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Norbert Elias — On The Civilizing Process

Akira OHIRA

Abstract

Just 70 years have passed since Norbert Elias’s great book, Uber den Proze3
der Zivilisation (The Civilizing Process), was published in Switzerland. It is a
unique book tracing the process through which civilized manners and etiquette
and modes of conduct in Western society have taken shape since the Middle Ages
in association with state formation. It is also an unprecedentedly daring attempt
to organically connect the sociogenesis and psychogenesis of individual human
integration as national or ethnic communities from a long-term perspective on
the basis of sociological and historical knowledge.

The purpose of this essay is to demonstrate how successful Elias is in
connecting the changing aspects of everyday life in human society with its dy-
namic transformation over time as part of his methodology called figurational
sociology. Another purpose is to suggest that his important sociological concepts
of human interdependencies and their ever-widening networks are far more
effective means of studying both Western and Asian societies under globalizing
processes in terms of political, economic and cultural relationships. In that sense
the paper puts more emphasis on the fact that Elias himself, especially in his
later life, applied his theory of the civilizing process to new areas such as the
changing relationships between parents and children in modern society and the
influence of modern technology on human life as a whole.
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