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Review Article

Abstract

Background and Aim: This paper explores some of the similarities and differences in the discussions of two of
the greatest social theorists of the 20th century, Michel Foucault and Norbert Elias, regarding modern society
and the changes occurring within it.

Method and Data: The method of this research is analytical and documentary, examining the works of these two
thinkers as well as books and articles written by other authors about them.

Findings: The core argument of both thinkers for describing contemporary society and its changes is rooted in a
part of Nietzsche's genealogy of morals, which considers a society with greater power as one with less physical
violence and more tolerance. For Foucault, the key is for the subjects to free themselves from this exhibition-like
prison and the subjugation of discourses. Following Nietzsche, he contemplates abandoning past constraints and
impulses and surrendering to the intoxication of these pleasures. In contrast, Elias sees the survival of the
subject in modern society as akin to a fisherman surviving a whirlpool, contingent on the subject controlling
their instincts and anger.

Discussion and Conclusion: Elias seeks to swallow and digest the world, while Foucault seeks to spit it out.
Both adopt an archival approach. Foucault pursues power, knowledge, and discourse, analyzing how these forces
shape modern subjectivity and societal structures. In contrast, Elias pursues civilization, emphasizing the
transformation of human behavior and social norms through the civilizing process. Elias believes in the existence
of a neutral and value-free science, whereas Foucault replaces the concept of ideology with that of discourse.
Both provide an image of the roots of modern shame; Elias, by explaining the services and outcomes of shame,
assigns it a positive role, while Foucault holds a negative view of shame.

Keywords: Historicism, Change, Modern society, Power, Science and ideology, Shame.

Key Message: The themes of modern society, the subject, power, knowledge, science and ideology, historicism,
and shame, which have been central concerns for both thinkers but with their own distinctive perspectives, are
of significant relevance to social theory and philosophy.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
This study explores some of the similarities and differences in the discussions of two of the

greatest social theorists of the 20th century, Michel Foucault and Norbert Elias, regarding
modern society. By examining the works of Foucault and Elias, it becomes evident that both
thinkers have identified common issues and concerns in the realm of society and social
sciences, albeit from different perspectives and with some overlapping ideas. This paper
delves into the similarities and differences in their views on modern society, the subject,
power, knowledge, and related themes. After presenting the perspectives of both thinkers, the
present paper analyzes their points of convergence and divergence in their views on some of
the elements of modern society.

Methods and Data
The method of this research is analytical and documentary, examining the works of these
two thinkers as well as books and articles written by other authors about them.

Findings

The results indicate that although the elements of modern society are of central concern to
both thinkers and there are overlaps in their perspectives, each one approaches them from
their unique viewpoint. The core argument of both thinkers in describing contemporary
society is rooted in a part of Nietzsche's genealogy of morals, which considers a society with
greater power as one with less physical violence and more tolerance. Foucault and Elias share
similarities with Hannah Arendt in emphasizing the importance of relative stability, which
allows individuals to make informed decisions about themselves and exercise a high degree of
autonomy. Key questions they address include: How do we manage or deal with our physical
desires, and how do we perceive ourselves as fixed entities with capacities and obligations?
(Smith, 2001).

In contrast to Foucault's critique of the modern state and its control over society, Norbert
Elias describes this process more positively, viewing it as a method to prevent societies from
descending into pure barbarism, especially in societies newly embarking on the path of
civilization. Foucault seeks to escape all restrictions and controls imposed on human
experience, viewing modern society as a prison. He studies the prison in order to break it and
get out of it. Elias, however, sees the world not as a prison but as a vast, dynamic ocean with
complex movements and changing tides. Like a fisherman, he studies these processes not to
escape but to survive (Spierenburg, 2004: 629). For Foucault, it is crucial to liberate the
subject from this prison-like society and the subjugation of discourses that define behavior
and character to the norms. Following Nietzsche, Foucault contemplates abandoning instincts
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and drives, surrendering to the intoxication of pleasures. In contrast, Elias sees the survival of
the subject in modern society as akin to a fisherman surviving a whirlpool, contingent on the
subject controlling their instincts and anger and acting rationally in accordance with societal
norms. In summary, Elias seeks to swallow and digest the world, while Foucault seeks to spit
it out (Smith, 2001: 97).

Elias views power as a structural feature of every social relationship, acknowledging its
bidirectional nature. He refers to real power relations and the unintended consequences of
polymorphic competition, cooperation, and social entanglement. In contrast, Foucault's
analysis of power and government (Binkley, 2010: 73) remains philosophically vague and
abstract and lacks sociological precision, as it largely overlooks the concrete mechanisms of
power.

Elias believes in the existence of a neutral and value-free science. In the case of sociology, he
argues that this knowledge should make the blind and uncontrolled social currents accessible
and studyable to us, providing the means to manage human society. Foucault, on the other
hand, replaces the concept of ideology with that of discourse. For Foucault, ideology and
science cannot be analyzed or evaluated based on truth/false criteria, as "truth" is historically
and geographically situated and inherently tied to power. The primary concern for Foucault is
not whether the opinions or actions expressed in a specific normative discourse are provable,
but how they function in relation to power (Mackenzie & Sinisa Malesevic, 2005: 92-98).
While Elias and Foucault do not share identical understandings, they both agree that
knowledge is formed within the relationships between human beings and human institutions
(Denning, 2012: 53).

Conclusion and Discussion

It can be concluded that although the themes of modern society, the subject, power,
knowledge, science and ideology, historicism, and shame were central concerns for both
thinkers, and there are overlaps in their perspectives, each has approached these topics from
their unique viewpoint. Foucault and Elias, while sharing a common interest in understanding
the mechanisms of power and the formation of modern subjectivity, diverge significantly in
their interpretations and conclusions.

Compliance with Ethical Guidelines
Ethical Considerations

This study adheres to the ethical guidelines and standards for academic research. The
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