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Advance Praise for Norbert Elias and Modern Sociology: Knowledge, Interdependence, Power, Process

This is an engagingly written book by two of the world’s leading experts on the work of Norbert Elias. Focusing on Elias’s sociology of knowledge they show how this might bring sociologists nearer to a cumulative theoretical and empirical science of human social relations. Indispensable.

– Ian Burkitt, Reader in Social Science, University of Bradford, UK

A state-of-the-art assessment of the significance of Norbert Elias’s contribution to sociological knowledge and thought.

– Professor Johan Goudsblom, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Given the recent importance afforded to Norbert Elias’s work in sociology there has been surprisingly little written on him. This book certainly fills that void. Dunning and Hughes provide a powerful and original overview of Elias’s work that is written in a jargon-free, fluent, and clear style.

– Steven Loyal, University College Dublin, Ireland

In an era when sociology has lost its way, Dunning and Hughes have produced an accessible and stimulating analysis of contemporary disciplinary and societal crises that provides an invaluable explication and development of the writings of the last great classical sociologist of our time, Norbert Elias.

– Professor Chris Shilling, Director of Graduate Studies (Research), University of Kent, UK

Eric Dunning and Jason Hughes manage admirably to demonstrate the key ideas – and their origins – of this great sociologist, and to locate them in the context of contemporary discourse. Written in a clear, but never oversimplified language, the book helps us to better understand how Elias’s theories enable us to overcome the paradigmatic fragmentation of today’s many sociologies.

– Helmut Kuzmics, Professor of Sociology, University of Graz, Austria

By using Elias’s sociology of knowledge to contextualize the current ‘crisis’ in sociology, Dunning and Hughes bring a freshness and contemporary relevance to a familiar – but often misunderstood – theoretical perspective. Their ultimate goal is even more ambitious: to reinvigorate sociology to meet the challenges of the twenty-first century. Consequently, Norbert Elias and Modern Sociology is a must read for Elias’s devotees and detractors alike.

– Dominic Malcolm, Senior Lecturer, Loughborough University, UK
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For Florence, James and Sophia


while the unknown world – or, expressed differently, the ocean

of people’s ignorance – like the universe itself may not be finite,

the island of reliable knowledge of the universe built into the

limitless ocean of our ignorance can be made to grow.

Norbert Elias (2009c: 179),

‘The Creed of a Nominalist: Observations on Popper’s

The Logic of Scientific Discovery’,

University College Dublin Press.


Contents

Acknowledgements

Introduction: Sociology and its Discontents

1  Working with Elias

2  Some Basic Concepts of Figurational Sociology

3  Elias’s ‘Central Theory’

4  The Development of Knowledge and the Sciences as Social Processes

5  Problems of Method and Values in the Development of Sociological Knowledge

6  Elias and ‘The Habits of Good Sociology’

Conclusion: A Relational ‘Turn’? The Future Prospects of Figurational Sociology

Notes

Bibliography

Index


Acknowledgements

The Authors and Publishers would like to thank the Norbert Elias Foundation for kind permission to reprint three diagrams in this book:

Figure 2.1: Some of the stages of integration as they can be presented today from Norbert Elias, Involvement and Detachment (Dublin: UCD Press, 2007 (Collected Works, vol. 8)), p. 208.

Figure 2.2: Basic pattern of the egocentric view of society from Norbert Elias, What is Sociology? (Dublin: UCD Press, 2012 (Collected Works, vol. 5)), p. 8.

Figure 2.3: A figuration of interdependent individuals (‘family’, ‘state’, ‘group’, ‘society’, etc.), from Norbert Elias, What is Sociology? (Dublin: UCD Press, 2012 (Collected Works, vol. 5)), p. 9.

The Foundation also kindly granted permission to reprint extracts from Elias’s personal correspondence and documentation held at the Deutsches Literaturarchiv, Marbach am Neckar.

We would like to thank the following people for their valuable comments, constructive criticism and advice on earlier drafts of this manuscript: Stephen Mennell, Richard Kilminster, Derek Layder, Chris Rojek. We would also like to acknowledge the tremendous support provided by John Goodwin, Henrietta O’Connor, Susan Walker, Ken Sheard, Patrick Murphy, Ivan Waddington, Joe Maguire, Jennifer Maguire, Günther Lüschen, John Loy, Bero Rigauer, Alan Bairner, Katie Liston, Louise Mansfield, Margaret Milsom, Liz Pike, Cas Wouters, Joop Goudsblom, Jon Fletcher, and Hermann Korte. This book was many years in the making, it would not have been possible without the unfailing love and support of Beata Hughes, Allan Hughes, Elisabeth Hughes, Michael Dunning, Rachel Dunning, Kahryn Hughes, Colette Hughes, and Jo-Ann Hughes.


Introduction

Sociology and its discontents

A number of excellent introductory texts on the work of Norbert Elias have already been published. Central among them are Stephen Mennell’s seminal Norbert Elias: an Introduction (1998); Richard Kilminster’s path-breaking The Sociological Revolution (1998) and Norbert Elias: Post-Philosophical Sociology (2007); Johan Goudsblom’s pioneering Sociology in the Balance (1977); Robert van Krieken’s insightful Norbert Elias (1998); Jonathan Fletcher’s highly original Violence and Civilization (1997); and Cas Wouters’s excellent Informalization: Manners and Emotions Since 1890 (2007). To these must be added two outstanding German texts: Hermann Korte’s Über Norbert Elias: Das Werden eines Menschenwissenschaftlers (About Norbert Elias: Becoming a Human Scientist) (1988) and Helmut Kuzmics’s Der Preis der Zivilisation: Die Zwänge der Moderne im theoretischen Vergleich (1989) (The Costs of Civilization: The Pressures of Modernity in Theoretical Comparison); and Marc Joly’s Devenir Norbert Elias (Becoming Norbert Elias) (2012). While our aim in the present book is not to provide a wholly comprehensive account of Elias’s work, we share with the authors of all these texts three central endeavours – 1) that of bringing the sociology of Elias to a new and wider audience; 2) that of providing an explication of some of his key ideas; and 3) finally, that of exploring the implications of his work for sociology more generally.

The distinctive features of our book are threefold. The first is that a central focus of the text is upon Elias’s sociology of knowledge. We explore, in particular, Elias’s vision of how sociology might proceed in a more ‘scientific’ manner, with a focus on the principal conceptual reorientations he sought to advance in relation to this undertaking.1 The second is that we have attempted to position our discussion of Elias’s approach within the context of a more general ‘crisis’, both of sociology as a subject and of the human world at large. Thirdly, and in relation to these other undertakings, we have endeavoured throughout this book, sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly or more sotto voce, to advance a central line of argument concerning these twin ‘human’ and ‘sociological’ crises on the back of our exposition of Elias’s work.

In essence, our central argument is that, since social relations form an often unrecognised, frequently misunderstood, and variably important part of everything humans are and do, sociology – the study of these relations – is a discipline which is potentially of significance for and benefit to humankind. There resides in this statement a set of assumptions concerning the role of sociological knowledge which obviously require considerable qualification and clarification. We shall explore such issues at some length in the chapters that follow. For the moment, it is enough to say that sociology, along with humanity itself since its earliest times, has faced a series of recurring ‘crises’. In the case of sociology, such crises appear in the longer term to have escalated. Our contention is that Elias’s ‘figurational’ or ‘process-sociological’ approach, his distinctive model of sociological practice, and many of his key concepts – interdependence, interdependency chains, power balances, figurational dynamics, changing we-I balances, the triad of basic controls, blind processes, ‘civilising’ and ‘decivilising’ processes, double-bind figurations – offer considerable potential utility for combating the two-levelled, simultaneously practical and academic crises we humans have thus far faced, and are still currently facing. While, as we shall show, there remain aspects of Elias’s approach that require development, extension, and revision – and as he himself recognised, at the most his work constitutes a hopeful ‘starting point’, not a ‘finished’ or in any sense ‘finalised’ paradigm – his work enshrines a model of the sociological endeavour that, we shall argue, potentially offers the basis for what we might call a ‘relational turn’ within the discipline. Such a ‘turn’, we suggest, would involve a programme of conjoined theory and research that could serve as a more adequate means of orientation towards the recurrent human crises we have alluded to above, and would indeed constitute a move beyond the current sociological crisis.

The sociological ‘crisis’

The term ‘crisis’ has a series of connotations, some useful, some less so for the purposes of our present discussion. Etymologically, the word derives from the Greek noun, krisis, literally meaning ‘decision’, and in turn from the verb krinein, ‘to decide’. It was used by medical philosophers such as Galen and Hippocrates to refer to the ‘turning point’ of a disease, and, in relation to these origins, has come since the seventeenth century to mean a ‘decisive point’ (OED 2005). Within intellectual circles, the term has become increasingly politicised. In sociological usage, talk of a ‘crisis’ might variously refer to: a society on the precipice of rapid change or ‘collapse’; social conditions in need of urgent and radical transformation; an intransigent social or political phase that, through its own immanent dynamics, is set to become transformed at some point in the future; times of intense social upheaval, change, or volatility; and periods of ‘rupture’, ‘break’, and historical discontinuity. In using the term, we wish to avoid some of these connotations, in particular the overtones of historical staccato, and the tendency to think about humans as a species and sociology as a discipline, in a ‘hodiecentric’ (Goudsblom 1977), that is, present-centred manner. Indeed, as will shortly be discussed, successive waves of sociologists have declared the discipline to be facing a ‘crisis’; and similarly, generations of humans have variously proclaimed their societies to be facing rapid and critical decline, characteristically calling for a return to an imagined ‘golden age’ that is or was considered to reside somewhere in the distant past (Elias 1987a: 357). At all costs, we wish to avoid the impression that we consider the ‘crises’ to which we are referring in this book as representing the ‘culmination’ of long lines of development which somehow ‘finish’ dramatically in the present and, at that, with hitherto unparalleled problems and difficulties. That said, where the term crisis is rather more useful for our purposes lies in its invoking of a sense of urgency. More specifically, its connotation of a need for change is intended here to convey our view that there needs to be some reconsideration of how the sociological enterprise is conceived, particularly in relation to how sociological knowledge might be developed and utilised, specifically to help avert some aspects of the ‘human crisis’.2 Also, in a rather pragmatic sense, the term crisis provides us with a means for considering the development of sociology as a discipline in conjunction with a number of specific social developments. It thus allows us to explore the inter-relationships between social problems and paradigmatic problems within the discipline.

In 1970, a highly influential book by Alvin Gouldner was published with the title, The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology. Gouldner’s central thesis in that book was that America was then in the throes of a multi-layered rebellion in which the black civil rights movement, the women’s movement, and protest against the Vietnam War were central. It was a rebellion mainly of younger people which spread widely through the West, with university campuses forming major sites of resistance to the status quo. In such a context, Gouldner argued rhetorically that:


Social theorists today work within a crumbling social matrix of paralyzed urban centers and battered campuses. Some may put cotton in their ears, but their bodies still feel the shock waves. It is no exaggeration to say that we theorize today within the sound of guns. The old order has the picks of a hundred rebellions thrust into its hide. (Gouldner 1970: vii)



In such a context, Gouldner maintained, sociologists were becoming increasingly drawn into ‘the coalescing military-industrial-welfare complex’ with the consequence that it was becoming ‘unthinkingly evident that sociology has become dangerously dependent on the very world it has pledged to study objectively’ (1970: 511). In short, sociologists were being increasingly incorporated into the status quo and used as instruments of management and social control. They were, Gouldner proposed, producing ‘interested’ accounts of the social world and, in that way, becoming both part of the problem and of the forthcoming sociological crisis as Gouldner envisaged it. His solution was to call for the development of a ‘radical’ and ‘reflexive’ sociology practised by self-aware and critical sociologists dedicated to gathering knowledge which could be used in ushering in a new era.3

The Western world and its universities have, indeed, changed in fundamental ways since Gouldner wrote, but the changes have not necessarily followed the lines he envisaged. With his partly Marxist leanings, he seems to have expected – and he was by no means alone in this – a series of broadly egalitarian social changes to occur both within Western countries and between the West and ‘the rest’ (Hall 1992). Instead, at least until the banking crisis of 2008, the agents of corporate capital have increased their national and international control; neo-liberal economics have, albeit through new iterations, arguably become increasingly hegemonic globally; the gap between developing countries and the West has tended, with notable exceptions such as China, India and Brazil, to widen and, as part of this, the former Soviet Union has collapsed and lost control over its former satellites in Eastern Europe. Some of these, especially the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Poland, have subsequently become more integrated with the West. To this must be added the growing significance of Christian-Moslem and Moslem-Jewish, and Moslem-Moslem tensions, including, in recent years, internal tensions culminating in the wave of uprisings in the Middle East commonly referred to as the ‘Arab Spring’. All of this, of course, is to say nothing of the problems connected with the largely anthropogenic processes of ‘global warming’ and ‘climate change’, of which people have become increasingly aware in recent years.

In our view, the challenge to sociology produced in this situation is best understood in the context of this more general crisis. Both the changes in the 1960s and 1970s which worried Gouldner and about which he wrote so eloquently and with relative optimism – and the changes in the 1980s, 90s and early 2000s we have just discussed – can be seen as having occurred primarily as part of a process of accelerating and increasingly global social change which can be traced to the interconnected ‘scientific’, ‘industrial’ and ‘democratic’ ‘revolutions’4 which gathered momentum in Europe in the seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries. An increasingly secular and ‘fact’-orientated approach to the understanding of these processes and their social origins and ramifications grew up as part of them. In short, in a period of accelerating social change and the uncertainties that it engendered, specific groups of intellectuals, at first outside the universities (for example, Comte and Marx), and later within them (for example, Durkheim and Weber), began to take humans and the societies they form as objects of ‘scientific’ reflection and research. In that way and in that sense, the ‘social sciences’ were ‘born’.

In order to explore how the work of Elias constituted an attempt to deal with and overcome the gathering sociological crisis, it is first necessary to outline some of its major characteristics. As we see it, ‘sociology’ began to emerge as part of this overall social process. A crucial early stage was marked by the invention of the term ‘sociology’ itself by Auguste Comte in 1835. He (and others such as his collaborator, St Simon) had previously used the term ‘social physics’ but, in 1835, Adolphe Quetelet, a Belgian statistician, published a book which he called On Man and the Development of Human Faculties: An Essay in Social Physics (1835). This was anathema to Comte for two main reasons: first, he objected to Quetelet’s vision of ‘social physics’ as a primarily statistical subject; and second, he objected to what he regarded as Quetelet’s utopian and, in Comte’s view, scientifically unwarranted egalitarianism (Coser 1971). Comte did not believe in the possibility of ‘perfect equality’ and he saw sociology as a science which, through a combination of observation and reasoning, would enable people to make a better life for themselves by transcending both the unrealistic dreams offered by ‘theological’ and ‘metaphysical’ thinking, and the ‘wild’, equally unrealistic terrors generated by what Comte regarded as these ‘primitive’ anthropomorphic and anthropocentric forms of thinking.

Another term coined by Comte was ‘positivism’. The chief ‘positive’ method – a method liable to yield ‘positive’ results – that he recommended for use in sociology was the method of historical comparison. Even though the meaning of ‘positivism’ has changed (see our discussion in Chapters 4 and 5) such that it has now become something of a pejorative term referring to the inappropriate use of natural science methods in studies in the social field, a struggle between sociologists who advocate comparative-historical methods and those who advocate statistics has been built into our subject since its early days.5 Paraphrasing Dahrendorf’s (1959) description of the ‘new middle class’ in capitalist societies, sociology can be said to have been ‘born decomposed’, that is, with differences, conflicts and tensions built into its core. Indeed, one might describe the subject as having been inherently ‘crisis-ridden’ from the outset.

These early sociological conflicts were fiercely fought. However, the conflicts between the proponents of opposing paradigms that surfaced in the 1960s and that continue through to today – which were manifestations, as we suggested earlier, of what Alvin Gouldner labelled in 1970 ‘the coming crisis’ – are fiercer and more intense than past conflicts. For some twenty years following the end of the Second World War, advocates of functional and non-Comtean (that is, ahistorical and even anti-historical) ‘positivist’ sociology, many of them from, or émigrés to, the United States, reigned supreme.6 Then, for a variety of sociological and extra-sociological reasons, the functionalist-empiricist/functionalist-‘positivist’ hegemony collapsed and sociology, the subject which had been born ‘decomposed’, became multiply fractured and ‘crisis-ridden’ at its core. The sociological reasons for this process of decomposition included, among other things, the difficulties encountered by functionalists, especially Parsons and his followers, in dealing with issues such as conflict, power, and change.7 The extra-sociological reasons included the effects on a younger generation of sociologists whose adult identities and stances towards the subject were being forged in a context influenced by powerful events which included: the Vietnam war and the protest against it; the ‘civil rights’ struggle by ‘blacks’ in the USA; the rise of ‘second-wave’ feminism; the campus rebellions which broke out in North America and many countries in Western Europe in the late 1960s; the growth of the ‘sexual revolution’ and ‘informalisation’ or ‘permissiveness’ as it was popularly called (Wouters 1977); and the power shift towards the younger generation propelled by technological change, egalitarian ideologies, and the increasing child-centeredness of parents. Sociologists who received their training in the late 1960s and early 1970s differed from their predecessors. The former worried less about the dangers of the ‘Cold War’ and the prospect of nuclear annihilation and focused more on struggling against capitalism which, for most Marxists and near-Marxists, was seen as the principal cause of most iniquities and global conflicts. Perhaps because fewer of them had directly experienced the Second World War, they were more inclined to take peace for granted.

The events in France in May 1968 are often cited as a crucial ‘turning point’ in the development of contemporary sociology. The dramatic student uprisings, factory occupations, and workers’ general strike that took place then have been referred to as the ‘… last major revolutionary uprising in the Western world’ (Kellner 2002: xvi). There remains considerable debate, though, concerning the precise significance of these events. On the one hand, they are seen by some to mark a watershed of 1960s cultural change that extended considerably beyond the French national context – marking a ‘near revolution’: namely the culmination and ascendancy of strengthening opposition to Western capitalism. Indeed, the ‘explosions’ of 1968 contained antisystemic elements that were repeated worldwide (Wallerstein 2004: 469). On the other hand, however, the events were and are for some also the source of great disappointment, symbolising ‘the revolution that never came’ and a victory for the French state led by its premier, Charles de Gaulle, who successfully anticipated and countered the insurrection, ultimately containing it, and in so doing demonstrating once and for all that the capitalist establishment could resist and absorb almost any form of opposition (Kellner 2002: xv-xvii). While Marxists such as Herbert Marcuse and Henri Lefèbvre found in the uprisings only confirmation of their core beliefs, for others who were involved in the protests – such as Michel Foucault, Jean Baudrillard, Jean Francois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, and Julia Kristeva – the lack of revolutionary success demonstrated, or further reinforced, the need for fundamentally new forms of revolutionary thought; and with this the foundations of the poststructuralist movement were consolidated (Kellner 2002: xvii). As we shall endeavour to show towards the end of this book, Foucault and Elias each knew of the other’s work and were to some extent influenced by it.

Poststructuralist and postmodernist writers variously called into question some of the most fundamental aspects of sociology as a discipline. In particular, these writers came to question aspects of what they considered to be the ‘modernist project’ of ‘privileging’ scientific knowledge as a basis for ‘truth claims’. More fundamentally, they rejected the supposedly modernist ‘faith’ in human rationality, which they suggested at once constituted both the ‘subject’ and the ‘object’ of knowledge in the human sciences. In other words, they highlighted the paradox that human self-reflection is at once the condition for, and the limit of, knowledge about the social world, and as such, these writers rejected the very enterprise of ‘social science’ since this involved a fallacious cycle of proceeding ‘… from that which is given to representation to that which renders representation possible, but which is still representation’ (Foucault 2002: 364). Thus the poststructuralist ‘movement’ – and the term is problematic, because it did/does not constitute a coherent or homogeneous school of thought as such – led via various different avenues of thought to a radical scepticism, not only about whether it was meaningful to talk about ‘the real world’, but of whether such a ‘reality’ was even amenable to human ‘scientific’ reasoning, or even ‘existed’ in any independent or literal sense. Against this backdrop, classical sociological writers such as Comte, Marx, Durkheim and Weber came by a number of influential scholars to be regarded as outmoded, as having their roots in the Enlightenment, and indeed as forming part of the rational scientific impetus that so characterised the ‘modernism’ against which postmodernist and poststructuralist writers sought to rally.

Part of the legacy of poststructuralism was ever greater paradigmatic diversification. Since the 1960s, rather than conciliation and paradigmatic resolution, or even ground-clearing, there has been on offer in sociology an increasing array of paradigms, albeit that some have now fallen from vogue. These include – and this is by no means an exhaustive list – various forms of functionalism (for example, ‘neo’, ‘normative’ and ‘general’, ‘soft’ and ‘hard’); social systems theory; Marxism (for example, ‘humanist’ and ‘structuralist’); feminist sociology (for example, ‘liberal’, ‘socialist’, ‘Marxist’, ‘post-’ and ‘cultural’); critical sociology; conflict theory; Weberian theory; rational choice theory; ethnomethodology; symbolic interactionism; structuralism; post-structuralism (of which there are too many variants to list); postmodernist sociology; actor-network theory; critical realism; reflexive sociology; structuration theory; and figurational (also ‘developmental’ or ‘process’) sociology. Among other things, these paradigms differ regarding the positions taken by their advocates in relation to: (i) epistemological/methodological issues, that is how knowledge is obtained and how we can know what we think we know; and (ii) ontological/factual issues, that is how the universe and, as part of it, our world and our societies are constructed, what their basic characteristics are and how these are inter-related. Among the epistemological/methodological issues are the following:


	Where the advocates of different paradigms see sociology located on the continuum between the arts/humanities and the sciences. As we shall see, Elias saw sociology as a ‘human science’ (Menschenwissenschaft) and himself as a ‘human scientist’ (Menschenwissenschaftler).

	If they see sociology as a science, whether, for example, they see it as a science in a ‘soft’ sense, for example in a comparative-historical or participant observation sense, or in a ‘hard’, non-Comtean ‘positivist’ sense based on mathematics, statistics and equivalents to laboratory experimentation. Or, indeed, whether they subscribe to alternative models of ‘science’, as in the case of, for instance, critical realism and figurational sociology.

	Whether they see the purpose of sociological knowledge as an ‘end in itself’ (that is, as something that is interesting and valuable for its own sake), as a tool for improving human performance, for example, in education, work, or sport; or as a means to identify and achieve desirable socio-political goals, for instance reducing class, ‘race’, and gender inequality, or violence and crime.



Among the ontological/factual issues are where the
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