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Ask any present -day  s t u d e n t  o f  soc io logy  which name he  asso-  
c i a t e s  w i th  t h e  i d e a  o f  unin tended o r  u n a n t i c i p a t e d  conse- 
quences  o f  a c t i o n ,  and he w i l l  a lmost  i n v a r i a b l y  s ay  Robert  
Merton. The answer i s  p e r f e c t l y  r ea sonab le .  For a l t hough ,  a s  
Merton demonst ra ted  i n  an  e a r l y  a r t i c l e  ( l ) , t h e  n o t i o n  has  a 
l o n g  a n c e s t r y  i n  t h e  w r i t i n g s  o f  many e a r l i e r  s o c i o l o g i s t s  
and ph i lo sophe r s  ( f o r  example i n  Hege l ' s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  d i e  
L i s t  d e r  Vernunf t ) ,  it h a s  been p o p u l a r i s e d  l a r g e l y  through 
Mer ton ' s  own work. I t  can  be  s een  a s  t h e  connec t ing  t h r e a d  
which r u n s  through h i s  i n f l u e n t i a l  w r i t i n g s  on sc i ence ,h reau -  
c r a c y ,  anomie , r e f e r e n c e  groups and f u n c t i o n a l i s m  (2). 

Y e t ,  j u s t i f i a b l y  esteemed a s  Mer ton ' s  work i s ,  it i s  a p i t y  
t h a t  t h e  i d e a  o f  u n a n t i c i p a t e d  consequences is  q u i t e  s o  c l o s e -  
l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  h i s  name. For  Norber t  E l i a s  from h i s  e a r -  
l i e s t  p u b l i c a t i o n s  d i s p l a y s  a c l e a r e r  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  s i g -  
n i f i c a n c e  o f  unforeseen  consquences o f  a c t i o n ,  and t h e y  a r e  
c e n t r a l  t o  h i s  v i s i o n  both  o f  soc io logy  a s  a d i s c i p l i n e  a n d o f  
t h e  s o c i o l o g i s t ' s  voca t ion .  

1.1erton's most ex tended and e x p l i c i t  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  u n a n t i c i -  
p a t e d  consequences ( 3 )  h a s  - perhaps  u n a n t i c i p a t e d l y  - l e d  t o  
t o o  narrow an  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  p l a c e  w i t h i n  s o c i o l o g i -  
c a l  t heo ry .  ( Indeed h i s  e s s a y  is  grouped wi th  o t h e r s  u n d e r t h e  
heading  "S tud ie s  i n  S o c i a l  and C u l t u r a l  S t ruc ture"  r a t h e r  t h a n  
t h a t  o f  " T h e o r e t i c a l  Socio logy." )  S t a r t i n g  from W. I .  Thomas's 
d ic tum t h a t  " i f  men d e f i n e  s i t u a t i o n s  a s  r e a l ,  t h e y  a r e  r e a l  
i n  t h e i r  consequences,  "Merton proceeds  t o  focus  merely on an  
o d d i t y ,  t h e  " s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  prophecy," w i th  p a s s i n g  mention 
o f  t h e  converse  " s e l f - c o n t r a d i c t i n g "  o r  " s u i c i d a l  prophecy." 
( 4 )  The s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  prophecy occu r s  where p e o p l e ' s  a c t i o n s  
a r e  based  on  a f a l s e  p e r c e p t i o n  o r  " d e f i n i t i o n "  o f  a  s o c i a l  
s i t u a t i o n ,  b u t  have consequences which subsequen t ly  make t h a t  
d e f i n i t i o n  a c c u r a t e  - a s  f o r  example i n  a p a n i c  run  on a bank. 
Such s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  f a s c i n a t i n g ,  b u t  fundamenta l ly  a t r i v i a l  
d i v e r s i o n ,  because  t hey  a r e  on ly  a r a t h e r  unusual  and s p e c i a l  
c a s e  o f  something f a r  more common and o f  f a r  g r e a t e r  t heo re -  
t i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  

Much more c l e a r l y  t h a n  Merton, Norber t  E l i a s  r ecogn i se s  t h a t  
men's knowledge o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e s  o r  ( a  l e s s  s t a t i c  



term) f i g u r a t i o n s  i n  which they  a r e  caught  up i s  v i r t u a l l y  
always i m p e r f e c t ,  incomple te  and i n a c c u r a t e .  The s t r a t e g i e s  
o f  a c t i o n  which t h e y  base  on t h i s  i nadequa te  knowledge the re -  
f o r e  more o f t e n  t h a n  no t  have consequences which they  do n o t  
fo re see .  So u n a n t i c i p a t e d  consequences a r e  n o t  a  c u r i o u s  foot- 
n o t e  t o  s o c i o l o g y ,  b u t  n e a r l y  u n i v e r s a l  i n  s o c i a l  l i f e .  Fo r  
Merton, t h e  s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  prophecy i s  l i k e  a  boomerang: t h e  
consequences o f  men's  a c t i o n s  rebound upon t h e i r  i n i t i a t o r s .  
For  E l i a s ,  t h e  analogy i s  much less e x o t i c  and much more com- 
monplace: l i k e  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  a  s t o n e  dropped i n t o  a  poo l ,  t h e  
consequences o f  men's a c t i o n s  r i p p l e  outwards through s o c i e t y  
u n t i l  t hey  a r e  l o s t  from s i g h t .  T h e i r  e f f e c t s  a r e  f e l t ,  n o t  a t  
random b u t  acco rd ing  t o  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  i n  
which they  a r e  enmeshed, by people  who may w e l l  be q u i t e  un- 
known t o  each  o t h e r  and unaware o f  t h e i r  mutual  i n t e rdepen-  
dence.  

"Un in t en t iona l  human in t e rdependenc ie s " ,  w r i t e s  E l i a s ,  " l i e a t  
t h e  r o o t  o f  eve ry  i n t e n t i o n a l  i n t e r a c t i o n . " ( 5 )  A s  people  have 
come t o  occupy more and more d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  and s p e c i a l i s e d  
s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n s ,  t h e y  have spun e v e r  more compl ica ted  webs o f  
i n t e rdependence ,  i n  which f i r s t  hundreds ,  t h e n  thousands  and 
f i n a l l y  m i l l i o n s  have been caught  up; t h e  r e s u l t i n g  f igura t ions  
a r e  n e i t h e r  p lanned n o r  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t r o l  o f  any i n d i v i d u a l  
o r  group o f  i n d i v i d u a l s .  E l i a s  h a s  r e p e a t e d l y  sought  t o  dem- 
o n s t r a t e  why it i s  t h a t  human f i g u r a t i o n s ,  though produced 
s imply  by t h e  i n t e rweav ing  of  innumerable s e p a r a t e  p e o p l e r a r e  
n e v e r t h e l e s s  g e n e r a l l y  exper ienced by t h o s e  who c o n s t i t u t e  
them a s  somthing opaque, impersonal  and c o n s t r a i n i n g .  T h i s , o f  
c o u r s e ,  is  t h e  f r e q u e n t l y  misconceived i s s u e  o f  " t h e  Indiv idu-  
a l  and Soc ie ty"  w i th  which Durkheim, Weber and many o t h e r  so- 
c i o l o g i s t s  have s t r u g g l e d .  I t  h a s  been argued t h a t  soc io lo -  
g i s t s  f a l l  i n t o  two camps - whose who c o n s i d e r  t h a t  s o c i o l o -  
g i c a l  t heo ry  must beg in  by s t u d y i n g  t h e  " I n d i v i d u a l "  and h i s  
a c t i o n s  a s  t h e y  t h e n  a f f e c t  " S o c i e t y , "  and t h o s e  who want t o  
beg in  from s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  t o  unde r s t and  how it a f f e c t s  i n -  
d i v i d u a l s .  E l i a s  c u t s  a c r o s s  a l l  t h i s .  He a rgues  t h a t  it i s a s  
much a  nonsense t o  t r y  t o  unders tand t h e  " I n d i v i d u a l "  i n  i s o -  
l a t i o n  from f i g u r a t i o n s  i n  which he  is  e n t a n g l e d  a s  it is  t o  
t r y  t o  s t u d y  "Soc ie ty"  a s  something s e p a r a t e  from t h e  people  
who comprise it. The r e p e r c u s s i o n s  of  a  p e r s o n ' s  a c t i o n s  f o r  
t h o s e  w i t h  whom he  i s  i n t e r d e p e n d e n t  can on ly  be  unde r s toodby  
t r a c i n g  them through t h e  s t r u c t u r e  and dynamics o f  t h e  encom- 
p a s s i n g  f i g u r a t i o n .  But e q u a l l y ,  why people  a c t  a s  t hey  d o c a n  
o n l y  be  unders tood i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n .  

"The way i n  which individual  members of a  group experience what- 
ever  a f f e c t s  t h e i r  senses ,  t he  meaning which it has f o r  them, de- 
pends on t h e  standard forms o f  deal ing  with and o f  th inking and 
speaking about t hese  phenomena gradual ly  evolved i n  socie ty ." (6)  

I n d i v i d u a l  thought  and a c t i o n  can  t h e r e f o r e  on ly  be  f u l l y  un- 
d e r s t o o d  i n  s o c i a l  developmental  c o n t e x t .  And t h e  f i g u r a t i o -  



n a l  p rocess  can  s o  compel t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  many s e p a r a t e  
people  who comprise it t h a t  they  f a l l  i n t o  a  developmental  
p a t t e r n ,  unplanned and uncon t ro l l ed  b u t  - i f  s u f f i c i e n t  i n t e l -  
l e c t u a l  detachment is  p o s s i b l e  - d i s c e r n i b l e .  E l i a s  speaks  o f  
t h e s e  p a t t e r n s  a s  "compel l ing  t r e n d s "  (Zwangs ZLtufigkeiten) (7). 

A l l  t h i s  was s e t  o u t  q u i t e  c l e a r l y  by E l i a s  a s  e a r l y  a s  1939, 
i n  Uber den P rozess  d e r  Z iv iZ i sa t ion .  He begins  by s tudy ing  
t h e  development o f  more and more s t y l i s e d  codes o f  i n d i v i d u a l  
behaviour ,  t h e  e l a b o r a t e  r u l e s  o f  e t i q u e t t e  o r i g i n a t i n g  among 
t h e  nobles  o f  t h e  l a t e  Middle Ages and cu lmina t ing  i n  t h e h i g k  
l y  d e f i n e d  and r e f i n e d  r i t u a l s  o f  s even teen th  and e i g h t e e n t h  
cen tu ry  V e r s a i l l e s .  Why d i d  e l i t e  groups impose t h e s e  s e v e r e  
r e s t r i c t i o n s  on t h e i r  own behaviour ,  and why d i d  wider  s t r a t a  
l a t e r  come t o  adopt  t h e s e  e l i t e  codes? E l i a s  shows t h a t  t h i s  
" c i v i l i s i n g  p rocess"  i s  i n t i m a t e l y  bound up wi th  t h e  process  
o f  s t a t e - fo rma t ion .  The t r ans fo rma t ion  o f  medieval war r io r -  
k n i g h t s  i n t o  a  c o u r t l y  n o b i l i t y  r a n  i n  p a r a l l e l  w i th  t h e  grad- 
u a l  e s t ab l i shmen t  o f  s t a t e  monopolies o f  f i s c a l  and m i l i t a r y  
power. Changes i n  s o c i a l  f i g u r a t i o n  - i n  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  be- 
tween people  - were accompanied by changes i n  behaviour ,  and 
i n  p e o p l e s ' s  b e l i e f s ,  a t t i t u d e s  and emot ional  s t r u c t u r e ,  a l -  
t o g e t h e r  forming an  unplanned b u t  s t r u c t u r e d  developmental  
p rocess .  

"out o f  t h e  in te rweaving  o f  innumerable i n d i v i d u a l  i n t e r e s t s  and 
i n t e n t i o n s  - be t h e y  compatible,  o r  opposed and i n i m i c a l  - some- 
t h i n g  e v e n t u a l l y  emerges which, a s  it t u r n s  o u t ,  has  n e i t h e r  been 
planned nor  in tended  by any s i n g l e  i n d i v i d u a l .  And y e t  it has  been 
brought about by t h e  i n t e n t i o n s  and a c t i o n s  o f  many i n d i v i d u a l s .  
And t h i s  is a c t u a l l y  t h e  whole s e c r e t  o f  s o c i a l  in te rweaving  - o f  
i t s  compell ingness,  i t s  r e g u l a r i t y ,  i t s  s t r u c t u r e ,  i t s  p rocessua l  
n a t u r e ,  and i t s  development . l 1 (  8) 

I n  s h o r t ,  " i n  t h e  development o f  human s o c i e t i e s ,  yes t e rday  ' S  

unintended s o c i a l  consequences a r e  t o d a y ' s  unin tended s o c i a l  
c o n d i t i o n s  of ' i n t e n t i o n a l  human a c t i o n s ' . " ( 9 )  

E l i a s ' s  f u l l e s t  and most " a b s t r a c t "  a t t empt  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  
n a t u r e  o f  t h e  in terweaving p rocess  appears  i n  Was i s t  SozioZo- 
g i e ?  which, though pub l i shed  on ly  i n  1970, i s  l a r g e l y  de r ived  
from a  manuscript  on "Die Gese ZZschaft d e r  Individuen"  wri t ten  
many y e a r s  e a r l i e r .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  pe r suas ive  a s  a  d i d a c t i c  de- 
v i c e  a r e  h i s  "Game Models. " (10) H e  u ses  t h e  models a s  g r e a t l y  
s i m p l i f i e d  ana log ie s  t o  r e a l  s o c i a l  p rocesses ,  b u t  because 
r e a l  games a r e  themselves s o c i a l  p rocesses ,  t h e  analogy i s  a  
good d e a l  l e s s  dangerous than  t h e  p h y s i c a l  and b i o l o g i c a l  ana- 
l o g i e s  s o  f r e q u e n t l y  encountered  i n  socio logy.  Games a r e  t r i a l s  
o f  s t r e n g t h  o r  s k i l l  p layed o u t  according t o  r u l e s .  Not a l l  
s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  o f  cour se ,  a r e  rule-governed,  a s  E l i a s  
makes c l e a r  i n  a  p r e f a t o r y  "Primal Con tes t , "  r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  
r u t h l e s s  and r u l e - l e s s  in terdependence  o f  two war r ing  t r i b e s  
( o r  perhaps ,  i m p l i c i t l y ,  o f  " e s t a b l i s h e d "  groups and "ou t s id -  
ers") (11). The f i r s t  game models i nvo lve  on ly  two p l a y e r s ,  and 



resemble  r e a l  games l i k e  c h e s s ;  a s  more p l a y e r s  a r e  i n t roduced ,  
team games l i k e  f o o t b a l l ,  about  which E l i a s  h a s  w r i t t e n  e l s e -  
where ( 1 2 )  a r e  c a l l e d  t o  mind; b u t  t h e  l a s t  group o f  gamemod- 
e l s  a r e  t o o  complex f o r  r e a l  games and a r e  p l a i n l y  based  on a 

E l i a s ' s  s t u d i e s  o f  s t a t e - f o r m a t i o n  p roces ses .  

Imagine a  game played by two peop le ,  one o f  whom i s  a  much 
s t r o n g e r  p l a y e r  t han  t h e  o t h e r .  The s t r o n g e r  p l a y e r  h a s  a g r e a t  
d e a l  o f  c o n t r o l  ove r  t h e  weaker,  and can  a c t u a l l y  f o r c e  h i m t o  
make c e r t a i n  moves. Y e t , a t  t h e  same t ime ,  t h e  weaker p l a y e r  
h a s  some deg ree  o f  c o n t r o l  ove r  t h e  s t r o n g e r ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  
t h a t  i n  p l ann ing  h i s  own moves t h e  s t r o n g e r  p l a y e r  h a s  a t  leas t  
to t a k e  t h e  weaker ' s  i n t o  account .  Both p l a y e r s  must have some 
s t r e n g t h  o r  t h e r e  would b e  no game. Neve r the l e s s ,  because one 
p l a y e r ' s  s t r e n g t h  o r  s k i l l  s o  cons ide rab ly  exceeds  t h e  o t h e r ' s ,  
he  can t o  a  l a r g e  e x t e n t  c o n t r o l  t h e  c o u r s e  of t h e  game i t s e l f ,  
n o t  on ly  winning ,  b u t  v i r t u a l l y  d i c t a t i n g  how he  w i l l  win and 
how long  it w i l l  t a k e .  

However, even when o n l y  two p l a y e r s  a r e  i nvo lved ,  a  r a t h e r  
d i f f e r e n t  s i t u a t i o n  emerges i f ,  f o r  whatever  reason,  t h e i r  
s t r e n g t h s  i n  t h e  game g r a d u a l l y  become more equa l .  Two t h i n g s  
d iminish :  t h e  s t r o n g e r  p l a y e r ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  use  h i s  own moves 
t o  f o r c e  t h e  weaker t o  make p a r t i c u l a r  moves, and h i s  a b i l i t y  
t o  de termine  t h e  cou r se  o f  t h e  game. The weaker p l a y e r ' s  
chances o f  c o n t r o l  ove r  t h e  s t r o n g e r  i n c r e a s e  correspondingly .  
But ,  a s  t h e  d i s p a r i t y  between t h e  p l a y e r s '  s t r e n g t h s  is  re- 
duced, t h e  cou r se  o f  t h e  game i n c r e a s i n g l y  p a s s e s  beyond t h e  
c o n t r o l  o f  e i t h e r .  A s  E l i a s  e x p l a i n s :  

"Both p l a y e r s  w i l l  have cor respondingly  l e s s  a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  
t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  game, f o r  it w i l l  become l e s s  dependent on 
each p l a y e r ' s  p r i v a t e  p lans  and i n t e n t i o n s  f o r  t h e  game. But con- 
v e r s e l y ,  each p l a y e r ' s  g e n e r a l  s t r a t e g y  i n  t h e  game and h i s  every  
move w i l l  be  i n c r e a s i n g l y  dependent on t h e  changing f i g u r a t i o n  o f  
t h e  game process .  The c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  game w i l l  change, g radua l ly  
c e a s i n g  t o  be t h e  accomplishment o f  an i n d i v i d u a l  p lan  and becoming 
a s o c i a l  p rocess .  I n  o t h e r  words, t h e r e  w i l l  emerge from t h e  i n t e r -  
weaving o f  moves made by two people a game process  which nei ther  o f  
the two people has planned (131. 

P r e d i c t i n g  t h e  s t a t e  o f  even a  two-person game l i k e  c h e s s ,  s ay  
twelve  moves ahead,  i s  ext remely  d i f f i c u l t .  There a r e  numerous 
p o s s i b l e  outcomes wi th  d i f f e r i n g  deg rees  o f  l i k e l i h o o d .  t h a t  
is  more, t h e  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  change w i t h  each  s u c c e s s i v e  move. 
That  i s  n o t  t o  s ay  t h a t  t h e  development and f i g u r a t i o n  o f  
p a s t  games cannot  be s t u d i e d ,  ana lysed  and exp la ined .  

The i n t r o d u c t i o n  of  i n c r e a s i n g  numbers o f  p l a y e r s  i n t o  t h e  
game models makes p o s s i b l e  i n f i n i t e l y  more compl ica ted  f igura-  
t i o n s .  E l i a s  f i r s t  p o s t u l a t e s  a  c o n t e s t  i n  which a  very  s t r o n g  
p l a y e r  s imu l t aneous ly  p l a y s  s e p a r a t e  games a g a i n s t  a  number of  
less s k i l l e d  opponents.  The weaker p l a y e r s  do n o t  co-opera te  
w i t h  each  o t h e r .  The s t r o n g e r  p l a y e r ' s  advantage  i n  each sepa- 



r a t e  game i s  very  g r e a t ,  b u t  h i s  s u p e r i o r i t y  might be under- 
mined a s  t h e  number o f  s e p a r a t e  games i n c r e a s e s ;  t h e r e  i s  a  
l i m i t  t o  t h e  number o f  s e p a r a t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  which can effec- 
t i v e l y  be  c a r r i e d  o n a t  t h e  same t i m e  by one person.  

The n e x t  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  t h a t  <he weaker p l a y e r s  form a  c o a l i -  
t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  s t r o n g e r .  The balance  o f  power i s  then  much 
more inde te rmina te .  I f  t h e  c o a l i t i o n  i s  u n i f i e d  and harmonious, 
i t s  members' degree  of c o n t r o l  ove r  t h e i r  opponent ' s  movesmay 
be  enhanced. I f  i t  i s  b e s e t  by i n n e r  t e n s i o n s  and d isagreements ,  
however, t h a t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  reduce  t h e  advantages o f  t h e  coa l i -  
t i o n  and might conceivably  pu t  t h e  opponent a t  a  g r e a t e r  ad- 
vantage  than he was i n  p r i o r  t o  t h e  c o a l i t i o n .  

More i n t e r e s t i n g  s t i l l ,  though,  a r e  games i n  which two groups 
of roughly equa l  s t r e n g t h  p l ay  a g a i n s t  each o t h e r .  With many 
p l a y e r s ,  t h e r e  is  a  f l u r r y  o f  move and countermove. Ne i the r  
s i d e  can q u i t e  de termine  e i t h e r  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e ' s  t a c t i c s  o r  
t h e  cour se  o f  t h e  game. The moves o f  one p l a y e r  can be  under- 
s tood  n e i t h e r  a lone  nor  s o l e l y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  those  o f  f e l low 
team members, b u t  on ly  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  whole game. Episodes 
a c q u i r e  a  c e r t a i n  f l e e t i n g  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e i r  own and - a s o n e  
can a c t u a l l y  s e e  i n  most s p o r t s  - a  d i s t i n c t  vocabulary comes 
t o  b e  used t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e s e  p a t t e r n s  and phases i n  t h e  game. 

I n  t h e  t h i r d  group o f  game models, t h e  number of p l a y e r s  i s  
l a r g e r  s t i l l ,  and it i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  t h i n k  o f  c o u n t e r p a r t s  
among r e a l - l i f e  s p o r t s ;  we a r e  now concerned wi th  r a t h e r  e l a -  
b o r a t e  s o c i a l  p rocesses .  I t  becomes more and more d i f f i c u l t  
f o r  any s i n g l e  p l a y e r  t o  p u t  t o g e t h e r  a  mental  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  
s t a t e  and p rocess  of t h e  game i n  which he i s  involved.  That  is  
very  confus ing,  f o r  every  p l a y e r  needs such a  p i c t u r e  i n o r d e r  
t o  a n t i c i p a t e  what w i l l  happen nex t  and p l an  h i s  nex t  moveac- 
co rd ing ly .  I f  t h e  web o f  i n t e rdependenc ie s  becomes t o o  f a r -  
f l u n g  and r a v e l l e d ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  can no longe r  make s e n s e o f  
t h e  game nor  formula te  h i s  s t r a t e g y .  

" I f  t h e  number o f  interdependent p layers  grows, t h e  f i gu ra t ion ,  
development and d i r ec t ion  of t h e  game w i l l  become more and more 
opaque t o  t h e  individual  p layer .  However s t rong  he may be ,  he w i l l  
become l e s s  and l e s s  able  t o  contro l  them. Therefore,  from t h e  
point  o f  view o f  t h e  individual  p layer ,  an in ter twining network o f  
more p layers  functions increas ingly  a s  though it had a l i f e  of i t s  
own."(l l)  

L ike  those  i n  p rev ious  models, t h i s  i s  no more than  a  game 
played by many i n d i v i d u a l s .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t ,  a s  t h e  
number o f  p l a y e r s  grows and t h e  cha ins  o f  in terdependence  
l eng then ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  becomes g radua l ly  more conscious of  
t h e  f i g u r a t i o n ' s  o p a c i t y  and o f  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  unders tand 
and c o n t r o l  it. 

I f  p l a y e r s  can no longe r  map o u t  what i s  happening o v e r a l l a n d  
p l a n  t h e i r  moves acco rd ing ly ,  t h e  game i s  l i k e l y  t o  become d i s -  



organ i sed ,  and p r e s s u r e  b u i l d s  up f o r  t h e  p l a y e r s  t o  reorga-  
n i s e  themselves.  They may segment i n t o  s e v e r a l  sma l l  indepen- 
den t  groups.  O r  t h e  l a r g e  group may remain i n t e r d e ~ e n d e n t ~ b u t  
assume a  more e l a b o r a t e  f i g u r a t i o n  wi th  two o r  more t i e r s .  I n  
a  m u l t i - t i e r  game, n o t  a l l  t h e  p l a y e r s  any longer  p l ay  d i r e c t -  
l y  w i th  each o t h e r .  Opposing s i d e s  s t i l l  p l ay  a g a i n s t  each 
o t h e r  and t e s t  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  s t r e n g t h s .  But t h e  moves a r e  
made by s p e c i a l i s e d  f u n c t i o n a r i e s  on an upper t ier  - l e a d e r s ,  
d e l e g a t e s ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ,  n e g o t i a t o r s ,  committees, e l i t e s ,  
governments. Yet t h e s e  a r e  n o t  independent o f  lower- level  
p l a y e r s ,  and they  a r e  i n  f a c t  involved i n  s u b s i d i a r y  game con- 
tests wi th  t h e  lower t i e r s .  

When t h e r e  is  a  compara t ive ly  sma l l  c i r c l e  of  uppe r - t i e r  play- 
e r s ,  and t h e y  a r e  very much s t r o n g e r  than  t h e  l o w e r - t i e r s , t h e  
game i s  an o l i g a r c h i c  one.  Each p l a y e r  on t h e  upper l e v e l  i s  
once more a b l e  t o  p i c t u r e  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  of p l a y e r s  and t h e  
development o f  t h e  game, and t o  p l an  a  cohe ren t  s t r a t e g y  
through it f o r  h imse l f .  A s  E l i a s  remarks,  t h e  Duc de S t .  Simon 
b e l i e v e d  he  knew e x a c t l y  t h e  mechanisms of c o u r t l y  s o c i e t y  a t  
V e r s a i l l e s .  Y e t  though t h e  f i g u r a t i o n a l  p rocess  may a p p e a r r e -  
l a t i v e l y  t r a n s p a r e n t ,  it i s  i n  f a c t  much more complex than  
any th ing  observed i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  models; it i s  f a r  more d i f f i -  
c u l t  f o r  one p l a y e r  t o  s t e e r  t h e  game i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  he de- 
s i r e s .  For  s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  ba l ances  o f  power have t o  be 
taken i n t o  account :  between t h e  t o p - t i e r  p l a y e r s ;  be tweentop-  
t ier  p l a y e r s  and l o w e r - t i e r  p l a y e r s ;  between l o w e r - t i e r  
groupings.  

I f  power d i f f e r e n t i a l s  between upper and lower t i e r s  d iminish ,  
t h e  ba l ances  of power and t h e  course  of t h e  game become even 
more inde te rmina te ,  f l u i d  and beyond t h e  c o n t r o l  o f  any single 
i n d i v i d u a l  o r  group. Th i s ,  o f  cour se ,  had happened over  t h e  
l a s t  two c e n t u r i e s  a s  f i r s t  bourgeo i s i e  and then workers have 
come t o  occupy more and more s t r a t e g i c  p o s i t i o n s  i n  t h e  webs 
o f  in terdependence  w i t h i n  modern s o c i e t i e s .  I n  an o l i g a r c h i c  
game, lower l e v e l  p l a y e r s  may seem t o  b e  e n t i r e l y  c o n t r o l l e d  
by t h e  upper t ier .  But a s  t h e  t i e s  o f  in terdependence  between 
t h e  t i e r s  i n c r e a s e ,  t h e  o p p o s i t e  may seem c l o s e r  t o  t h e  t r u t h .  
The u p p e r - t i e r  p l a y e r s  become, more o v e r t l y ,  spokesmen f o r t h e  
lower groups.  For each spokesman, h i s  s t r a t e g y  wi th  r e s p e c t t o  
t h e  lower t i e r  groups becomes a s  impor t an t  a s  s t r a t e g y  towards 
o t h e r s  on t h e  upper t ier .  The course  o f  t h e  game becomes s t i l l  
l e s s  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  c o n t r o l  and d i r e c t i o n  from any q u a r t e r ,  
and more than  e v e r  people  f i n d  themselves s u b j e c t e d  t o  "com- 
p e l l i n g  s o c i a l  fo rces . "  Th i s  is  r e f l e c t e d ,  though n o t  very 
l u c i d l y ,  i n  p e o p l e ' s  consciousness ,  i n  t h e  way they t h i n k  
about  themselves and " s o c i e t y . "  

"Ins tead o f  p layers  be l i ev ing  t h a t  t h e  game takes  i t s  shape from 
t h e  individual  moves o f  individual  people,  t he re  i s  a  slowly growing 
tendency f o r  impersonal concepts t o  be developed. ... These im-  
personal concepts t ake  i n t o  account t h e  r e l a t i v e  autononly of t h e  



game process from t h e  in t en t ions  o f  individual  p layers  .. . Meta- 
phors a r e  used which o s c i l l a t e  constant ly  between t h e  idea  t h a t  
t h e  course o f  t h e  game. can be reduced t o  t he  ac t ions  o f  individual  
p layers  and the  o t h e r  idea  t h a t  it i s  o f  a suprapersonal nature." 
(15)  

I t  i s  f i r s t  d i f f i c u l t  and even repugnant ,  a rgues  E l i a s ,  f o r  
people  t o  come t o  terms wi th  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  t h e  s o c i e t y  o f  
which they themselves a r e  p a r t  l a r g e l y  fo l lows a  "b l ind"  
cour se ,  r e l a t i v e l y  autonomous o f  t h e  o b j e c t i v e s  o f  i t s  members. 
S i m i l a r  o b s t a c l e s  t o  unders tanding t h a t  n a t u r a l  phenomenawere 
b l i n d ,  pu rpose le s s  sequences o f  e v e n t s  impeded t h e  rise o f t h e  
n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s .  The o b s t a c l e s  t o  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  a r e  a l l  t h e  
g r e a t e r .  The o p a c i t y  o f  s o c i a l  networks t o  those  caught  up i n  
them i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  a l l  s t a g e s  o f  s o c i a l  development, 
"bu t  only  i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  phase of t h i s  development could  
people  become aware of t h i s  o p a c i t y  and a l s o ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  o f  
u n c e r t a i n t y  abou t  themselves a s  a  s o c i e t y . " ( l 6 )  Sociology had 
i t s  beginnings  i n  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  and n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s ,  
when i n c r e a s i n g  s p e c i a l i s a t i o n ,  growing d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  and 
l eng then ing  cha ins  o f  in terdependence  were making s o c i a l  pro- 
c e s s e s  s t i l l  more opaque, and t r ans fo rming  s o c i e t y  wi th  a  r a -  
p i d i t y  which made it impera t ive  t o  t r y  t o  unders tand them. 

The foundat ions  of soc io logy  were l a i d  by Adam Smith,  Comte, 
Marx and o t h e r  g r e a t  w r i t e r s ,  i n  t h e  r e a p p r a i s a l  o f  whosework 
E l i a s  has  r e p e a t e d l y  found i n s p i r a t i o n .  I n  seek ing  t o  under- 
s t a n d  t h e  s o c i a l  t r ans fo rma t ion  they wi tnes sed ,  t hey  asked 
q u e s t i o n s  about  t h e  long-term development o f  s o c i e t i e s  which 
a r e  s t i l l  i n  need o f  more adequate  answers. 

"How i s  it t o  be explained t h a t  a development of s o c i e t i e s  went on 
i n  t h i s  case f o r  cen tu r i e s ,  through a l l  t he  f i s s i o n s  and fus ions ,  
a l l  t he  d i s in t eg ra t ion  and in t eg ra t ion  s p u r t s ,  i n  t h e  d i r ec t ion  
towards t h e  formation of l a r g e r  and more c lose ly  k n i t  s o c i e t i e s ?  
How can one account f o r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  over t h e  cen tu r i e s ,  t h i s  
change had a spec i f i c  d i r ec t ion  although it was unplanned? For who 
was the re  t o  plan i t ,  and t o  execute such a p l an?" ( l7 )  

Post-war soc io logy  has  l a r g e l y  ignored t h i s  problem. I ts  i d e a l  
o f  "good theo ry"  has  been t i m e l e s s ,  law-l ike  g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s ,  
employing a  mode o f  a b s t r a c t i o n  modelled on t h a t  o f  c l a s s i c a l  
phys ics .  Change has  u s u a l l y  been pe rce ived  a s  an uns t ruc tured ,  
a c c i d e n t a l  flow o f  e v e n t s ,  a s  mere " h i s t o r y . "  And, a s  E l i a s  
p o i n t s  o u t ,  i f  even t s  a r e  seen  a s  conge r i e s ,  a s  posses s ing  no 
s t r u c t u r e ,  it i s  no t  p o s s i b l e  t o  e x p l a i n  them o r  t o  formula te  
t e s t a b l e  t h e o r i e s  about them. I n  c o n t r a s t ,  i n  E l i a s ' s  w r i t i n g s ,  

"Terms such as  'growth' o r  'development' r e f e r  t o  a s p e c i f i c  way 
i n  which events a r e  connected with each o ther .  I t  i s  a type of 
connectedness d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  with which c l a s s i c a l  physics was 
concerned. Every datum forming p a r t  o f  such an order  presupposes 
an antecedent datum as  i t s  necessary (though not neces sa r i l y  i t s  
s u f f i c i e n t )  condition and may i n  t u r n  become a necessary (though 



not neces sa r i l y  a  s u f f i c i e n t )  condition f o r  a  fu r the r  s tage  wi th in  
t h a t  process o f  growth o r  development. I use a s  conceptual badges 
f o r  t h i s  type o f  order  terms such as  ' sequent ia l  order '  o r  ' s e r i a l  
o rde r ' . " (  18) ^. 

"Good t h e o r y ,  " f o r  E l i a s  , is  f i v e  d imensional ,  s e e k i n g  t o  t r a c e  
and e x p l a i n  t h e  development o f  f i g u r a t i o n s  i n  space ,  t ime ,  and 
expe r i ence .  S o c i o l o g i s t s '  more u sua l  p u r s u i t  o f  t i m e l e s s ,  law- 
l i k e  g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e i r  methods o f  r e s e a r c h  
- i n  t h e i r  n e g l e c t  o f  documents and o t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l  ev idence ,  
and i n  t h e i r  use  o f  t h e  q u e s t i o n n a i r e .  Perhaps  t h e  ques t ion -  
n a i r e ,  t h a t  Pavlovian  r e f l e x  of  s o c i a l  r e s e a r c h ,  which t r e a t s  
t h e  r e sponden t  a s  an  i s o l a t e d  " i n d i v i d u a l , "  b e s t  symbol ises  
t h e  s t a t i c  and a t o m i s t i c  assumpt ions  i m p l i c i t  i n  much contem- 
po ra ry  soc io logy .  The problem o f  o p a c i t y  i n  s o c i a l  f i g u r a t i o n s  
i s  such t h a t ,  even i f  q u e s t i o n n a i r e s  y i e l d e d  f u l l  ev idence  o f  
eve ry  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  i n t o  which he  
i s  in terwoven,  t h a t  ev idence  would n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y ,  o r  even 
u s u a l l y ,  add up t o  produce an  adequate  unde r s t and ing  o f  t h e  
s t r u c t u r e  and dynamics o f  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n .  I f  t h e  s o c i o l o g i s t  
i s  t o  u n r a v e l  s o c i a l  p r o c e s s e s ,  he  must be  a b l e  t o  s p o t  t h e  
consequences o f  p e o p l e ' s  i n t e rweav ing  a c t i o n s  which they  d i d  
n o t  p e r c e i v e ,  and t h i s  i n v o l v e s  f i n d i n g  t h e  f a c t u a l  l i n k s  
mi s s ing  from p a r t i c i p a n t s '  p i c t u r e s  o f  t h e i r  s o c i a l  f i g u r a t i o n s .  

Under ly ing  a l l  E l i a s ' s  w r i t i n g s ,  even t h o s e  a p p a r e n t l y  l e a s t  
concerned wi th  mundane p r a c t i c a l  problems,  i s  a  moral  commit- 
ment t o  t h e  c a l l i n g  o f  soc io logy  and a  b e l i e f  t h a t  t o  under- 
s t a n d  t h e  compel l ing  n a t u r e  o f  b l i n d  s o c i a l  p roces ses  i s  t o  
i n c r e a s e  t h e  chances  o f  c o n t r o l l i n g  them. E l i a s  d e s c r i b e s  so- 
c i o l o g i s t s  a s  " d e s t r o y e r s  o f  myths. " (19) By f a c t u a l  observa- 
t i o n  they  endeavour t o  r e p l a c e  myths,  r e l i g i o u s  and metaphy- 
s i c a l  s p e c u l a t i o n s ,  and a l l  unproven images of  s o c i a l  p roces ses  
w i th  t h e o r i e s  - t e s t a b l e  and c o r r e c t a b l e  by f a c t u a l  o b s e r v a t i o n .  
Th i s  t a s k  w i l l  n eve r  b e  f i n a l l y  accomplished.  For  one t h i n g ,  
s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r i e s  a r e  always be ing  t u r n e d  i n t o  b e l i e f  sys tems 
and used i n  ways f o r  which they  were n o t  i n t ended .  Socio logy 
i n  p a r t i c u l a r  has  from i t s  o r i g i n s  been i n e x t r i c a b l y  en t ang led  
wi th  t h e  development of  t h e  major modernsoc i a l  i d e o l o g i e s .  

"One r e s u l t  of t he  awakening consciousness o f  t h e  r e l a t i v e  opaci ty  
o f  s o c i a l  processes and t h e  inadequacy of explanations so l e ly  i n  
terms o f  individual  people has been an e f f o r t  t o  examine s o c i a l  
processes us ing an approach analogous t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  o lder  scierres.  ... Another r e s u l t  has been t h a t  people tend t o  o r i e n t a t e  them- 
se lves  t o  r e l a t i v e l y  opaque s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n s  with t he  a i d  of re- 
l a t i v e l y  impersonal but emotionally charged s o c i a l  b e l i e f  systems 
and idea l s .  These a r e  a l l  t h e  more s a t i s f y i n g  because they usual ly  
promise immediate r e l i e f  f o r  all s o c i a l  i l l s  and su f f e r ings ,  o r  
even a  complete cure i n  t h e  near  fu tu re .  ... 
The development o f  human soc i e ty  s t i l l  remains opaque and i s  s t i l l  
beyond our powers of cont ro l .  Sooner o r  l a t e r  we s h a l l  consciously 
have t o  decide which o f  t h e  two types  o f  o r i en t a t ion ,  t h e  s c i en t i -  



f i c  type o r  t h a t  based on s o c i a l  b e l i e f s ,  i s  t h e  more l i k e l y  t o  
succeed i n  e luc ida t ing  it and making it more suscept ib le  t o  con- 
t r o l . " ( 2 0 )  

" S a v o i r  pour p r i v o i r ,  p r i v o i r  pour p o u v o i r .  " Of cour se ,  t o  
h e l p  people  t o  f o r e s e e  t h e  h i t h e r t o  unforeseen consequencesof  
t h e i r  a c t i o n s  p r e c i p i t a t e s  no automat ic  a m e l i o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  
problems o f  s o c i a l  l i f e .  Examples abound o f  people  unwi l l i ng  
t o  change a p a t t e r n  o f  behaviour  merely because i t s  f a c t u a l  
o r i g i n s  and consequencesa re  r evea led  t o  them. Indeed,  even 
where t h e  consequences o f  a p a t t e r n  o f  behaviour a r e  p e r f e c t -  
l y  e v i d e n t  and g e n e r a l l y  dep lo red ,  even where t h e  means of 
avoiding them a r e  obvioug t h e r e  w i l l  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  b e  any 
change i n  t h e  behaviour.  George Orwell  once po in ted  o u t  t h a t  
a l though  everyone knew t h a t  dea ths  and i n j u r i e s  r e s u l t e d  on a 
l a r g e  s c a l e  from t h e  use  o f  motor-cars,  t hey  d i d  n o t  r e a l l y  
c a r e ,  f o r  t h e  very  low speed l i m i t s  necessary  t o  avoid  t h e  
e v i l  would be  cons idered  q u i t e  unacceptable  (21). Never the l e s s ,  
it i s  a t e n e t  o f  E l i a s ' s  work, which few s o c i o l o g i s t s  would 
d i s p u t e ,  t h a t  s o c i o l o g i c a l  r e sea rch  can on ly  improve thehuman 
l o t  by c l e a r i n g  through some of t h e  fog  which obscures  o u r u n -  
d e r s t a n d i n g  of s o c i a l  f o r c e s .  

The " Ind iv idua l "  and "Soc ie ty , "  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  s o c i o l o g i c a l  ex- 
p l a n a t i o n ,  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between h i s t o r y  and soc io logy ,  and 
between s o c i o l o g i c a l  knowledge and i ts  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  t o  s o c i a l  
l i f e  - t h e s e  a r e  a few o f  t h e  c e n t r a l  i s s u e s  of t h e o r e t i c a l  
soc io logy  on which Norber t  E l i a s  has  w r i t t e n  wi th  a c l a r i t y  
and a u t h o r i t y  r i v a l l e d  by few o t h e r  contemporary s o c i o l o g i s t s .  
One cannot  h e l p  s p e c u l a t i n g  how d i f f e r e n t  might be  t h e  s t a t e  
o f  s o c i o l o g y  today i f  h i s  w r i t i n g s  had been accorded t h e  a t -  
t e n t i o n  they dese rve ,  and i f  indeed they had been publ ished 
when they were f i r s t  w r i t t e n .  That  ques t ion ,  however, p a l e s  
i n t o  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e  compared wi th  ano the r .  How d i f f e r e n t  might 
be  t h e  s t a t e  o f  s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e  i f  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  problems 
wi th  which E l i a s  d e a l s  - t h e  sou rces  o f  o p a c i t y  i n  t h e  pro- 
c e s s e s  o f  human in terweaving and t h e  compel l ing  f i g u r a t i o n a l  
t r e n d s  which make people  a c t  a s  they  do - w e r e  widely  under- 
s tood ,  grasped,  and r e so lved?  
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