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HE DISCUSSION of political culture in the West, implicitly or in so

many words, is haunted by the spectre of the transformation from

democracy into tyranny, from civilization towards barbarism. Such
transitions have happened belore. Can it happen again, and if so, how?

At least since the First World War two views opposed each other in this
debate. On the one hand, tyranny and barbarism are seen as a reversal of
progress and rationalization. On the other hand, they were seen as the very
culmination of rationality and modernity.

Although these oppositions ave simplistic and one-sided, they are hard
to transcend. In recent years, Norbert Elias and Zygmunt Bauman have
written on Nazi genocide in much more subtle and nuanced terms, while
nevertheless each siding predominantly with one of the opposing sides. This
is not the place to analyse their respective positions at length, nor to compare
and evaluate them. Here, the questions raised by Bauman, and by many
authors who preceded him, are taken up in a discussion of civilization theory,
as proposed by Norbert Elias and his students.}

At the very core of the civilizing process, sometimes a contrary current
manifests itself: while the state continues to monopolize the exercise of
violence, and promotes and protects civilized modes of behaviour and
expression in society, at the same time it perpetrates massive and organized
acts of extreme violence towards specific categories of its citizens. The par-
adigm of such a counter-current in the civilizing process is Nazi Germany,
but similar phenomena have occuwired elsewhere.

Elias himself and a number of his students have presented and clari-
fied their sociological concept of ‘civilization’ on numerous occasions, and
if nevertheless it remains hard to grasp this is not just due fo a lack of clarity
in the argument, or to a scarcity of empirical referents, but above all to the
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complexity and subtlety of the concept itself. Elias opted for a multi-dimen-
sional and highly intricate definition that evolved over more than half a
century as his publications succeeded one another (Goudsblom, 1994),

In later years Elias came to prefer the plural ‘eivilizing processes’ to
denote the multi-tiered development that he had observed in Western
Europe. He adopted Cas Wouters's expression ‘Informalization’ to convey the
idea that a civilizing process might evolve towards less rigid, that is, more
varied, subtle and flexible modes of interaction as he himself had already
suggested in his ‘Project for g Theory of the Civilizing Process’ 2 He wrote
at length about the precarious course of the civilizing process among the
Germans, and even entitled a chapter in that book ‘Der Zusammenbruch der
Zivilisation’ or ‘the breakdown of eivilization’.3

In recent years a number of Elias’s students have taken up this thread
where Elias left it and writien about ‘decivilization’ and ‘decivilizing pro-
cesses’ (e.g. Fletcher, 1997; Goudsblom, 1994; Mennell, 1990; Szakolezai,
1997; Van Krieken, 1999; Wacquant, 1999, Zwaan, 1996),

Both expressions, ‘decivilization’ and ‘breakdown of civilization’, refer
to constellations of widespread and violent destruction that succeed earlier
periods when civilization prevailed to a greater degree, with more restrained
modes of interaction and more tempered self-constiaints. The very terms
suggest that something that once existed has since disappeared, that it was
lost or destroyed. This sense of loss and decay is vividly evoked by such
expressions as: ‘regression to barbarism, ‘vulnerability of civilization’,
‘breakdown’, ‘decay’ (explicitly versus ‘growth’) and ‘the open relapse of the
National Socialists into barbarism’. All these terms have been taken from a

single page (Elias, 1996 308) in the essay in which Elias directly confronts
the extermination of the Jews in the Second Would War4

In this study, Elias immediately sets out to argue that ‘civilization’ is noi
2 permanent state but rather a precarious process, that may very well reverse
itself. ‘How was it possible’, he asks, ‘that people could plan and execute in
arational, indeed scientific way, an undertaking which appears to be a throw-
back to the barbarism and savagery of earlier times , . .?° (Elias, 190g6: 302).
Elias concludes that no ‘raison d’étar’, no war-objectives, no goals of internal
politics were served by the murder of the Jews, rather to the contrary. And
although many profited from the crime, these material gams can hardly
explain the enormity of the massacre, In other words, it was a deeply irrational

concentration, deportation, exploitation, proceeded jn a thoroughly planned,
Systemalic, bureaucratic manner.

At the heart of Elias’s thinking is the twofold movement of rationaliz-
ation and bureavcratization on the one hand, gnd regression, breakdown,
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‘inflected’, The assumption in Eljas’s theory of civilization is that state for-
mation, i.e. the monopolization of violence (and taxation) will lead to more

of violent hehaviour, state violence included, And implicitly it is assumed
that the state will treat all law abiding citizens more or less equally, i.e. that
there will be some measure of equality before the law. But this need not
sceur.

The monepolization of violence by the state may result in the overall
civilization of society and yet, in certain cases, these civilized canons may
nevertheless exclude certain calegoties of citizens from protection who will
then be exposed to all the violent resources of the state monopoly. The
regime may mobilize the entire machinery of the state to persecute and
annihilate this target group, and this more theroughly than could have
been achieved in societies where the state apparatus has not succeeded in
monopolizing the means of violence so effectively. In the process of bring-
ing about this destruction, the intended victims must first be identified,
they must be registered, they must be isolated and made the object of 4
persistent campaign of vilification and dehumanization; hatred and loathing
must be evoked against them among the population at large. This is what
Thave called elsewhere the social work of ‘disidentiﬁcation’, which goes
together with a campaign to strengthen positive identifications among the
test of the population (De Swaan, 1997). In the next phase special units
must be recruited and trained to round up, isolate and destroy the target
population, and for this task specific locations must be screened off from
the uninitiated so that the torturing and killing may proceed unnoticed (but
not unbeknownst to them) in reservations of destruction, Thus, in a psycho-
logical, a social and a spatial sense, this process occurs as one of
compartmentalization.

All the while, the rest of society maintains its pacified ways, and the
vast majority of citizens continues 1o be protected by law, custom and
eliquette. Just as it would not oecur (o the buteher to use his knife outside
his shop or on anything but animal flesh, the guards and henchmen would

barbarism. The most barbarous acts are perpetrated, sometimes in a caley-
lated and detached manner, sometimes wildly, with passion, lust and
ahandon. What matters is that the barbarism oceurs in demarcated spaces,
in delineated episodes, well separated from the rest of society, from the
everyday existence of the other citizens, The barbarity is compartmenial-
ized. This compartmentalization refers at once to the categorization of a
target population, the physical isolation of the sites of destruction, the
institutional identification of the authorized agents, the censoring of all
information and opinion on the subject, the social demarcation of brutaliz-
ation from other forms of interaction, and for the perpetrators the psycho-
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processes or social encounters. Mark Danner (1997: 59} quotes observers
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tieir own purposes and carefully encapsulated it into special compartments
# local decivilization, where even wild destructiveness has been made
mstrumental, functional in the regime’s campaign against ils designated
enetnies.

Compartmentalization is the social arrangement and the psychie
defence mechanism par excellence in a dyscivilizing society. To maintain it
rquires both rigid separations and carefully staged passages between the
dfferent emotional and interactional domains. As a consequence, the tran-
stion to a more flexible, more varied repertoive of relational and emotional
modes, as Elias observed it in the contemporary civilizing process, cannot
eeeur under conditions of dyscivilization. What Cas Wouters {1986) has
described as a process of ‘informalization’ is much akin to what [ have
dharacterized elsewhere (De Swaan, 1990) as a ‘shift from relational and
emotional management through command to a management through negoti-
atton’. Such a transition is incompatible with the defence mechanism of
cempartmentalization. Dyscivilizing sacieties will develop quite strong, but
ako quite rigid types of social control and self-control. Very elaborate codes
ofeonduct and expression will be maintained to the smallest detail, until the
mement that one steps over the threshold and into the compartment of
barbarity, where 41l cruelly and wildness are permitted, until one leaves this
reservation again and resumes one’s controlled demeanour, as tf nothing had
ewer happened: that is dyscivilized behaviour,

The student of civilizing and dyscivilizing processes will be especially
interested in these transitions, these recurrent ‘rites de passage’ from ‘civil®
to dyscivil’ conduct and experience: how after a day’s work the guard gets
ready to leave and go home {washes up, changes clothes, forgets all about
it, remains silent about it all at home, denies everything, lies about it, or
recounts the day’s events in vivid, lurid detail). Is there a precise schedule
ant calendar or do personnel stmply slip in and out of their roles in a hap-
hazard, frregular fashion? Are the venues hidden, inaccessible, isolated by
deserts, woods, screened off by walls and fences, or rather visible to passers
br.who may even enter and watch at will? How do the guards, the torturers,
the militiamen think about themselves? We almost always get to know them-
ina defensive stance, forced to speak in front of their judges, litde do we
ko aboul them when they were in full action, on the offensive and may
have had to prove precisely the opposite: their zeal and zest and gusto, their
lowalty and commitment to the task. But again, how during one phase do they
thitk of themselves in the other phase: are they ‘a different person’, do they
‘e off all emotions’, ‘try not to think’ or are they proud and pleased with
themselves in their other capacity? These are all questions about the nature
ofpersonal and social compartmentalization.

The modus operand; of compartmentalization need not he so extreme,
it may oceur under comparatively innocuous conditions, Thus, in contem-
pueary consumer societies, butchery is equally relegated to special com-
pafments: not only abaltoirs, but even pig and chicken farms are hidden
from the public’s view, and once out of sight they are effectively out of mind,
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gights and there is a consensus among all others to ignore whatever is done
o it (somewhat like the situation that prevailed in the slaveholding society
of the antebellum South of the US or in the early 20th century on the plan-
tations of the Netherlands Indies under Dutch colonial rule).

Even a rather gencrous welfare state could exist in a dyscivilizing
society, pried loose from irs universal-egalitarian foundations, if only the
targeted victims are excluded from its benefits (somewhat like the welfare
policies that prevailed in Nazi Germany).

In terms of Elias's theory of civilization, the twin processes of the
monopolization of the means of violence and the overall civilization of
seciety have been pried apart in the present argument: even when monopo-
lization of violence prevails, the overall civilization of society may or may
mt occur. In the first case we have the ‘normal’ civilizing process in the
sense of Elias’s theory. But in the second case, the state has achieved the
monopolization of the resources of violent coercion, and yet civilized
relations do not prevail in society in its entirety, Certain spaces, certain
geoups are excluded and have become the target of the full destructive
apparatus of the state: this second trajectory [ have termed the ‘dyscivilizing’
process.

Once this separation of the monopolization of violence on the one hand
and the civilization of society on the other has been conceptualized, two
more possibilities follow from the theoretical construct, Both refer to con-
ditions of an incomplete or receding monopolization of violence by the state,
Fimst, as concerns the incomplete monopolization of the means of violence:
since no monopoly of violence has yet been brought about, less civilized
behaviour is to be expected in terms of the theory. When an effective monop-
ol of violence has been established at some point, but has begun to dis-
integrate since then, the theory suggests that human relations and modes of
expiession will regress and that a process of ‘decivilization’ will oceur
throughout society,

Civilizing theory as it stands excludes another possibility: that the
monopolization of viclence has not yet been accomplished or that it has
breken down again and that nevertheless civilized modes of behaviour and
expression are prevalent throughout society. In terms of civilization theory,
this would be an ‘abnormal’ state of affairs. And yet this is clearly the
situation that prevails among a Maroon community of Surinam, according to
Bonno Thoden van Velzen (1982) who ascribes a high degree of self-control
tothe Djuka, without a monopoly of violence having been achieved in their
society.

A more rigorous empirical and historical discussion of these matters
woald have to establish the degree of monopolization of violence in differ-

-ent societies'? on the one hand and, on the other hand, assess the degree
and disteibution of civilized modes of behaviour and expetience within these
socteties. Apparently, relatively civilized modes of conduct and expression
may exist in the absence of effective monopolization of violence, and, con-
versely, when a shrong monopoly of violence has been achieved, more
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Table I The state, mass extermination and the breakdown of civilization

Monopolization of violence (state formation)

Decreasing levels of domestic violence
‘Normal’ civilizing processes: '
{NB externalization of vielence: world wars, colonial wars]

Monopolization of vielence {state formation) o
Inereasing levels of compartmentalized domestic violence
‘Dysecivilizing’ processes: o . N
catZgurical disidentification; compartmentalization (with encapsulated local
decivilizing processes) _
[NB externalization of violence: idem]

Demonopolization of violence
Increasing levels of domestic violence
‘Normal® decivilizing processes ‘ ' e dous
pervasive deinstitutionalization, anonie, regression — ‘brea

i i ‘ i issions’ elc.
[NB external invasions, ‘peace keeping miss ]

Demonopolization of violence .

Decreasing levels of internal violence .
‘Civilizing® processes ‘withoul a state’™
low-tevel, local balances of power

{NB external indilference, oblivion]

. . ciety ma
civilized forms of interaction al.ld experience may si;r:i‘::iiii:;ﬁi(; prgvailsy,
follow a different trajectory: while overall a -degtreeegiﬁc categories in well-
the full violence of the state is unleashed agains SP. +ments - the trajectory
demarcated local, temporal, social and mental compar L

of dyscivilization.

Notes s view her (1997:
IOFor a combined discussion of Elias’s and Baumans views, sec Flellc el’ { g .
18-75) and Watts (1998). _ P
; This)i: a quite literal rendering of the German taFfe Of'}'t[»}::gi-?:td‘:gr Z?viijsatiof',
inal German edition (Elias, 1978-9) (‘Entwurf zu u%lﬂ?frds Theory of Civilizing
. 312-454). It was abandoned for the hfez?dnglf)“iﬂ {082, 2000) thziny
glsr;cesses’ (my emphasis} in the English editions {Elias, ' _

. . . 96). PR :
3. Quotations are from the English edition (Eha's, 1?n[o)ba;ba.rism in the civilized
4. Elias adds that this was not the only regression “ e ‘uhze. d :
societies of the 20th century. ansing’ in the former Yugoslavia

5. For a thoughtful account of the ie?hmc 'cl-e e state and a subsequent -
in terms of a ‘fragmentation’ and ‘disintegration ub.se.qu.
in
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“decivilizing process’, see Zwaan (1996}, For a discussion of g variety of 20th-
century developments in terms of civilization theory see also Mennell (1999).

6. It is worthwhile to note that to this very day the massacres of hundreds of thou-
sands, maybe millions of Africans, e.g. in the conquest of the Congo (cf. Hochschild,

1998) merit hardly any mention in the literature on the overall evaluation of the 19th
century.

7. This is a variation on the expiession ‘regression in service of the ege’, which goes
back to Ernst Kris (1952: 312): ‘the ego may use the primary process and not only
be overwhelmed by it . . . under certain conditions the ego regulates regression , | .
This refers to an ego-controlled regression in order to accomplish certain ego-
synlonic tasks, as may occur for example during the ereative process or in the
course of the patient’s psychoanalysis. In the case of dyscivilization, barbarie

to accomplish certain objectives the regime has set jtself.

8. It would be most worthwhile to pursue the themes in Foucault’s peusre th
anticipate the present line of arguinent,

9. It takes ‘only one wrong turn’ for people 1o tnadvertently become enmeshed in
the inferno of decivilization: this is of course what happened to the hero of Tom

Wolle's Bonfire of the Vanities {1987), from the moment he took the wrong highway
exit.

at

10. Roebert van Krieken (1999) describes one step along that road when he relates
how the Australian authorities took children of (mixed) aboriginal descent away from
their parents, precisely in the name of “civilization’.
IL. Cf. Fletcher (1997: 286), who defines civilization a,0. as “an expansion in the
scope of mutual identification within and between groups’,

12. Such an effort might find support in the literature that has emerged around the

concept of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ states, e.g. Badie and Birnhaum (1983}, Migdal
(1988},
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