Youth through social sciences. A kaleidoscopic view

Andrea Pirni

The article’s intention is to stimulate the identification, among the scientific literature that covers youth,
of coordinales of synthesis. Different trans-disciplinary paths of research, that are partially overlapping
wn scientific reflection, are synoptically presented to offer some elements for the elaboration of a perspective
that sees in youth not only a field of research, but a starting point to contribute to the study of social change.

Youth, from field of research to perspective

In an attempt to reflect on the way in which sociological study on youth is
conducted, it is important, first of all, to establish if Youth Studies represent a
defined field of research where it is possible to exercise interpretative resources
of various nature, or an autonomous research perspective that focuses, espe-
cially but not exclusively, on a specific portion of society. The scientific litera-
ture of reference appears to show a propensity towards the first option: youth
and young people — at times, the two terms are inaccurately considered syno-
nyms' — define a particular field within society, with their own personal traits,
that differentiate them from others. The affirmation of sociological interest
on this subject within international sociology associations (see supra) appears
to support this tendency, showing how youth studies differentiate themselves
among the conceptual constellation that consists of education, childhood and
ageing. Sociology of youth’s affirmation path emerges from the necessity to
define the specific object of its study in a clearer way: it consists, after all, of a
well-established process that different disciplines have undertaken at the time

' This article will not linger on the distinction between youth and young people nor on the
use of the two terms in scientific literature. It is not, however, useless to remark what is clearly
evident: “youth” refers to a specific phase in the course of life, while “young people” refer to
equally specific social agents that intervene in social change.
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of their methodological foundation and, in these, of multiple points of view.
If, therefore, youth consists of a specific field of research, it seems important
to gather some of its characteristic traits. It is a field that, prima facie, presents
at least four characterizing factors, considering European Youth Studies: it is
extraordinarily vast, it is of very high institutional interest, it offers many spe-
cific phenomenons to analyse, it is in the interest of many different disciplines
of social science. It should immediately be cleared that the scope of the field
of interest is in no way tied to the amount of young population in European
societies: in the Old Europe, in fact, it appears rather modest and decreasing
in number?. Instead, the field of research is very extended because it interests
the processes of reproduction of society on all levels: economical, political and
cultural. This is also the reason behind the substantial interest on behalf of the
institutions, not only educational ones, that necessarily hold these processes in
high regard. Within this field, as many phenomenons as those that make up
the sphere of everyday life are noticeable: from school to work, from friend-
ship to sentimental relations, from family to intergenerational relations, from
religious faith to political values, from consumption to spare time, from soli-
darity to individualism, from interaction with society to the formation of ones
own personal individual identity and many more. Each one of these fields,
that represents one or more specific phenomenons to analyse, is open to being
considered in relation to youth condition. With such a wide array of reasons
that make this field of research so scientifically rich, it does not surprise that
there are multiple disciplines of social science that cover the subject of youth.

Each of these characterizing factors, however, poses a couple of specular
issues. The wideness of this research field could generate erroneous hyposta-
tisation of the dynamics tied to specific contexts or phenomenons, neglecting
the heightened internal differentiation of the youth universe, on one side, or
limit the interpretation of youth condition to targeted case studies that offer
little relevant empirical contribution on a more generic theoretic level, on the
other. The very high institutional interest, that translates into an approach
that tends towards policies, can focus its attention on the deviant or anomic

2 Provisional data offered by Eurostat shows that in 2013 the percentage of European popula-
tion (28 countries) consisting of ages between 15 and 24 was 11,5% of a total of approximately
505 and half million inhabitants. Considering youth population, for conciseness and merely
quantitative means, as part of this cohort, one can notice how it is the smallest amount com-
pared to the rest of the population (without considering the percentage, 5,1%, that is over 80
years old): 0-14: 15,6%; 25-49: 35%; 50-64: 19,7%; 65-79: 13,1%. One can notice how the
amount of 15-24 year-olds has drastically reduced itself of at least one decimal point since
the beginning of the new millennium (ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population-demography-
migration-projections/population-data/main-tables).
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traits of newer generations, favouring a paternalistic attitude (at times benevo-
lent, at times punitive) on one side, or on the difficulties — circumstantial or
structural — shown by youth to fully reach adult roles, favouring an excessively
supportive attitude, on the other. In both cases the chosen approach appears
to be only partly capable of grasping the younger portion of the population
in a selective way, considering well defined subgroups or specific traits, and
only depicts a partial image of youth. Furthermore, the institutional tension
tends to generally perceive youth condition in an overall problematic way,
considering the spoilage that, time and time again, separates it from the ideal
type of adult condition. The multiplicity of phenomenons that develop inside
of this field of research offers further issues, partially similar to those deriving
from the heightened institutional interest. This field’s prosperity could favour
a hyper-specialisation in well-established phenomenons, making it rather dif-
ficult to reassemble the dynamics that are noticeable for each of these into a
coherent picture on one side, or the reduction of the discussed phenomenon to
a juvenile one, overlooking the way in which the other cohorts that are part
of the referred context are also interested into it, on the other. Lastly, the fact
that various disciplines other than sociology — as social psychology, social
history, anthropology, political science and demography — cover this field of
research, however certainly strengthening the comprehension of youth, also
produces many doubts in the adoption, at times in a simplistic manner, of
analytic categories elaborated in different disciplinary contexts, and in the
receiving of medium-term results through paths of research structured with
different objectives.

These problematic aspects could represent a solid ground for most of the
methodological criticism Youth Studies might receive: these studies have, in
fact, rapidly proliferated in the past decades, offering a sort of manteu d’arlequin
where it is difficult to draw up an overall view.

This article’s intention is to stimulate the elaboration of these coordinates
while suggesting a map of paths of research that, in retrospect, can be identi-
fied in the scientific literature of reference. These paths are very clearly distin-
guished to present some of their characterising factors as they are often over-
lapping and interconnected in sociological reflection. Four paths of research
shall be identified in the attempt to highlight the research question that stimu-
lates each one’s development and initial disciplinary and conceptual texture.
This — illustrative and incomplete — exercise’s objective is to move towards
an autonomous research perspective, inspired by the Research Network on
Youth and Generation of the European Sociological Association, to allow the
production of more resources, to better acknowledge an understanding of a
social change that is capable of surpassing the uncertain limits of youth. It is
strongly believed, in fact, that the moving from a field of research to a research
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perspective consists of one of the fundamental steps towards the affirmation —
and further structurisation — of Youth Studies within the European scenario.

Paths of research

The affirmation of Youth. The first path of research is developed with the
objective of analysing youth’s affirmation process in contemporary societies:
in which ways has society produced youth? Assuming this as research ques-
tion implies surveying the dynamics that intervened in the differentiation of
youth as a new phase in the course of life. This path of research is of a macro-
sociological kind and considers youth as a portion of the population: the ob-
servation and the analysis of this new portion of society is developed in tight
correlation with the need to face the criticalities that accompany the youth-
phenomenon. The importance of historic contextualisation qualifies this path
of research: together with infancy (Aries 1960) — maybe earlier — youth is also
“discovered” in modern times.

The discontinuity marked by the rapid Napoleonic phase and the launch
of the industrialisation process, is crucial for the formation of youth in Eu-
rope. The eighteenth century ends with the affirmation of a growingly na-
tionalistic sentiment that accompanies the principle that all capable citizens
have the right and the obligation to defend their country: compulsory enlist-
ment finds its place in almost all European countries, as well as voluntary
one — usually backed by a need of autonomy or sustenance —, strengthening
the young composition of armies. This phenomenon goes on at least until Na-
poleon’s definitive demise (1815) moment from which a progressive reduction
of armed forces begins — at least until the twentieth century — The rationali-
sation of armed forces favours the exit of its younger component, that offers
lack of discipline — and in relation to this — a higher mortality rate in combat.
The expulsion of the younger elements is sided by the elaboration, on their
own behalf, of complex pre-military training processes (Loriga 1994). In the
meantime, in Europe, the long process of educational re-elaboration is taking
its place: the principle according to which it is necessary to educate a child
and an adolescent — indiscriminately — to komme honnete or gentleman values, in
order to favour socialisation and integration in a society divided in orders and
classes, 1s progressively replaced by the right to education and by its manda-
tory aspect accompanied by a new pedagogic culture that aims at building
integrated but autonomous personalities. The severe respect towards author-
ity gives way to a metabolisation of the sense of discipline that requires an ex-
tension of the schooling age (Marrou 1948; Cavalli 1980; Caron 1994). Very
briefly, the exit of younger elements from the military at the beginning of the
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nineteenth century and the partial assimilation of these into a renewed edu-
cational system prototype, begins not only the affirmation process of youth
in Europe, but also its internal differentiation: and it is especially starting
from this century that school attendance intertwines with social background,
pushing schooling onto a binary course that envisions a school for the masses
(primary education) on one side, and high schools and colleges for the middle
class (secondary education), on the other (Aries 1960). It should not be forgot-
ten how these dynamics take place during the unstopping industrial accelera-
tion that indirectly starts pressuring the scholastic organisation to increas-
ingly obtain competence from young people in formation, and even more,
starting in the second half of the nineteenth century, a progressive regulation
of minor labour begins in factories escorted by the first investigations on the
correlation between factory labour and physical deformities as well as urban
poverty (Gillis 1974).

Following this path of research the affirmation of youth in Europe revolves
around the intersection of three macro-phenomenons: war, education and
work. Inadequacy from a physical point of view — in factory labour — and
in discipline — from a military setting — is received by the institutional level
that favours the emergence of youth from the rest of society. The institutional
elaboration of youth immediately transmits an ascriptive connotation to it:
incompleteness. This incompleteness — that does not necessarily transmit into
a social issue — requires, on the behalf of the institutions, some guided efforts:
from here we have the realisation of an institutional approach to youth, lead-
ing to the definition of policies, that focuses on the relationship between youth
and the rest of society. The contribution of social demography to this path
of research denotes its relevance through the elaboration and the use of the
concept of cohort (Henry 1966) that perfectly lends itself to the planning of
policies: a cohort is a group of individuals, within a specified population, that
has experienced the same event in the same period of time (Ryder 1965). The
cohort, therefore, identifies a macro-unit of observation in which it is possible
to find, on an aggregate level, the real characteristics of demographic experi-
ences lived on an individual level (Santini 1992).

Political action of youth. The second path of research develops around the
objective to analyse how youth intervenes in society through political action:
how does youth change society? This question of research implies a survey of
the young portion of society’s forms of involvement in the public sphere and
their political protagonism. This path of research is of a meso-sociological kind
and considers youth as a group actor: the observation and analysis of youth
groups develops in relation to political change. This path of research is qualified
by its politological aspect: political action of youth groups is considered for its
innovative value compared to the rest of the population (Habermas et al. 1961).
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The elaboration of this path of research is stimulated by the studies on
youth cultures that strongly affirm themselves in urban contexts of the be-
ginning of the twentieth century: during the 20’ the school of Chicago be-
gins a pioneeristic overseas research commitment — soon to be systematic —
on the gangs of turbulent adolescents that populate some of the metropolis’
neighbourhoods. It consists of an “interstitial” social group, with an internal
solidarity and its own characteristics that make up an organised and not for-
malised autonomous organisation (Park, Burgess and McKenzie 1925). These
emerging group identities soon become object of the privileged research of
the Cultural Studies that, elaborating new categories such as “subculture”
and “youth culture” (Hebdige 1979), focus on its innovative and partially al-
ternative capacity: groups like the Teddy boys, the Mods and Punks consist,
in fact, of a merely symbolic violation of social order without engaging in
delinquency (Brake 1980). The analysis of youth subcultures efficiently fits
into the use of the concept of generation from a political point of view, already
masterfully suggested by Karl Mannheim (1928-1929). Mannheim attempts
to clarify the nature of the social bond that ties individuals in a generational
ensemble and the substance of its specificity compared to the phenomenon of
the formation of tangible groups. The generational collocation based on being
born and growing up in a certain time and period implies a limited amount
of possible experiences that can be lived and developed or that can be com-
pressed and nullified: for the realisation of this generational bond, however,
it is necessary that individuals born in the same period and in a homogene-
ous historical and cultural context, take part in one common destiny. In this
case the actors belonging to the same generation take part in the problems of
their times with full consciousness and responsibility. This does not prevent
the possibility of having different points of view: within the same generational
bond there could, therefore, be more than one units of a generation. The
core that bestows its consistency and from which coherent behaviours, with
a tendency to innovation or to conservation, emerge, true “entelechies”, con-
sists of well-established political values that develop in even smaller contexts,
such as real groups where effective bonds and direct interactions take place.
These are the groups that allow the realisation of historical change (Ortega
y Gasset 1947; Jennings and Niemi 1981). Different political generations that
have alternated themselves from the end of World War I until now offer their
own peculiar characteristics, strongly connected to their specific context of
reference, and express a complex and various phenomenology, also from a
political participation-disinterest standpoint (Bettin Lattes 2008). Scientific
reflection has widely received the most significant political expressions of
some generations — particularly the one of 1968 — promoting the affirmation
of an articulated branch of studies on social movements — and later new so-
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cial movements — (Melucci 1982; Braungart and Braungart 1993; Kriesi ef al.
1995; della Porta and Diani 1997; Diani and McAdam 2003). This branch of
studies soon made itself independent from the in-depth analysis of youth and,
in particular, student composition that laid its foundations (Habermas et. al.
1961; Lipset 1967; Touraine 1969).

Following this path of research, then, the intervention of youth within their
own society establishes itself through the elaboration of new political values
in the context of groups of equals joined together by belonging to the same
generation. Even in this case, a primary aspect of youth is identifiable: the
noticeable visibility — noisy and violent at times — with which political dispute
manifests itself and that characterises youth’s political behaviour. This aspect
still influences the research on the relation between youth and the political
sphere, highlighting time and time again — occasionally reproducing scientifi-
cally infertile echoes — the absence or, at least, the reduction of that political
passion in contemporary generations.

The transformations of youth. The third path of research develops with
the objective of capturing how youth modifies itself in the face of social
change: how does being young change? This question implies a survey of so-
cial phenomenons that intervene in the re-elaboration of youth as a phase in
the course of life as well as unprecedented forms of personal identity develop-
ment in the process of transition to adulthood in a different context compared
to the past. This path is of a micro-sociological type of research and considers
youth as individual actors: the observation and the analysis of young subjects
develop in correlation with social change. A psycho-anthropological conno-
tation defines this branch of research: the transition towards adulthood is
considered in light of the biography of the individual actor (Mitterauer 1986).

The elaboration of this path of research begins from the fundamental stud-
ies of Jean Piaget (1923) who immediately recognised the importance of social
interaction in the theory of development — even if this has rarely emerged
from the research inspired by his work (Chapman 1986) —. Based on how chil-
dren build and organize their own knowledge, evolutive psychology arrives to
the point of defining youth as the final phase (from the age of 20 to 25) of the
process of development and organisation that an individual begins at birth.
This is characterised by sexual maturity and the progressive achievement of
individual autonomy and of personal responsibilities. Developmental age is
marked by moments of crisis where one’s own vision of the world has to face
newer, more complex, forms of reality (both interiorly and exteriorly); differ-
ent processes of maturation that involve the emotional, cognitive, moral and
social dimensions are attempted, and this last one is to be intended as the abil-
ity to experience a satisfactory social relationship based on past experiences
that an individual has stored by taking them from others and has shared with
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them and from the dynamic balance of aggressiveness, dominance, depend-
ency, isolation, cooperation, collaboration and idea of one’s self that through
all of this has been reached (Galimberti 1999). However apparently well de-
fined the boundaries of youth may be considered, chronological age is not
enough to be a marker of a phase in the cycle of life — or “life-course”, as soci-
ologists prefer (Bagnasco, Barbagli and Cavalli 1997; Giele and Elder 1998)
—: the definitions of age are, in fact, of scarce use in the understanding of
challenges and risks that from time to time a subject has to face, considering
how many categories of life overlap (Hendry and Kloep 2003). In this sense it
is more common to speak of first adult age (from around 20 to 40 years of age)
anticipated by adolescence (from ages 12 to 20) and followed by intermediate
adult age (from ages 40 to 65) (Erikson 1986). Youth, therefore, especially as-
sumes the aspects of a transitional phase, even if manifesting its own personal
characteristics, the axis of which is leaning more towards its successive phase
as it stabilizes some traits that will reveal themselves as a characteristic of
adult personality: there appears to be much better continuity between the
first and intermediate adult age rather than between adolescence and the first
adult age (Rutter and Rutter 1995). It is, however, anthropology that con-
centrates its attention mostly on the transition into adulthood, focusing this
discontinuity through “rites of passage” based on the typical aspects of the
modern age: it consists of one of those ceremonies that mark and accompany
the transition from one phase of life to another, simplifying the changes of
condition without violent shocks to society or grinding halts to individual and
collective life (Gennep 1909). These rituals have a similar structure and artic-
ulate themselves in three moments: in the first one, of “separation”, a person
abandons previous positions and forms of behaviour; in the second, of “mar-
gin”, the subject is neither in one place nor the other, finding himselfin an in-
termediate space; in the third, of “aggregation”, an individual is reintroduced
into society through a relatively stable positioning. Rites of passage have been
sociologically re-elaborated into the system of “levels”, in other words, of sub-
sequent, linear and definitive — from job positioning to the separation of the
original family up to the construction of an autonomous family — acquisitions.
The social change that has taken place in European societies during the past
decades has radically impaired this interpretative scheme on the basis of the
continuous renegotiation of these limits: scientific literature has in this way
developed different configurations of youth (Cieslik and Pollock 2002; Arnett
2004 and 2014; Furlong and Cartmel 1997; Furlong 2009 and 2013; Kelly
and Kamp 2014) that, while highlighting its progressive extension on one side,
focuses its attention on the processes of building individual identities starting
from biographies (Giddens 1991; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1994; Leccardi
and Ruspini 2006).
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Following this branch of research, the transformations of youth as a phase
of life-course take place at the bottom of the social change that remodels the
contexts of reference and implies noteworthy — and unprecedented for previ-
ous generations — efforts in building one’s own personal identity. Its length-
ening is a characterising factor of today’s youth with everything it implies in
the process of renovation of adult roles. Based on this, research considers the
variety of existential strategies — in an everyday life perspective — offered by
the universe of youth as an attempt of answering to new social conditions.

Towards a new perspective

The three paths that have briefly been presented lead the studies towards
specific fields inside the universe of youth: the first one is functional to the
elaboration of social policies aimed at the younger portion of population, the
second one stimulates the interpretation of the political sphere and of their
transformations, the third one analyses the new morphologies of everyday life
and intergenerational relations.

Each of the paths seems to be both stimulating and enriching to take. Actu-
ally, the three subjects, appear to be crossed, in a however different measure,
by a common latent objective: the integration of new generations in society.
The path that covers the affirmation of youth offers this objective in a rather
explicit way: it covers, in fact, the relations between youth and society and, in
particular, how the processes that take place in it relating to affirmation can be
interpreted for the elaboration of ad foc policies. The point of view from which
the relations between society and the universe of youth are received, centres
on the incompleteness of new generations, the interpretation of which oscillates
between being considered, at times, a resource, and at times a problem. The
current circumstance, in particular beginning with the economical and finan-
cial crisis in Europe, is especially directed at focusing on the social problem of
youth unemployment. The path that covers youth’s political action, once again
poses the question of the integration of new generations, even if in a much
less evident manner: it covers, in fact, the political action of youth, emerg-
ing from a partially autonomous elaboration of new political values, impacts
on the political system and culture of society. The viewpoint with which the
interactions between youth’s political action and society’s political sphere are
prevalently captured, lingers on mobilisation, especially of confrontationalist
nature, especially considering its presence or absence from the public sphere:
this also implies re-discussing about how the progressive individualisation in
contemporary societies could realise the solidarity necessary in the formation
of group collective consciousnesses. The current circumstance, considering the
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scarce — and ulteriorly diminishing — political participation rate among youth,
especially suggests concentrating on the absence from the political sphere. The
path that covers the transformations of youth also, indirectly, poses the ques-
tion of integration: it covers, in fact, how the processes of transition to adult-
hood have changed — looking further into the phenomenon of youth’s length-
ening — and the implications of which are for individual biographies. The point
of view from which these dynamics are usually looked at, inside of the sphere of
everyday life, implies that the tension between autonomy and dependency is at
the centre of the realisation of individual identities. The current circumstance,
considering the reduction in the number of marriages or in the exits of indi-
viduals from their families of origin together with the slow rate of exchange of
old generations with new ones in positions of a certain relevance within society
—just for the sake of using two sketchy, but not improper, indicators — brings us
to highlighting how youth’s condition is today penalised compared to the past.

An overall penalisation, therefore, appears to emerge as a summary rep-
resentation of the paths of research; the contingent situation of penalisation of
youth condition, appears to consist of, in fact, the coordinate of value guiding
the research in this field. In short: it is necessary to study youth as a weak sub-
ject. Considering as solid the reasons to sustain this, it appears beneficial, for
heuristic means, to mark the elements of an ulterior path of research — look-
ing to affirm itself — to favour the elaboration of a research perspective. This
intends to put a sociology of contingency on youth condition side by side with
a sociology that aims at “unveiling society ad interpreting its change” (SMP
2010, 4). A first step in this direction is to consider how the latent objective of
the presented paths of research — of the integration of youth within society —
could be synthesised into a perspective oriented to the reproduction of society.
The expression wishes to highlight — in Touraine’s terms (1965) — as the pre-
dominant interest is the observation, the description, the interpretation of the
phenomenons relative to the youth universe in relation to societies ability to
transform itself, adapting to the changes that interest it without deviating sig-
nificantly from the well-established structure on which it is based. A perspec-
tive of this kind tends to maintain a certain normative aspect that comes from
the fact that it — necessarily — adopts the criteria for the understanding of con-
temporary juvenile universe, an ideal type elaborated from the current “adult”
society — and, in this sense, accomplished — or starting from the youth of previ-
ous generations. This perspective undoubtedly poses some advantages as well
as some limits. Among the first, without delving too much into the specifics of
each path of research, the possibility to control the hypotheses that have been
formulated around generational transformations and intergenerational rela-
tions is without a doubt of a certain relevance. Among the second, the scarce
possibility of advancing new hypotheses on the change of society referring to
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its fundamental structures. In this sense it is believed that sociology of change
would gain fruitful incentive from a perspective elaborated from the naturally
innovative — however still potential — characteristics of new generations. A per-
spective that covers new generations aimed, therefore, at the production of
society, in other words, at the innovating processes — including the apparently
absent ones — that, somewhat problematically, are activated by youth as an
alternative or as an integration of the traditional means that defined it. This
does not mean only considering the conformity or otherness of youth — in its
proactive or inactive aspect — compared to the rest of society, but researching
—and imagining — the heritage and the implications of both one and the other,
in all of their unedited composition, within social texture (tab. 1).

Table 1: Youth Studies — Perspectives and paths of research

Perspective

. . Production of
Reproduction of society

Path of research society
Affirmation Political action  Transformations .
Social change
of youth of youth of youth
Question of research How society How youth How youth How society
produced youth intervenes in transforms in changes

society through  relation to social
political action  change

Approach to the field Portion of the Group actors Individual actors Cultural

of research population incubator
Conceptual matrix - War, education, Subculture, Transition to Europeanisation,
work political adulthood, social reflexivity,
generation, social lengthening of ~ “socialita
change youth, identity  ristretta”
Specific field of Policies Political sphere  Everyday life Social change
observation
Interpretative tangles Youth/society:  Collective Autonomy/ Overcoming
incompleteness of consciousness/  dependency: the dichotomic
youth (resource/ individualism:  new generation’s criteria
problem) presence/absence penalisation
of youth’s political
participation

A viable path of research within this perspective assumes social change as
its primary research question: how does contemporary society change? This
path aims at combining different levels of sociological research — macro, meso
and micro — considering new generations in relation to other segments of the
population, other groups, institutions and phenomenons that compose and
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qualify the rest of their contemporary society: the analysis of this field should
focus its attention — to differentiate itself from the other perspective — not as
much on the influences of consolidated factors on weaker subjects in a short/
medium period of time — as, for example, youth’s flexibilisation of work on
the building of a personal family — rather than the transformations of these
factors in a medium/long period in the face of their prolonged exposure to
subjects of that type — covering, therefore, how work, its ethic, its social and
socialising function can change — In this path of research, new generations,
or better, the relations that these have with other generations and with what
they bear, are considered a social incubator, where a tendency to change is de-
veloped. These tendencies are naturally destined to completely affirm them-
selves: many would result in being absorbed by the processes of reproduction
of society. This practice, however, would allow the running of unprecedented
and sociologically stimulating scenarios.

The starting conceptual matrix for a path of research on social change con-
nected to a field of research on new generations could also be identified and
developed around three phenomenons. In first place, Europeanisation. This
macro phenomenon qualifies a group of contiguous contemporary societies
in a growing manner: this does not imply that the twenty eight countries of
the European Union are homogeneous and simplistically comparable (Bettin
Lattes and Recchi 2005). However, the belonging to the Union and the juridi-
cal, economical, cultural and political processes that come from it all merge
into a deep transformative tension that has been affecting European societies
in different ways and for a long time (Delanty 2013; Therborn 2010; Eder and
Spohn 2005). The economical crisis of the past few years has further strength-
ened this tension. The phenomenon that translates into another conceptual
benchmark for this branch of research is the growth of social reflexivity. Re-
flexivity means the characteristic for which social practices are constantly ex-
amined and reformed — through its progressive elaboration (Gouldner 1970;
Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Burawoy 2003) — in light of the new data con-
cerning these same operations, substantially altering its character. This way
the social sphere assumes the ability of being a centre for the re-elaboration of
not only the information but also of all the operations that begin from and re-
turn to it. This has always happened in all cultures, but in contemporary socie-
ties the revision of conventions becomes a radical phenomenon that applies, in
principle, to all aspects of human life (Giddens 1991; Giddens, Beck and Lash
1994). Social reflexivity is a continuous re-discussion of society’s planning and
of its dynamic and unstable current configuration. In short, reflexivity, affects
social change as it re-discusses the foundations of society (Bauman 2000). This
process, however, should be intended not as a well thought out and planned
transformation in the name of a strategic acting, but as an uncontrollable and
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unforeseeable change. The operations and the well established certainties in-
troduced by enlightened dialectic and the affirmation of industrial society, lose
their institutional standpoints. The mentioned dynamism is for a great deal
increased by the globalisation phenomenon. The third phenomenon-concept
to bond this path of research with is tied to the affirmation of the younger por-
tion of the “socialita ristretta” population (de Lillo 2002)*: young generations’
system of values, which revolves around their private life, progressively tends
to the sphere of interpersonal relations — especially the friendly and affective
ones together with the familiar ones — of collective employment at the expense
of collective participation, especially political one. However, it appears that re-
cently, the reclusion to privacy and avoiding the values of collective life favour-
ing the I, are slowly reducing or inverting their tendency (de Lillo 2007, 153). It
should still be established if this tendency goes beyond national borders — the
survey conducted by de Lillo is only referred to a sample of young Italians —
and characterises other portions of the European youth population.

Europeanisation, social reflexivity and “socialita ristretta” consist, there-
fore, of the starting grounds for the elaboration of an ulterior path of research
that is able to go beyond the interpretative point of view of young generations,
based on a dichotomic criteria that, however still allowing important in-depth
analyses on youth condition, does not effectively answer the — as of today, dra-
matically crucial — need of effectively capturing the coordinates of change in
contemporary European societies. Investing on this path of research and on
the perspective that inspires it, it is believed that it will be possible to elaborate
kaleidoscopic scenarios of societies on their way to affirmation.

References

Aries P. (1960), Lenfant et la vie familiale sous Uancien régime, Plon, Paris.

Arnett J.J. (2014), Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens Through the
Twenties, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Arnett J.J. (2004), Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood: A Cultural Approach, Pearson, New
York.

Bagnasco A., Barbagli M. and Cavalli A. (1997), Sociologia. Differenziazione e riproduzi-
one soctale, 11 Mulino, Bologna.

Bauman Z. (2000), Liquid Modernity, Polity Press, Cambridge.

Beck U. and Beck-Gernsheim E. (eds.) (1994), Riskante Freiheiten. Individualisierung in
modernen Gesellschaften, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt.

Beck U., Giddens A. and Lash S. (1994), Reflexive Modernization. Politics, Tradition and
Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order, Polity Press, Cambridge.

% Refer to Bettin Lattes’ article inside of this issue for the concept of “socialita ristretta”.



38 s M P

Bettin Lattes G. (2008), Mutamento generazionale e nuove identita politiche in Europa, in
Pirni A.; Monti Bragadin S. and Bettin Lattes G. (eds.), Tra il Palazzo ¢ la strada.
Giroventu e democrazia nella societa europea, Rubbettino, Soveria Mannelli.

Bettin Lattes G. and Recchi E. (eds.) (2005), Comparing European Societies: Towards a
Sociology of the EU, Monduzzi, Bologna.

Bourdieu P. and Wacquant L. (1992), Réponses. Pour une anthropologie reflexive, Seuil, Paris.

Brake M. (1980). The Sociology of Youth Culture and Youth Subcultures: Sex and Drugs and
Rock n’ Roll?, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London.

Braungart R. and Braungart M. (eds.) (1993), Life Course and Generationals Politics, Uni-
versity Press of America, Syracuse.

Burawoy M. (2003), Létude de cas élargie. Une approche réflexive, historique et comparée de
lenquéte de terrain, in Cefai D. (ed.), Lenquéte de terrain, La Découverte, Paris.

Caron J.-C. (1994), I giovani a scuola: collegiali e liceali (fine XVIII-fine XIX secolo), in Levi
G. and Schmitt J.-C. (eds.), Storia dei giovani. Leta contemporanea, Laterza, Roma-
Bari, vol. 2.

Cavalli A. (1980), Gioventu: condizione o processo?, in «Rassegna Italiana di Sociologia»,
XXX, I(4): 519-542.

Cieslik M. and Pollock G. (eds.) (2002), Young People in Risk Society, Ashgate, Aldershot.

Chapman M. (1986), The structure of exchange: Piaget’s sociological theory, in «Human
development», 29: 181-194.

de Lillo A. (2007), 1 valori e latteggiamento verso la vita, in Buzzi C., Cavalli A. and de
Lillo A. (a cura di), Rapporto giovani: Sesta indagine dell’Istituto lard sulla condizione
giovanile in Italia, 11 Mulino, Bologna.

de Lillo A. (2002), 1 sistema det valori, in Buzzi C., CGavalli A. and de Lillo A. (a cura di),
Grovani del nuovo secolo: Quinto rapporto lard sulla condizione giovanile in Italia, 11 Mulino,
Bologna.

Delanty G. (2013) Formations of European Modernity: A Hustorical and Political Sociology of
LEurope, Palgrave Macmillan, London.

della Porta D. and Diani M. (1997), I movimenti sociali, NIS, Roma.

Diani M. and McAdam D. (eds.) (2003), Social Movements and Networks: Relational Ap-
proaches to Collective Action, Oxford University Press, New York.

Eder K. and Spohn W. (eds.) (2003), Collective Memory and European Identity. The Effects
of Integration and Enlargement, Ashgate, Aldershot.

Erikson E.H. (1968), Identity youth and crisis, Norton & Company, New York.

Furlong A. (2013), Youth Studies. An introduction, Routledge, London and New York.

Furlong A. (ed.) (2009), Handbook of Youth and Young Adulthood. New perspectives and agen-
das, Routledge, London and New York.

Furlong A. and Cartmel F. (eds.) (1997), Young People and Social Change: Individualization
and Risk in Late Modernity, Open University Press, Buckingham.

Galimberti U. (1999), Psicologia, Garzanti, Torino.

Gennep van A. (1909), Le rites de passage, Nourry, Paris.

Giddens A. (1991), Modernity and Self-Identity. Self and Society in the Late Modern Age, Pol-
ity Press, Cambridge.

Giddens A. (1990), The consequences of Modernity, Polity Press, Oxford.

Giele J.Z. and Elder G.H. jr. (eds.) (1998), Methods of Life Course Research, Sage, London.



YOUTH THROUGH SOCIAL SCIENCES. A KALEIDOSCOPIC VIEW 39

Gillis J.R. (1974), Youth and History: Tradition and Change in European Age Relations
(1770-Present), Academic Press, New York.

Gouldner AW. (1970), The Coming Cruisis of Western Sociology, Avon Books, New-York.

Habermas J., Friedeburg L.V., Oehler C. and Weltz F. (1961), Student und Politik. Eine
soziologische Untersuchung zum politischen Bewusstsein Frankfurter Studenten, Hermann
Luchterhand Verlag, Neuwied.

Hebdige D. (1979), Subculture: The Meaning of Style, Methuen & Company, London.

Hendry L.B. and Kloep M. (2002), Lifespan Development. Resources, Challengers and Risks,
Thomson Learning, London.

Henry L. (1966), Analyse et mesure de phénomenes démographiques par cohorte, in «Popula-
tion», 20 (3): 465-482.

Immefall S. and Therborn G. (eds.) (2010), Handbook of European Societies. Social Trans-
Jormations in the 21st Century, Springer, Berlin-New York.

Jennings M.K. e Niemi R.G. (1981), Generations and Politics, Princeton University
Press, Princeton.

Kelly P. and Kamp A. (eds.) (2014), A Critical Youth Studies for the 21st Century, Brill, Leiden.

Kriesi H., Koopmans R., Duyvendack J. and Giugni M. (1995), New Social Movements
in Western Europe, Ucl, London.

Leccardi C. and Ruspini E. (eds.) (2006), A New Youth? Young People, Generations and
Famuly Life, Ashgate, Aldershot.

Lipset M..S. (ed.) (1967), Student Politics, Basic Books, New York.

Loriga S. (1994), La prova militare, in Levi G. and Schmitt J.-C. (eds.), Storia de: giovani.
Leta contemporanea, Laterza, Roma-Bari, vol. 2.

Mannheim K. (1928-1929), Das Problem der Generationen, in «Kélner Vierteljahreshefte
fir Soziologie», 7: 157-185 and 309-330.

Marrou H.I. (1948), Histoire de léducation dans [Antiquité, Seuil, Paris.

Melucci A. (1982), Linvenzione del presente. Movimenti, identita, bisogni individuali, i1 Muli-
no, Bologna.

Mitterauer M. (1986), Sozialgeschichte der Jfugend, Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt.

Ortega y Gasset J. (1947), El tema de nuestro tiempo, in Obras Completas, 111, Revista de
Occidente, Madrid.

Park R.E., Burgess E-W. and McKenzie R.D. (1925), The City, The University of
Chicago Press, Chicago.

Piaget]. (1923), Le langage et la pensée chez Uenfant, Delachaux et Niestlé, Neuchatel-Paris.

Rutter M. and Rutter M. (1992), Developing Minds. Challenge and Continuity Across the
Life-Span, Penguin, Harmondsworth.

Ryder N.B. (1965), The Cohort as a Concept in the Study of Social Change, in «American
Sociological Review», 30 (6): 843-861.

Santini A. (1992), Analisi demografica. Fondamenti e metodr, La Nuova Italia, Firenze.

SMP (SocietaMutamentoPolitica) (2010), Quale societa, quale sociologia? Idee per un mani-
Jesto editoriale, Firenze University Press (www.fupress.net/public/journals/33/
smp_manifesto.pdf).

Touraine A. (1965), Sociologie de Uaction, Seuil, Paris.

Touraine A. (1969), Ce n'est pas qu’un début, in «Quaderni di Sociologia», X VIII (1-2):
59-94.






	Youth matters. For an introduction
	Andrea Pirni
	Young people and the new semantics of the future
	Carmen Leccardi
	La integración sociopolítica de los jóvenes 
en tiempos inciertos 
	Jorge Benedicto
	Youth and the United Europe
	Daniela Preda
	La jeunesse française : paradoxes et polarisations
	Vincenzo Cicchelli et Valérie Germain
	Crisis política y juventud en España: 
el declive del bipartidismo electoral
	Francisco José Francés García and Oscar Antonio Santacreu Fernández
	I giovani e i valori nella sociologia di Antonio de Lillo
	Gianfranco Bettin Lattes
	Keeping it in the family: 
the absence of young Italians from the public piazza
	Pierluca Birindelli
	Searching for adulthood: young people, citizenship and participation
	Alessandro Martelli and Ilaria Pitti
	Transition to adulthood and turnout. 
Some unexpected implications from the Italian case
	Dario Tuorto
	Relational dynamics and youth participation in Italy
	Simona Gozzo
	Youth Policies in Europe: big changes 
after the big crisis? 
An explorative analysis
	Riccardo Guidi
	Identity-related: young people, strategies of identity and social networks
	Chiara Moroni
	Disadvantaged young people, family 
and the lack of big brothers
An Interview with Alessandro Cavalli
	Edited by Andrea Pirni
	Looking for new ways of bringing different dimensions of lives together
An Interview with Andy Furlong
	Edited by Andrea Pirni
	Fundamentalists toward democracy? 
Empirical analysis of fundamentalist attitudes and democratic attitudes in the Middle East 
	Kazem Hajizadeh

