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CHAPTER 6

Civilising Digitalisation: In Search of a New 
Balance with Today’s Technological 

Innovations

Adele Bianco

6.1  IntroductIon

The chapter aims to develop Norbert Elias’s reflections on technology and 
the civilising processes and to apply his categories to today’s technological 
innovations, particularly with reference to digitalisation. Contemporary 
society is experiencing a set of technological and organisational transfor-
mations, particularly in the industrial and economic fields. Working activ-
ity is also affected by this process. In facing this challenge caused by 
digitalisation, Elias’s contribution can offer interesting indications in the 
attempt to find a new balance with digital processes and the diffusion and 
use of new technologies.

Elias’s contribution is important for two reasons that show the topical-
ity of his message. Firstly, he stressed that technological development 
requires the whole of society to engage in an adaptation process. Thanks 
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to it, human beings learn how to manage new technologies. In this sense, 
the civilising process occurs with reference to technology on both a socio-
genetic and psychogenetic level.

Secondly, technological development, and in particular digitalisation, 
requires a learning and adaptation process in order to reach a new balance 
between society and technology, which means, with regard to today’s soci-
ety, a new ‘civilised’ societal disposition involving the labour market and 
new kinds of jobs as well as the appropriate behaviour required of the digi-
tal worker.

I have structured my chapter in three sections, devoted to highlight the 
issues mentioned above. The first deals with Elias’s category of decivilisa-
tion (Entzivilisierung). It means that the civilising process is reversible and 
in this context the regression is due to the developing technology. 
Accordingly, I am going to focus on aspects of the concept that best fit the 
aims of this chapter and apply it to the current negative fall-out of the digi-
talisation process in the labour market.

The second section is devoted to the way in which Elias pointed out the 
relationship between technisation and civilisation. According to him, peo-
ple have developed a self-regulating behaviour in consequence of the 
spreading of technology. The self-regulating behaviour enables people to 
use technology in a correct and safe way.

The third section deals with Elias’s terms ‘sociogenesis’ and ‘psycho-
genesis’. My premise is that this topic can give us stimulating input and 
help in explaining whether and how it is possible to ‘civilise’ the digital 
worker. On the one hand, the digital skills—a set of specific professional 
skills required by the twenty-first-century labour market—could be con-
sidered the ‘sociogenesis’ of the digitalisation process. On the other hand, 
soft skills could play the role of the ‘psychogenesis’. In fact, the so-called 
social abilities enable the digital worker to interact in a proper way in the 
new technological and organisational context.

6.2  EntzivilisiErung as regressIon 
of developIng technology

According to Elias, the process of social change—and civilising too—
should be considered a spontaneous, unplanned, never-ending and pur-
poseless process and not a sequence of phases. It is similar to a long, 
non-linear transition because it is the result of the interaction of social 
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actors (Elias 1977, 127–149; 1978a, b; Tabboni 1993, 87–91; Kuzmics 
and Mörth 1991; Perulli 2012, 34 ff.). It means that the civilising process 
has also a flip side and that it could be reversible and turn into a decivilis-
ing process (Entzivilisierung).1

According to Mennell (1990), Elias has drawn attention on the 
Entzivilisierung topic with regard to four different issues. The first one 
concerns the so-called permissive society.2 The others are the ‘long term 
and recent trends in the incidence of violence, the case of Nazi Germany, 
and [the] longer-term processes of decline in social complexity’ (Mennell 
2001, 47). More recently, Nachtwey (2017) notes that individualisation 
today—which was originally a driver of the civilising process—has acquired 
negative features. Moreover, the today tendencies in Western societies are 
becoming increasingly regressive and, in this sense, we are witnessing a 
decivilising trend, such as the rise of nationalism and of populist move-
ments as well as the crisis of democracy (Crouch 2004; Fitzi et al. 2018).

In his paper Technisierung und Zivilisation (2006a) Elias introduced a 
new feature of a decivilising process, with reference to technological inno-
vation. More specifically, his argument not only concerns the positive and 
negative aspects of the technological innovations but also highlights that 
it is possible to overcome the regression due to technological develop-
ment, to establish a new balance with it and, in so doing, to join a new 
civilisation.

Elias has pointed out that technical progress gives a push both in 
improving development and growth and, at the same time, in the opposite 
direction, thereby generating a regression. In this sense, he could be con-
sidered one of the first authors to theorise about the risk society. In fact, 
from his time onward, contemporary society has experienced several kinds 
of technological accidents (Beck 1986; Baldissera 1998).

Elias has noted that the negative side of technisation is the human costs. 
He reported and analysed the data concerning road accidents because of 
the increasing number of vehicles. He reported that the first road acci-
dents were caused either by insufficient regulation or because the infra-
structures were not adequate. In other words, according to Elias, 

1 ‘As usual when working with Norbert Elias’s theories, we need to think in terms of a ten-
sion balance between conflicting pressures’ (Mennell 2001, 32).

2 Concerning these issues Mennell (1990, 2001, 41) mentions ‘disorders connected with 
politics, with industrial disputes, with sports and leisure, and with the community in general, 
the last serving as a catch-all for episodes of street fighting not clearly belonging in the other 
categories’ as an indicator of the ‘permissive society’.
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automobiles were not only an element of novelty, progress and even fun 
but also a source of danger.

Despite a strict road code having been developed—setting speed limits, 
punishing drunk driving, implementing vehicle safety and improving 
technical- mechanical solutions and specific devices such as seat belts—
Elias stresses that people’s behaviour and, in particular, the self-regulation 
of drivers are crucial (Elias 2006a, 202). In this regard, he made a com-
parison between countries (Elias 2006a, 204). He has shown that fewer 
accidents occur in the advanced countries and that they have the fewest 
road deaths because of more frequently road checking by police and also 
because of the more careful behaviour of drivers (Elias 2006a, 203). These 
data are still confirmed today in the most recent reports (ERSO 2018).

Starting from Elias’s point of view and looking at the current techno-
logical development driven by digitalisation, it could be possible to con-
sider Entzivilisierung as the consequence of digitalisation’s impact on 
employment and particularly job loss (Frey and Osborne 2012; Spath 
et al. 2013; Brynjolfsson and McAfee 2014; for a critique of this view see 
Pfeiffer and Suphan 2015), as well as the risks that workers face, especially 
in the so-called gig economy. The gig economy is a complex and highly 
diversified phenomenon in terms of both internal organisation and busi-
ness model (De Stefano 2016).3 The quantitative impact of the gig econ-
omy is surprisingly limited in comparison to its social relevance. In fact, 
the World Bank estimates show that few people are involved: ‘less than 0.5 
percent of the active labour force participates in the gig economy globally’ 
(World Bank 2019, 26).

Among the positive aspects, the platform economy facilitates the meet-
ing of job demand and supply thanks to digital technologies. It also makes 
the purchase of goods and services possible at lower costs. The platform 
economy creates flexible job opportunities and allows professionals to 
develop their skills and competences.

Among the negative aspects, the platform economy fuels new social 
imbalances, diminishes the status of human work in micro-jobs such as 
gigs, tasks and so on and reduces the earning power. It also improves the 
flexibilisation processes in a deeper form in comparison to that known 

3 The gig economy includes chiefly two forms of work: ‘crowdwork’ and ‘work on-demand 
via apps’. The first term is usually referred to working activities that imply completing a series 
of tasks through online platforms. The second term refers to working activity organised 
online and carried out also offline.
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over the past thirty years. The rating system referred to the performance 
of the workers could have a negative impact on them because of job inse-
curity. It means that this is a new form of vulnerable work. It is the dark 
side of digitalisation, particularly stressed in the gig economy (Crouch 
2019). In this context the leading idea is ‘humans as a service [instead of] 
making the gig economy work a sustainable business model in which we 
all get to enjoy the benefit of the platform innovation’ (Prassl 2018, 6).

This is the reason why the debate today concerns how to determine the 
status of employment, to fix adequate income, to establish social protec-
tion and other benefits in favour of gig workers (Tullini 2017; ILO 2018), 
similarly to the first interventions that Elias mentioned as necessary to 
regulate the movement of motorised vehicles.

6.3  elIas: technIsatIon and cIvIlIsatIon

This section focuses on Elias’s idea of the relationship between technisa-
tion and civilisation, that is, the progressive diffusion of technology within 
modern society. Although he died shortly before the coming of the inter-
net, Elias experienced the spread of ICT.4 In his paper Technisierung und 
Zivilisation (2006a), he discussed technology as a social matter.5 He 
pointed out that it is the result of accumulating knowledge at the social 
level, and then he analysed the impact of innovation on the whole society 
and the use we make of technology.

There are several interesting elements in Elias’s paper. Firstly, he repre-
sents a novelty in the German sociological—and, more in generally, cul-
tural—panorama concerning the relationship between technology and 
modernity (Weyer 2008, 58–81). Elias considered technology as an ele-
ment of change, a tool to improve wealth within the society as well as 
presenting a risk of danger. This is the reason why, he believes, technologi-
cal development requires people to adapt their behaviour if they are to use 

4 At this regard, see Treibel (2008, 95 ff.). Moreover, the approach of Elias’s thinking to 
internet issues is not new: as Arditi (2001) argues human relationships in virtual space are 
different from those in the physical sphere but real nonetheless. The relationship in the 
cybernetic space can weak self-control and reduce the level of civilisation, because protected 
by anonymity.

5 The paper was presented by Elias at the German Sociological Association Conference in 
1984. According to Pfeiffer (2010, 231) in the 1970s and 1980s—at the time when Elias 
conceived this paper—industrial sociology was strongly committed to the technological 
development topic.
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it in a correct and safe way. It means that Elias does not have a negative 
idea of technological development and indeed he suggests an adaptation 
strategy called ‘civilisation’. This is perhaps the most important message of 
his paper.

Secondly, Elias presented here the concept of civilisation here in a new 
way. He replaced the first term of the original binomial—Kultur und 
Zivilisation—with the term Technisierung (technisation). This aspect 
should be noted because in the German cultural tradition Kultur has been 
generally opposed to technology. Consequently, it could be argued that 
the technology can be tamed, thanks to Zivilisation.

Thirdly, technisation is to be considered the result of the accumulation 
of knowledge6 at the social level, firstly because the inventions and discov-
eries are the result of the collective efforts of the innovator’s community, 
and secondly because people learn—as a social process—to use the tech-
nology in a safe way.

Lastly, referring to the stories of inventors, Elias outlines the living con-
dition of young generations, remarking that the chance of young people to 
be successful reflects their status and the consideration they are given by 
society.7

At the beginning of the quoted paper Elias outlines the definition of 
technisation. It is a process by which human beings transform any kind of 
material to satisfy their life needs. In so doing people improve their quality 
of life. An example of it is the invention of the plough. Elias does not con-
sider the development of technology as a special feature of modern times. 
The tendency to transform materials to satisfy human needs and to better 
their living conditions is a human attitude and a constant feature of human 
history.

Elias then highlights the idea that technical advancement is closely 
related to the knowledge level developed and is accumulated at the social 
level. This means that even if a technical innovation is attributed to an 
inventor, it is actually—as happened in the history of the car (Elias 2006a, 
195–196)—the result of collective efforts within the innovator’s 

6 Elias refers to the sociology of science. One of the most important theorists in this field 
was Karl Mannheim, his teacher. About their affinities and divergences see Kilminster (2007, 
40–71; 2013).

7 This topic has been dealt with by Elias in other works, such as the ‘Mozart case’ (1993) 
and his young workers research project (Goodwin and O’Connor 2015), and, last but not 
least, in his paper devoted to the subject of work (Elias 2006b). In this paper he remarked 
that young people face a lot of problems in getting a good job in the contemporary society.
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community, the result of a long experimentation period advancing through 
trial and error. The finally successful inventor is only by chance luckier or 
more brilliant than his colleagues.

Something similar happens today in relation to the so-called Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. Many scholars believe that we are witnessing a nor-
mal technological development process (Roth 2016, 1–15; Jasperneite 
2012) and not a disruptive change (Schwab 2015). Many elements men-
tioned as peculiar to so-called Industry 4.0 had already been seen and dis-
cussed in the 1980s during automation processes. At that time, changes in 
human-machine interfaces in complex technological systems took place, 
thanks to the simulation models and first applications of artificial intelli-
gence. In other words, we are nowadays facing a set of radical and incre-
mental innovations which are rooted in the third technological-organisational 
revolution described by the Schumpeterian economists Freeman and 
Soete (1985).

Returning to Elias, technisation as a social learning process concerns in 
modern society the relationships between people and their environment 
made by tools, machinery and technological products. The example given 
by Elias is traffic. The history of the car’s success is also the history of the 
relationship between people and the car. Beyond the necessary regulations 
provided by the state and the enforced checking by police, people—as 
drivers, passengers or pedestrians—have learned the right way to approach 
this new situation and how to interact appropriately with motorised vehi-
cles. This means that the spread of technology in everyday life required 
modern people to self-regulate their behaviour if they were to use it indi-
vidually and collectively in an appropriate and safe way.

Self-regulated behaviour is the outcome of a civilising process referred 
to technisation. In turn, civilisation—which induces people to inhibit 
impulses and passions—is based on a learning process (Lernprozeß) that 
makes people fit to use, in this case, technology. In this sense, civilisation 
seems to be a form of adaptation to modern life characterised by an 
increasing spread of technology. Thanks to an appropriate behaviour, as a 
result of self-control (Selbstregulierung), it is possible to benefit from the 
advantages of technical development and to reduce as much as possible 
the risks and the negative effects coming from the spread of technology. 
In this sense, technisation and civilisation go hand in hand in Elias’s 
argument.

This consideration by Elias seems to fit the challenges coming today 
from the emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, robotics and 
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biomedical sciences. In fact, they could impact many sectors of social life 
in an impressive way (Brühl 2015). This is the reason why they require 
new governance at the macro (social) level, as well as a learning process at 
the micro (individual) level for everybody to adapt to a technologically 
developing environment.

6.4  socIogenesIs and psychogenesIs 
of the dIgItal Worker

In the introduction to this chapter I mentioned digital skills as a set of 
professional abilities that enable people to face innovations and stay ahead 
of technological changes. In this sense they constitute the ‘sociogenesis’ of 
the digitalisation process. According to Elias, sociogenesis concerns the 
structural aspects of social change, also involving the psychological asset 
(Elias 1982).

In applying the concept of ‘sociogenesis’ to today’s technological inno-
vations, particularly the digitalisation process, it could be possible to con-
sider that the relation between digital technologies and skills involves all 
workers and not only those more oriented to technical qualifications.

The skills required by the twenty-first-century labour market mainly 
concern three different kind of abilities (Levy and Murnane 2012; Trilling 
and Fadel 2009; OECD 2015). The first one (the technical skills) means 
to be competent in digital tasks also thanks to ad hoc educational pro-
grammes. The second one (the high cognitive skills) regards the ability to 
think in an innovative way. It implies creativity and a problem-solving 
attitude (Athreya and Mouza 2017). The third kind of skills implies the 
social abilities, the so-called soft (or non-cognitive or socio-emotional, rela-
tional) skills. In this case people are required to be able to work in teams, 
to communicate, to be easily adaptable to new contexts. This kind of atti-
tude helps people both in their career and life (Chu et al. 2017, 20–24). 
Roughly speaking, on the one hand there are technical skills and on the 
other hand the relational ones.

The increasing professional content required by digitalisation means 
that workers should be able not only to manage sophisticated technologies 
but also to handle information processes, to manage data flows in real 
time, to collaborate in production support processes, such as planning and 
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logistics management,8 to find and solve problems, to face possible emer-
gencies. In some cases, the digital worker could play the role of decision 
maker in resolving complex situations, dealing with unexpected events 
and also technological accidents (Bainbridge 1983, 775; Dombrowski 
et al. 2014, 149; Grote 2015). In other words, in addition to the technical 
skills, the digital worker is asked to develop high cognitive skills. In fact, the 
activities previously carried out by technicians are done by operators spe-
cialising in complex systems (Windelband and Dworschak 2015). All of 
this means that more complex and interactive machines require more 
qualified workers (Attewell 1990; Baldissera 1996) and that the worker is 
required to have a critical mind.

But the technical and high cognitive skills will not be sufficient. The soft 
skills will be the further important competence9 for the digital worker. 
These three kinds of skills—technical, high cognitive and soft skills—will 
form the digital worker’s professional outfit making him/her profitable 
when placed on the labour market (World Bank 2016, 122 ff.).

Concerning the soft skills, it is difficult to find a clear definition of 
them. They were originally associated with mostly monotonous, repetitive 
and low-paid manual tasks (Lloyd and Payne 2016, 36 ff.).10 Their func-
tion was to shape the workers to factory life and its working time and 
conditions, to conform the workers to the instructions of the employer. 
Scholars have usually referred the soft skills to specific personal vocational 
aspects of the worker. Generally speaking, they cover a wide range of inter-
personal abilities which are difficult to develop and to improve on by 
increasing automation.

The soft skills also include confidence in one’s ability to engage in and 
maintain interpersonal relationships (social self-efficacy), such as 

8 An example is today’s health sector characterised by large medical devices (Bauer and 
Schlund 2015).

9 Competence is the ability to do something successfully or efficiently (Woodruffe 1993).
10 Other authors identify the origins of soft skills in emotional labour (Hochschild 1983). In 

the services sector, sales staff are driven to tune into customers, to develop empathy for them 
by establishing trust and sympathy to facilitate purchasing. This means that the character and 
emotional predisposition of the sales employee plays a role in the work activity in bringing a 
commercial benefit to the company. Consequently, these abilities become an important 
aspect of the work and professional equipment of the worker, so much so that it assumes 
relevance in the context of both trade union bargaining and economic policy (Streeck 2011; 
Busemeyer and Trampusch 2012).
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self-esteem, motivation, self-confidence and resilience, up to so-called 
emotional intelligence (Goleman 1995).

As remarked by Dell’Aquila et al. (2017), relational skills interact with 
other technical and professional (the so-called hard) skills. Consequently, 
it would be a mistake to present them in opposition. The co-existence of 
hard and soft skills, the fact that they are complementary to each other, 
enables people to be competent from the professional and working as well 
as from the social point of view.11 In short, the soft skills cover a wide 
range of abilities and therefore they are pivotal for the development both 
of individual careers and for the growth of organisations.

The soft skills—considered as (the result of cultivated) abilities focused 
on the social, behavioural side of (working) life—could be seen as the 
‘psychogenesis’ of the digitalisation process. Psychogenesis affects the cul-
tural, value and psychological sides of the social change. In this sense, it 
can contribute to defining a possible psychological profile of the digital 
worker, showing how he/she will react to future labour market inputs.

Taking advantage from Elias’s lesson, the soft skills therefore seem to 
be the touchstone to identify the digital worker. In this regard, they would 
support him/her in work relations with colleagues, suppliers, clients and 
other partners at different levels (Böhle 2013). They would make the digi-
tal worker adaptable to changing situations, enable him/her to organise 
the work and to interact in different and variable groups. The soft skills 
would also make the digital worker collaborative, able to define work plans 
based on his/her knowledge and experience. The soft skills based on lan-
guage and empathy, in particular, give the digital worker the best chance 
to fully deploy their own professional skills, techniques and cognitions. 
Consequently, the digital worker would be able to communicate with 
their colleagues and to adopt an appropriate behaviour in the working 
contexts that the digital economy will develop (Funken and Schulz- 
Schaeffer 2008).

In fact, the digital worker will experience a new context in comparison 
with the usual one. Firstly, one characteristic of the working places shaped 

11 With regard to the differences between hard and soft skills, the first ‘can be codified and 
transmitted and are referred to as goal directed behaviours that draw on the capability to 
perform a specific task within a specific area or domain. They refer to education, knowledge, 
training and experience. Soft skills, on the other hand, are subject independent and focus on 
individual and relational spheres, although as we will see the following are often employed in 
response to the demands of a task in order for this to be efficiently complete’ (Dell’Aquila 
et al. 2017, 10).
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by digitalisation is linked to a more horizontal organisation. It is also 
expected to be structured in flexible groups where everyone will be 
required to be collaborative. That means that a new social configuration 
could emerge, significatively reducing the traditional hierarchies. In this 
sense, the new technologies are a challenge for internal relations at the 
workplace because of possible conflicts in transforming and overcoming 
the old balances (Zuboff 1988; Beverly 1998).

The second aspect is that the digital worker will be required to adapt to 
technological changes, to manage the job according to the new technolo-
gies. Moreover, he/she will not receive information on how to carry out 
the job and will be responsible for defining working plans thanks to his/
her competences and experience. That means that he/she will be more 
independent and proactive. This aspect is actually not new. For at least 
twenty years it has been argued that work is increasingly characterised in 
terms of knowledge (Reich 2002; Butera 2008; for a critique of this view 
see Lloyd and Payne 2016, 14–42) and that the employee today acquires 
a professional profile closer to a collaborator than a subordinate worker.

All of this makes the digital worker autonomous and not heterodirect, 
responsible and conscious about what is to be done and the behaviour to 
be implemented. At the same time, he/she should be cooperative. In this 
regard, Dechaux makes clear that in Elias’s idea of figuration ‘the coopera-
tive dimension […] [is] an integral part of the idea of collective interde-
pendence’ (2013, 299). In this sense, it can be argued that the digital 
worker’s profile is close to that of the modern human being after the 
civilising process and this is the reason why it could be assumed that the 
digital skills, especially the soft ones, ‘civilise’ the worker of the future and 
build the arrangement of the new technological-social order.

Finally, applying the categories of sociogenesis and psychogenesis to 
technological changes makes us more conscious of the innovation process 
we are witnessing and of its novelty. In fact, like the civilising process that 
shapes people’s social as well as mental life to conform their behaviour to 
modern organisation, digitalisation would be a process that transforms 
workers, not only from the technical and professional point of view but 
also as citizens of twenty-first-century society. Like the civilising process 
that asks modern people to act more peacefully, to improve their self- 
control, to interact with other people in an affective-neutral way, digitali-
sation would ask the digital worker a greater versatility profile and at the 
same time to be more autonomous and responsible in carrying out the 
work process.
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6.5  conclusIon

The aim of this chapter was to apply Elias’s categories to today’s techno-
logical innovation particularly with reference to digitalisation. In so doing 
it is possible to show the topicality of Elias’s message.

According to him, technical innovation is not only progress but also a 
challenge. Thanks to the Elias’s category of decivilisation, it is possible to 
consider the dark side of digitalisation and promote an exit strategy. At the 
social level, the current technological innovations require a learning and 
adaptation process to reach a new balance between society and technol-
ogy, so that the whole society can benefit from it. At the individual level, 
everybody develops self-regulating mechanisms, also involving their psy-
chological structure, so that the result could be a controlled and respon-
sible behaviour. In this sense Elias proposed a positive idea of 
socio-technical change.

So, considering the impact of digitalisation on the labour market, the 
future digital worker is required to manage an appropriate behaviour. In 
this sense the Elias’s terms ‘sociogenesis’ and ‘psychogenesis’ help us in 
drafting a new civilised social set-up involving the new kinds of jobs and 
the way to manage technical developments.

In conclusion, applying Elias’s thinking to today’s technological and 
organisational transformations can help us to be actors rather than merely 
helpless witnesses of change and to keep natural intelligence (i.e. that of 
human beings) ahead of artificial intelligence.
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