THE SOCIOLOGICAL VALUE OF LIFE STORIES
Enrique Cambón ∗

I have been asked to introduce the various experiences that will be narrated
during our conference from a sociological perspective. I will do so, briefly, in three parts
in which I will:
1. explain why we have allotted considerable time to the empirical aspect;
2. describe some of the incentives that the facts discussed here can offer to
sociologists and experts in the field of social assistance and social policy;
3. offer some elements or clarifications towards a better understanding and
interpretation of what we will hear.
1. Relationship between theory and practice
In all branches of human knowledge, theory and experimentation go inseparably
hand in hand.
It would be easy to show how, throughout history, while ideas, intuitions and
working hypotheses have often opened up new roads to humanity, many times life
itself has frequently preceded, enlightened, and even sparked and enhanced the
understanding of reality and science. It is the so-called “hermeneutical circle” which, in
the understanding and transformation of reality, combines eidos and praxis, theory and
practice, scientific hypothesis and experimental verification, in a mutual enrichment.
All human history is a succession not only of events and currents of thought, but
also of mind-frames and sensitiveness of various eras that have attracted new
concepts and legitimate theories. It could not be otherwise, since – as the sociologist
M. De Certeau keenly pointed out – every experience, even the ones we are least
aware of, holds an idea which is neglected.
The various specializations of sociology offer a privileged opportunity – and a
passionate one for me – to demonstrate and study their reciprocal influence or
interaction (sociological studies on the family, on power, knowledge, culture, to mention
only a few that are directly involved).
Pierre Bourdieu used to repeat that we often produce false opposites in
sociology. 1 I believe that one of these unreal opposites concerns precisely the topic
we are discussing here: the sociological relationship between theory and practice. In
our case this particularly refers to the importance of “real life stories” 2
Recently, Zygmunt Bauman gave a long interview during which he summed up
his thought and position. He made two statements which I would like to examine more
closely because I think they are co-related and very important.
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The first statement indicated “that if the sociological calling is in some way useful
to humankind, it is so in the service it offers human beings in their daily struggle to
understand, to give meaning to their lives.” 3
In the second statement, he said: “Sociology draws nourishment from its
continuous dialogue with human experience.” 4
This is exactly what we intend to do in presenting these life stories.
It is not a matter of offering a “spiritual” witness, although obviously this is not to
be excluded. The goal we have set is to offer to sociological analysis an experience
which on one hand is inspired by a specific understanding of human relations, and on
the other, is a precious opportunity for verifying the feasibility and universality of the
criteria that imbues these relationships.
2. Open queries
Given this premise, the social experiences we will listen to can be an inducement
and may raise many questions from a sociological viewpoint. I will just give a few
examples.
2.1 These experiences help us to see why it is so important to focus on a sociological
analysis, as we are doing in this conference, precisely on human bonds. In fact, they
reveal to what extent the type and style of relationships established on all levels is
central and decisive to the social sciences for understanding the reality (on the
following levels: interpersonal, intercultural, interreligious, political, economic, among
ethnic groups, sectors or social structures, peoples, states).
As Alain Touraine has underlined on several occasions, it is not enough to speak
of a civilization. We need to define what we mean by this concept, to clearly describe
the characteristics that would enable us to recognise as “civil” a behaviour or even a
society. 5 Therefore, in listening to the experiences we will present, a question
spontaneously arises: which model of civilization are these experiences stemming
from?
Edgar Morin was among the sociologists who with great clarity and courage
sensed the danger of a “western socio-centrism.” He did so above all in reference to
the present-day phenomenon of globalisation (which he likes to call “planetisation,”
world-society, homeland-earth, acknowledging in all human beings our common
destiny as “earthlings”, as “terrestrial citizens”).
In his opinion – as confirmed by several other authors – what globalisation
actually tries to do is to “westernise” the world, confusing western civilization with
“the” civilization. Without realising – he affirms – that the western model has not
eliminated myths. Rather, it has created new ones: science, rationality identified with
the western way of reasoning, identifying progress with a weak and unilateral concept
of development, one which over emphasises shrewd calculation, technology, trade,
profit maximization: an economic-technological development that produces moral and
psychological underdevelopment, exaggerated individualism and the loss of a sense of
solidarity.
“Although,” he concludes, “technological-scientific, medical and social progress is
admirable (and the poor must not be deprived of these), we must not underestimate the
potentially dreadful, destructive and manipulative power of science and technology….
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The western model of development is not sufficiently aware of the fact that its wellbeing
generates unhealthy conditions; its individualism includes a good dosage of
egocentrism and loneliness; its urbanistic goals create stress as well as noise and
environmental pollution; and the rage of its power could lead to nuclear death …. A
change of direction is needed.” 6
Obviously, we could also list positive aspects and values that are transmitted by
western culture. However, we quoted this text with all its provocative force because this
problem clearly highlights a first important aspect of the experiences we will present:
that is, the fact that they express a noteworthy diversity of cultures, geographic
areas, socio-economic realities and spaces of human-experience.
2.2 There is a second aspect which I feel is worthy of special mention. We recognize
the fact that the social phenomena most fraught with consequences for humanity are
not the changes “in the” world, but the changes “of” the world, of which these smaller
changes are only symptoms. 7 Therefore, we can legitimately ask: could the type of
experiences that will be presented be a sign that a process of the change of an era
has begun? A change which will bring a new awareness of the human condition that
unveils the centrality of dialogue and harmonious common living among the different
components of society, as never before?
The question could be formulated in another way. Much has been written, in
classical texts on sociology and in more recent ones, which clarify that the profession
of the sociologist is not to be confused with that of a fortune-teller or prophet.
Nevertheless, in these testimonies we will be listening to, and which are increasingly
repeating themselves throughout the world, it is easy for experienced sociologists to
identify at its inception something that will later become a wide-ranging social
phenomenon. Could they not signify that humanity is positioning itself – in spite of the
inevitable slowdowns, regressions and huge tragedies we are all familiar with – to
make an evolutionary and cultural leap?
Can we not see, in the experiences that will follow, that reciprocal relationships
which are more harmonious, based on freedom, equality, justice and solidarity - in a
word, on brotherhood - are as necessary to human beings and society as oxygen
is to the lungs?
If, as Bauman also affirmed, sociology “must necessarily focus its attention on the
transformation of the human condition,” 8 it would be possible to see, exclusively from
the perspective of sociological analysis and observation, a paradigm (of the person, of
society and civilization) is coming to life on our planet which expresses a more unitary
and integral vision of the human being. Would this paradigm respond in greater
measure to the demands of a good part of humanity today?
I cannot speak about this at length, but the same type of question can be
formulated from another perspective. Sociological research demonstrates – as Stefano
Zamagni, a prestigious economist, indicated in a recent conference – that the great
contradiction resulting from the prevailing model of development in the world is the
following: never as in recent decades has social inequality been so evident, while
global wealth has continually increased at an unheard-of pace.
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At the same time, the increased wellbeing of a privileged minority is not at all
accompanied by an increase in overall happiness 9 . Are these not signs, also to a
sociological observation, of the outdated, inadequate and inhuman parameters which
often determine economic, political and cultural relationships among individuals, States
and multinational institutions?
2.3 Finally, I will very concisely deal with a third obvious question that can arise from
listening to the experiences we are introducing.
We cannot fool ourselves, we all know that one can end up being extremely
pessimistic when we observe that humanity appears to be still immature, unprepared
and far from taking steps of the kind exposed here on a wide-ranging scale, on a global
and structural level. Nonetheless, this does not detract from the meaning of the
experiences that are being lived, of which a small sample will be presented to us during
these days.
Above all, which social behaviour, actions and mediations are capable of
influencing public opinion, creating new awareness, improving the future of minorities
today making them the majority of tomorrow? Has this not occurred in many other
moments of history, when behaviours that seemed utopian become the common
mentality?, The sociology of social changes could for example considerably assist us in
our search for the answers to these questions. Perhaps, for those who wish, this could
be one of the tasks that we take on from this conference: to work towards a
collaboration on the level of reflection and research.

3. A Trinitarian key to understanding
So far we have mentioned the reason for the importance of the empirical
dimension of our work, and we identified three important aspects of the life stories that
will be presented: the wide range of backgrounds (social, cultural, geographic, and so
forth), their human and social significance, and some future perspectives.
Before concluding, I felt it was imperative to highlight a fundamental aspect that
will provide us with the key to understand better what will be presented.
When these experiences focus our attention on human relations, what is exactly
meant by the term “brotherly”? I do not want to enter into explicit definitions, but rather
to explain briefly a vital dynamic process.
I have to make a brief reference to the heart of Christian faith, not of course from a
theological, but a social and sociological view, to arrive at the perspective which
interests us most in our Congress.
The Christian faith in a God who is Love implies that he is “relationship in himself”
(there cannot be love without a relationship). Therefore, from the early days of
Christianity it was possible to affirm that God “is one but he is not alone,” because his
intimate life is a total and reciprocal gift among “Three real Persons who are One” (C.
Lubich), where each one is himself in the other and through the other.
But what we want to bring into evidence here – our conference is sociological not
theological – is that this statement of faith, today is increasingly perceived not only as a
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religious reality, but also as an archetype symbol 10 , an exemplary “model” 11 , a
paradigm 12 for all realms of human existence. 13 This conviction or intuition is
expressed by all kinds of experts, believers and non-believers, ranging from the fathers
of Federalist thought to well-known exponents of psychology, contemporary pedagogy,
scientists, physicists and biologists, theorists and professions in the fields of
economics, politics and sociology. 14
What are these “Trinitarian” characteristics that evoke abundant elements for
thought and practice? Chiara Lubich mentioned them in her opening message to this
Congress. Vera Araújo will offer us some in-depth reflections in this regard, but
because her paper will be given after the experiences are presented, I think it would be
helpful to mention some of these “Trinitarian elements”.
Let us take, for example, the fact that the total gift of self can be considered as
the fundamental “law” of human existence. If this gift is given wholeheartedly, the
individual grows both personally and socially. It is a giving which finds fulfillment in
reciprocity, a reciprocal giving capable of reaching the deepest unity, fully respecting
and promoting the others’ unique gifts. It is a holistic vision that takes into consideration
the whole, precisely because everything is in relationship with everything, from the
micro to the macro in the universe, from the individual to society. There is interrelationship and indwelling, which also has typically “Trinitarian” characteristics.
example, the result of the combination of several elements is superior and different
from the sum of its parts; in some way the whole can already be present in each of the
parts.
These few words undoubtedly require further explanation, but they simply want to
highlight the wealth of meaning contained in the experiences we will hear. When the
speakers talk of a certain way of listening, of an attitude of acceptance and dialogue, of
deep and free attention for others, of identity or empathy with regard to the situation of
others, of that mutual “losing oneself” in the other which makes each one more fully
himself or herself. The experiences speak not of imposing, but of offering convictions,
of warmth, friendliness and sharing which enlightens the intellect and facilitates even
the systematic search for truth. They speak of a kind of brotherly love which produces
greater fulfillment and happiness. Well, I must point out that when we speak of this type
of behaviour, we are not speaking of simply “good”, edifying experiences, but of a
behaviour which bears a profound and stimulating intellectual and social insight, due
precisely to that “Trinitarian key” which is the soul of all such relationships.
One day a great thinker, Emmanuel Lévinas, made the following surprising
statement: “It takes the courage of a Samurai to describe ordinary, everyday life.” If
those who during these days will speak of life experiences have found the courage to
do so, it is because they are convinced that their experiences are the fruit of a
particular vision of reality. Besides deserving the interest of sociology, these
experiences contain a potential and positive factor which some authors have called
“revolutionary”, in the sense that they can offer hope to humanity for a different kind of
world, a more civilized world because it is more humane.
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It is an undeniable fact that the quality and style of relationships established in all
sectors of life radically mark each culture. Therefore, I would like to conclude by
quoting one of the many definitions of culture, 15 one that is in harmony with our
reflections during this conference and on that “Trinitarian style” we mentioned. This
was said by a political analyst and an expert in social doctrine, and can be applied not
only to individuals but also to entire nations: “Culture is a process of self-transformation
through relationships, contacts and encounters.” 16 It is in this light that I feel the
following accounts of social living are culturally very significant.
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