketers as the sole key to new 

markets.  This approach is almost mandatory and prevents marketers from focusing on a 

society characterized by multiple gender identities, acting to obtain a full social inclusion. 

 
CD13: I'd rather talk about the reason why that brand (Findus) is airing that commercial ; it does 

not make sense to me, for what  it represents and how. Even if they tried to say something more 

extreme, I think they failed. 

  

Continuing 

 
AM13: (...) I remember the Findus commercial: they tried too hard to show a homosexual couple 

and they ended up with a big failure 

 

It is often stated, while reporting examples of international campaigns that 

successfully manage to represent the LGBT identity in a positive way, as  for instance we saw 

with the Vigorsol, Ikea and Nissan campaigns, that companies in Italy, and in other Cathiolic 

countries struggle to convey the message to the public. Here's an example:  
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AM10: A couple of years ago we launched a product by Nissan. The campaign had been produced 

in Paris and in it there was a boy in disguise, who suddenly took off his wig and went back home. 

The whole picture was represented in a fun, not trashy  way. In the Italian campaign, this part was 

just cut off.. of course not by our choice. It was on air in France and Germany, but not in Italy, 

Portugal and Spain. 

 

Among the interviewees we noticed an extremely low quantity of reference to 

negative message towards the LGBT community conveyed by the campaigns. The most 

relevant comment on the topic is the following: 

 
AM4: One of the most negative memories I have on the topic is connected to the Mentadent Campaign. 

They had this product that gave you a dazzling smile, so when the protagonist of the commercial passed 

by everybody was trying to reach for him. When a guy in the street does that, the protagonist makes a 

disgusted face. 

 

Reflections on the message structure are present in three interviews, all referred to the 

Findus case. The most discussed aspect is the format of the ad, where we only see hands 

moving and we hear two male and a female voice. Findus stated that this was the kind of 

format they adopted in the representation of other types of families in other instances. 

The verbal and nonverbal communication received very little attention in the 

discussion and few references were made to specific details like the representation of the 

hands and their role as an affection medium, to the cooking operations or to the mother who 

clutches her son after his coming-out. Multimodal components of the message does not seem 

to be important, perhaps because of the professional role of the informants and the very low 

percentage of creatives who have talked about the issue of homosexuality. 

Little attention is also paid to the labels used by the son when he talks to his mother 

about his companion: not just a ñroommateò, but also a ñpartnerò. Coming out as it is done in 

the scene seems to be just another minor innovation being introduced, at the same level of the 

new microwaves recipes being advertised. The context is extremely reassuring with no levels 

of friction, a solution that has been labeled as unreal by many observers. There is no trace of 

the battles for the recognition of civil rights and for a full social inclusion. The labels used 

show the plurality of identities that an individual can adopt without being hurt inside an 

heterosexist logic and language code, as often happens in the everyday oral communication 

when referring to LGBT identity (Maturi, 2013). 

With reference to the decision-makers involved in the production process and their 

role in the definition of the contents of the campaigns, the interviews often point out the role 

of the client that determines the content of the campaigns in relation to the specific markets of 

destination. There are however some more nuanced responses; in the following one we see 

how the decisional process is seen as a group process rather than a single-man decision: 

 
CD2: Who is responsible? The easiest answer would be the creative crew, but I think it is limiting. (é) 

We must also say that there is the customer who approves it, there are the various agency departments. 

Yes, it is true that I am the creative talent, but we are like antennas: we catch the signals going around in 

the ether and we absorb them; we know that if we work with a client, such as a car company, we know 

how to operate and which option to adopt in order to perform the best job. 

 

4. Discussion and conclusion 

With relation to the LGBT community, we must remind that social science in general and 

more specifically the analysis of media phenomena have neglected the culture of sexuality, 



105 

Gender continuum in Italian advertising 

 

 

both in the Italian advertising and in the international context with rare exceptions (Raspini, 

2013; Tindall, Waters, 2013). 

Any discussion on this topic should take place without preconceptions and prejudices, 

with the aim to overcome the dichotomy between homosexuality and heterosexuality, often 

used in the social world as a mean of control and maintainance of the social order (Corbisiero, 

2013). If we limit our field of study to the advertising industry, the emergence of plural 

identities in the commercials requires a specific focus by researchers who should also invest 

energies in order to innovate their survey and analysis tools. 

As pointed out by Caputo (2013), the quantitative analysis approach is not suitable to 

the study of the LGBT community, due to its heterogeneous nature and to the difficulty of 

identifying the subjects (Fejes, 2002). In our opinion, this concept also applies to the study of 

the representation in the advertisement of the complex mosaic of gender. The most suitable 

approach should be a mix between qualitative and quantitative methods in data processing and 

in raising data awareness  through interviews with privileged witnesses, bringing out the topic 

not through direct questions, but letting it emerge from the conversation in a natural way in 

order to avoid a self-censoring process in the interviewee related to the possibility for the 

topic to cause embarrassment or convey prejudice or social stigma. 

Moreover, it must avoided that the possibility for the social heterosexual norm to be 

internalized acts as a barrier to the spreading of attention in the general public towards the 

gender pluralism.  

In our survey, we followed this approach strictly. 

The answers provided by the respondents confirm that, despite the professionals are 

still focused on the male-female dichotomy, there also room for a fresh look on the new roles 

played by the gender identities in the society. The creators of the production process show 

therefore the same lack of attention to the problem of the representation of the LGBT 

community that has been recognized in the social sciences, in Italy and abroad (Fejes, 2002). 

However, the feeling of the change taking place and the recognition of a new attention 

to LGBT issues is provided without an explicit admission by the privileged witnesses, by the 

fact that the theme emerges naturally in the conversation when we speak of an evolution in 

advertising. Advertising is changing because the society is changing. Advertising is a mirror 

of society, even if distorted and selective (Pollay, 1986).  

The respondents seem to have a negative outlook of the phenomenon:responses 

indicate that LGBT identities introduced in some marketing campaigns are not to be 

considered hints of an imminent recognition of the existence of a reality characterized by a 

mosaic of identities and the emergence of a path to full social inclusion. They are instead 

more similar to an elementary operation for the acquisition of new market shares. This 

interpretation is consistent with the findings from some US studies among the few works 

focused on LGBT and advertising (Fejes, 2002; Tindall, Waters, 2013). The attention showed 

by marketers and companies for this specific market share has been object of study since the 

1990s in the United States. The dominant image was a generic gay consumer who was highly 

educated, oriented towards luxury goods, travelling and interested in hi-tech products: a very 

attractive consumer indeed (Fejes, 2002). This had also led to hidden forms of advertising 

oriented towards the LGBT community as the ñgay window advertisingò, a form of 

advertising that was not so obvious to the general reader but was instead very clear for the gay 

community. The common ground for all these studies is the belief that the LGBT community 

which went from being marginalized in the 1960s, to being pitied and eventually, from the 

90s onwards,  to being courted and sought after, does not represent an ideological and 

political issue but simply a market share to be exploited somehow. 

According to our respondents, the clients are responsible for these productive choices. 



106 

Paola Panarese, Chiara Landi 

 

 

It seems necessary therefore to change the culture of the buyers, to create an awareness 

of the plurality of identities eliminating the cages, the conceptual fences that force a 

stereotypical gender representation in advertising campaigns that are still too connected to a 

traditional representation of the gender dichotomy and, at the same time, to a stereotyped 

picture of the LGBT community. More generally, as claimed by Guastini et al. (2014), we 

must raise awareness of the social responsibilities that anyone with access to the mass media 

has. It is necessary to spread an authentic culture of communication. 
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Introduction  

The Zika Virus was first identified in 1947 in Uganda (PAHO, 2015). In 2015 autochthonous 

cases in the Americas were reported; Mexico declared its first two non-imported cases in 

November of that year (CONAVE, 2015). In February 2016, the World Health Organization 

declared the Zika Virus outbreak a public health emergency due to its association with 

clusters of microcephaly and other neurological disorders (WHO, 2016). By the beginning of 

June 2016, 39 American countries and territories had reported autochthonous transmission.  

In Mexico, by the 10th of June 2016, a total of 357 autochthonous cases of Zika had been 

confirmed, 113 belonging to pregnant women. These cases were distributed along eleven 

states, two of which are contiguous to the state of Guanajuato with nine total number of cases 

between both (DGE, 2016). As of January 02nd, 2017, the country has confirmed 7,475 

autochthonous cases (PAHO, 2017), of which 4,138 belong to pregnant women (DGE, 2017). 

No cases have been reported in the state of Guanajuato; this could be explained by the fact 

that Guanajuatoôs average altitude is 2000mt (6562ft), an elevation at which the Aedes 

mosquito do not thrive (CDC, 2016). 

Ideally, during a public health crisis such as ZVD, public health education should be 

informative, comprehensible and empowering while at the same time it should serve to dispel 

unnecessary fear. The aim of our investigation was to assess how rural communities in 

Mexico are educated about public health issues, specifically ZVD.  We were interested in 

knowing how rural Mexicans were educated, the effectiveness of the education they receive, 

the emotional impact of the education, and preventive measures taken as a result of the 

education.  

 

Method 

Our study is a cross-sectional, descriptive, questionnaire-based investigation conducted 

among attendees of health fairs organized by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

through the organization Proyecto Puentes de Salud, a university organization that sends 

students and faculty each summer to conduct public health projects. The questionnaire was 

administered in six rural communities in the state of Guanajuato, Mexico over a two-week 

period in the month of June 2016.  

Participants were recruited while waiting to receive medical attention at the health fairs. 

Participation was voluntary. Informed consent was obtained orally from each participant 

before the questions were asked. Names were not collected to protect confidentiality.   

One-hundred questionnaire-interviews were conducted, representing 32% of the total number 

of health fair attendees, and 4% of the total population5 in the communities sampled. The 

median number of participants per community was 17. 

The questionnaire was designed and cross reviewed by the authors of the study. It consisted of 

seventeen items with 4 sub questions for a total of 21 questions. The survey contained 

questions pertaining to demographics, knowledge of Zika, knowledge of prevention strategies, 

and emotional impact.  

Questions were asked, face-to-face, by a single interviewer, in an open-ended manner. An 

answer-key was designed to simplify data collection; when an answer not present in the 
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answer-key options was given, it was written down and then added to the answer key. The 

phrasing and sequence of questions was modified if necessary, according to each participantôs 

responses and understanding. See Annex 1 for questions and answer key.  

At the end of each questionnaire, the interviewer provided face-to-face education on Zika, 

emphasizing preventive measures and correcting misinformation. Printed public material from 

the CDC about Zika and pregnancy was also handed to pregnant women, those who wanted to 

become pregnant and those who were living with a pregnant woman. 

Convenience stores close to the locations of the health fairs were visited in every community 

to ask about the availability of insecticide and repellent. Also, in those communities equipped 

with a health center a short interview with the doctor/head nurse of the center was conducted 

to ask about measures being taken to inform about Zika and prevent its transmission. 

Data collected from the questionnaire was analyzed using STATA. Simple proportions and 

percentages were used.  Questions on knowledge and prevention were open ended with more 

than one answer acceptable.  Results for knowledge of ZVD are reported as percent of 

respondents and therefore may add up to more than 100%; results for awareness and 

prevention are reported as percent of total responses. Unadjusted chi square testing was done 

for the variables age and knowledge of malformations and age and knowledge of mosquito 

transmission.  

 

Findings 

Socio-demographic characteristics of the participants are depicted in Table 1. The majority of 

the participants were female (81%) and mean age was 42 years (+/- 18yrs). Median household 

makeup was 5 (+/- 2).  Most participants, 76%, had some education; 14% were illiterate. 

Eight of the 100 respondents planned to conceive or have their partner conceive within the 

next year. Most, 83%, had access to a cellular phone.  

 

TABLE 1. DEMOGRAPHIC  DATA  
 

GENDER 
Male Female       

19 81       

  

AGE (YEARS) 
< 20 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60 70 80+ 

10 15 22 19 12 13 9 0 

  

HOUSEHOLD 

MAKEUP  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8+ 

2 14 16 19 20 8 10 11 

  

LEVEL OF 

EDUCATION  

Illiterate Writes and 

Reads 

Unfinished 

elementary 

Elementary Secondary High 

School 

Technical 

degree 

College 

14 10 6 19 36 6 1 8 

  

ACCESS TO A 

MOBILE 

PHONE 

Yes No       

83 17       

 

 

Though most, 87%, of the respondents had previously heard of ZVD, 94% did not feel well 

informed about the virus. Little over half respondents, 54%, did not know the cause of Zika, 

35% identified the cause as a virus, 5% a mosquito, 4% a bacteria and 1% a trauma. Most, 

66%, identified the mosquito as a source of transmission, 7% identified sexual intercourse, 

2% identified contaminated blood, and 20% stated they did not know.  Over a third, 36 

respondents, could not identify any complications of ZVD, 53 listed birth defects as a 

complication, and no respondent considered paralysis a complication. Concerning treatment 
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options, 64% stated they did not know, 14% stated there was no treatment, and 19% thought 

there was a treatment but could not name it. See Table 2. 

 

TABLE 2. KNOWLEDGE A ND AWARENESS DATA 

 
PREVIOUSL

Y HEARD 

OF ZVD 

Yes No       

87 13       

  

SOURCE OF 

INFORMATI

ON 

N = 137 

Health center 

talks 

Through a friend 

or relative 
At a hospital Television Internet Radio N/A 

22 16% 3 2% 4 3% 77 56% 3 2% 15 11% 13 9% 

 

CAUSE OF  

ZIKA  

Donôt know Mosquito Trauma Bacteria Virus Other 

54 5 1 4 35 1 

 

ZIKA 

TRANSMISS

ION 

N = 120 

Donôt know Like the flu 
Mosquito 

bite 

Contaminated 

food 
Blood 

Sexual 

Transmission 
Kissing 

Dirty 

water 

20 17% 1 1% 79 66% 6 5% 2 2% 8 7% 2 2% 2 2% 

 

COMPLICA

TIONS OF 

ZVD 

N = 123 

Donôt know Birth defects Hemorrhage Death 
Rash, fever, 

headache 
Paralysis 

Affects 

elderly 

Affects 

children 

36 29% 53 43% 1 1% 12 10% 17 14% 0 0% 2 2% 2 2% 

 

TREATMEN

T FOR ZIKA 

INFECTION  

N = 103 

Donôt know Vaccine None Symptomatic Antibiotics There is one, but canôt specify 

65 63% 1 1% 14 14% 4 4% 0 0%  19 18%  

 

FEEL WELL 

INFORMED  

Yes No   

6 94   

 

WANTS 

MORE 

INFORMATI

ON 

Yes No   

95 5   

  

PREFERRED 

SOURCE OF 

INFORMATI

ON 

N = 114 

Health 

center talks 
Home visits At school Television 

Written 

information 
Radio 

Telephone 

call 
Other 

54 47% 15 13% 4 3% 18 16% 11 10% 2 2% 0 0% 11 9% 

 

 

We asked about sources of information for ZVD. Of the total responses (n = 133) television 

was the most popular, 56%, followed by 16% for health centers, 11% radio, and 2% internet. 

Almost half, 47%, of the total responses for preference for information was for health center 

talks, followed by television 16% and home visits (13%).  See Table 2. 

In terms of prevention, of the total responses 103 responses, 100 respondents, 72 listed 

avoiding mosquito bites, 2 avoiding sex with infected persons, 26 unsure. Concerning 

specifics measures to avoid mosquito bites of the total responses (n=157 responses for 100 

respondents) the most popular response was elimination of standing water at home, 37%, 

followed by using insecticide, 20%, using long sleeved shirts and pants, 15%, using repellant, 

15%, and using screens on windows and doors, 10%.  See Table 3. 
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TABLE 3. PREVENTION DATA  

 
PREVENTIVE 

MEASURES FOR 

ZIKA 

TRANSMISSION 

N = 103 

Donôt know 
Avoiding 

mosquito bites 

Avoiding unprotected sexual intercourse 

with an infected person 
Vaccination 

Frequent hand 

wash 

26 25% 72 67%  2 2%  1 1% 2 2% 

  

PREVENTIVE 

MEASURES FOR 

MOSQUITO 

BITES 

(KNOWLEDGE) 

N = 157 

Donôt 

know 

Long sleeves 

and pants 

Nets on windows 

and doors 

Hand 

washing 
Insecticide 

Elimination of 

standing water 
Repellent Other 

4 3% 23 15% 16 10% 1 1% 31 20% 58 37% 23 15% 1 1% 

  

PREVENTIVE 

MEASURES FOR 

MOSQUITO 

BITES 

(PRACTICE) N = 

235 

Repellent Insecticide/Fumigation Nets on windows and doors 
Elimination of standing 

water 

 25 11%   78 33%   43 18%   89 38%  

 

 

Fear of getting infected with Zika was also questioned; 10% of respondents had no fear, 7% 

had no opinion, 36% were a little worried and 46% were very worried, and 1% felt panicked 

about Zika.  

Seven out of eight of the respondents who manifested having short-term plans to get pregnant 

stated that knowledge of Zika and its complications has influenced their decision.  

Chi square testing of age with knowledge of malformations associated with ZVD showed that 

participants less than or equal to 40 years of age were significantly more likely to know that 

ZVD causes congenital malformations than those more than 40 years of age (p=0.026).  

Likewise Chi square testing of age with knowledge of mosquito transmission associated with 

ZVD showed that participants less than or equal to 40 years of age were significantly more 

likely to know that ZVD is transmitted by mosquito than those more than 40 years of age 

(p=0.045). 

We assessed the availability of insecticide and repellent in stores. All communities had at 

least one store where insecticide could be bought; whereas only one store in one community 

had mosquito repellant available.  

Only three of the six communities had a health center. The one nurse and two doctors 

interviewed elucidated a lay health advisor system for health education. Bimonthly talks on 

health topics, Zika included, are given to the members of a national social inclusion program 

called ñProsperaò at the health center. Prospera members then spread the information received 

in towns without a local clinic.  

 

Discussion 

While most of the participants in the rural communities of Guanajuato Mexico are aware of 

ZVD, there are significant gaps in knowledge of the virus and, to a lesser degree, preventive 

measures for reducing the risk of becoming infected with the virus. Moreover, a review of 

local tiendas revealed inadequate access to DEET based mosquito repellants. Half of the study 

participants expressed substantial fear regarding ZVD. A promising finding was an 

association between younger age and improved knowledge of both the transmission and 

complications of ZVD. 
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Proper health response to new epidemics is critical to the public health of rural communities. 

Mexico was at the epicenter of the H1N1 flu pandemic in 2009.  Initial response to that 

epidemic was panic, at both a national and international level, towards what turned out to be a 

relatively mild form of influenza6.  The Zika virus is a new epidemic of major concern due to 

its link to congenital malformations and Guillain- Barr® syndrome.  Zika arrived in Mexico in 

late 2015 and rapidly started spreading. Though the state of Guanajuato is largely protected 

from the mosquito that spreads ZVD due to its altitude, the epidemic affords us a unique 

opportunity to investigate knowledge, awareness, perception and preventive conduct towards 

it in a rural environment. 

We were encouraged to see that an active lay health advisor network exists in rural Mexico, 

particularly given the literacy concerns that exist in rural Guanajuato Mexico, and the 

preference of study participants for face-to-face education.  Still it appears that most 

participants receive the majority of their information on ZVD through television. Less than 

half the participants received face-to-face education on ZVD.   We documented that most 

study participants have access to cellular phones, making this a promising technology for 

rapid dissemination of updates on all aspects of public health threats in the future. 

This was a small study using a survey developed by the authors specifically for rural Mexico.  

Our findings are not generalizable to other populations, and the reproducibility of our results 

has not been tested. 

 

Conclusions 

More precise information on transmission and complications of Zika is needed to increase 

level and accuracy of knowledge in rural Guanajuato Mexico. In addition, strengthening lay 

health advisor networks and improving the use of available technology will increase access of 

this information to vulnerable populations. 
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Fashion and Identity: the concealment or disclosure process? 
 

Giulia Rossi 

 

Introduction  

Fashion is a language, more precisely, an action that originates from a material body, intended 

to express a response involving both a sender and a receiver. This language can be expressed 

in various types; verbal with the involvement of the emission of sounds, as well as written or 

nonverbal, for example in relation to gestures and proxemics.  

For language/communication this intends going from an individual mental sphere to the 

common sphere and this pooling of thought takes place through signs capable of establishing 

a relationship. Fashion can be understood in this way, as to relate the part of each of us with 

the outside world, for instance when speaking, writing or drawing. In his trendy dedicated 

essay published at the end of the XIX century, George Simmel closely analyzed the 

phenomenon, emphasizing the dual aspect of conformism and separatism, imitation and 

differentiation. On the one hand, cohesion through the imitation of those who are at the same 

social level, on the other hand the exclusion and differentiation of one group against the other. 

One may therefore consider fashion as a form of closure against external groups through a 

selection of signs of recognition. This social segmentation highlights, on the one hand, a 

necessary internal cohesion to the group, but also another element of claim against another 

group or class. 

Fashion is a pervasive phenomenon; everything is fashionable in our society, not only 

clothing but more generally lifestyle or even ideas. Fashion therefore becomes a social factor 

that relates primarily to the body, but not exclusively. It has a fluid and porous character, able 

to adapt and as there cannot exist society without language and communication, there cannot 

exist a society without fashion. Fashion becomes an expressive instrument of social identity, 

as claimed by Roland Barthes in another cornerstone of fashion literature (Barthes, 1967).  

As the famous saying goes, "the habit does not make the monk", however we may fittingly 

add that it indeed invokes it, and as the sociologist William Thomas points out, when one is in 

front of a person dressed as a monk, one will act "as if" they were really a monk. No one can 

stay a stranger to fashion, it is an element everyone must learn to come to terms with, a "game 

to play" which we are all called to participate, as claimed by Ugo Volli. 

"Sociology studies fashion as a kind of collective behavior, as a salient trait of mass society 

and mass culture; as a peculiar expression of social stratification; as a phenomenon that 

anticipates and reflects more or less important forms of social and cultural change; as 

economic process that condenses interests, organizations, professions, companies, division of 

labor models and activities of mass media." 

(L. Gallino, Sociology Dictionary) 
 

What attracts fashion is its great penetrating power, an almost magical and inexplicable charm 

that in some ways comparable to a divine devotion of a religious nature. Carl Flugel, author of 

the Psychology of Clothes, emphasizes the proximity of the fashion phenomenon to that of the 

great cults in which alongside starch believers stand the officiants, in this case the editors of 

fashion magazines, fashion designers and influencers. Opposite them stand the scholars who 

are erroneously positioned outside and rule judgement upon the phenomenon as a ridiculous 

and senseless profession of faith.  

In addition to this component that wriggles from each analytical analysis, the fashion 

phenomenon differs from others primarily for two elements; the low level of internalization 

and the high rate of change. Thanks to this ever evolving element, fashion seems suited to 
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meet the incessant changes in the need-base system, while the cultural models are slower in 

changing. In times of crisis, when moving from one cultural form to another, there are a 

number of trends that constitute a form of compensation which satisfies individuals in the face 

of obstacles to real change. 

 

1. Gender identity. Gender as a social construction. History and culture intertwine and 

express gender, body and fashion. 

We are witnessing a progressive encroachment of menswear towards womenswear and vice 

versa. Gender boundaries fade, imprinting possible new identity forms, identified, captured 

and exploited by the fashion system from a body increasingly at the service of fashion, which 

lends itself to be shaped and defined to please trends of the moment.  

If in the past gender territories, whereby the identification of objects have always had a strong 

characterization, for example on the male or female, but also as a status symbol, an expression 

of class, of belonging to the mainstream or a specific subculture (Polhemus, 1994), today this 

definition of borders is increasingly latent and with it the emergence of self-awareness. On 

one hand, these cross borderings mark a loss, but on the other spawn as evidence of a positive 

process in which encroachment is in fact enrichment, barriers are broken down, sectoral 

rigidities crumble and a greater ability for both sexes to compete emerges. 

Fashion allows this cross boundary of identity to become explicit. Their implementation 

provides the opportunity  for the individual to deal with their own masculinity and femininity, 

and to do so in a context in which the issue is not restricted, but more and more present in the 

scientific and nonscientific discussion, helping to overcome many obstacles. A reality that 

was once only reserved by artists and poets, has today become a cultural fact, at least from a 

certain age onwards (most clearly by the end of compulsory education) and in more 

metropolitan areas than in rural areas where some legacies of the past are more firmly 

resistant. 

At what moment did the masculine/feminine cross boundary of identity transition into the 

mainstream? As it is possible to identify a punctum from where it all began, then it is possible 

to trace an evolution in the field of arts and literature that has greatly influenced this process. 

From Plato's Symposium to Ovid's Metamorphoses to Balzacôs Seraphitus, the theme has 

always fascinated intellectuals and creative minds.  

Although  in the past it has always been the male style to intrude in the world of women - this 

is evident in the revolution of the 1920s led by fashion icons such as Coco Chanel and big 

screen influencers such as Marlene Dietrich or even a great literary character like Orlando by 

Virginia Woolf, what is known in modern times is a contrast of the phenomenon, or the 

crossover of the female identity into the male realm. An example of an extreme case worth 

noting tis the story of the Danish painter Einer Wegener, who was the first transgender person 

to undergo gender reassignment surgery. A story successfully brought to the screen by 

director Tom Hopper in the film The Danish Girl. It therefore prevailed a plurality of 

identities as a "confederation of souls" from unstable equilibrium, constantly in a state of 

redefinition and reconstruction.  

 

The change of clothes had, some philosophers will say, much to do with it. Vain trifles as they 

seem, clothes have, they say, more important offices than merely to keep us warm. They 

change our view of the world and the worldôs view of us. For example, when Captain 

Bartolus saw Orlandoôs skirt, he had an awning stretched for her immediately, pressed her to 

take another slice of beef, and invited her to go ashore with him in the longboat. These 

compliments would certainly not have been paid her had her skirts, instead of flowing, been 

cut tight to her legs in the fashion of breeches. And when we are paid compliments, it behoves 
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us to make some return. Orlando curtseyed; she complied; she flattered the good manôs 

humours as she would not have done had his neat breeches been a womanôs skirts, and his 

braided coat a womanôs satin bodice. Thus, there is much to support the view that it is clothes 

that wear us and not we them; we may make them take the mould of arm or breast, but they 

mould our hearts, our brains, our tongues to their liking. 

Woolf V.,  Orlando 
  
As explained by Dr Cardoso, believing to be 'an entity' who is part of themselves, detached 

from the immeasurable diversity of its self, is an illusion, however naive, of a single soul of 

the Christian tradition. Dr Ribot and Dr Janet see personality as a fusion of various souls, 

because we have different souls within us, a union that is controlled by a presiding ego. Dr 

Cardoso continues to describe what is generally referred to as the norm, or our being, or 

normalcy, which is solely a result, not a premise, and depends on the control of a ruling ego 

imposed on the fusion of our souls; if another self arises, stronger and more powerful, this 

then overthrows the ruling ego and takes its place, guiding this union of souls, and the rule is 

maintained until it is not ousted in turn by another ruling ego or a direct attack or erosion for 

a patient. 
 

Tabucchi A, Sostiene Pereira 

 

2. Body and fashion 

Fashion is civilization in constant evolution, it is language, a social reality about each 

individual in relationship with themselves and with others, thus affecting the definition of 

both personal and social identity. According to the theoretical perspective of Fashion Theory, 

fashion is considered a system of social meanings within which produces cultural 

significance, aesthetics and identity of the veiled body. The individual dresses for three 

factors: security, decency and ornament, but it was the latter to prevail, marking the difference 

between the term ñclothingò that indicates when it is used to protect the body an much it can 

be used to adorn (Flugel, 1972)  

Clothing therefore must be analyzed together as a cultural and social model, an  image 

immediately transmissible, communicable, of its identity. This is reflected in the various 

subcultures that have prevailed throughout history (Polhemus, 1994), where style has always 

been the instrument of affirmation of a new group, as opposed to its predecessor.  

In the public sphere, as defined by Goffman (1982), clothing is revealed as the bearer of signs 

which hide a more or less obvious meaning, useful to favor the interaction or, on the contrary, 

to radicalize the insulation. Clothing, together with the body, becomes an instrument of 

communication in the binding fashion game (Volli, 1988), to which no one can escape. It is 

never insignificant, even in the face of nudity, which in this reading of fashion as a social 

construct, can be understood as the absence of clothes.  

Historically, the veiled body creates gender as performance and social representation 

(Calefato, 2011), by virtue of signs recognized as "male" or "female" signs made up 

stereotypes, according to the principle of imitation on which it holds up, but also 

differentiation and social distinction (Simmel, 1895). 

Throughout history, mass media and new technologies of communication and information 

have had an ever more determinant and incisive role in the process of identity redefinition. In 

the revealing to others through clothing, the body is showcased to the world and in this 

representation creates a bridge between the internal and external worlds at the benefit of the 

public, both virtual and real who are constantly  on the net. A representation in which local 

and global are intertwined and constantly redefine also new cultural identity.  
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In the words of Walter Benjamin, the "roads of the collective dwellings" are various and 

changing. These words, however, no longer in reference to the Parisian passages specified by 

the author as the mise en scene of accessories and people for fetishistic amusement that 

defined the French capital in the 1800 but rather the new internet and social network scene 

that triggers an inexhaustible and insatiable hunger for popularity, recognition and approval.  

An apparently disintermediated process, free, able to establish direct contact between me and 

the infinite potential audience of fans how could ñlikeò the outfit I chose to leave the house in 

this morning, or staging table for tonight's dinner.  Reality mediated in different ways, 

following new schemes and more fluid communication rules, indeed all-encompassing and 

pervasive of every aspect of human existence.  

A step beyond the Orwellian watchful eye of Big Brother, this world in which the scrutinizing 

eye, the one who "is watching" lays within each individual and leads them to always prefer 

popularity rather than happiness. It is also worth mentioning that if clothing is a sign and 

communicates, we cannot help but communicate, but also, at the same time lie. As Umberto 

Eco says in Theory of Semiotics, semiotics is the discipline that studies everything that can be 

used to lie, including fashion.  
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The Relationship between Love and Marital Satisfaction among Individuals in the Early 

Stage of Marriage 
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Introduction  

It is an innate need of human beings to be tied in a romantic relationship (Clements, Cordova, 

Markman, & Laurenceau, 1997), and so marriage is an important part of adult life. A 

successful marriage could lead to benefits while unsuccessful ones could lead to harmful 

effects (Olson & DeFrain, 2006). A study by Glenn and Weaver (1981), for example, 

concluded that marital happiness contributed most to global happiness compared to 

satisfaction with work, financial situation, community, non-working activities, family life, 

friendship, and health. In addition, a longitudinal analysis by Kim and McKenry (2002) found 

that marriage has a strong effect on spouseôs psychological well being. On the other hand, 

marital discord could lead to depressive symptoms (Beach, Katz, Brody, 2003; Choi & 

Marks, 2008) and illness (DeGenova, 2008). 

Duvall and Miller (1985) divided marriage into eight stages based on time and age of 

the first child. These stages are summarised in Table 1. Of the eight stages, the first stage, 

which is called óthe early stage of marriageô in this study, is the most critical stage of 

marriage. Davidson and Moore (1996) found that this phase was the foundation to determine 

a successful marriage in the next stages. Couples who felt dissatisfied with their marriage at 

this stage experienced a steeper decrease in marital satisfaction and were more prone to 

divorce (Lavner, Bradbury & Karney, 2012). Another study by Huston, Caughlin, Houts, 

Smith, and George (2001), found that couples that loved each other less in the early marriage 

were also more prone to divorce in later years. The first few years of marriage itself is a 

period very prone to divorce (Goode, 1993). This situation stresses the need to study factors 

related with marital satisfaction in the early stage of marriage. In this case, love is something 

that we need to examine as most couples marry and stayed married for love (Duffy & 

Atwater, 2005). 

 

Table 1. Stages of Marriage 

No Stage Characteristic 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

 

7 

8 

Married couples (without children) 

Childbearing families 

Families with preschool children 

Families with school children 

Families with teenagers 

Families launching young adults 

 

Middle-aged parents 

Aging family members 

Couples who have not had any children yet 

Couples with their first child aged 30 months old or less  

Couples with their first child aged 30 months to 6 years old 

Couples with their first child aged 6 to 13 years old 

Couples with their first child aged 13 to 20 years old 

Couples with the first child leaving the house up to the last child 

leaving home 

Empty nest up to retirement 

Retirement up to death 

 

Both love and marital satisfaction have different characteristics dependent on time. 

Sternberg (1988) claimed that each component of love has a different developmental course 

and so along the period of a relationship, different types of love can occur. Moreover, marital 

satisfaction follows a U curve with the highest marital satisfaction seen in the first stage of 

marriage, decreasing towards the bottom in families with school children and teenagers and 

starts to increase again in families launching young adults to aging family (Orbuch, House, 

Mero, & Webster, 1996; Fowers & Olson, 1993; Bird & Melville, 1994). These 
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developmental courses of love and marital satisfaction stress the need to take account for the 

stages of marriage when studying love and marital satisfaction.  

Some previous studies examined the relationship between love and marital 

satisfaction. Deeb (1989) and Lewis (2011) found a relationship between love and romantic 

relationship satisfaction. However, none was done specifically for the early stage of marriage. 

As we have discussed earlier, it is important to examine marital satisfaction in stages of 

marriage. Based on this gap, we proposed two research questions. First, we would like to 

examine the level of marital satisfaction among individuals in the early stage of marriage. 

Second, we would like to examine whether a relationship exists between love and marital 

satisfaction in the early stage of marriage. 

Several studies found that love and marital satisfaction were influenced by several 

demographic aspects. Love was influenced by age and gender (Miller, 2012) while marital 

satisfaction was influenced by age at marriage, education, working status, length of courtship, 

age of marriage, income, and living arrangements (Fowers & Olson, 1989; Strong, DeVault, 

& Cohen, 2011; Zainah, Nasir, Hashim, & Yusof, 2012; Mirecki, Chou, Elliott, & Schneider, 

2013). When we find a relationship between love and marital satisfaction, we would also see 

whether these demographic aspects confound our finding. 

 

Love 

The concept of love in this study was based on Sternbergôs triangular theory of love. 

According to Sternberg (1988), love consists of three components, which are intimacy, 

passion, and commitment, creating a triangular shape as shown in Figure 1. First, Sternberg 

defined intimacy as ñé those feelings in a relationship that promote closeness, bondedness, 

and connectednessò (Sternberg, 1988, p. 38). Intimacy is very important in romantic 

relationship as it serves as the foundation of that relationship (Sternberg, 1988; Miller, 2012). 

Intimacy as an emotional component of love can be expressed in a number of ways, for 

example communicating deep feelings, promoting spouseôs well-being, empathising, and 

giving support (Sternberg, 1986). Second, passion is a motivational component of love, as it 

drives a spouse to stay in a romantic relationship by physical attraction, sex, and the related 

(Sternberg, 1986). Miller (2012) also suggested that passion is related to psychophysiological 

arousal such as palpitation, increasing hormone secretion, and erecting. Passion can be 

expressed in various ways such as kissing, hugging, sexual intercourse, etc. (Sternberg, 1986). 

Third, commitment, the cognitive component of love (Sternberg, 1986), has two aspects: 

short-term and long-term commitment (Sternberg, 1988). The short-term aspect is a decision 

to love someone, while the long-term aspect is a decision to maintain the love until the end 

(Sternberg, 1988). Commitment can be expressed by giving promise, being devoted to oneôs 

spouse, staying in the relationship despite of difficulties, being engaged, and married 

(Sternberg, 1986). 

Figure 1. Sternbergôs Triangular Theory of Love 

 

 

Commitment Passion 

Intimacy 
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Marital Satisfaction 

Hawkins (1968) defined marital satisfaction as ñthe subjective feelings of happiness, 

satisfaction, and pleasure experienced by a spouse when considering all current aspects of his 

marriageò (p. 648). Roach, Frazier, and Bowden (1981) added that ñmarital satisfaction is 

defined as the perception of one's marriage along a continuum of greater or lesser favorability 

at a given point in timeò (p. 539). This means that the marital satisfaction experienced by a 

spouse can be different than the marital satisfaction experienced by the other spouse. 

According to Fowers and Olson (1993), there are ten aspects of marriage that are very 

important to marital satisfaction. These aspects are issues of personality, communication, 

conflict resolution, financial management, leisure activities, sexual relationships, children and 

parenting, family and friends, equalitarian roles, and religious orientation (Olson, Fournier, & 

Druckman, as cited in Fowers & Olson, 1989). 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

The inclusion criteria of participants in this study were those who had been married for a 

maximum of two years and had not had any children. Participants were recruited in Indonesia 

using the convenience sampling technique. Questionnaires were given to participants based 

on their availability at that time through a printed questionnaire and electronic mail. We 

distributed the questionnaires with 134 couples (268 people) and 106 questionnaires were 

returned. Of these 106 participants, some were dropped from the study because their 

characteristics did not match the inclusion criteria. The final sample for this study was 85 

participants (62.4% female, 37.6% male, Mage = 26.61, SDage= 2.4). All participants had 

signed a confidentiality agreement to participate in this study. 

 

Research Instruments 

Love. Love is measured by the Indonesian version of Sternbergôs Triangular Love Scale 

(TLS) by Mahmudah (2012). The TLS consists of three subscales measuring components of 

love. Each subscale consists of 15 items each. TLS used the Likert scale ranging from one 

(very inappropriate) to four (very appropriate). The adapted TLS is a valid and reliable 

measurement of love. TLS has an internal validity coefficient of more than .4 for all the items 

in each sub-scale. Coefficient alpha reliability, showed .94 for the intimacy and passion 

subscales, .96 for the commitment subscale, and .98 for TLS as a whole.  

 Scoring. Every item from the TLS was scored based on participantôs choice of answer. 

A score of one would be assigned to items answered óvery inappropriate,ô two to items 

answered óinappropriate,ô three to items answered óappropriate,ô and four to items answered 

óvery appropriate.ô These scores would then be summed for every subscale. The total score of 

the TLS was derived by adding up the total score for every subscale. 

Marital Satisfaction. Marital satisfaction was measured by a modified version of 

Fowers and Olsonôs (1993) Enrich Marital Satisfaction Scale (EMS). The original version of 
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the EMS by Fowers and Olson (1993) is a questionnaire measuring marital satisfaction from 

the ten aspects that constructs marital satisfaction mentioned by Olson, Fournier, and 

Druckman (in Fowers & Olson, 1989). The scale consists of two subscales, which are marital 

satisfaction and idealistic distortion (Fowers & Olson, 1993). We made some modifications of 

the EMS. In this study, we only used the marital satisfaction subscale and not the idealistic 

distortion scale. We also eliminated the item measuring children and parenting because the 

participants recruited in this study were those who had not had any children yet. Third, some 

items in the original version were double barrelled, so we separated those double barrelled 

items into several items. Fourth, the original items were written like a sentence. We modified 

the style of writing into checklists instead of sentences. We also modified the choice of 

answer from óstrongly disagree to strongly agreeô to óvery dissatisfied to very satisfied.ô To 

avoid central tendency, we also added the choice of answers from five scales to six scales. 

Finally, these items were translated to Indonesian and some wordings were adjusted. The 

modified version of EMS consists of 16 items with Likert scale ranging from one (very 

dissatisfied) to six (very satisfied). The modified version of the EMS was proven to be a valid 

and reliable measure of marital satisfaction. The internal validity coefficient showed a 

coefficient of more than .4 for each item. Using coefficient alpha reliability, the modified 

version of EMS showed a coefficient of .91. 

 Scoring. Every item of the EMS was scored based on participantôs choice of answer. 

A score of one to six was given to answers of óvery dissatisfiedô to óvery satisfiedô 

respectively. A total score of EMS was derived from the sum score of every item. 

 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited through the convenience sampling and snowballing techniques. 

First the team asked those who were available and agreed to participate. From these 

participants, we asked whether they had someone they knew with the characteristics that we 

were looking for that might want to participate in our study. Participants were explained about 

confidentiality and signed the confidentiality agreement. The TLS and EMS were distributed 

through electronic mail or print, contingent on the participantôs availability.  

 

Data Analysis 

The IBM SPSS version 21.0 was used to analyse the data in this study. Several statistical 

analysis techniques were used to analyse the data based on the research questions. Descriptive 

statistics were used to summarise the demographic characteristics of our participants and to 

answer our first research question. The Pearson correlation was used to analyse the final 

research question. In addition to these questions, Pearson correlation, independent sample t-

test, and one-way ANOVA were used to test whether there are any demographic 

characteristics confounding our second research question. Finally, the partial correlation was 

used to examine the relationship between love and marital satisfaction while controlling a 

third variable confounding the relationship. 

 

Results 

 

Levels of Love and Marital Satisfaction 

Results showed that both love and marital satisfaction in the early stage of marriage are still 

high. The scores of love (M=156.58, SD= 16.16) and its components (Mintimacy= 52.11, 
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SDintimacy= 5.69, Mpassion= 49.93, SDpassion= 6.55, Mcommitment=54.58, SDcommitment= 5.8) were 

greatly skewed towards the maximum score of TLS. Looking at each component, 

commitment was the highest in this stage. The same applies for marital satisfaction. 

Participantôs score of marital satisfaction (M= 82.39, SD= 7.43) was greatly skewed towards 

the maximum score of EMS. These findings are summarised in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Description of Love and Marital Satisfaction 

Variable n M SD Minimum Score Maximum Score 

Love 

Intimacy 
Passion 
Commitment 
Marital Satisfaction 

85 

85 

85 

85 

85 

156.58 

52.11 

49.93 

54.58 

82.39 

16.16 

5.69 

6.55 

5.80 

7.43 

128a/45b 
42a /15b 
36a /15b 
43a /15b 
61a /16b 

180a/180b 
60a /60b 
60a /60b 
60a /60b 
96a /96b 

Note: a Participant b Instrument  

Relationship between Love and Marital Satisfaction 

The Pearson correlation was used to analyse the relationship between love and marital 

satisfaction in the early stage of marriage. The relationship between each components of love 

and marital satisfaction was also examined. Results showed that there was a significant, 

positive, and small correlation between love in general and marital satisfaction (r=  .294, 

n=85, p= .006). Similar results were found for the components of love. Intimacy (r= .248, 

n=85, p= .022) and commitment (r= .223, n= 85, p=.040) were also found to correlate 

significantly and positively with marital satisfaction, also with a small effect size. Passion and 

marital satisfaction results in a significant, positive, and medium correlation (r= .315, n= 85, 

p= .003). This result showed that passion has the highest effect size compared to the other 

two components when it comes to a relationship with marital satisfaction. Our findings are 

summarised in Table 3. These analysis means that an increase in love and its components 

relates with an increase in marital satisfaction as well.  
 

Table 3. Relationship between Love and Marital Satisfaction 
Variable n r p Effect Size 

(Cohen, 1988) 
Love and marital satisfaction 

Intimacy and marital satisfaction 
Passion and marital satisfaction 
Commitment and marital satisfaction  

85 

85 

85 

85 

.294 

.248 

.315 

.223 

.006** 

.022* 

.003** 

.040* 

Small 

Small 

Medium 

Small 

*   Significant at the 0.05 level 

** Significant at the 0.01 level 

After a significant relationship was found, we also examined whether participantsô 

demographic characteristics based on factors influencing love and marital satisfaction really 

influence our findings in this study. A summary of the results is presented in Table 4. Results 

showed that out of several factors, living arrangement was the only factor that influenced love 

and marital satisfaction in our study. There was a significant difference in love of those living 

only with their spouse (M=158.95, SD=15.56) and those living with their extended family 

(M=151.48, SD=16.52), conditions; t(83)= 2.02, p= 0.47. Moreover, living arrangement also 

had an effect on spouseôs marital satisfaction. Our result showed that there was a significant 

difference in marital satisfaction of those living only with their spouse (M= 83.879, SD= 

7.079) and those living with their extended family (M=79.185, SD= 7.275), conditions; 

t(83)=2.822, p= .006. This means that living arrangement had an effect on both spouseôs love 
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and marital satisfaction. Spouses who lived only with their spouse had a higher love and 

marital satisfaction compared to those living with their extended family. This result also 

means that in this study, living arrangement was a confounding factor for both love and 

marital satisfaction. 

 

 

Table 4. Factors Examined 

Variable Factors Variable 

Type 
Statistical Analysis Result 

Love  Age 
Gender 
Living arrangements 

Continuous 

Dichotomy 

Dichotomy 

Pearson correlation 

Independent sample t- test 

Independent sample t- test 

r= .125, p= .254 
t(83)= .573, p= .568 
t(83)= 2.02, p= .047* 

Marital 

Satisfaction 

Age at marriage 
Education 
Working status 
Length of courtship 
Age of marriage 
Income 
Living arrangements 

Continuous 

Categorical 

Dichotomy 

Continuous 

Continuous 

Continuous 

Dichotomy 

Pearson correlation 

One-way ANOVA 

Independent sample t- test 

Pearson correlation 

Pearson correlation 

Pearson correlation 

Independent sample t-test 

r= .059, p= 593 
F(4,80)=1.98, p=.106 
t(83)= .989, p= .326 
r= -.025, p=.822 
r= .037, p= .739  
r= .079, p= .471 
t(83)= 2.822, p= .006** 

*   Significant at the 0.05 level 

** Significant at the 0.01 level 

 

 We would like to test for a pure relationship between love and marital satisfaction in 

this stage. Therefore, we examined this relationship whilst controlling for living arrangement 

with a partial correlation. When we control living arrangement on the relationship between 

love and marital satisfaction, we found that there was a positive, significant, and small 

relationship (r= .247, n= 85, p= .024). Conducting a partial relationship between passion and 

marital satisfaction also resulted in a positive, significant, and small relationship between the 

two variables (r= .278, n= 85, p= .01). The effect size for passion and marital satisfaction 

decreased from medium to small after the living arrangement was controlled. In contrast, 

intimacy (r= .202, n= 85, p= .06) and commitment (r= .173, n= 85, p= .116) did not show a 

significant relationship with marital satisfaction after living arrangement was controlled. 

 

Discussion 

Several aims of this study were to (1) examine the level of love and marital satisfaction in the 

early stage of marriage, (2) examine the relationship between love and marital satisfaction in 

the early stage of marriage. The first aim resulted in high levels of love, its components, and 

marital satisfaction among individuals in the early stage of marriage. This finding was not 

surprising as most people marry for love (Duffy & Atwater, 2005). Commitment, specifically, 

was highest in this stage. This was also not surprising as a decision to marry itself is an 

expression of commitment (Sternberg, 1986). In addition, the mean length of marriage of our 

participants was seven months. The marriage was still new for our participants, therefore their 

love were still high. As for marital satisfaction, its level is highest in the first stage or 

marriage, before the baby comes (Orbuch, House, Mero, & Webster, 1996; Fowers & Olson, 

1993; Bird & Melville, 1994). Therefore, our finding on the level of marital satisfaction in 

this stage was also not surprising. 

 The second aim of our study was to examine the relationship between love and marital 

satisfaction. We found that there was a significant, positive, and small correlation between 

love in general and marital satisfaction. The components of love were also positively related 
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with marital satisfaction, with medium effect size. Intimacy and commitment showed small 

effect sizes when correlated with marital satisfaction, while passion showed medium effect 

size. However, we also found that living arrangement was confounding the relationship as it 

affects the mean difference of love and marital satisfaction. After controlling for living 

arrangement in the relationship of love and marital satisfaction, a different result was found. 

Only love in general and marital satisfaction, and passion and marital satisfaction were 

positively correlated, both with small effect sizes.  

Our finding is somewhat different than previous studies. For example, Lewis (2011), 

Silberman (1995), and Sternberg (1988) consistently found that intimacy was the strongest 

predictor for marital satisfaction. In our findings however, only passion as a component of 

love had a small relationship with marital satisfaction. Participants of those previous studies 

were not targeted specifically to the first stage of marriage (Lewis, 2011; Silberman, 1995; 

Sternberg, 1988). Therefore, for romantic relationship in general, love was strongly related to 

marital satisfaction and intimacy might be the most related to marital satisfaction. As every 

marital stage has its own characteristics, what is more related to marital satisfaction in every 

stage might be different. In this case, passion was more important in the early stage of 

marriage than the other two components of love. Our finding matches Sternbergôs (1988) 

triangular theory of love. He explained that the importance of the three components of love 

varies in the course of the relationship. In the early phase of a relationship, passion is the most 

important component as it acts as a drive for the relationship (Sternberg, 1988). Sexual 

activity is a prominent expression of passion in marriage. The early stage of marriage is a 

stage where sexual activity is most frequent (Davidson & Moore, 1996; James, 1981). Regan 

(2003) and Miller (2012) said that sexual relationship contributes to marital satisfaction in 

general. Sexual relationship also contributes to the hope to ease negative situations and makes 

the relationship more pleasing (Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994). Olson and DeFrain (2006) 

stated that the first two years of marriage is usually the hardest years for a lot of couples. 

Therefore, passion that brings hope to fix these hardships could help couples have a more 

satisfying relationship in this stage.  

From our finding, we also learned that intimacy and commitment did not have a 

significant relationship in the early stage of marriage. Love in general and marital satisfaction 

was also found to have only a small relationship, while a previous study by Deeb (1989) 

found a strong relationship between the two variables. Deebôs (1989) study was also not 

specifically done for the first stage of marriage. This means that there are other factors that 

relate more to marital satisfaction in the early stage of marriage. According to Clements, 

Cordova, Markman, and Laurenceau (1997), love is more important to mate selection than 

relationship satisfaction. They added that in marriage, the more important thing for 

satisfaction is how couples handle their differences (Clements, Cordova, Markman, & 

Laurenceau, 1997). Duval and Miller (1985) described the first stage of marriage as a stage 

full of adaptation. Therefore, in the early stage of marriage, how couples adapt to each other 

may be more important than love. In relation to adaptation, the relationship of love and 

marital satisfaction gets smaller after controlling for living arrangement. According to Olson 

and DeFrain (2006), the early stage of marriage is a stage where couples have to leave their 

nuclear families to be independent and functions as their own unique family. In cases where 

couples live with their extended families, this function can be altered.  

 Lastly, we would like to identify the limitations of our study. There are two major 

limitations of this study. First of all, this study used the convenience sampling technique 

which is prone to self-selection factor. Second of all, the sample size in this study is too few 

compared to the general population. While Guilford (2001) stated that a minimum of 30 

participants is a requirement to closely get to normal distribution data, our small size was 

unbalanced in demographic characteristics. To forestall this, future research should attempt to 
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maintain representativeness by having more participants with diverse demographic 

characteristics. Moreover, as living arrangement was known to effect love and marital 

satisfaction, future studies should control this factor more extensively.  

 

Conclusion 

This study found that love, with each of its components, and marital satisfaction were high in 

the early stage of marriage. We also found that living arrangement had an effect on both love 

and marital satisfaction. After controlling for living arrangement, we found that love in 

general correlates positively with marital satisfaction. This means that in the early stage of 

marriage, an increase in love relates to an increase in marital satisfaction. However, we found 

that the relationship was weak. We also found a weak relationship between passion and 

marital satisfaction. We did not find a relationship between the other two components of love 

with marital satisfaction. Future studies should focus on finding factors that are strongly 

correlated with marital satisfaction in the early stage of marriage, as this stage is a critical 

stage for future stages. 
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Differences in Psychological Well-Being Between Indonesian Elderly Pet Owners and 

Non Pet Owners 
 

Gloryka Ednadita 

 

Introduction  

It had been indicated consistently that pet ownership demonstrates numerous psychological 

benefits for its owners, namely as a source of social support, unconditional love, safety and 

security, developing social relationship, trust, autonomy, sense of competence, purpose, and 

also reducing loneliness and stress (Black, 2009; Burnett, 2009; Ferry, 2007; Gulick & 

Krause-Parello, 2012; King, 2011; Orsini, 2005; Smith, Johnson, & Rolph, 2011). As a result 

of these benefits, pet ownership is highly popular, especially among the elderly (Parslow, 

Jorm, Helen, & Jacomb, 2005; Pohnert, 2010). The reason being the elderly experience 

declining social relationships due to their children growing to have their own family, loss of 

spouse and significant others, declining physical health, retirement, and others (Dradjat, 2010; 

Geller, 2005; Lesmana, 2011; Marks, 1996; Papalia, et al., 2009; Sarwono, 2006; Santrock, 

2002). Hence, pet ownership, that is beneficial as a source of social support, affection, and 

others, has an important significance to the elderly. 

 Various studies had proven that these psychological benefits are strikingly associated 

with psychological-well being, as social support, affection, along with others are fundamental 

human needs (Black, 2009; Lesmana, 2011; McConnel & Brown, 2011; Wells, 2010). 

Therefore, pet ownership is assumed to have a relationship with psychological well-being. 

Psychological well-being is a state where individual can accept his/her strengths and 

weaknesses, develop positive social relationship with others, become an autonomous 

individual, control his/her own environment, have a sense of purpose, and engage in personal 

growth (Ryff, 1989; 1995).  

This assumption has been confirmed with numerous studies, specifically by 

McCullough (2007) and Smith, Johnson, and Ralph (2011) that found pet ownership increases 

psychological well-being, autonomy, and positive relation among the elderly. Nonetheless, 

existing studies still show inconsistent findings (Anthony, 2005; McCullough, 2007; Pohnert, 

2010). Tucker, Friedman, Tsai, and Martin (1995) and Raina, Waltner, Bonnet, and 

Abernathy (1999) found that there was no relationship between pet ownership and 

psychological well-being among the elderly. These studies were also in accordance with 

Pelletierôs (2007) study that showed pet ownership did not have a relationship with well-being 

and depression.  

These inconsistent findings on the relationship between pet ownership and 

psychological well-being among the elderly encouraged the author to further investigate the 

differences in psychological well-being between elderly pet owners and non-pet owners. In 

addition, although there is an increasing trend of pet ownership, such studies are scarce in 

Indonesia and hence, this would be one of the pioneer studies. As a South East Asian country, 

Indonesians have unique characteristics, such as extended family structure and high 

community ties (Georgas, 2003; Macionis, 2008; Muhammad, 2006; Park, 2007; Sunarto, 

2009; Wells, 2010). Thus, it could be expected that their needs of social support have been 

met by their family and community, where McConnel dan Brown (2011) claimed that it could 

moderate the impact of pet ownership on well-being.  

This study aimed to examine the differences in psychological well-being between 

Indonesian elderly pet owners and non-pet owners. The findings of this study could contribute 

as a theoretical development on clinical psychology theory, specifically on the benefits of pet 

ownerships among the elderly and as a practical development on the wellbeing among the 
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elderly, specifically on policy making and solutions of issues on well being. 

This study limited the pet ownership to dog and cat ownership due to the following 

reasons. First, dogs and cats tend to initiate response and proximity through wagging its tail, 

barking, and walking closely, which lead to increasing positive and safe feelings for its 

owners (Black, 2009; Ferry, 2005). Second, dogs and cats are perceived to have feelings and 

are responsive to its ownersô emotional experience, which result in the ownerôs decreasing 

anxiety and increasing relaxation (Beals, 2009). Third, dogs and cats could accompany its 

owners in their activities, such as doing house chores or going outside, which could tighten 

the emotional bond between owners and their pets (Geller, 2009). Fourth, dogs and cats are 

perceived to have a sense of loyalty and affection through their rituals of welcoming their 

owners home, which could increase positive feelings and self-esteem of their owners (Geller, 

2009). Fifth, dogs and cats are furry animals that provide opportunities for owners to caress 

and in turn, lower their stress and increase their well-being (Anderson, 2010; King, 2011). 

Lastly, dogs and cats are shown to increase ownersô social interaction, which lead to positive 

feelings and well-being (Ferry, 2005). This pet limitation to dog and cat is in accordance with 

other studies, such as Burnett (2009), Doglas (2002), Ferry (2006), and Gulick and Krause-

Parello (2012). 

 

Methods 

This study was an applied descriptive research with quantitative measures. It was an 

observational cross-sectional study. The inclusion criteria for the participants of this study 

were Indonesians with a minimum age of 60 years old and a minimum level of education of a 

high school diploma. The education inclusion criterion was in accordance of Ryff, Keyes, and 

Smothkinôs (2000) study, with the purpose of reducing the effect of education as a covariate 

on psychological well-being. For the pet owners, the inclusion criteria were the following: 

owner lives with pet; owner takes care of pet for pleasure purposes, not economical nor 

security reasons; owner is responsible for the pet care, such as providing foods and giving a 

bath; and the pet is limited to a dog and/or cat (Black, 2009; Dradjat, 2010; Ferry, 2006; 

McConell & Brown, 2011). 

 The instrument used in this study to assess psychological well-being was the Scale of 

Psychological Well-Being (Ryff, 1989). It consists of 18 items of six subscales, namely self-

acceptance, positive relationship with other, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in 

life, and personal growth. It uses a Likert attitude six points scale of ñstrongly disagree,ò 

ñdisagree,ò ñsomewhat disagree,ò ñsomewhat agree,ò ñagree,ò and ñstrongly agree,ò with 

each of these options are scored 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 respectively for favourable items. An 

example of the items is ñI like most aspects of my personality.ò This measurement has good 

psychometric properties (Kafka & Kozma, 2002; Wells, 2010) and integrates extensive 

theories from mental health, clinical health, and human development (Ryff, 1989). It had been 

adequately adapted to Bahasa Indonesia with a tested validity of corrected item total 

corelation validity of 0,2 and alpha cronbach reliability of 0,709 (Hapsari, 2011; Melida, 

2011).  

This study used the non-probability sampling method, specifically convenience 

sampling, due to unknown population size and accessibility of data. The targeted sample unit 

was a minimum of 30 elderly pet owners and 30 non-pet owners, to meet the requirement of a 

closely normal distribution data (Guillford, 2001). Sixty-five questionnaires were returned 

from the total of 85 questionnaires distributed via printed questionnaires and electronic mail 

in several big cities (Jakarta, Bandung, Medan, and Surabaya). After checking the 

completeness of the data, 62 questionnaires (31 pet owners and 31 non-pet owners) were used 
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in data analysis. All participants signed an informed consent and confidentiality agreement to 

participate in this study. 

In data analysis, the IBM SPSS version 21.0 was used, with the statistical methods 

performed as follows: descriptive statistics to obtain organised and clean descriptive data; 

independent sample t-test to investigate whether there was a significant mean difference 

between the two groups of sample, and one way ANOVA, to investigate whether there were 

significant mean differences between two or more groups (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2007). 

Secondary variables such as demographic characteristics (age, gender, marital status, and 

living arrangement) were also examined, along with number of pets owned and period of 

owning pet. 

 

Result 

Demographic and Psychological Well-Being Description  

Following is the result table of the demographic description of the participants (N=62). 

Table 1. Demographic Description of the Participants 

Demographic  

Characteristic 

Elderly  

Pet Owners 

Elderly Non- 

Pet Owner 

Participants 

(N=62) 

Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % 

Gender 

    Male 

    Female 

12 

19 

 

38.7 

61.3 

 

12 

19 

 

38.7 

61.3 

24 

38 

39.7 

60.3 

Age 

    Young-Old (60-74 yo) 

    Middle-Old (75-84 yo) 

    Old-Old (85 yo and older) 

 

30 

1 

0 

 

96.8 

3.2 

0 

 

23 

7 

1 

 

74.2 

22.6 

3.2 

 

53 

8 

1 

 

85.5 

12.9 

1.6 

Educational Level 

    High School Diploma 

    Vocational 

    Bachelor 

    Master 

    Doctoral 

 

6 

2 

18 

5 

0 

 

19.4 

6.5 

58.1 

16.1 

0 

 

14 

6 

8 

1 

2 

 

45.2 

19.4 

25.8 

3.2 

6.5 

 

20 

8 

26 

6 

2 

 

32,3 

12.9 

41.9 

9.7 

3.2 
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Marital Status 

    Single 

    Married 

    Widower 

2 

27 

2 

 

6.45 

87.1 

6.45 

 

1 

22 

8 

 

3.2 

70.8 

26.0 

3 

45 

14 

4.8 

72.6 

22.6 

Living Arrangement  

    Living alone 

 Living with spouse/family 

4 

27 

 

12.9 

87.1 

 

7 

24 

 

22.6 

77.4 

11 

51 

17.7 

82.3 

In Table 1, it is shown that most of the respondents in this study were female, young-

old sub-age group, bachelor level of education, married, and living with spouse/family. The 

differences between the two groups were in sub-age and educational level characteristics, 

with pet owner group had notably a younger age and higher educational level. 

In regards of description of the pet ownership on the elderly pet owner group (N=31), 

below is the following result table. 

Table 2. Frequency Description of pet ownership on the Elderly Pet Owner Group  

Ownership Characteristic Sub-group Freq. Percentage 

Owned Pet Animal  Cat 

Dog 

11 

20 

35.5 

64.5 

Number of Owned Pet 1 pet 

2-3 pets 

>3 pets 

20 

9 

2 

64.5 

29 

6.5 

Number of Years  

Owning Pet 

<1 year 

1-3 years 

3-5 years 

>5 years 

6 

4 

10 

11 

19.4 

12.9 

32.3 

35.5 

 In Table 2, it is shown that most of the participants in the elderly pet owner group had 

one dog as a pet for more than five years.  

 Furthermore, the description of the psychological well-being on participants was 

calculated. The following is the result table on the participantsô psychological well-being 

(N=62). 
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Table 3. Psychological Well-Being Description of the Participants 

Psychological Well-Being M Minimum Maximum SD 

Total Score 79,6 58 94 6,788 

Subscales Score 

(4) Self-Acceptance  

(2) Positive Relations with Others 

(6) Autonomy 

(3) Environmental Mastery 

(5) Purpose in Life  

(1) Personal Growth  

 

12.65 

13.97 

12.55 

13.31 

12.6 

14.53 

 

6 

9 

6 

6 

7 

8 

 

17 

18 

17 

17 

17 

18 

 

2.612 

2.165 

2.274 

2.207 

2.165 

2.28 

 In Table 3, it is shown that the mean total score of participants' psychological well-

being was 79.6. As this mean was much more closely skewed to highest the possible score (of 

108) than to the lowest possible score (of 18) of the instrument, the participantsô 

psychological well-being was categorised as high. Regarding the subscales, it is shown that 

the highest mean was found in personal growth, while the lowest mean was found in 

autonomy. This means that the participants were best in their openness to experience and 

realizing their potential, while less able to regulate their behaviour from within themselves. 

 

Main Result 

The following is the result table on the description of the psychological well-being mean 

difference between the elderly pet owner group and non-pet owner group (N=62). 

Table 4. Psychological Well-Being Mean Difference between the Two Groups  

Group N M Significance Notation 

Elderly Pet Owners 31 80,48 t = 1,029 

p = 0,307 

Not sign. 

Elderly Non-Pet Owners  31 78,71 

Based on the t-test statistic calculation, it was found that t = 1,029 with p = 0,307. 
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This means that there was no significant psychological well-being difference between the 

elderly pet owners and non-pet owners, as the mean difference found was due to chance or 

error factor. 

The following is the result table on the psychological well-being subscales mean 

difference between the elderly pet owner group and non-pet owner group (N=62). 

 

 

Table 5. Psychological Well-Being Subscales Mean Differences between the Two Groups   

Subscales Group M Significance Notation 

Self-

Acceptance 

Pet owners 

Non-pet owners 

12,32 

12,97 

t = -0,972 

p = 0,335 

Not sign. 

Positive 

Relations 

Pet owners 

Non-pet owners 

14 

13,94 

t = -0,116 

p = 0,908 

Not sign. 

Autonomy Pet owners 

Non-pet owners 

12,65 

12,45 

t = 0,333 

p = 0,741 

Not sign. 

Environmental 

Mastery 

Pet owners 

Non-pet owners 

13,45 

13,16 

t = 0,515 

p = 0,609 

Not sign. 

Purpose in Life Pet owners 

Non-pet owners 

13,52 

11,68 

t = 3,776 

p = 0,000 

Sign. 

Personal 

Growth 

Pet owners 

Non-pet owners 

14,5 

14,52 

t = 0,05 

p = 0,956 

Not sign.. 

Based on the t-test statistic calculation, it was found that t = 3,776 with p = 0,000 in 

purpose in life subscales. This means that there was a significant purpose in life difference 

between the elderly pet owners and non-pet owners, where the elderly pet owners had 

significantly higher purpose in life than the elderly non-pet owners. The mean difference 

found was due to existing difference between the two groups, not chance or error factor. 

Furthermore, the one-way ANOVA test was performed to calculate the psychological 

well-being subscales mean difference between the elderly dog owner, cat owner and non-pet 

owner group (N=62). 
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Table 6. Psychological Well Being Subscales Mean Differences between the Three Groups 

Subscales Group M Significance Notation 

Self-

Acceptance 

 

Non-pet owners 

Cat owners 

Dog Owners 

12,97 

10,45 

13,35 

F = 5,555 

p = 0,006 

Sign. 

Positive 

Relations  

Non-pet owners 

Cat owners 

Dog Owners 

13,94 

13,45 

14,3 

F = 0,54 

p = 0,586 

Not sign. 

Autonomy Non-pet owners 

Cat owners 

Dog Owners 

12,45 

11,64 

13,2 

F = 1,779 

p = 0,178 

Not sign. 

Environmental 

Mastery 

Non-pet owners 

Cat owners 

Dog Owners 

13,16 

13,73 

13,3 

F = 0,261 

p = 0,771 

Not sign. 

Purpose in Life Non-pet owners 

Cat owners 

Dog Owners 

11,68 

13,45 

13,55 

F = 7,021 

p = 0,002 

Sign. 

Personal 

Growth 

Non-pet owners 

Cat owners 

Dog Owners 

 14,52 

14,73 

14,45 

F = 0,052 

p = 0,949 

Not sign. 

Based on the one-way ANOVA calculation, it was found that F = 5,555 with p = 

0,006 in self-acceptance subscale and F = 7,021 with p = 0,002 in purpose in life subscale. 

This means there was significant self-acceptance and purpose in life differences between the 

elderly non-pet owners, cat owners, and dog owners, where the elderly dog owner group had 

significantly higher self-acceptance and purpose in life than the other two groups. The mean 
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differences found were due to existing differences between the three groups, not chance or 

error factor. 

 

Discussion 

Based on the descriptive analysis on participantsô psychological well-being in general, it was 

found that the participants had categorically high psychological well-being. This was 

consistent with Papalia, Olds, and Feldmanôs (2009) and Santrockôs (2002) claims that there 

is an increasing psychological well-being among the elderly, as there are improvements in 

social welfare accessibility, lifestyle quality, and supportive facilities, which Joga (2013) 

claimed are also found in Indonesia. This could also be explained by the high score on 

positive relation with others subscale, which is the key of the elderlyôs well-being, especially 

among the Asian community such as Indonesia (Bee & Boyd, 2002; Dayton, 2001; Hutapea, 

2011; Papalia, et al., 2009). The reason being the social relationship could help the elderly to 

retain life satisfaction amidst stress and trauma, such as when losing a spouse. Moreover, 

social support could also help preserve and improve physical and cognitive health for the 

elderly.  

 Furthermore, the highest score was found in the personal growth subscale. This 

finding was in accordance of Hapsariôs (2011) and Lesmanaôs (2011)ôs claims that the elderly 

indeed have numerous positive potentials; they are still able to understand, grow, adapt, and 

engage in a life task. On the other hand, the lowest score was found in autonomy subscale. 

This could be due to the Indonesian elderlyôs dependability to others and their unassertive 

attitude (Hutapea, 2011; Lesmana, 2011). Moreover, this finding was also consistent with 

Ryffôs (1995) study that demonstrated participants with eastern collectivist culture had a low 

score on self-oriented subscale such as autonomy.  

 The main result showed that there was no significant psychological well-being 

difference between the elderly pet owners, both dog and cat, and non-pet owners. This finding 

was in accordance with Parslow et al.ôs (2005), Tucker et al.ôs (1995), Raina et al.ôs (1999), 

and Pelletierôs (2007) studies that indicated the importance of attachment factor between 

owners and their pet. The attachment factor determines the extent of quality time spent 

between owner with their pet and ownerôs emotional investment on their pet (Pohnert, 2010). 

Thus, as claimed by Ferry (2006) and Tucker et al. (1995), the psychological impact of a pet 

on psychological well-being is dependent on the attachment between owner and pet, not just 

the ownership factor. More studies are recommended to investigate the relationship between 

pet-owner attachment and psychological well-being. 

 In addition, no significant relationship found between pet ownership and 

psychological well-being could also be due to the Indonesian elderly already receives 

adequate social support. Indonesians have unique characteristics such as extended family 

structure and high community ties (Georgas, 2003; Muhammad, 2006; Park, 2007; Sunarto, 

2009; Wells, 2010). Hence, their social support needs have been met and might moderate the 

relationship between psychological well-being and pet ownership, as indicated by McConnel 

and Brownôs (2011) study. Future studies may consider limiting the participants into the 

elderly who lives alone and/or with single status. 

 In regards of the subscales, the elderly pet owners had a higher purpose in life than 

non-pet owners. This was consistent with previous studies, specifically Ferry (2007) and 

Black (2009). This finding was essential as it indicated that a pet helps the elderly to find 

purpose and meaning in life, which is one of the developmental tasks of the elderly (Papalia, 

et al., 2009). This is because a pet is usually considered as a member of family and thus, 

become one of the reasons to live (Pohnert, 2010). Pet ownership also provides routine and 
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structure in their lives, as they need to walk their pet outside and gives baths and foods on a 

regular basis (Geller, 2005; Moeller, 2010). Additionally, pet ownership is also found to 

increase spirit, engagement, happiness, and life satisfaction (Geller, 2005).  

 Going into more specifics, the elderly dog owners had higher self -acceptance than cat 

owners and non-owners. This finding was in accordance with Gulick and Krause-Parelloôs 

(2012) study that showed pet ownership helps the elderly in accepting imperfections in self 

and life and in redefining their self-worth, which is one of the developmental tasks of the 

elderly (Santrock, 2002). The reason is due to therapeutical benefits generated mainly by 

dogs, and not cats (Wells, 2007). Dogs are indicated to be a relaxation source, reducing stress, 

increasing self-esteem, and a place for owners to express their sadness (Kist, 2009; Orsini, 

2005; Pohnert, 2011; Shiloh, et al., 2003). Not to mention that perceived unconditional love 

and loyalty of dogs could help eliminate despair and hopelessness while also increasing 

feelings of safety and comfort (Black, 2009; Dradjat, 2010; Geller, 2005).  

 Furthermore, the following were the limitations of this study. First, lack of control on 

age and educational level of the participants. The differences found on these characteristics 

between the two groups might become a covariate and thus an alternative explanation of this 

studyôs finding. Nonetheless, the study already examined a specific age group, namely the 

elderly, and limited the educational level by means of participantôs inclusion criteria of 

minimum of high school diploma. Second, the small sample size could lowered the statistical 

power and thus, reduced the testôs ability to detect differences. However, the sample size was 

still satisfactory considering this studyôs time period, resources, and feasibility. Future studies 

may take these into account by applying more vigorous control on demographic 

characteristics and possible covariates and also increase the sample size. 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the data analysis, the following are the main studyôs findings. First, there was no 

significant psychological well-being difference between the elderly pet owners, both cat or 

dog owners, and non-pet owners. Second, in regards of subscales, the elderly pet owners had 

significantly higher purpose in life than non-pet owners, and more specifically, dog owners 

had significantly higher self-acceptance than cat owners and non-pet owners.  

These findings are imperatively valuable when reviewing solutions to solve 

psychological well-being issues of the elderly. For example, it could be taken into 

consideration in policy making to allow pet ownership in geriatric care and nursing homes. 

This finding could also be included in psychoeducation to socialise psychological benefits of 

pet ownership, especially for the elderly. Socialisation regarding the importance of emotional 

bond between owner and their pet is shown to lower stress and increase well-being (King, 

2011). Lastly, this finding could encourage the use of dog-assisted therapy, as it was indicated 

that dogs could be beneficial as a source of relaxation and expressing oneself (McCullough, 

1986; Shiloh, et al., 2003).  
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Sociologist as a profession: an analysis of newspapers titles 1994-2013 

 
Christian Ruggiero, Giovanni Santonastaso 

 

1. Introduction  

The Research project of significant national interest (PRIN) 2010-2011 ñProfessions in the 

public space beyond the crisisò26 aims at investigating data, roles and perspectives of the 

public sphere professions: those jobs dealing with politics, education, communication, and 

culture, that, in our perspective, are represented by those who graduated from the faculties of 

political, social and communication sciences (Morcellini, Faccioli, Mazza, 2014).  

One of the theoretical assumptions of the Research Project is that these professions are 

affected by the public sphere crisis: there seems to be a common trait between individualism 

(Putnam, 2000; Bauman, 2001) and the crisis in the professions of public sphere (which, for 

example, is also expressed in the generalised crisis of political representation ï Cappella & 

Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 2002). The widespread common place critical stance against the 

knowledge and the professions that fall into the ñrealmò of what is here defined as public 

space is central in today's society. In fact, these are all activities that are based on crucial 

knowledge to interpret and understand our world and our present times (McQuail, 2013).  

The wider Research Project, investigates the policies and the professional training offered by 

universities for jobs in the public sphere, the social perception of the related professions, and 

the public representation of these professions, with particular attention to media 

representations. This work represents a part of the latter of the above mentioned research 

areas. The ñsocial constructionò of jobs in the public sphere and of the role carried out by the 

images provided by the media are central when it comes to reconstructing the picture related 

to the public reputation and to the social appeal held by such professions. In fact, the media 

representations significantly contribute to define a more general social representation of jobs 

in the public sphere, which appears to be closely tied to the national socio-economic context.  

The specific subject investigated in this research action, carried out by the Rome Research 

Unit27, Sapienza University, is the informative dimension in media representation: images 

pertaining to information systems (quality and popular press on the one side, infotainment tv 

shows on the other) have been analysed with reference to the image of the job in the public 

sphere.  

In particular, we analysed articles from the main economic Italian newspaper (Il Sole 24ore) 

and one of the main omnibus Italian newspapers (la Repubblica) selected during the period 

from 1994 to 2013.  

Choosing the period from 1992 to 2012 means to put the research activity into a wider 

reflection in times of radical change regarding first the academic offer's structure, in political 

representation and in public participation (coinciding with the ñsecond Republicò). Secondly, 

a substitution role of the media in a context of rising individualism, certainly important for the 

political, social, communicative profession's public ñstatuteò (Morcellini, 2013). 

                                                            
26 National Scientific Coordinator Prof. Mario Morcellini (Sapienza University in Rome); Scientific Coordinators 
for Local Units Proff. Alessandro Dal Lago (University of Genoa), Mariano Longo (University of Salento), Lucio 
5Ω!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ό¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎ ά{ǳƻǊ hǊǎƻƭŀ .ŜƴƛƴŎŀǎŀέύΣ Raffaello Ciucci (University of Pisa).  
27 Scientific Coordinator Prof. Mario Morcellini; Research Action Staff Proff. Marco Bruno, Mihaela Gavrila, 
Rolando Marini (University of Perugia), Christian Ruggiero, Drs. Giovanni Brancato, Simona Cannataro, Simone 
Mulargia, Fiorenzo Parziale, Giovanni Santonastaso.  



145 

Sociologist as a profession: an analysis of newspapers titles 1994-2013 

 

 

Through the analysis of titles and texts of these articles we tried to explore how the media 

discourse (van Dijk, 1985; 2013) created by these two important Italian newspapers 

contributes to shape the public image of the professions of the public space.  

The selection of the two newspapers reflects the distinction between ñquality pressò and 

ñpopular press,ò that, although not entirely applicable to the ñItalian case,ò is functional to 

distinguish two information sources, ideally contributing to build two different images of the 

professions of the public space.  

On the one hand, we have Il Sole 24 Ore, the major economical newspaper in Italy, the 

second in distribution after Corriere della Sera (the most diffused Italian newspaper), closely 

linked to Italian Industrial Federation (Confindustria). It is the heir of Il Sole, the newspaper 

founded by Gaetano Semenza and Francesco Vallardi in 1865, on the model of the Times, 

reporting the news regarding comments on the Stock Market, dispatches on the market of 

silks and cotton, and political commentaries. When Il Sole joined 24 Ore, founded strictly 

after the Second World War, in 1946, the Italian industrial and economic ®lite had a nearly 

unique reference point in the newspapers panorama. On the other hand, we have la 

Repubblica, the third newspaper in distribution, the second in readership after Corriere della 

Sera, from the very beginning the opinion newspaper of the centre-left Italian readers. 

Founded by Eugenio Scalfari in 1976, it has been in the years the most successful example of 

a newspaper able to contend with Corriere della Sera the primacy of readers and influence on 

opinion Italian public, allowing more of its ñinstitutionalò rival the spectacular nature of the 

news and storytelling (Agostini, 2004). A very peculiar example of how the Italian press has 

claimed its peculiarities into the ñMediterranean model,ò la Repubblica ñintroduced more 

colorful writing and graphic presentation; broadened its agenda to include more entertainment 

and culture and eventually sports and crime; hired women reporters; and increased female 

readershipò (Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 101). In fact it represents a symbol of how, in the last 

three decades, commentary-oriented journalism had the best on the attempt to establish 

ñneutralò papers as a response to the shift toward a stronger market orientation in the Italian 

press.  

So, the comparison between ñqualityò and ñpopularò press, that is to say between a newspaper 

representing ñmanifestations of popular political involvement through the press that depend 

on rational debateò on the one hand, and a newspaper which aesthetic ñis to instruct the reader 

into begin a more adept reader of contemporary patterns of consumption and identityò on the 

other (Conboy, 2002, p. 148) seems to be satisfied taking Il Sole 24 Ore and la Repubblica as 

sources for the corpora of articles to be analysed.  

 

2. Method 

The databases of both Il Sole 24 Ore and la Repubblica were queried in full text research with 

a set of keywords directly referring to the professions of interest: ñsociologist,ò ñpolitical 

scientist,ò ñcommunicator,ò and ñpress agent.ò  

A first step of content analysis (Altheide, 1996) brought us to better distinguish the articles we 

found, on the basis of five critical elements.  

First, the degree of involvement the profession of the public space we were analysing was 

submitted to in the article: negligible (i.e. only a citation of the opinion of a sociologist, 

amongst many others); partial (i.e. a citation in order to explain a phenomenon that is strictly 

linked to social life, about which the position expressed from a sociologist is not considered 

as central, but it is rather important in the structure of the article); central / focalised (i.e. 

citations from one or more sociologist that constitute the key to understand the phenomenon 

the article deals with).  




