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Foreword

WILLIAM KORNBLUM

Alain Pessin’s intellectual biography of Howard Becker is a rare
jewel of transatlantic social science. The late French sociologist
argues that Becker the master sociologist has much in common
with Becker the jazz improviser: both roles are played with equal
intelligence and professional ease. Pessin shows us that as science,
Becker’s sociology is neither “soft” nor “hard” but supple. Pessin
would be delighted to know that the book, originally written to
give European readers more background on an American so-
ciologist they were devouring in translation, has finally crossed
the ocean. From it American readers will begin to understand
why Howie Becker, our plainspoken Chicagoan, has become the
world’s most recognized American sociologist, while he remains
the field’s reigning free spirit.

For Pessin, a sociologist of art, Becker’s A7+ Worlds (1982, 2008)
was a seminal text. In the late eighties he sought out the always-
accessible Howie in Chicago, and they remained friends until
Pessin’s untimely death in 2008. For the twenty-fifth anniversary
edition of Ar¢ Worlds, Howie included an extended discussion
between himself and Alain Pessin about their understandings
of art as social process. But Howie not only writes about art;
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in his younger years he played jazz piano in Chicago taverns.
French intellectuals love jazz, and one meets French sociolo-
gists who know the history of the music and its evolving styles
as well as, if not better than, their American counterparts do.
When Pessin and other French sociologists attended conven-
tions of the American Sociological Association, they would be
treated to Howie’s playing and struck by his generosity with
amateurs who jammed with him in front of great sociological
publics. His artistry at the keyboard and at the typewriter, for he
is a genuine sociological stylist, helped establish Becker’s rep in
the free-spirit domain. But his seminal work on deviance did so
even more.

Outsiders (1963) may be Becker’s most enduring and original
contribution to social scientific thought. Translated into all the
major languages, the book has engendered a worldwide litera-
ture on deviance and labeling. In France Out#siders has been avail-
able for over forty years, for example, and is one of the most
frequently assigned texts in French social scientific education.
It was one of the Chicago volumes in the post-World War II
period that called European attention to the founding intellec-
tual traditions of American empirical sociology, Chicago style.
Far from the “dust bowl empiricism” that its critics derided, the
Chicago-style sociology Pessin celebrates in Becker’s work is the
result of many influences from within and outside the field. He
finds that Becker’s ideas about interaction drew from the work
of his mentors and intellectual influences—Blumer, Hughes,
Lindesmith, and Thomas notably—and contemporaries, includ-
ing Goffman, Strauss, Vaughan, and others. He also shows how
freely, like Becker’s mentor Everett Hughes before him, Becker
turned to the insights of nonsociologists for inspiration. Pessin
cites Hughes’s reading of Musil, for example, and describes how
Becker drew inspiration from Georges Perec and Italo Calvino.

Howie’s is the treasured voice of the third generation of Chi-
cago sociologists. But in contrast to earlier midwestern sociology
(often the straitlaced product of parsons’sons), Becker, Goffman,
Cavan, the Loflands, Strauss, Suttles, and the pioneering research-
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ers on sexual interaction Gagnon and Simon opened the field to
research on human behavior that was free of moral prejudices
and the limitations of superficial samples. But is Becker lacking
in theoretical chops, as some who demand extensive “theoriza-
tion” of the issues they study claim? Bruno Latour, no stranger
to theory of any appellation, argues the contrary: “There is in fact
in Becker’s approach a perfectly theorized manner of not having
theory.” Latour admires Becker’s theoretical and methodological
stance in Ar¢ Worlds, for example, for it allows Becker to observe
how meanings emerge from seemingly disparate practices among
participants in social situations.! For American sociologists, like
those in the urban ethnography network, led from Yale by the
inspiring Elijah Anderson, a former student of Becker’s, Howie’s
work offers endless examples of how to make sense of fieldwork
observations, which are always rich in meanings, mysteries, and
political implications.

Pessin and other French sociologists were similarly drawn to
Becker’s supple ethnographic analysis of social phenomena, in
contrast to the “heavier,” more institutionally deterministic tra-
ditions of French sociology, as defined by Durkheim and later
by Becker’s contemporary the late Pierre Bourdieu. In his 2015
New Yorker profile of Howard (“Howie”) Becker, Adam Gopnick
observed that Becker’s “books became a magnetic pole around
which dissident French sociologists could gather,” and the books,
as well as the research stance they advocated, “provided a means
to combat the man who, for a generation, had been the domi-
nant figure in French social science, Pierre Bourdieu.” Becker
explained to Gopnick that

Bourdieu’s big idea was the champs, field, and mine was monde,
world—what’s the difference? Bourdieu’s idea of field is kind of
mystical. It’s a metaphor from physics. I always imagined it as a
zero-sum game being played in a box. The box is full of little things
that zing around. And he doesn’t speak about people. He just speaks
about forces. There aren't any people doing anything. Mine is a view
that—well, it takes a village to write a symphony and get it per-
formed.?
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The free spirit in Becker refuses ever to be bound by prior
assumptions about what should be happening or who should be
acting or reacting. This methodological stance is especially at-
tractive to students tired of theoretical orientations that promise
to yield few new insights. For Becker the trick is to look care-
tully and then be able to explain what has happened in the terms
of those who created the action or the scene. Sociologists who
go into the field with axes to grind or theories to prove usually
find uninspiring confirmation of preconceived ideas. Since 2004,
when Pessin’s intellectual biography of Becker was published
in Europe, Becker has published a number of highly successful
books about working in and writing about the social sciences.
Most of these have been translated into French and other Eu-
ropean languages and are assigned to students entering socio-
logical research programs. This is also true for many graduate
social science programs in the United States, where Becker’s
work on sociological methods and writing in the social sciences
is required reading and has helped stimulate a new generation of
keenly observed and clearly written empirical studies on a wide
variety of subjects.

In “DoYou Know . .. 2" The Jazz Repertoire in Action (2009), his
empirical work on repertoire and improvisation (coauthored with
jazz trumpet player and sociologist Robert Faulkner), Howie de-
lights in the give-and-take of spontaneous conversation, be it
musical or verbal. Fortunately, some strands of his rich socio-
logical conversations with French social scientists were gathered
in print by Alain Pessin and a colleague, Alain Blanc, in 2004,
shortly before Pessin’s death. Entitled (my translation from the
French) Art of the Field: A Medley Offered to Howard S. Becker
(L'art du terrain: Mélanges offerts & Howard S. Becker), the collec-
tion includes, to cite only one example, a charming essay by Pes-
sin in which he seeks to explain to his American friend Howie
Becker the intricacy and beauty of the social world of French
long-distance cycling and the heroes who reigned over it before
the “social construction of Lance Armstrong.” A few years ear-
lier, in 1999, on the occasion of an honorary doctorate awarded to
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Howie by Pierre Mendés-France University, in Grenoble, Pessin
and colleagues produced a volume in French (Paroles et musique)
in which Howie outlines many of the ideas about jazz as art that
he later expanded in his work with Rob Faulkner. The text is ac-
companied by a recorded jazz session featuring Howie on piano
and the brilliant French bassist Benoit Cancoin. It is another
example of how keenly Howie is appreciated in France and how
his own work has been influenced by French colleagues’attention
to his oeuvre.

In recent years Howie and his wife, Dianne, a skilled photo-
journalist, divide their time between San Francisco and Paris.
Although their popularity among French social scientists can
certainly be explained by Howie’s standing as a renowned so-
ciologist, the couple’s obvious delight in French culture is also
always in evidence. As one who has had the privilege of spend-
ing time with them in Paris, I can say that French and other
European scholars also choose to spend hours with Howie and
Dianne in Parisian bistros and cafés or in their homes because
they can all converse in French. Friends and professional peers,
they share stories from the field, but they understand themselves
to be speaking with someone whose intellectual pedigree extends
through three generations of American sociology (with a Chi-
cago twist). Few living sociologists have this distinction. Few are
the subject of an intellectual biography. None deserve the honor
more than Howard S. Becker, Chicago’s “Howie.”

xiii






Prologue

For a jazz concert, you need more than a few musicians and a
group of people who have come to listen to them. There also have
to be other musicians who have constructed and finally estab-
lished the kind of musical practice that is called “jazz”; musical
choices must have been made that designate the act of playing
this kind of music as worthy of collective interest, instrumental
ensembles must have been recognized as suitable for this kind of
music, people and societies have to have perfected and produced
the instruments and made them commercially available; jazz mu-
sic has to have become shareable, and for that, first of all, even
before we can speak of the existence of a musical sensibility for
this genre during a given period in given social groups, sheet mu-
sic and recordings have to have been made and distributed, and
the producers of radio programs have to have chosen to broadcast
this artistic expression.

In addition, a concert requires people to seek venues where
musicians and audiences can meet, to sell tickets at the entrance,
and to set up the lighting and sound systems; the concert has be
advertised and, without going through the whole list of all the
actors involved, there has to be a parking attendant. The latter,
no matter how modest—and profane, some would say—his par-
ticipation might be, is just as essential as the others: as essential
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as the artists and the music lovers who are eager to hear them,
because if there is no parking attendant, there is no parking, no
one can get to the site of the event, and there is no concert and
no music.

This example, which is often found in Howard S. Becker’s
sociology, clearly shows that even in the domain of art—which
is supposed to be the domain of select passions that people would
like to think are independent of material contingencies—the
production of events, of works of art, and the actualization of
these valued select passions are the result of a collective effort,
an organized activity that generally involves a large number of
actors, including actors whose role is small but without whom
nothing is possible, neither a jazz concert nor any other artistic
expression, nor for that matter any manifestation of social life in
general.

What we have to call jazz, or music—and this holds for any
collective event—is the result at a given time of all these coordi-
nated activities and of all the choices that are made in connec-
tion with them. If on a given day jazz brings us together, that is
because a complex series of activities has made it a kind of music
that we have learned to accept and to like and because decisions
and investments on the part of men and women have made it
possible for jazz to continue to exist. And like everything else, it
will exist only as long as somebody is engaged in it.

A sociology of jazz is therefore first of all a sociology of the so-
cial activity through which jazz is actualized as a shareable musi-
cal object. It has to account for all the interactions through which
this shareable character of an object was constructed.

Even if it plays an important role in Becker’s work, the ex-
ample of jazz is not merely anecdotal here. I could have taken
any other example—an educational relationship, the making of
a political decision, a family situation—any of these would have
led to this necessity of considering the coordinated activity of the
whole set of actors concerned, and it is only at the end of their
collaboration (whatever form is given to it, whether voluntarily
cooperative or conflictual) that the facts with which sociologists
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are usually thought to be concerned are conventionally defined:
works of art between their production and their reception, the
procedures and results of the transmission of knowledge, the fact
of power and all the problems connected with it, marriage, di-
vorce, family recompositions, and so on.

This strong inflection Becker gives to sociology is also found
at work in all the themes he took up successively, among which
art and deviancy occupy an essential position. Before going into
detail concerning the various phenomena that aroused Becker’s
sociological curiosity, let us adhere for the moment to this orien-
tation: “We can define sociology as the study of the way people
do things together.”

Becker does sociology. He also does other things, especially
music: he has been a professional jazz pianist since he was young,
and even if his musical career has had less intense moments in
the meantime, in 2003 he recorded a CD.? He does photography,
cooks, and participates in theater, to name only a few of his in-
terests. But in the end, we consider him a sociologist. In accord
with his own conception of social activity, a man who has become
one of the best-known sociologists in the world, a permanent
participant in so many debates that roil contemporary sociology,
cannot have done all that by himself.

The question that will guide us is therefore this: with whom
could Becker do sociology, in Chicago and other places, in the
second half of the twentieth century, and with whom is he still
doing it today? By choosing this point of view, this kind of “read-
ing” of Becker’s work, I seek precisely to oppose the idea of an
oeuvre that is valuable only because of its ultimate results—its
theoretical results, that is, the ones that can be generalized and
isolated from the collective procedure through which they were
obtained. I seek to avoid the illusion of a scientific work that
produces the illusion that it is autonomous.

On the contrary, I want to pay homage to Becker’s work by
understanding the word in the American sense of effort, activity.
Becker’s sociology is fertile chiefly because it constantly seeks to
question the world and also to doubt sociological reflexes, ready-

xXvii
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made ways of approaching problems that encumber and hobble
the way sociologists question the world. Becker’s work, like any
work, is carried out in given circumstances, in particular situa-
tions, confronted by specific people coming from diverse social
milieus.

In this gallery of Becker’s accomplices, we find first of all mu-
sicians. In the 1950s and 1960s, in Chicago and a few other cities,
he was a “Saturday night musician.” For dances, private parties,
bar mitzvahs, and in nightclubs, taverns, and strip joints, he spent
whole nights behind the piano and even learned to keep on play-
ing as he took a little nap. The musical ambitions of these groups,
often cobbled together at the last moment with musicians who
did not know each other, were generally quite limited: doing
what they had to do to be hired again, in other combinations,
week after week. Playing jazz—these musicians’ only declared
ambition—for audiences and employers who didn't think much
of this kind of music was a kind of compromise.’ This collective
establishment of an arrangement based on shareable music was
to provide first-rate autobiographical material for the writing of
Art Worlds.

Becker’s students should also be mentioned, because discus-
sions in his classes often clarified his ideas and shaped his books.

Finally, there are his teachers and his colleagues. Everett C.
Hughes and Herbert Blumer played the role of teachers, but the
whole great Chicago tradition passed through them and outlined
Becker’s intellectual family tree:

Studying at the University of Chicago was an enormous advantage
for me, and certainly put its stamp on my way of thinking about
sociology. We could trace a kind of genealogical lineage: I studied a
great deal with Everett Hughes, who taught me what I know about
social organization; and Hughes had studied with Robert Park, who,
in turn, had been Georg Simmel’s student. There you have my “fam-
ily history.” The other branch runs through Herbert Blumer, with
whom I studied social psychology; if we go back up the genealogical
tree on that side, we find George Herbert Mead, John Dewey, and
William James. With Lloyd Warner, we go back to Radcliffe-Brown
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and Durkheim. But what really excited me in social anthropology
was not so much the theory as the romantic side of the fieldwork.
Studying and observing the life of individuals or groups, in detail
and over long periods. In that sense, my tastes haven’t changed since
that time. All my studies, including Ar# Worlds, are closely connected
with direct, personal experience.*

Let us take Becker at his word: he is the one who tells us that
we can understand things in the social world only by looking at
how they are done together. We will see how his own work “does
things together.” That will be the most faithful way of describ-
ng 1t.

xix






People Who Get High
and the Others

Chicago, Illinois

If Becker is right in saying that sociological activity is a kind
of work like any other and owes its results at least as much to
the complexity of its collective organization as to the exceptional
astuteness of certain individuals, then an innovative sociological
result can occur only in a situation that favors it and involves both
chains of cooperation and accidental innovations. Qu#siders, the
book that first brought Becker international recognition, fully
confirms this point of view.

The research environment at Chicago was propitious for
such a scientific coincidence. There was a very old tradition of
research on delinquency that had given rise to many studies that
were constantly developing and revising their area of investiga-
tion. Becker was not one of these sociologists of delinquency, and
never became one. He worked, along with others, on problems
in the sociology of occupations. Just before Outsiders appeared,
he had published, in collaboration with Blanche Geer, Everett
Hughes, and Anselm Strauss, Boys in White: Student Culture in
Medical School, which focused on students’ collective resistance
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to the academic and intellectual demands and requirements the
professors imposed on them. But it was by importing this point
of view of the sociology of occupations into what the sociology of
delinquency had belatedly become that he could carry out a ma-
jor reorientation of research in this domain through his use of the
term “deviancy,” the deployment of the notion of “career,” and
what was to called, despite his opposition, “labeling theory.” The
originality of this reorientation is certain, but it is also relative,
because Becker made use of an interpretive scheme that was eas-
ily identifiable as belonging to the Chicago School’s tradition.!

The theme of delinquency as a consequence of “social dis-
organization” had been discussed since the early 1920s by many
researchers and fieldworkers, often in the twofold sense of soci-
ology and social activism. Social disorganization, which resulted
not only in delinquency but also in divorce and abandonment of
families, suicide, alcoholism, and other problems, was for them
a particularly catastrophic effect, particularly for disadvantaged
youths, of the constant and rapid transformations of the modern
metropolis. Thomas and Znaniecki’s pioneering work on Polish
immigrants?® blazed a trail followed by Park, by Burgess, and, after
them, by many others, including Thrasher, who analyzed gangs,
and Shaw and McKay. The premise long shared by these studies
was that “delinquency among the young is a consequence of the
loss of the influence of the social control exercised by traditional
institutions such as churches, the family, and local communities,
under the new conditions encountered in cities by emigrants of
rural origin.”

Jean-Michel Chapoulie maintains that one of the factors en-
abling us to understand the transition, in the 1950s, from the
notion of social disorganization to the notion of deviancy is the
professionalization of Chicago sociology, which involved greater
detachment with respect to social action.* After Sutherland be-
gan analyzing the notion of crime outside the milieu of young
people from poor immigrant backgrounds, focusing instead on
white-collar crime, Becker could seek an illustration of what was
henceforth called “deviance” in situations that were less socio-
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logically typified, less marked by the weight of macrosociology,
and in more fluid practices. In his work, deviance was to be seen
as the result of choices, of situations characterized by less pre-
dictable interactions that were much less easily associated with
the oppressive constraints of a destiny that was not chosen. The
preconditions for deviance were no longer a generalized anomie
or a serious social disorganization. Deviance is virtually every-
where and is an everyday, normal social fact. It is even reasonable
to ask, Becker notes, what keeps people from being more deviant
than they are:

There is no reason to assume that only those who finally commit a
deviant act actually have the impulse to do so. It is much more likely
that most people experience deviant impulses frequently. At least in
fantasy, people are much more deviant than they appear. Instead of
asking why deviants want to do things that are disapproved of, we
might better ask why conventional people do not follow through on
the deviant impulses they have.’

This reorientation of the sociologist’s approach makes it possible
to move from investigations that are necessarily more general,
sometimes have a strong collective moral goal, and in any case
are always solidly anchored in the current social drama of a great,
anomic city to a more flexible kind of investigation and more
minute analyses of particular cases connected with the overall
context by ramifications more delicate but just as propitious, even
though in a different way, for the invention of approaches valu-
able for sociology in general. Becker drew such approaches from
direct observation and interviews with marijuana smokers and
dance musicians. It is very clear that for these two groups, which
obviously intersect in part, no characterization as “victims” of the
general anomie can be taken seriously. How is the experience of
“getting high,” that is, drawing as much pleasure as possible from
smoking marijuana, constructed? How do people persist, despite
the pressures and obstacles, in playing “real music,” that is, jazz?
These apparently anecdotal questions are nonetheless capable
of authorizing the formulation of general hypotheses regarding
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deviancy, if they are approached with the proven persistence and
ingenuity of the Chicago School’s questioning.

Deviance in Deviance

The fertility of a sociological enterprise has in large part to do
with the sociologist’s ability to transform or overturn the ques-
tions that are usually asked about the reality concerned. Becker
frequently returns to his teacher Herbert Blumer’s way of see-
ing each stage in the construction of sociological knowledge in
terms of representations. “Blumer thought, and so do I, that the
basic operation in studying society—we start with images and
end with them—is the production and refinement of an image
of the thing we are studying.”

In the case of deviancy, the representations that were available
to a young researcher in the early 1950s converged on the intrin-
sically deviant character of the act and its actor. Scientific theo-
ries and common sense asked the same question: “Why do some
people transgress the norm?” And they gave the same reply: it is
because some people are substantially deviant that they decide to
commit acts that are themselves substantially deviant.” Such a con-
ception implies that the norm is not the object of a decision, that
it is received as such from some authority outside the social, given
once and for all and beyond question. Here the norm is taken for
granted, and only perverse forces might try to transgress it.

But obviously the norm cannot be taken for granted. Different
groups do not describe the same actions as deviant, and the same
policeman does not always treat the same acts with the same se-
verity, depending, for instance, on whether the person shoplifting
candy is black or white. A better question is “Who defines the
norm, and under what conditions do those who define it under-
take to ensure that it is respected?”

Such a relativization of the norm allows us to assess the repre-
sentations given us at the start. Considering the norm as an objec-
tive given, sociologists merely accepted existing values and con-
tinued the action of those who defined the norm in a given place



People Who Get High and the Others  §

and at a given moment. Sociology has not the slightest chance of
gaining a clear view of collective actions if it does not methodi-
cally tear itself away from the established powers by asking ques-
tions different from the conventional ones asked by institutions.

The norm is now considered a collective commitment. We can
grasp it more correctly by taking into account not only the act
itself but also the way it is seen, as well as the reciprocity of the
ways the various actors involved in the act see it. If a social group
considers a deviant an outsider, the latter can also reject the norm
that is used against him and consider the group in question as
foreign to his own universe.®

The norm is part of a dynamic schema. The new point of view
set up here consists in making the very existence of deviance
inseparable from the many procedures through which people
observe, assess, designate, and label it. If the norm is relative,
if it corresponds only to a choice made by certain groups, then
deviance is also absolutely relative, and we can evaluate it only by
the standard of the norm producers’ way of seeing things, by the
standard of those whom Becker calls the “entrepreneurs of mo-
rality”: a behavior can be considered deviant only because some-
one has set up a barrier at that point and accuses someone else of
crossing it. Whence the initial viewpoint of Qu#siders:

I...view deviance as the product of a transaction that takes place
between some social group and one who is viewed by that group as
a rule-breaker. I will be less concerned with the personal and social
characteristics of deviants than with the process by which they come
to be thought of as outsiders and their reactions to that judgment.’

Deviance as a Process of Symbolic Creation

Now we are dealing with a new representation of the phenom-
enon of deviance. An act—taking drugs, engaging in an illicit
sexuality, stealing from a charitable organization, killing one’s
professor, or whatever it might be—is no longer seen as being by
itself the organizer of the social behaviors of those who perform
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it and those who oppose it but is, rather, understood as orga-
nized by a complex set of social activities whose fragile result it
is. As an object that transmits meaning, it is constructed in a set
of interactions. It results from the latter as an elaboration that
has to be carried out over and over under increasingly complex
and changing collective conditions. The sociological object “de-
viance” is not an inventory of behaviors or a statistic reporting
their frequency: it is a symbolic object constructed through a col-
lective process that is symbolic in the sense that it is something
that unites us, at a given time, in a common meaning.

Thus, deviance, like everything else, is something we do together.
And it can be understood only by examining the roles played in
the production of this meaning by all the parties involved. This is
a permanent viewpoint in Becker’s work; he demands that all the
interactions in a social landscape (which may vary in size) be taken
into account. In his later work on artistic practices, this require-
ment leads to a clarification of the notion of a “world.”

Consider the way all the actors involved participate, together,
in the definition of deviance, the act of definition having sym-
bolic efficacy and thus very practical consequences. Saying that
deviance unites all these actors is an example sufficient to settle
a minuscule problem: that of the term “cooperation,” which is
often used by Becker but is also used in speaking about him to
make the 