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Norbert Elias's View on Time
Akira OHIRA

Abstract

The aim of this essay is to elucidate the essential part of Norbert Elias's view on
time and recognize the importance of his unique publication entitled Time: An Essay
(Uber die Zeit) as a text which extends the possibility of the sociology of knowledge, just
as another publication of his, The Symébol Theory does. Time is, according to Elias, an ever,
complicatedly developing human symbol to be used as a way of measuring in the form of
a calendar, a watch, even an electronic time-keeping device in modern society; at the same
time it also played a great role as a symbol through magical and mythical imagination in
primeval hunting and gathering, or earlier, simpler agricultural societies. So it is important,
he says, to understand that the concept of time has developed and changed through a
long historical process by means of intergenerational transmission of knowledge, just as
human language has acquired its own unique function communicable only among human
species. Another important discussion on time here, is that Elias shows his challenging and
innovative idea by comparing the physical concept of time with the social concept of time
(“the 4™ dimensional world” with what he calls “the 5" dimensional world"), suggesting
that both are inseparable and indispensable in the development of human society as a
whole. In a word, all these ideas derive from his theory of the civilizing process. Yet they
do not lead to a complete understanding of what time is from a sociological perceptive, but
to an important clue to define time as a changeable or malleable time-adjusting symbol
functioning only in human society, not as a reifying, substantive object. This is the most
important point to be emphasized in my essay.
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