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ABSTRACT

This essay explores the concept of figurationomfiguration developed by Norbert Elias with
the purpose to overcome the antinomies of structumationalism and methodological
individualism. The relationships of the conceptonffiguration with the categories of
interdependency, function and coercion are studigdn the context of his sociological theory.
Based on the consideration of simplified modelgashe competition, the author’s process
oriented perspective and its relevance for soltfiregfalse opposition between society and
individual.
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Throughout his intellectual trajectory, Norbertdsli(1897-1990) sought to overcome some of
the antinomies he found in the sociological thougftthe XIX and XX Centuries. One of these
antinomies refers to the difficulties of thinkingcgal evolution without resorting to the
teleological and essentialist penchant that charaetd Sociology before its establishment as a
science. To Elias, the legacy of traditional ongglocan be found, both, in theoretical
perspectives which, highlighting social change, soder movement as governed by an
inexorable end or purpose, as well as in thoseppetiwves, which, stressing the mechanisms of
stability reproduction and conservation, considecial change as a disturbance of order.
Although the first orientation, common to the wafkthe founding fathers, allows one to better
see “the forest than the trees”, its own assumpt@md up neutralizing the notion of change.
Once theelos,which gives meaning to the process, is reachednithement ceases to have a
purpose. On the other hand, key notions of thiseptual framework, such as those of progress
and development, are mere speculations and betigésding the evolution and improvement of
social life, rather than scientific facts. Dispugfithis standpoint, the dominant theories of XX
Century Sociology formulated explanations, whichsdd on the supposition that societies were

predisposed to reach equilibrium, emphasized th@nmethrough which social systems



guarantee their own existence and control desetinggalements. Thus, through a different
path, stability, considered as a superior valudedrup reducing long term processes to phases

and, then, to static and fixed types.

The borrowing of patterns from Physical and Nat@alences in order to construct models of
sociological investigation had also contributed;aading to Elias, to reinforce the essentialism
implicit in both conceptions. The search for a dixéground zero” point of departure from

which transformations would begin blurs the progetucharacter of social phenomena by
presupposing the existence of permanent structtubgcent to change. Elias attributes the
inadequacy of such models, borrowed from Physioal Hatural Sciences, to the fact that
human societies represent a higher level of orgdiniz, whose configuration cannot be simply

deduced from less complex levels, such as thatgafinisms and machines, for example.

Another thing that contributes to naturalize soogllity derives from the reifying structures of
language. One speaks and consequently thinks byparefaobjectifying nouns, which end up
isolating and paralyzing the processes and relstips to which sociological concepts refer. In
this way, two constitutive characteristics of pms®s and relationships, namely,
interdependence and incessant movement are bllikedyhen “we sayhe wind is blowingas

if the wind were separate from its blowing, as iiad could exist which did not blow” (Elias
1999:112). Our discourse and thinking habits leadoutreat the concepts of “individual” and
“society” as “isolated and reposing objects” orbast, as objects of processes. Thus we also
separate, with a similar naturalist bent, the iitligl and society, as if individuals could exist
without society, and society without individualsivigg way to unfruitful and endless
discussions on the issue of which came first irgndp. The reduction of processes to static
conditions obscures the understanding of the hunes in permanent transformation, leading
to the perception of societies and individuals ggsasate entities. It is against such hypostatic
character of common language, which reverberagesialthe sociological concepts constructed

with scientific purposes that one needs to be ardyu

According to Elias, a new approach, based on thdenstanding of social life as a process,
would be capable of promoting the conceptual uaiftn of such oppositions considered as
irreducible by structural-functionalism and the cadted “methodological individualism”. To
this end, he suggests to begin investigation bylyaimg neither the aggregate actions of
isolated individuals, nor societies as externalcstires imposed upon individuals, but rather the
connections among individuals and societies. Tlius,categories of individual and society
would come to express only “differences in the \peimt of the observer, whom at times may
focus on the persons that form the group and otbershe group formed by them” (Elias
1995:63).



The challenge posed to sociological theory wouldthee construction of empirically based
figuration models, which, overcoming the “imaginggp between the individual and society”,
would allow us to understand the links existingwesn them as realities that truly constitute
them as such. With this purpose in mind, Elias el the category of “configuration” or

“figuration” which, detached from heteronymous ferof knowledge, becomes an important
object of discussion since its first use by thénagtin 1933 In this article, we will explore that

concept within the context of Elias’ theory regaglithe relationships of interdependence
between individuals and societies and, thereforeslose connection with his conceptions of

coercion, power, function, knowledge, dilemmatiogasses, and social change.

The concept of configuration and gradients of power

Figurational and processes theoig one of Elias’ most important contributions tocl
Sciences. It focuses on the understanding of thectstes that mutually dependent human
beings establish, and the transformations theyesuibth individually and in groups, due to the
increase or reduction of their interdependencied gradients of powerThus, instead of
analyzing the conducts of isolated individuals #ates personified as geniuses, heroes,
prophets or sages —, figurational and processei®l8gyg aims at the understanding of webs of
social ranks.

In a 1984 evaluation of his own work, the sociadbgiustains that the concept of figuration
“was explicitly created to overcome the confusimdppzation of sociological theory in theories
that placed théndividual above society and those which plasedietyabove the individual”
(Elias 2001b:148). He chose precisely a term naoitacninated by contents and meanings
originated in the matrix of classic sociologicalagts and adequate to qualify a perspective he
believed would be capable of solving the old orgaal antinomies — individual-society, agent-
structure.® In brief, through this resource he sought to “dvtie idea inherent in many
traditional terms that individuals and societies fundamentally distinct” (Elias 1995:63).

Figuration is a generic term used to representtfeb of interdependences formed among

! Elias submitted his dissertation in Heidelberd #33, published as a book in 1969, in German, thith
original title Die héfische Gesellschaft

2 Prozess und Figurationstheorie

%It is easy to identify in Elias’ work similar comms as those Durkheim had in relation to the fise o
words that belong to everyday vocabulary in ordeexpress strictly sociological concepts.

4In Quest for Excitemenpublished in 1986, Elias was conscious of thetfzat “figuration was a new
term, which many did not yet understand”.



human beings and which connects them: that is yp &astructure of mutually oriented and
dependent persons” (Elias 1990:229).

The conception of individuals as isolated and imthelent monads has, nevertheless, a social
basis, namely, the incapacity that all and each Ibeenhave to control the relatively
autonomous order they form, and the interdependémae binds them — an ever stronger
interdependence, the more complex configuratiom®rne. For this reason, Elias considers it
necessary to substitute the traditional notion he# solitary individual, thehomo clausus,
inherited from the classic strains of contractumliand rationalism, for that of open human
beings: homines aperti The latter notion is in the plural form since anfan being is
fundamentally oriented toward others, more or tgzendent upon and in need of others with

whom he establishes multiple nexuses, as othersebem.

Similarly, impersonal concepts, such ssciety result from the perceived incapacity of
individual mastery over configurations, which makhem appear as a sort of super-human
entity whose own dynamics is of a supra-personairaaThus, the widening and differentiation
of the chains of interdependence makes it harderirfdividuals to recognize globally a
configuration as a web that they themselves caistt Members of a given configuration
perceive them as “external things” or dehumanizadtgires because of the constraints that the
former exercise upon them. To say that “socialsjrstich as nations, races or classes are, in
fact, prior to and exist independently from alliiduals” (Elias 1994:75) is equal to sustain, in

a reversed fashion, the mythological idea of ast&nhature inhabited by isolated individuals.

In summary, “the concept of individual refers ttemlependent persons; the concept of society
to interdependent persons in the plural form” (El1899:136). The overcoming of these kind of
polarizations would create the conditions for ewvery/to recognize himself/herself as a human
being among others “and society as a figurationstaoted by numerous interdependent
individuals” (Elias 2001b:149). Thus, it is Socigyts duty to “make the individuals of any
association understandable to themselves andatiaelto one another” and to highlight “the
mechanisms of interdependences, which from a figuradevelops” (Elias 2001a:217). This
explains the importance of studying and understandonfigurations, which no longer have
value or have disappeared. It is through this m®dtkat one arrives at the “ultimate identity of
all individuals, without which any human relatioarges within it something of the times when

® Human beings who engage in a civilizing procestigigate in such configuration. The struggles that
form such configuration are carried out betweenpitey and the hunter, the dog and the prey, and,
secondarily, among the dogs and the hunters theassedccording to the courage of each one of them.
In some circumstances, animals whose actions sarveferences to human conduct may constitute
configurations. Elias examines, for instance, tharation formed in England by those who hunt fotees
sport together with his dogs and horses.



individuals from other societies were conceivedyas strangers, and in many cases not even
as human beings” (Elias 2001a:218).

The concept of configuration cannot be dissocidtech the categories of interdependence,
function, and coercion. Individuals as well as groware interdependent because each one
fulfills some of the others’ needs. At the sameetirthe control of resources that allow the
fulfillment of the needs of others expresses itgelfelations of power, and in the coercive
capacity of each of the parts involved. Thus, afigomation exists when two or more
individuals or human groups establish some kintinffostered by the dependences they have
on one another, and which render them capable efcising some form of reciprocal
constraint. These individuals or groups may be \&emgn and his subjects, different social
classes or ranks, businessmen and workers in@yatiusband and wife, parents and children,
nations and their citizens, or any interconnectersgns or groups that function as means of
support or restriction, with regards to the intevit®ach other. The distinctive place that some
people — such as absolutist monarchs and theilsripaophets or heroes — occupy in their
struggle to achieve or maintain power positionssduoa render them autonomous from the web

they form with other members of the figuration.

The differences of power among groups or individudérive from the fact that some may
detain higher proportions of the resources neegdtid others. Because this is a characteristic
of all human relations, power occupies the centesociological researchConfigurations can

be more or less complex, stable, durable, harmamid, regulated. They can possess one or
many levels of integration, high or low power diffatials, and large or small number of
participants, whom, in turn, may also belong toeottonfigurations where they may exercise
different roles. Relationships of subordination and superordinatibvaracterize fields of
domination within configurations, in such a waytthaebs of interdependent men and human

groups act together or in opposition in a deterteigirection” (Elias 1990:249).

When a considerable difference in the gradientovfgr or, in some cases, a power monopoly,
as a matter of fact or of right, exist, we haveoafigurations of established and outsiders. Such

modality tends to exhibit, almost universally, ttauto-attribution of superior human

® Empirical research aims at “establishing whichditians render men interdependent in a given
situation, and how such interdependences modifeutite effect of the changes of the figuration as a
whole” (Elias 2001a:214).

" In spite of the apparent similarities between gémeery and figurational theory, the latter does no
emphasize mathematical operations of power protiabihs much as the former. Models have, according
to Elias, didactic purposes, as they are nearlyavisxamples of figurations. The presentation e
configurations in the form of games makes it easigrerceive the degree of difficulty that the more
complex ones represent for sociological analygi@s€ complex configurations should have larger
number of components and levels of integrationh etger possibilities of establishing alliances an
mainly, a great fluidity of changes in power redas.



characteristics by the established. Through theirsapstudy of two groups of residents of a
small English worker community, which moved theteddferent periods, it was possible to
verify the process of exclusion of the membershefdutsider group — the group that moved-in
last. These people were excluded from all kindsafial interactions, of a non-professional
character, by the group, which moved-in first. Bagly group of residents tended to drive away
members of the second group, attributing to athefn characteristics of their “worst” segment,
that is, of their anomic minority. It was used amaans to stigmatize, and thus marginalize
them from the social relations that they — theldislaed — maintained among themselves. As
long as the established group is able to succégshgate and disseminate a maculate image of
the outsiderthat the members of this group themselves begiaki® as their own, the figuration
is maintained, the cohesion of the established grsivonger, and the very unequal relations of
power are sustained. The negative attributes caufdry the established to tbatsidersand
adopted by the latter, as well as the self-confep@sitive attributes of the established, become
part of the individual personalities of the membeafrsuch groups, a sort of a “second nature”.
Mutually exercised coercions turn social attitudededded in the individuality of human
beings, and make them appear as if they were tla¢imral impulses. A nearly automatic self-
control fuses with the structure of their persdiesdi In several figurations the outsiders — such
as, for instance, plebeians, slaves, certain etimigps, pariahs davelado$— cannot aspire to
become members of the first strata, considered@setior” also in regards to human qualities.
In such type of figuration, one of the groups isiwell-established position of power, which is
disputed, although with little chances of succégsthe other. Their interdependence derives

from this relationship.

The social scientist’s task is “is to explore, andnake men understand, the patterns they form
together, the nature and the changing configuratairall that binds them to each other” (Elias
1956:234). In other words, to reveal the way inalhsuch human beings connect to each other
in their alliances and conflicts, and the kind efwork they form, considering their ambitions
of power and status. In sum, it is not possiblaeiderstand the condition of the established
unless by considering them in their links with thesiders or, in other words, by analyzing the
figurations that keep both groups interdependeéris &lso through the study of the changing
processes of power balance that is possible torstaohel the actions of each of the groups and

their members

The French Court society provides us with a golugdtitation of the gradients of power and the
network of interdependences established in the igurations. The Court is the central

figuration of this structure of domination. Its stdnce does not derive from the particular will

8 Together with John Scotson, a schoolteacher istedleabout youth delinquency.



of the king; on the contrary, the king governs tigio it. The royal persona is the balance point
of social tensions that defines the absolutistcsine. The interdependences created by the
conflicts of aristocrats and members of the bougieo- and their byproduct, the need of
distinction — generate a conduct based on the ggwelf-control of impulses and natural
appetites. In this context, all contenders subn@tdther’'s behavior to a permanent surveillance,
through observation, seeking to predict their itieets and probabilities of social promotion,
and the risk they represent to the position ofetstablished. The refinement, in constant process
of improvement, was one of the sides of this camfigion’s rationality, which extremely
diminished the chances of the outcasts, barred fil@amming or even imitating (with the
necessary refinement) the conduct of the courte§dms simultaneous increase of self-control
and interdependence among the members of the fiigureharacterizes the so-called civilizing

process.

Human species and development

Figurations are, in general, very plastic; they sisinof continuous flows or, better said,
processes whose transformation potential varie$,neey end up producing structural changes
of an evolutionary nature. Evolutionary Sociologypkains movements by other movements,
and not by a first unmoved cause. The idea of aadaonnection among phenomena is, most of
the time, gost factumnference. For this reason, a retrospective ingastn whose purpose is
to identify a genealogical order cannot affirm,étharly configurations needed to transform

necessarily into those which are subsequent to"t(igias 1999:177).

The needs that reciprocally connect human beingstlam roles the latter play in each other’'s
lives enable the possibility of their developmentaaspecies. It is through those needs and
functions that social processes connect to bioldgimes. The process of learning, socially
accomplished, materializes natural potentialititshe specie, emancipating her from changes
that are exclusive of genetic transmission. In théy, Elias reaffirms Durkheim for whom
living in society is what makes us human. Thus,i@ogy’'s task cannot be the same as
biology’s, for while the latter studies “individgalas representatives of their species or as

isolated persons” (Elias 1999:78), the former séeksrderstand individuals within society.

Biological evolution, history, and social developthare “three different but inseparable layers
of a process which comprises humankind, and whe®se pf change is diversified” (Elias

2001a:38). Nevertheless, social movement is sloaven imperceptible when the parameter of

® Favelados is a Brazilian word used in referendéegeople who inhabit the Brazilian slums or fase



measure is the duration of a human life. Thusis‘ipossible for social figurations formed by
human beings to change so little throughout geloermtthat they come to be perceived as
unalterable” (Elias 2001a:38). This is especialiyet when thousands of people form the
figurations. What is peculiar in the world of thvihg beings is that humans, in their
interactions as individual organisms, establish enaus social formats without suffering, for
this reason, genetic modificatiotfsThis makes social development a unique procesigshwh
despite having at it base the evolution, that daxtb to homo sapiends just a possibility that
could only materialize through learning — thatasay, through social relations. For this reason,
it is also a reversible process, which does notessarily culminate in a progressive,
unidirectional or constant advancem&nQuestions like “why such configurations reproduce
themselves” and “what ensures their continuity” rezinbe answered empirically. The use of
evidences that put the weight of the explanationspacific individuals or social structures,
attributing the legitimacy and extension of theufgtions to the individuals’ qualities and
abilities — like courage or ambition — or to thedtionality and stability of the latter are not
sufficient. On the contrary, it is Sociology’s duty verify when and why figurations guarantee
the social existence of their members, even thahgly might appear to be “irrational” to

observers of different epoclfs.
Sport-games and figuration models

Sport-games can teach us a lot about the interecbetween groups and individuals. Games
may have more or less universal rules and be peatby distinct individuals or groups. People
who assume the role of players in a team do whaxtpected from the position that each one of
them occupies in the game; on the other hand, ¢batribute in a particular way by means of
their specific abilities, motivation, and creatyitamong other things. The game is, in part,
independent from all and each one of the playeus,this does not make it external and
autonomous, as it cannot exist without the playera match, players do not disregard their
partners or rivals; on the contrary, they act basethe actions of both. A team cannot exist if it
renounces to perform individual actions, and thepse of sports would not make sense if the
teams do not play against each other. The condepordiguration does not apply only to
conflictive and unstable social relations, nortibdsed on the idea of harmony and balance, as
proposed by system theory. Elias sees in the mevabifiguration of a soccer match a graphic

illustration for the concept of figuration, whichagncontribute to the analyses of the actions of

19 seeThe Symbol Theoryondon: Sage Publications, 1991.

" The counterpart of the civilizing process is tleeidilizing process.

121t is only possible to refute contemporary crititis of hereditary succession, and its descent-based
principle of selection, when one understands thatich figuration the king finds legitimacy in thgual
distance he must show in relation to the diffesates and their conflicting sectors. This not ambyks



groups that interact by means of a more or lesgr@ted intrinsic competition. It is possible to
discern two types of interdependence in such fitisin: one which connects the members of
each team, and another which connects the two teBmtis form figurations. If during a match
we could perceive the moving of a single player,ifaall the others were invisible, such
movements would be unintelligible to any obserdeach and all players’ actions connect
constantly and reciprocally. Sports are organizeiiVides submitted to defined rules, which

create and contain the tensions that make the raagbtypical ingredient of all sports.

The main purpose of these rules is to avoid eagpnés or frequent ties, both of which would
reduce the tension and excitement of spectatorsnanetise the predictability of the spectdéle.
The dynamics generated in such a figuration shalitiv it to evolve within defined patterns
and to achieve maximum tension and expectatioegands to the uncertainty of the outcome.
Nevertheless, there are also configurations witholas, where interdependence appears in the
form of antagonism, “enemies play a reciprocal’raled, therefore, they constrain one another.
In the model of primary competition, proposedvithat is Sociologyinterdependences are not
regulated and the goal of each group is to elireitiae other. This is an extreme situation, “a
last resource in human relationships” (Elias 1989:&nd only as such can its structure and

dynamics be understood.

Elias elaborates simplified models of competitiansl games: with or without rules, of two or
many people, of one or several levels. Each of pbssibilities presented by these games
represents a process furnished with a structurabdamf being analyzed and explained, even if
seeming chaotic. Persons dancing interdependergia alidactic illustration of configuration,
as “no one will imagine a dance as a structureideitsf the individuals. Different people may
dance the same configurations. Nevertheless, tierao dance without a plurality of
reciprocally oriented and dependent individualdig& 1990:250). This applies to States, cities,
families, capitalist, feudal or communist systemd aso forth. In a game, each player,
individually, must make decisions about his/her g®in interdependence with the others. A
considerable increase in the number of participardsld make each one more “aware of
his/her incapacity to understand and control thmejawhich, in turn, tends to greater disorder.
In the end, the following things could happen t® tnfiguration: disintegration, reorganization
in small groups, or the formation of a more comptexrfiguration, endowed with more levels
and where new opportunities of strategic planningluence, and observation present

themselves.

as a form of pressure upon the sovereign, but elgbe conscience of the members of several strata
elevates him above the groups in relative equilior{Elias 2001a).



The tendency of our time is that “more and moreugsoand thus more and more individuals”
come to depend on “one another for their safety faifdiment of their needs”, so that the
capacity of understanding that the persons involvey have is surpassed. In a somewhat
frightening parabola, Elias ponders:

“At the beginning there were thousands, then nm#liothen more and more
millions walking together in this world, their hamdnd feet chained together by
invisible ties. No one in charge. No one standintsiole. Some wanting to go
this way, others the other way. (...) No one caulae the movements of the
whole unless a great part of them is able to unaieds to see, as it were from
the outside, the whole patterns they form togethel). Thus, what is formed is
nothing but human beings acting upon each othat, iis experienced by
many as an alien external force not unlike the dsrof nature” (Elias
1956:232).

Dilemmatic Figurations

Figurations may become dilemmas by means of unaitattte dynamics. In this case, they may
have unplanned and undesired consequences for itvsged in them, as well as produce
catastrophic trajectories. Fear and insecurity @dlry the perception of danger tend to intensify
such outcomes, since the more frightened peopléharkess they are capable of understanding
and containing menacing factors. In regards to pihgsical universe, the knowledge that
humankind has been accumulating increased its itgpacnaster what was formerly perceived
as a threat. Thus, explanations that are more atlegeplaced magical and mythical ones. Such
a process of rationalization has not occurred & ghme degree in the field of the human
sciences. Social relations are still poorly underdt and, certainly, uncontrollable. This
uncertainty crystallizes in conducts, which make tfossibility of the destruction of human

survival units an even more eminent possibilityeeatral theme in Eliasian Sociology.

One of Elias’ essays — The Fishermierthe Maelstrom — is very meaningful in relatianthe
issue of dilemmatic situations and the connectlzetsveen knowledge and action. He takes as
his point of departure an Edgar A. Poe tale onfialtermen who are in a boat which is drawn
into the center of a maelstrom. While one of therable to gain enough mental distance from
the situation in order to analyze it and save hifnee other remains emotionally fastened to it
and, paralyzed, ends up being swallowed by the stragi. Analogously, the increase of the

interdependence and the use among nations of aeghfdrce make human beings vulnerable

13 The agreeable tension promoted by sport activiéisponds to the unfulfilled need of excitement in
highly pacified societies, such as the contempooans where emotionless routines may enfeeble the



and insecure. It becomes harder for people to sbshe course of events as detached observers
— that is, capable of controlling their strong fiegé towards events that may profoundly affect
their own lives, and toward which they have lithleno control. Emotional involvement makes

it harder to understand events. People or groumsemd up involuntarily confining themselves
to a dilemmatic condition — a vicious circle thands to reproduce itself — furnish magical and
mythical explanations related to the perceptionhafh levels of danger. The chances of
breaking this vicious circle increase when a reéatietachment makes possible the exercise of
control over the threatening (natural or sociabtdes. Elias’ hope is that dilemmatic social
processes will be overcome when the parts invoindtiese situations understand the dilemma

itself as interdependence before they are swalldwatl

Cycles of violence are dilemmas which engendehénfiguration an “ascending impetus” that
culminates either in the victory of one of the grsua draw, or mutual destruction of the
groups. The dilemmatic dynamics is intrinsic, asllrunplanned processes, and they are called
“double dependence” or “double binding” processkxppelbindey. The impasse is inherent to
that configuration where one or both parts are pabée to prevent the development of the
hostilities through which they connect, and whiehds them to increasing aggression. During
the Twentieth Century, the strong feeling of aedilve identity was, for most human groups,
associated to their respective Nation-States, gihenconfiguration of individuals Nation-
States. Thus a monopoly of political power by oh¢hese units over the remaining could not
produce a stable situation or a situation of glgiedce, as resistances would inevitably occur.
Elias criticized Sociology’s contemporary propeysa leave the study of the relations among
States to Political Science, limiting itself to tlamalyses of processes that are internal to
societies understood as Nation-States. Such tepdeakes it harder to consider higher levels
of integration: the figurations formed by interdedent Nation-States or the phenomena known

today as globalization.
Conclusions

The concept of configuration refers to the ideaprofcess, dynamics, and interdependesfce
mutually referred actions — be it between two orereeople, between individuals and groups,
or among groups, regardless of their dimensionseike are dealing with a group of human
beings so large that its limits may correspond withse of a nation or a world-religion, each of
its members fulfills their needs and participatdésit® nexuses in countless manners. Such
interdependences extend to levels of integratioer emore complex: family, friends,
neighborhood, commercial establishments, profeasicactivities, health and religious

institutions, city, state or supra-national orgatizns. Yet Sociology should not loose sight of

lives of their members (Elias 1995:77).



the individual who participates in different ways each of these levels and, in turn, is

influenced by the actions triggered by thousandsitiions of other individuals.

A dance and its performers are a graphic image fafusation as each individual performs in
accord with the other, and with the group of perfers from whom he or she depends on. At
the same time, they all depend on the roles thay fdr them and for the audience, as well as
on the music, emotions, and dimensions of the sthgeplanned and rehearsed evolution of the
steps, the errors, and the illusions provoked kyitiht or movement. To understand dance as a
structure that is external to the individuals wresfprm it can only sound strange when one
considers the impossibility of separating it frohe tfiguration formed by the dancers. It is
precisely this seemingly obvious idea that Eliabetates in his figuration theory, by showing
that there are neither individuals without sociebgr society without individuals. Each
individual has society as a constitutive part & o her “self’, even when he or she intends to
be unique and independent from the others, or leeor she feels separated from the others by
an invisible wall. This is so because the latterdenof existence materializes only when the
configuration makes possible a high degree of iddation and demands of its members a high
level of self-control of their natural impulses amhotions. The growing division of functions
and the ever closer connections between persorishwhmpel them to “carry-out their lives
and social existence together with the lives oeth are reticular forces capable of producing
a tension which leads society to transformatiofs lip to Sociology to determine the meaning

of such transformation.
Bibliography

ELIAS, Norbert. 1956. Problems of Involvement anétd&xhment. In:British Journal of
Sociology London, 7:226-52.

ELIAS, Norbert. 19900 processo civilizadofTranslation by Ruy Jungmann. Rio de Janeiro:

Jorge Zahar, v. 1.

ELIAS, Norbert. 1994.A sociedade dos individuo§ranslation by Vera Ribeiro. Rio de

Janeiro: Jorge Zahar.

ELIAS, Norbert. 1995. Introduccién. In: ELIAS, NQUNNING, Eric. Deporte y ocio en el
proceso de la civilizacionTranslation by Purificacion Jiménez. México: Fordi® Cultura
Econdmica [31-81].

ELIAS, Norbert. 1999Introducdo a sociologiaTranslation by Maria Luisa Ribeiro Ferreira.
Lisboa: Edi¢bes 70.



ELIAS, Norbert. 2001aA sociedade de corténvestigacdo sobre a sociologia da realeza e da

aristocracia de corte. Translation by Pedro SusdeRio de Janeiro: Jorge Zahar.

ELIAS, Norbert. 2001bNorbert Elias por ele mesmdranslation by André Telles. Rio de

Janeiro: Jorge Zahar.

Translated by Maya Mitre
Translation fronTeoria & Sociedaden line]. 2005, vol. 12, n°. 1, pp.54-69. ISSN 851 71.



