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Norbert Elias’s Stance as Sociologist in The Germans

Akira OHIRA

Abstract

This essay aims to clarify the significance of Norbert Elias’s last book to be
published before he died and entitled 7he Germans by pointing out the important
relations between the concepts of civilizing processes [Zivilisationsprozesse] and
decivilizing processes [Entzivilisierungsprozesse] in his sociological theory. The two
concepts are actually so closely and mutually related that we cannot fully understand
why civilizing tendencies in human society will change into decivilizing ones without
understanding their interdependent characteristics. According to Elias, civilizing processes
basically need a long term of pacification by means of the state monopoly of physical
violence and taxation while a relatively short term of violence likely to be triggered by
revolution, civil war, economic depression, or even the deterioration of inter-state relations
tends to give rise to decivilizing processes. For example, the uncertainty and instability
of the human mind under external pressures will generate a high degree of aggressive
and destructive behaviour and conduct, since external constraints [Fremdzwinge] gain
the upper hand over self-constraints [Selbstzwinge] or self-control. On the basis of this
theory, Elias successfully demonstrated how Germany and the Germans fell into a trap of
violence and destruction through long historical processes, contributing to the emergence
of the National Socialist Party and Hitler. Another important aim in this essay is to
shed more light to the concept of informalization [Informalisierung] which can often
be found in modern society as a cultural phenomenon, where the life style and values
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monopolized by an elite class are to be transmitted to a non-elite class by the extension of
chains of interdependency, namely by functional democratization. In the case of Germany,
the duelling society (satisfaktionsfihige Gesellschaft) symbolizing the predominance
of German aristocratic strata was handed down to the middle and even working classes
there in due course, thus creating the ethos (Habitus) of the warriors leading to Nazism.
The final, vital question in this essay is whether one can apply this sociological model
of Elias’s to the case of another nation state that has taken a similar historical course in
modern times, like Japan.
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