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served as a conceptual basis for the methodological antagonismbetween "individualistic"
and "holistic"schools in sociology-a debate
polluted by political and moral stands,
respectively valuing (and substantializing)
either society or the individual, reducing the
other term to a secondary status, either as an
abstraction,or as a mere illusion. To "break
through the either/or" alternative and "melt
the frozen antithesis,"Elias proposes to show
how individual and social facts do not exist
as two different things that could be studied
separatelyby social scientists,but correspond
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the We-I Balance" was written in 1986 for the
publication of the present book. Put together, the three texts offer an outstanding insight
into the progress of Elias' social and historical thought.
The text still sounds so relevant today that
it is hard to realize the first essay was written
as early as 1939. In it Elias intends to chalcommon-sense
the
opposition
lenge
between "individual" and "society," that has

"especially large social opportunity to influ-

ence the self-regulation and fate of other
people." Replace A and B by more concrete
social groups monopolizing the means of
violence or by different groups of economic
specialists, you get a totalizing and particularly enlightening overview of the functioning of human societies, and of the
*endogenoustensions that produce social and
historical change, "without any external driContemporarySociology32, 4
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ving forces being involved." What first contributingto mass individualization(mainappeared as a tension between individual ly by addressingabstractseparate individuals
and society then turns out to be a historical independent from any group participation).
tension within society itself: a tension
between on the one hand the inner individual consciousness stemming from growing
social complexity, and on the other the
restriction to this very capacity for personal
blossoming by the requirements of self-constraint and functional specialization that necessarily go with that novel complexity.
Not content with deconstructing the
"frozen antithesis" between the "individual"
conceived as a free interiority and "society"
seen as system of reifying external forces,

Elias applies himself to the task of reconstructing the genesis of the theoretical and
cognitive opposition, grounding it in the historical transformations of social interdepen-

dence and individual self-consciousness
throughout the successive phases of the
process of civilization. His theoretical frame-

work is dynamic: individualsand groups are
not given once and for all, but change and
evolve with the network of relationsthat produce their social existence. In a logic of circular reinforcement, individual self-control
progresses along with social control (the
monopolizing of violence by the State), and
both evolve in accordance with the advances
in the control of humanity as a whole on

"nature."Relations of humankind to nature,
of men to men, and of self to self, turn out to
be three interconnected aspects of one single
process of civilization.
Then, reconsidering the classical problems
of the philosophy of knowledge in the light
of this new theoretical program, Elias manages to retrace Cartesian dualism of body and
soul to the specific phase of the history of
self-restraint that reached certain classes at
the time Descartes wrote his Meditations.
Indeed, the seventeenth century had seen the
emergence of the consciousness of an "I"
separated both from the "we" of the community and from the physical world of phenomena, including the subject's own body.
Studying the historical changes in the "weI" balance, Elias then draws a sociology of
subjective identifications, linking them to the
of objective interdependence
evolution
between social functions. Moreover, he highlights the paradoxical part played by the
modern nation-State, tangentially leveling
individual differences, but at the same time
ContemporarySociology32, 4

Finally, his analysis of the national state, an
antidote to the common confusion of the
"universal" with the "national" in European
social theory, leads to sketches of a sociology of globalization and of the contemporary

shift of old states toward supranationallevels
of integration.Elias demonstrateshow several collectives can be competing for the
monopoly of the legitimate definition of the
"we" (and of the corresponding control of
legitimate violence). He also shows, perhaps
less convincingly, that subjective consciousness and identification embodied in "social
habitus" can often lag behind compared to
the real advances in the interdependence
between individuals, nations, and continents.
To account fully for the importance of
Norbert Elias' work, maybe we should be

remindedthat the historicallylocated opposition between "individual"and "society"still
haunts many contemporary scientific studies.

Some of the key notions of standardsociology, such as the inescapable "structureagency" theoretical couple, still rest on such
a sterilizing dualism. It is thus no exaggeration to say that Elias, engaging in rigorous
historical and genetic work on the very categories used by his own discipline, had
already paved the way a long time ago for a
genuinely reflexive sociology.

The Consumption of Mass, edited by Nick Lee
and Rolland Munro. Oxford, UK; Maiden,
MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2001. 234 pp.
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There have been serious scholarly efforts of
late to make sense of sociological terms such
as "mass culture," "popular culture," and "consumption." To some extent such operative
phrases have been used as so many interchangeable parts; rootless terms open to any
definition as may conveniently suit the investigative paradigm at hand. Indeed, the lack of
foundational research in the area of what is
truly meant by "mass" has invited such wideranging, and too often unscholarly, employment of the notion. Still, mass as a sociological

