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NORMATIVE REACTIONS TO NORMLESSNESS *

Howarp BECKER
University of Wisconsin

Christopher Bennett Becker, of Yale University, has written the preface and the annotations
for Howard Becker’s Presidential address. His painstaking and scrupulous preparation of
the manuscript provides both the essential substance of the address itself and a felicitous
introduction in the spirit of Professor Becker’s own work.

Howard Becker was deeply and persistently concerned with “the historical process;” his
contributions to its analysis include studies of both ancient and modern societies, but always
with a view to more realistic understanding of the present social order and of man’s possi-
bilities in shaping the future. This paper illustrates, once more, these interests. Professor
Becker would have been heartened, perhaps, by the fact that his paper is ome of several
on social change included in this issue of the Review.—The Editor.

Louis in April was essentially a rethink-

ing of the problem of the relation of
explicit normative systems to the societies
that are the social medium in which they
exist. This was, in a way, the central prob-
lem of all of his original work, and that is
enough to make his words important. Never-
theless, I must ask you to bear in mind
that in all probability he would not have
considered publishing the address as it stood
in his notes, precisely because of the central
importance of the topic. He would have
wanted to consider thoroughly the implica-
tions of this “rethinking” for sacred-secular
theory before putting it down in black and
white. Let me take a few minutes to ex-
press myself more precisely.

The ‘“normative reactions to normless-
ness” that are the topic of his address are
part and parcel of the larger trend he called
sacralization. Sacralization is a term sub-
suming the processes by which societies are
tightened, hardened, reintegrated, restored.

THE address my father delivered at Saint

* Presidential address read by Christopher Ben-
nett Becker at the annual meeting of the American
Sociological Association, August, 1960.

A certain part of the social action involved
in these processes has the preservation,
maintenance, or restoration of explicit norms
or of entire normative systems as its con-
scious goal. Such restoration presupposes that
the subjects involved have defined the situa-
tion confronting them as already “normless,”
or about to become so, in relation to a set
of norms which they tend to define in abso-
lute terms as the morms of their society.
This constitutes “the normative reaction to
normlessness.”

The concepts of sacralization and the nor-
mative reaction were formulated by Howard
Becker about a dozen years ago, and they
came to play a steadily larger part in his
thought with each successive reworking of
sacred-secular theory. In earlier years, when
he was setting up the sacred-secular con-
tinuum for the first time, late in the 1920s,
he had in mind the study of what he termed
“processes of secularization.”! Seculariza-
tion seemed to him then to be a general
term under which it might even be possible

1 Howard Becker, “Processes of Secularisation,”
The Sociological Review, 24 (April-July and Octo-
ber, 1932), pp. 138-154, 266-286.
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