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Despite growing, widespread appreciation for Norbert Elias’s theoretical
approach—often called figurational or processual sociology—there exist
only a few, specialized publications on Eliasian social theory, and as of yet,
no academic book series.

Palgrave Studies on Norbert Elias will therefore fill a significant gap in
the market, appealing to figurationalists across disciplines: Elias’s social
theory is used not only in Sociology, but also Sports, Psychoanalysis/
Psychology and Social Psychology, Education, Criminology, International
Relations, History, Humanities (Arts, Music, and Cultural Studies),
Political Science, and Public Health. Respecting the multi-disciplinary
Eliasian tradition, the series is open to receiving contributions from
academics outside of Sociology departments, so long as the research is
grounded on Elias’s approach. Publications, which shall range from
Palgrave Pivots to edited collections, can be expected to explore sports,
habits and manners, criminology, violence, group relations, music and
musicians, theory and methods, civilizing and decivilizing processes,
involvement and detachment in social sciences, formation of the modern
state, power relations, and the many dozens of other topics to which
Eliasian theory has been applied.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Norman Gabriel

This book is an international investigation of the different processes of
learning and education in contemporary societies, drawing on theoretical
and applied studies that examine the national habitus of Brazil, France,
Germany, Denmark and England. It has two main goals: firstly, to discuss
Norbert Elias’s processual contribution to contemporary childhood and
educational practices that affect the lives of young and older children and
secondly, to raise questions on how debates about learning processes can
enrich our understanding of Elias’s contribution to process sociology.
Although Norbert Elias did not explicitly address educational practices or
the role of education in society, he was deeply interested in the develop-
ment of the social learning processes of children and adults. For Elias,
sociologists need to develop an approach that is relational and processual,
investigating long-term historical processes of learning, which are dynamic
and structured in different societies. He also argues that these processes
need to be illuminated by comparative sociological enquiries into different
societies. However, to conduct comparative research, a ‘radical

N. Gabriel ()

Department of Psychosocial and Psychoanalytic Studies, University of Essex,
Essex, UK

e-mail: n.r.gabriel@essex.ac.uk
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2 N.GABRIEL

reorientation of familiar habits of thought” was necessary, one that identi-
fied the universal features of human society:

One may investigate how particular human societies differ from one another.
One may also investigate how all human societies resemble one another.
Strictly speaking, these two research efforts are inseparable. ... For it to
become anything, an empirically based conception of the similarities
between all possible societies is essential, to provide a frame of reference
within which particular investigations may be carried out. (Elias, 2012, p. 99)

In the book, each of the authors applies Elias’s relational perspective to
understand and explain learning processes in childhood and education,
focusing on some of the long-term individual civilising processes that
younger and older children undergo as they prepare for adulthood in
complex societies. The historical development of processes of civilisation
has had a dual impact on childhood: first, the distance between childhood
and adulthood gradually increases as the requirements of societal mem-
bership become more demanding, so that childhood requires more time
and effort in socialisation and education prior to the achievement of adult
status through entry to the workforce. Second, adults’ investment of time,
skill, effort and emotions in young children also increases, making them
both more ‘precious’ and demanding at the same time. The under-utilised
potential of Elias’s concept of learning processes can illuminate an integral
aspect of this civilising process by explaining how children grow up
through their own self-regulation to become civilised within society.
Learning is both a cognitive and affective process, one that is fraught with
a great deal of emotional anxieties that gradually require more and more
self-control.

We explore in different chapters how these processes of learning relate
to emerging and dynamic forms of figurations that children form with
parents, teachers and friends. Each of these figurations is multi-layered and
embedded within a range of institutions, referring to a large number of
related aspects such as early childhood education and upbringing, the
‘socialisation’ of ‘norms’ and values’, formal schooling, play, youth and
the transmission of knowledge from one generation to another. In the first
part of the book, we follow the movement of children as they navigate the
different layers of social habitus in early year’s institutions such as pre-
schools, schools and the wider development of national habitus. In
Chap. 2, Norman Gabriel sets the overall context for understanding the



1 INTRODUCTION 3

early years of childhood and processes of learning by focusing on the
dynamic ‘unconscious’ and ambivalent aspects of early socialisation. He
argues that academics within childhood studies need to move beyond the
established social constructionist approach that places an undue degree of
emphasis on children’s active construction of their own worlds. More
specifically, his main contention is that sociologists of childhood could
greatly benefit from an engagement with some of the key psychoanalytic
concepts of child development used by Anna Freud, Donald Winnicott
and Wilhelm Reich. These concepts help to explain the interwoven and
hidden layers of each individual child’s “civilising” armour or learnt habitus
that underpin their self-steering conduct in processes of civilisation.

In Chap. 3 Magda Sarat, Eliana Maria Ferreira and Claudemir Dantes
draw on their empirical research to explore the education of children in
early year’s institutions in Brazil, focusing on public day care centres and
preschools that serve children between 6 months and 5 years old. They
investigate the interweaving of a specific figuration of teachers, young chil-
dren and parents who are intimately linked together, tied to each other in
dynamic mutual interdependencies. They suggest that the balance of
power has now tilted more towards educational institutions in early child-
hood who have the legitimacy of determining the rules, routines and prac-
tices over children and their parents. One of their important findings is
that early childhood education should be seen as a space where figurations
between adults and young children are framed around specific pedagogic
practices that favour the formal education of day care centres over families.

Chapter 4 by Laura Gilliam and Eva Gullgv offers an important alterna-
tive to traditional explanations of the ‘socialising’ role of schools (see, for
example, Ball, 2012), exploring how an Eliasian approach can enhance
our understanding of the schooling of children in contemporary societies.
In an innovative way, they compare school classes to the courtly intrigues
of social prestige displayed in figurations in Elias’s explanation of court
society (Elias, 20006), arguing that the habitus of children is shaped by the
intensity of attention children need to have in navigating social relations
and hierarchies in schools. However, the habitus of children is not only
influenced by intensive negotiations of relationships with other children
and teachers, but the complex ways in which each child is enmeshed in
long chains of interdependence with parents, policy makers and the state.
Schools thus become one of the main places for habitus formation and
bringing up the next generation, legitimating their right to intervene and
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correct children’s behaviour in struggles over what counts as ‘civilised’
conduct.

Florence Delmotte and Sophie Duchesne continue this important
theme of generational habitus in Chap. 5 by examining the early transmis-
sion of feelings of national belonging or ‘nationalism’ to children. In a
novel way, they explore how Norbert Elias and Michael Billig’s approach
to national habitus and banal nationalism can be used together to explain
generational processes of reproduction that French parents use to transmit
forms of ‘we” identity to their children. In their research project, designed
to explore the intimate relation between collective discourses on belong-
ing to the nation, they conducted a series of thirty interviews with parents
of five and six-year-olds. By closely interpreting the words used by parents
in their silences, hesitations and ambivalences, Delmotte and Duchesne
demonstrate that parents are unaware of the strong feelings of superiority
that tip the scale from feelings about a love of one’s own nation to those
that convey superiority over others.

In the second part of the book, we consider applications of informalis-
ing processes to children’s lives and the persistence of social inequalities.
Although informalising trends and their relation to long-term civilising
processes are well known in Eliasian circles (see Wouters & Dunning,
2019), Chaps. 6 and 7 provide some of the first examples of using this
sociological concept to understand the historical context for the develop-
ment of children’s play and changes in peer and teacher relations in the
classroom. In Chap. 6, Ratl Sinchez Garcia analyses the development of
children’s play and playgrounds in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury in Western countries, focusing on the shifting informalising/formal-
ising trends of parent-child relationships. He identifies three different
phases in the main features of children’s play and changes to the design
and implementation of playgrounds. The first informalisation phase of the
1960s-1970s featured a prevalence of more autonomy, free play and
adventure where the design of playgrounds expressed values of ‘freedom’
and ‘nature’. During the second phase, a long reformalisation period in
the 1980-1990s led to an important transformation in the free/super-
vised play dynamic within the parent-child relationship. It tilted towards
more control and ‘risk averse’ attitudes in parents and a standardisation of
playgrounds. The last phase, an informalising trend that gained momen-
tum since the mid-2000s, has led to a more moderate approach in the
design of ‘integrated playgrounds’ in which autonomous, risky play and
nature become key components.
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Chapter 7 by Mark Mierzwinski and Philippa Velija explores a relatively
neglected research area in education and childhood studies, how young
people are socialised into using banter through formal schooling pro-
cesses. While both males and females utilise banter, it tends to be a more
prevalent form of communication among males and within male peer
groups. Using empirical evidence from a male PE department, they apply
an Eliasian analysis to understand the emergence of banter as an important
form of communication in peer and teacher relations within an English
secondary school. They argue that with the development of informalising
processes, banter has become more complex due to the increasing sensi-
tivities around people’s need to use ‘appropriate’ language and communi-
cation styles that are based on greater levels of mutual identification and
respect. Although this trend may be indicative of broader informalisation
processes, they suggest that male banter could well be an unintended out-
come of long-term equalising trends in gender relations, especially within
certain male preserves such as sport.

In the last chapter on informalising processes, Tony Honorato and
Magda Sarat discuss in Chap. 8 how some of the changing historical figu-
rations in childhood in Brazil can help to explain some of the shifts in
balances of power between adults and children. They focus on three figu-
rations formed and shared by children with other children, young people
and adults in processual and relational interdependencies, family, school
and the world of work, drawing on paintings and photographs that were
shown in an Art Exhibition on the History of Childhood that took place
at the S3o Paulo Museum of Art in Brazil in 2016. They argue that these
representations tend to ‘naturalise’ a popular understanding of a pure,
naive and apolitical childhood, concealing and legitimising the production
of class, gender and ethnic inequalities.

In the last part of the book, we explore some new forms of interdepen-
dencies that have emerged in different institutions and national forms of
habitus, discussing the tensions and power relations in inter-generation
relations. In Chap. 9 Désirée Waterstradt argues that child centring in
Germany has been shaped by the development of a national habitus framed
by changing dynamics of power in gender relations. Waterstradt suggests
that the concept of the ‘master emotion’ of shame can help us to under-
stand how a specific version of child-centeredness is intimately connected
with the formation of shame spirals in oneself, in others and in networks
of relationships. By exploring the infant fantasies of adult men who elevate
childhood to an ideal state of paradise to which they long to return, she
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uncovers the tabooing of shame. The long-term consequences for con-
temporary child centring is an unrealistic image of the mother that leads
to hostility and forms of discrimination directed at mothers (‘momism”)
and caring fathers.

Chapter 10 by Valéria Milena Rohrich Ferreira discusses how some of
the methodological dilemmas in the sociology of childhood first raised by
Prout (2011) can be overcome by using an Eliasian relational framework.
With a group of researchers, Ferreira explored the influence of the spatial
dimension of neighbourhood and city spaces on children’s networks of
interdependencies in Brazil. She argues that Elias’s theoretical-empirical
approach is more fruitful than Prout’s sociological understanding of child-
hood because it investigates the multidimensional tensions and power
relations involved in complex figurations, one that is more able to be ‘rela-
tively detached’ to analyse the intense personal and group involvement of
those involved. Therefore, there is no ‘agency’ of children that does not
also include the dynamic tensions, possibilities and limits of the spatial
figurations in which they find themselves.

In Chap. 11, Stine Frydendal and Lone Friis Thing discuss the research
process of a democratic health promotion project in a Danish upper sec-
ondary school whose aim was to enable students to change the power-
ratio between teachers and students. In their empirical study that combined
participatory research methods with Elias’s figurational sociology, they
discuss the potential of action research to promote change in the sports
and health culture of a school by constructing a teaching course based on
democratic values. They used Elias’s concepts of ‘I-We’ and ‘they’ identi-
ties and established-outsider groups to explain the changing balance of
power that emerged amongst the students in sport classes. One important
unintended consequence of their intervention was the development of
tensions between some of the groups of students themselves—those want-
ing to belong to an active sports culture still felt the need to be part of an
established youth culture that valued partying and alcohol.

In Chap. 12, the last chapter of the book, Lars Bo Kaspersen and
Norman Gabriel address some of the institutional problems that now face
universities in contemporary higher education. They highlight how neo-
liberalism and a new form of ‘survival unit’—the ‘competition state’—
have been the main driving force behind the development of new
educational policies in the aftermath of the end of the Cold War. Inspired
by Norbert Elias’s key concept of a ‘survival unit’, they explain these
changes as a shift in the balance of power between groups of survival units
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in a global figuration of states. They draw on sources that are usually
neglected in the debate about reforms in higher education, observing how
transformational processes in the Department of Sociology at the
University of Leicester in the postwar years (1950-1975) led to a very
successful department that became well known for producing knowledge
and highly qualified teachers and researchers. To develop a new reinvigo-
rated system of university education, Kaspersen and Gabriel point to some
of the institutional policies that can be learnt from this department: they
emphasise its governance, especially the hiring and promotions policies
that promoted temporary and permanent staff with non-sociological back-
grounds, and the strong interdependence between teaching and research.
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CHAPTER 2

Sociology of Early Childhood: Why We Need
Child Psychoanalysis

Norman Gabriel

INTRODUCTION

Childhood studies is now a well-established multi-disciplinary area that
investigates contemporary problems that children face in their lives.
However, in the last few years, researchers have continually questioned the
feasibility of interdisciplinarity within this area, given that to date most
disciplines have worked separately in exploring children’s lives, bringing
together disciplinary perspectives alongside each other rather than in a
fully integrated manner (Thorne, 2007). In this chapter I will argue that
the sociology of childhood could greatly benefit from an engagement with
some of the major concepts of psychoanalysis which have largely been
ignored by sociologists of childhood, apart from the idea of the child
within or ‘inner child’ (see Gittins, 1998). Rustin and Armstrong (2019)
have suggested that with the notable exception of the work of Norbert
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Elias, British sociology’s early quantitative and empiricist bias prevented
psychoanalysis from taking root in the discipline as it developed in the
UK. Although psychoanalysis had some degree of influence on cultural
studies and feminism in the 1970s-1990s, British sociologists have never
fully assimilated its ideas into the mainstream of their sociological perspec-
tives. Kilminster (2023, p. 10) forcefully argues that what has been ‘con-
spicuously lacking in contemporary social theory’ is a ‘systematic
understanding of the unconscious’, one that can be used to investigate ‘the
empirical structure of the relations between individuals’.

When the Sociology of Eavly Childhood was first published (Gabriel,
2017), I wrote that there was still a great deal of ‘resistance’ in recognising
the important contribution of psychoanalytical approaches to early child-
hood, partly because adults (academics and early years professionals) find
it extremely difficult to overcome barriers of shame and embarrassment,
especially when discussing the sexuality of young children. In one of the
seminal books that helped to establish the ‘new’ sociology of childhood
James, Jenks and Prout (1998, p. 10) state in their introduction that psy-
choanalysis begins ‘from a view of childhood outside of or uninformed by
the social context within which the child resides’. Later they claim:

It has done little to broaden our understanding of children. Freudian theory
positions the child as no more than a state of unfinished business or becom-
ing. Within this model, childhood is once again dispossessed of intentional-
ity and agency. (James et al., 1998, pp. 20-21)

Such a simplistic critique of psychoanalysis reintroduces unhelpful phil-
osophical dichotomies between ‘action and structure’ and ‘being and
becoming’ and is a good illustration of academic specialists reproducing
disciplinary boundaries between subject areas (Roseneil, 2019). Kilminster
(2023, pp. 156-157) has pointed to the limitations of the social action
perspective that underpins this type of sociological inquiry where the psy-
chic structure is methodologically excluded, arguing that ‘this stipulation
becomes more firmly established in sociology than we always realise’.
Sociologists working within the mainstream Anglo-American tradition
(Parsons and Shils onwards, culminating in Giddens) have focused on
people’s capacity for rational adaptive action that makes it difficult to
adopt a more layered model of psychic functioning, one that includes ‘an
understanding of the role played in society by socially controlled and regu-
lated instincts and drives’ (Kilminster, 2023, pp. 156; 192)



