Foreword

This book is the result of various empirical investigations and is, fun-
damentally, a reflection on human sustainability, offering alternative
proposals to support and improve intergenerational relationships. It
stems not only from the author’s own research and reflection, but
also from the reflections and investigations of other social scientists.
After all, science advances “on the shoulders of giants”. It is a book of
research and dissemination, aimed at sharing knowledge with a gen-
eral audience interested in the sociological vicissitudes of human life,
both individual and collective, life in society, and, in this context, in
understanding and improving coexistence and human sustainability.

Therefore, this reflection aims to address a broad audience, eager
to understand human relationships from a current, complex and socio-
logical perspective. Sociology, in Bauman’s words, is a conversation
with human experience, and within the framework of the “socio-
logical imagination” promoted by Mills, the goal is to improve social
relationships, interpersonal relationships and human sustainability—
in short, to improve society. We aim to achieve this through a neolo-
gism, a new sociological concept “refined” for the reader. This concept,
born from personal research and critical creativity, is the guiding
thread to explain and understand personal and social relationships
among generations, within a context of critical analysis, dialogue and
reflection.

Words hold performative value over reality; they create a notion of
social reality. Naming an idea, giving a name to renewed and renewing
approaches, is to identify possible alternatives for debate and to guide
action. It is said that if something is not named, it does not exist; con-
versely, when something is named, it allows us to understand and
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act upon it. Thus, this book seeks to introduce the concept coined
by Molina-Luque (2017, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022 and 2024) of
“profiguration” and “profigurative socialisation” as key elements of
reflection to improve coexistence and relationships among individ-
uals. It aims to avoid being timeless, situating itself within a global
(preferably non-Eurocentric) and holistic framework. Historical time
is fundamental in sociology and in the analysis of individual and social
issues. The global framework is based on the types of socialisation,
according to Margaret Mead’s concept of cultural transmission. In
this way, the new concept of profiguration expands on the three types
identified by the brilliant and controversial anthropologist in relation
to strengthening intergenerational relationships, thus providing a new
vision to mitigate and/or overcome the rupture between generations
that Mead described as planetary and universal.

In this sense, this work also draws on various aspects of Norbert
Elias’s Figurational Sociology, particularly the concepts of figuration
and human interaction, as well as the interdependence among individ-
uals, without separating the individual from society, which together
form a continuum. In this case, the new concept of profiguration is
introduced. This concept promotes the figuration that Elias describes
as the interdependence that exists among individuals, thus linking
the social (social structures) with the individual (subjectivity). Social
reality emerges and develops through the interdependence of individ-
uals’ actions within specific historical contexts (which are created and
recreated through these figurations). These individual actions impact
the social construction, while at the same time, these social structures
promote and limit individuals’ actions.

The term “profiguration”, created by Fidel Molina-Luque (from
the Latin figuratio—to be part of a particular group of people, also to
stand out or be considered important—and the Latin prefix pro—in
favour of), refers to the necessary agreement and recognition between
generations in current (and future) society. It is a new type of social-
isation that unifies and transcends Mead’s postfiguration, cofiguration
and prefiguration, while also updating Norbert Elias’s social figur-
ation (see Molina-Luque, 2024).

A committed sociology is advocated for, in line with the ideas of
Gans, Agger and Burawoy, with an effort to engage a non-specialised
audience. While not entirely abandoning academic terminology, the
objective is to broaden the analysis, reflection and debate in order
to improve society. Since its inception, sociology has aimed to
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reveal hidden structures and “debunk myths” to support social pro-
gress. According to Bauman, sociology should fulfil an emancipa-
tory function through a critical approach to understanding the social
conditions in which people live, within a constantly changing society.

In this vein, and within the framework of this critical, public
and interpretative sociology, a series of qualitative and quantitative
investigations have been conducted over the past decade, building
upon research from the previous decade, focusing on topics related
to culture, identity construction, intercultural education, conflict reso-
lution (conflictology) and intergenerational relationships (youth and
the older people active ageing, etc.). These investigations and theor-
etical reflections have been centred primarily on Spain and Italy, as
well as other parts of Europe, and Canada, but have also included the
study of other Latin American realities such as Argentina (primarily
the NOA region), Mexico and Chile (including Rapa Nui Island as a
case study).

This work is educational in nature, seeking to stimulate reflection
and debate on social reality, offering a pluralistic perspective. In this
sense, the book aims to spark ideas and analyses that help us under-
stand our world from critical standpoints. Ultimately, it intends to
disseminate forms of not only critical thinking, offering diverse infor-
mation and viewpoints, but also emotions and strategies for action. It
is a reflection on human sustainability and, at the same time, a debate
of ideas and authors from various perspectives, offering a range of
alternatives for action and social transformation to make human
and social sustainability—both present and future—viable. It is by
no means a self-help book. It is a “praise” of “profiguration”, that
is, a commitment to certain orientations and proposals over others,
but in light of critically presented possibilities. For this reason, the
phrase “live and drink life in small gulps of happiness, profiguration,
and love” is presented at the beginning and end of the book, within
the framework of a necessary agreement and recognition between
generations.

Profiguration emphasises the importance of interdependence among
people of all ages, allowing young, adult and older individuals to
achieve a fulfilling life at every stage throughout the entire life course.
The concept and classification of “generations” is acknowledged
as having both detractors and supporters. While the concept of
generations (or the “problem of generations”, as Manheim referred to
it) remains valid for interpreting social reality, its limitations must also
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be considered. Some authors, such as Duffy, even refer to the “myth
of generations”, pointing out that while generational thinking can aid
in understanding societal changes and challenges, it is essential to rec-
ognise that only three explanations account for how attitudes, beliefs
and behaviours change over time (Duffy, 2022: 18-21):

a) Period effects: Attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours may change
consistently across all age groups in response to a significant
event that affects everyone (a pandemic, a war, or an economic
crisis).

b) Life-cycle effects: People also change as they age or as a result of
significant life events (working, having children, retiring, etc.).

c¢) Cohort effects: A generation may have different attitudes, beliefs,
and behaviours because the conditions in which their socialisa-
tion occurred differ from those of other generations (generation
gaps are somewhat tied to birth dates, but not exclusively).

In any case, there are both intergenerational and intragenerational
differences and complexities. Simply belonging to a supposed or spe-
cific generation does not justify homogenising all the people within
that generation, nor can they be substantially compared or contrasted
with others. Nonetheless, it is another variable to consider within
an intersectional perspective: social classes, genders, cultures—and
ages—all matter.

In this sense, profiguration, as a new theoretical (and applied) con-
cept, promotes the development of intergenerational interdependence.
This neologism is both a descriptive concept and an ethical-political
proposal: it describes a new type of socialisation and suggests an
approach for overcoming generational divides, unwanted loneliness
and ageism, while improving social coexistence within the framework
of a new social contract between generations. This concept results
from Grounded Theory, with data from the case study conducted on
Rapa Nui (2011-2020, see Molina-Luque, 2020) being constructively
analysed and compared. Indeed, a qualitative research methodology
was adopted, using observation and in-depth interviews within a Life
Course approach (Vannini & Vannini, 2020). An innovative and cre-
ative methodology was employed, cross-referencing and comparing
data from 2011 and 2020 (Molina-Luque, 2020).

This methodology has further strengthened this new concept
within sociology and the social sciences in general: profiguration
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(intergenerational and interdependent socialisation, within the frame-
work of a new social contract between generations). Based on the
results of this study, some analytically robust descriptions were made
of Rapa Nui’s sociocultural and environmental situation and of an
increasingly sustainable model of social development. It has also
served as a foundation in line with Norbert Elias’s (2008) approach
when he considered the possibility of studying aspects of universal
figurations within a community of only a few thousand inhabitants,
with certain advantages: using a small social unit as a research focus
on problems that can be found in a wide variety of larger and more
differentiated social units allows for the exploration of these issues
in considerable detail, or, as he put it, “under the microscope”. In
this sense, a small-scale explanatory model of the figuration that is
considered universal can be constructed. Moreover, Elias advocated
for the use of qualitative and unobtrusive techniques characterised by
a historical profile.

In relation to the socialising proposal of profiguration, Durkheim’s
(1989) definition of education—as socialisation involving the trans-
mission of values, norms and cultural content from adult generations
to younger ones—is contrasted with Mead’s (2019) classification of
cultural transmission in societies into postfigurative, cofigurative and
prefigurative cultures, alongside a generational rupture identified by
Mead as planetary. Profiguration offers an alternative to the theories
of Durkheim and Mead, strengthening and projecting new possibil-
ities for Elias’s figuration, precisely within the critical framework of
current (and future) human sustainability.

In this sense, profigurative socialisation aligns with the need for
interdependent and joint socialisation, intergenerational in nature: a
constructive dialogue in a reciprocal process of education between
adults and young people. It is an intergenerational model that takes
into account the contributions of Mead and Elias, but also the
intergenerativity present in the works of Chivers, Katz and Whitehouse,
among others. Generativity, as a multidisciplinary term (demography,
psychology, sociology, etc.), indicates the capacity of human beings
to consider the existence and well-being of future generations as well
as the well-being of current older adults.

Monarch butterflies are a paradigmatic example and even a
metaphor for the relationship between the concepts and realities of
profiguration, solidarity and sustainability. Monarch butterflies under-
take an intergenerational journey and understand that their survival
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is collective, based on solidarity, interdependence, and, as a result,
sustainability.

Within the framework of the Life Course, both the present and the
future of generations must be profigurative. Profiguration, as a new
pact between generations, must develop what is called Future Design
(Saijo et al. 2020), a concept that tackles current policies differently—
policies that are market-based and fail to take future generations into
account. We must analyse how current decision-making will impact
those future generations. As these Japanese sociologists indicate,
markets are excellent devices for balancing short-term supply and
demand, but not for allocating resources between current and future
generations, as future generations do not yet exist. Ministries of the
future could even be created (such as in Sweden in 2015) to ana-
lyse future (imaginary) generations, at least for decision-making in
environmental, urban management, forestry, water management and
financial matters. The idea of future (imaginary) generations comes
from, for instance, several Native American peoples, who had strict
rules requiring them to incorporate the interests of people seven
generations ahead when making decisions (Molina-Luque, 2021). The
Oglala Lakota people in South Dakota, or the peoples of the Canadian
Arctic, for example, are obligated when making decisions to analyse
how these decisions will affect up to seven subsequent generations
(Krznaric, 2021). These types of decisions, which are not short-term
but rather considered for the medium and long term, allow for a
broader, more holistic approach to human sustainability, from both an
ecological and a social perspective. They must be considered together,
integrating nature and society in a sustainable way.

A pact between generations is a social necessity in this globalised
world, where various situations strain coexistence—although per-
haps not to the extent of suggesting a generational struggle replacing
class struggle. However, there are objective data indicating that
generational tension is a reality (research has been published on
understanding and managing intergenerational conflict, or validations
of intergenerational conflict scales within organisations, see Urick
et al., 2017; Garcia Vargas and de la Garza, 2021). The COVID-19
pandemic, while facilitating some intergenerational care, has also,
in other cases, led to greater distancing between generations: stereo-
types about both the older people and the young have increased, as
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has ageism. Young people have been viewed as selfish, violent, dis-
respectful or uncommitted, while older adults have been marginalised
or ignored.

A shift in mindset is necessary to establish a renewed social pact
based on interdependence between generations. Understanding
between generations is also the best approach for addressing the sus-
tainability of the planet. This renewed social contract must place care
at the centre of social policy (social services, fiscal policy, care for
vulnerable groups) to commit to a common and better world.



