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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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to subsume what he then confidently spoke
of as “the total historical process.” 2 While
admitting the analytical possibility of be-
ginning with the accessible secular society
and moving toward the isolated sacred so-
ciety, he found immediate use only for the
sacred-through-secular cycle, feeling then
that this was the tool likely to prove indis-
pensable to the student of the historical rec-
ord.® The sacred was important largely as
a point of departure; it was the starting-
point of secularization.

This search for a single overriding trend
in human affairs was part of the legacy left
to the social scientists of the first quarter
of the twentieth century by the social phi-
losophers of the nineteenth. Thus it was
that the thinkers who parted company with
the self-appointed priests of secular progress
did not at first venture far beyond the
familiar horizons of the philosophy of his-
tory. The belief in secular progress was
reformulated more acceptably as the study
of the progress of the secular.* It seemed
to Howard Becker, in the 1930s, that
Weber’s work, and his own, along these
lines, stood in the service of “a nonuniversal,
nontranscendent, nonrelative theory of the
total historical process.” Figuratively
speaking, the sociologist could embrace the
muse of History with one arm, and ward
off with the other her teleologically-minded
parents.

And yet one of the dogmas of progress
lay concealed within this very effort: I
speak of the commitment to a belief in “¢ke
total historical process.” This belief was
more than likely to lead to a search for a
single overriding trend in history, while the
single-minded rejection of all older teleolo-
gies made it very hard to explain direction
in history except through a kind of nega-
tive environmentalism, by the postulation
of a series of negative tropisms. I think my

2 “Prospects of Social Change as Viewed by
Historian and Sociologist,” first published in 1940,
reprinted as Chapter 3 in Howard Becker, Through
Values to Social Interpretations, Durham: Duke,
1950, p. 164.

8 “Processes of Secularisation,” o0p. cit., p. 286.

4See the list of theorists of such “total transi-
tion” in ibid., section 4, for an idea of the perva-
siveness of this belief in the first quarter of the
century.

5 “Prospects of Social Change . . . ,” loc. cit.
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father might have agreed that his very earli-
est formulations of the sacred-secular con-
tinuum, with their almost exclusive stress
on processes of secularization, merit this
criticism.® In fact, I am inclined to regard
his increasing interest in processes of sacral-
ization, and in “normative reactions to
normlessness,” as his attempt to realize the
full range of possibilities offered by the
sacred-secular schema. Fortunately, he had
set up the schema with the logic and preci-
sion that were second nature to him, and
which were amplified by his studies with
Leopold von Wiese. His clear awareness of
the movement from sacred to secular as only
one of the analytical possibilities offered by
the schema made it feasible to introduce
the concept of sacralization without in any
way invalidating his analyses of seculariza-
tion.”

Here the impulse towards a broader view
came from history itself. If the theorists of
Wilhelmian and Weimar Germany showed
him only one side of ‘“the historical proc-
ess,” his own observation of the Germany
of the thirties showed him the other. I have
just spoken of his logic and precision; here
let me add that his logic never left the
service of precision. When new facts pressed
upon him, he “tooled up” his workshop to
be able to handle them. The success of
Nazism showed him that the movement from
sacred to secular could be reversed, and
Howard Becker now became aware of the
historical importance of “reactionary radi-
calism,” of “sacredness by prescription,” of

8 For instance, the heavy reliance, in “Processes
of Secularisation,” 0p. cit. (1932), on the end of
“new experience,” on “the tendency to respond
more and more readily to new stimuli,” and the
stress on the secular as the “photographic negative”
of the sacred.

7In like manner, a theorist who wished to re-
main within the framework of Weber’s thought
while perhaps insisting less on “disenchantment”
and “rationalization” as overriding trends could
easily do so by developing more fully the applica-
tion of the concept of “communal action,” Ver-
gemeinschaftung, and more particularly the idea
of “dibergreifende Vergemeinschaftung,’ to match
the detailed treatment of “societal action” (Ver-
gesellschaftung) throughout Weber’s work. Cf. Max
Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, 4th edition,
II, 2 pars 1-3 (pp. 199-207); III, 4, par.s 2-3
(pp. 631-640), the latter translated in H. Gerth
and C. Wright Mills, From Max Weber, New York:
Oxford Galaxy, 1958, pp. 181-184.
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the prescriptive society; ® he came to see
that societies of this type, though they come
into being most often as the result of
“societal continuity long enough to permit
the rise of prescription out of tradition,”
could also arise from “the threat of societal
discontinuity issuing from crises of various
kinds,” ® as Hitler’s totalitarian society rose
out of the “tumult of the ’Twenties.” 1°

This was the context of thought in which
the concept of “the normative reaction to
normlessness” took shape. Normlessness was
originally used by my father as a transla-
tion of Durkheim’s anomie,'* and was then
adopted as a term for the state of discon-
tinuity and unpredictability of conduct
found in “pronormless” societies, those that
have approached the secular extreme of the
continuum. But as he probed deeper into the
stuff of history, and as he came to insist
less on identifying the “total process of his-
tory” with a fixed and irreversible order of
movement along the sacred-secular con-
tinuum,'? he found it necessary to gemer-
alize the “normative reaction.” In his words,
“the ‘normative reaction to normlessness’
occurs not only when secularization reaches
. . . extremes, but also, for instance, when
one rigidly prescribed sacred sub-society
clashes with another, or when one of prin-

8 “Reactionary radicalism” first used in Harry
Elmer Barnes and Howard Becker, Social Thought
from Lore to Science, Boston: Heath, 1938, in the
treatment of Plato (pp. 124 and 314 of 2nd edi-
tion), arising out of the treatment in Howard
Becker’s dissertation on secularization and the
Greek mind. “Prescription” first treated in “Values
as Tools of Sociological Analysis,” Through Values
to Social Interpretations, Chapter 1; cf. p. 46,
note 50.

9 Howard Becker, Man in Reciprocity, New
York: Praeger, 1956; section “The Rise and Course
of Prescription,” pp. 159-162, based on pp. 63-66
of Through Values. . . .

10 Howard Becker, German VYouth: Bond or
Free, London: Kegan Paul, 1946; Chapter 6. This
study of the German youth movement was largely
responsible for the refinement in the treatment of
sacred societies.

11 Cf. Howard Becker and Alvin Boskoff, Modern
Sociological Theory in Continuity and Change,
New York: Dryden, 1957, Chapter 6, p. 173, note
63.

121bid., p. 176: “Shifts from one societal type
to another were also discussed, but not in order
to demonstrate evolutionary or even developmental
sequence; skipping and reversal is not only possible
but also frequently evident.”
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cipled-secular variety too brusquely invades
folk or prescribed bailiwicks.” 13

And his final position was that the norma-
tive reaction, as a reaction, is found wher-
ever the subject defines the situation of
action, the societal context, as “normless,”
and attempts to restructure it in accord
with explicit normative patterns. The ob-
server, then, cannot limit this reaction to
the point on %is scale which %e designates
as approaching “real” normlessness. The
term loses the objectivist overtones of
Durkheim’s anomie. “Normative reactions
to normlessness”’—note the switch to the
plural without article—normative reactions
were now perceived to be an important as-
pect of sacralization, and sacralization, in
turn, was perceived to be separable from
secularization only for analytical purposes.l*
This is an important point, and one which
deserves fuller treatment; but I think that
I have now said enough about the overall
trend of my father’s thought within the
sacred-secular framework to set his views
on “Normative Reactions To Normlessness”
in perspective, and I shall now proceed to
read them to you.

A final word on the form and content of
the paper seems in order. The outline of
the address, and about three-quarters of the
text, are taken over as they stand in How-
ard Becker’s notes. Where the notes are
sketchy, I have resorted to piecing; about
half of the pieces are taken verbatim from
other of his recent writings on the subject,
and the rest I have tried to complete in
what I hope is the spirit that moved the
whole.!?

13 Man in Reciprocity, p. 189.

14 Ibid., p. 183: “The most that can be said of
any society is that it is highly secularized or is
secularizing rapidly, for sacred residues always
remain or are regenerated in some form.

“Secularization, in other words, goes on in all
societies—more rapidly, of course, when there is
a great deal of affective nonrationality. But sacrali-
zation also goes on in all societies; what was
once novel, and even heretical, eventually becomes
traditional, and hard on the heels of tradition, in
many cases, follows prescription. Loose societies
thus become tight.”

15 All additions of consequence are bracketed,
and subsequent footnotes indicate the source of
all major additions. No theoretical points offered
in the notes have been omitted.



