UNIT 4 CROWD PSYCHOLOGY:
COLLECTIVE CONSCIOUSNESS
AND COLLECTIVE HYSTERIA
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4.0 INTRODUCTION

The crowd is the most transitory and unstable of all the social groups. Crowd
belongs to the category of unorganised groups. This does not indicate that crowd
exhibits no patterns, no characteristic expressions but in relation to other organised
groups, the units in it are not organised. In this unit we will be dealing with the
concept of crowd, its definition, its characteristics, the manner in which it is
formed, etc. We will also learn about what happens to an individual when the
person is part of a crowd. How does the behaviour of individual in a group
differs from that of the behaviour of the same individual in a crowd. We will
also learn about the active and inactive crowds and the typical crowd behaviour
exhibited.

4.1 OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit, you will be able to:

e Define crowd,

e Describe crowd characteristics;

e Explain crowd psychology;

e Analyse crowd behaviour;

e Describe collective behaviour in terms of crowd behaviour; and

e Analyse collective hysteria in terms of crowd psychology.
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4.2 CROWD: DEFINITION AND
CHARACTERISTICS

Crowd is defined as a large number of persons gathered together. It isa group of
people united by a common characteristic, as age, interest, or vocation.

Examples of different types of gathering which are called crowd:
1) A group of people attending a public function.

2) Anaudience attending theatre witnessing a play.

3) A large number of things positioned or considered together.

It is the physically compact aggregation of human being where direct, temporary
and organised contact with one another exists. This relationship is quickly created
and quickly dissolved. Numbers are necessary to make a crowd, though there is
variation from crowd to crowd, and numbers are only randomly thrown together
in physical proximity. Not only this, crowd differs from such groups as the
assembly, public meeting, reception etc. where the participants fall into a
predetermined order and are arranged to some principle of selection.

There are mainly two types of crowd:
a) The “like interest’ crowd and

b) The ‘common interest’ crowd.

The “like interest’ crowd has no common purpose. There is a common external
focus of interest but not acommon interest. The like interest crowd can do nothing
as a crowd. On the other hand, the crowds of this sort are not necessarily
antagonistic to the established order. It also differs from the general crowd which
has certain characteristics such as certain unique psychological qualities. Crowds
also differ greatly on the psychological level according to the character of the
interest which pervades them. The full significance of crowd sentiment is seen
more clearly in the behaviour of the ‘common interest’ crowd, wherein there is
always a “cause” that leads the person concerned to identify himself with all the
rest.

The aggregation of individuals becomes a crowd only when the sentiments and
ideas of all the persons in the gathering take one and the same direction, and
their conscious personality vanishes. Crowds are not premeditative, they are
impulsive and mobile. The causes which determine the appearance of the
characteristics of the crowd are:

a) sentiment of invisible power
b) suggestion and
C) contagion.

Once the crowd is assembled, there grows a spontaneous accumulation of
excitement and a “sympathetic induction”. The symptoms and expressions of
emotions come to each constituent member as a collective influence and heighten
the feeling in each individual.

Crowds are defined by their shared emotional experiences, but masses are defined
by their interpersonal isolation.



Crowd is the most transitory and unstable group among the other social groups.
Crowd exhibits no pattern, no characteristic expression, but the unit in it is not
organised in relation to one another.

Crowd differs from other types of gatherings. There are myriads of casual meetings
of friends, acquaintances or strangers taking place at all times in every society,
on the street, on the train, in the office, in the market place and so forth. These
unorganised meetings differ from crowds because they are, sociologically as
well as psychologically face to face meetings and they take place on a much
smaller scale. Numbers are necessary to make a crowd although there are
variations. Besides this, crowd differs from such groups as the assembly, public
meeting, reception and so on, where the participants fall into a pre determined
order and are arranged according to some principle of selection.

Characteristics of a crowd

e Ahuman being acts in a very different manner when in a crowd as compared
to when the individual is alone in isolation. The conscious individuality
vanishes in the unconscious personality of the crowd.

e Material contact is not absolutely necessary.

e Passions and sentiments, provoked by certain events, are often sufficient to
create it.

e  The collective mind, momentarily formed, represents a very special kind of
aggregate.

e ltschief peculiarity is that it is entirely dominated by unconscious elements.
e ltis subjectto a peculiar collective logic.
e Possesses infinite credulity and exaggerated sensibility.

e There is a certain degree of shortsightedness amongst the members of the
crowd.

e Thereisalso some degree of incapacity to respond to the influences of reason.

e Affirmation, contagion, repetition, and prestige constitute almost the only
means of persuading the members in a crowd.

e Reality and experience have no effect upon them.
e The crowd will admit anything.
e Nothing is impossible in the eyes of the crowd.

e The sensibility of crowds, their sentiments, good or bad, are always
exaggerated. These characteristics show thata person in the crowd descends
to a very low degree in the scale of civilisation.

e Inthe intellectual domain a crowd is always inferior to the isolated unit.
e A crowd will commit a crime as readily as an act of abnegation.

e Personal characteristics vanish in the crowd. For example in a crowd, a
miser becomes generous, the skeptic a believer, the honest man a criminal,
the coward a hero.
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One of the most notable consequences of the influence of a crowd is the
unification of their sentiments and wills. This psychological unity confers a
remarkable force upon crowds.

Inacrowd, gestures and actions are extremely contagious. Acclamations of
hatred, fury, or love are immediately approved and repeated.

They are propagated by contagion, but a point of departure is necessary

before this contagion can take effect.

Without a leader the crowd is an amorphous entity incapable of action.

Self Assessment Questions

1) Define crowd and put forward the various definitions and concept of
crowd.

3) How is crowd behaviour of an individual different from the behaviour
of the individual when alone.




4.2.1 Crowd Psychology: Definition and Characteristics

Crowd psychology refers to studies and theories in connection with the behaviour
of crowds and of the people within them. It also studies the psychological
causes and effects of crowd behaviour. Neither the socio psychological processes
that take place within the crowd nor the techniques employed by the crowd leader
provide, in themselves, an adequate understanding of the peculiarities of crowd
behaviour.

e Crowds are spontaneous

The most common myth about crowds is that they are spontaneous and in quite
a few cases they are the places from violence erupts. Ina crowd there is generally
a chaos.

Mixed crowds, which we normally come across in public matches, sports etc.,
are in fact usually peaceful and only engage in stereotypical crowd behaviour, as
for instance whistling and clapping, face painting, singing and shouting depending
on the occasion.

In reality most people will go to almost any length to avoid actual violence,
whether they are in a crowd or not.

e Crowds are suggestible

People in crowds have heightened suggestibility. They are said to copy each
other, they look for a leader, etc. They are open to the suggestion of others.

If there is some truth to the idea that people in crowds are suggestible, no one has
managed to demonstrate it empirically.

e Crowds are irrational

Most crowds react without thinking. They are basically irrational. One type of
irrationality frequently attributed to crowds is panic. When there is an emergency
situation like fire in an auditorium, the individuals in that crowd suddenly behave
in the most selfish manner almost like animals and in the process of trying to
escape first, they cause considerable harm to other people and to property.
Sometimes in their panic stricken stage , they may even neglect their own children
Faced by emergency situations people are thought to suddenly behave like selfish
animals, trampling others in the scramble to escape.

Research studies are innumerable in this area, namely in real emergency situations,
but the findings from these studies do not support the above idea. Two examples
are studies on underground station evacuations and the rapid, orderly way in
which people evacuated the World Trade Center after the 9/11 terrorist attacks.
Many lives were saved that day because people resisted the urge to panic. Resisting
the urge to irrationality, or panic, is the norm.

e Crowds increase anonymity

A less common myth, but still popular is the idea that people become more
anonymous when they are in a crowd. This anonymity is said to feed into
spontaneity and even destructiveness, helping to make crowds violent, dangerous
places in which society’s laws are transgressed.
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Everyday experience, though, is that people usually travel in groups, with their
family or friends, and so are not anonymous at all. Research confirms this, for
example one study from the 70s found that most people at a football match were
with one or more friends. Later research has repeated this finding.

e Crowds are emotional

Less widespread myth is that the crowds are thought by some to be particularly
emotional. It is argued that increased emotionality is linked to irrationality and
perhaps violence.

Modern psychological research, though, does not see the emotions as separate
to decision-making, but rather as an integral part. To talk about an ‘emotional
crowd’ as opposed to a ‘rational crowd’, therefore, does not make sense. People
in crowds make their decisions with input from their emotions, just as they do
when they’re not in a crowd.

e Crowds are unanimous

Few of the sociology textbooks endorse the myth of unanimity, but the idea does
appear that when people are together they tend to act in unison. Research suggests,
though, that this is rarely the case and that people remain stubbornly individual.

e Crowds are destructive

The least common myth in the sociology textbooks, but quite a strong cultural
stereotype of crowds, is that they are destructive. This is closely related to the
myth of spontaneity and is often connected to violence.

Again Schweingruber and Wohlstein find that research shows violence in crowds
is extremely rare. And what violence does occur is normally carried out by a
small minority, that is, these are the people that make it on to the news

Crowd psychology is a phenomenon that is understood to be a part of the broader
study of social psychology. The basic concept of crowd psychology is that the
thought processes and behaviour patterns of the individual often vary from those
of a larger group, although these same individuals often adapt to the expectations
of the surrounding culture and modify individual traits in order to identify with
the crowd. Different theories of crowd psychology focus on both the conscious
and subconscious ways that individuals align with the crowd mentality.

Most theories of crowd behaviour agree that the peculiar manifestation of crowd
is the expressions of impulses repressed or thwarted by the conditions and social
controls of everyday life. The close connection between the underlying
characteristics of the cultural conditions and the types of crowd that is apt to
mark to community life. The manifestation of crowd feeling deserve study not
only because they reveal the significance of this transitory form of aggregation,
but also because they throw light on other social phenomenon. Crowd offers a
special opportunity for the emergence of herd sentiment. Communication is an
essential process in social life. Tremendous increase of the technical facilities of
communication, in recent times, in conjuncture with other changes, has brought
into the modern scene new problems and new potentialities in the area of
collective behaviour.



Self Assessment Questions
1) Define crowd psychology and indicate the components of crowd
psychology

4.3 COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOUR

All social interaction is collective behaviour. When two or more persons behave
in the same way, it may be termed as ‘collective behaviour’. Any religious
congregation may be called collective behaviour. Collective behaviour brings
people into contact with others in situations where conventional guidelines and
formal authority fail to afford direction and supply channels for action. Social
unrest may be both the cause and effect of collective behaviour. It may sometimes
lead to the emergence of new norms and generally accepted policies. The agitated
crowds can develop into disciplined association. Collective behaviour may act
as an agent of flexibility and as a forerunner of social change.
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Some special features of collective behaviour are:

e Ittakes place in occasional episodes rather than regularly or routinely.
e Itisnotregulated by any particular set of rules or procedures.

e Itisgenerally guided by unreasoning beliefs, hopes, fears or hatreds.
e Itisunpredictable.

Generally we can say that social life is a system of well-structured and stable
relationships. It is characterised by change rather than stability, uncertainty rather
than predictability, disorganisation rather than equilibrium. Collective behaviour
entails a crisis or a break in regular routines. Collective behaviour may be an
agent of flexibility and social movements and revolutions fall under the category
of collective behaviour. A crowd may be said to be more stable than a mob.
Under conditions of stress or danger, a crowd may quickly turn into a mob.
Crowd may include mob behaviour as well as audience behaviour. Casual crowd
is short in time, has loosely organised collectivity that may be motivated by the
attraction of the movement. A group of people may collect together when there
is an accident on the road. On the other hand, there is a conventional crowd
which is directed by conventional rules like collection of people in religious
festivals.

4.3.1 Mass Society

Mass society is characterised by rationality, impersonal relations, extreme
specialisation of roles and loneliness for the individual in spite of concentration
of sheer numbers and loss of sense of intimacy and security. In such gatherings,
society’s suggestion, persuasion, propaganda and other aspects of crowd behaviour
are common. (Young, 1948). The modern cities are changing rapidly. It consists
of millions of human beings. Personal contacts among the people are reducing
day by day. The loss of personal relationship creates a sense of insecurity,
loneliness and incompleteness. To overcome these problems, they engage in
voluntary organisation, associations and clubs etc. and also affiliate themselves
with one or the other of the ashrams. Another significant feature of mass society,
with its desire for crowd contacts, is irrationality, susceptibility to propaganda
and advertisement. Technological progress and impersonality are based on rational
grounds. The sense of insecurity and sense of loneliness makes the individual
irrational. In the mass society there is a mixture of rational and irrational thing.

4.3.2 Audience

Audience is a polarized crowd which assembles in one place. It is an index of
mental unity. There may be two types of audience, viz., (i) casual audience and
(i1) scheduled audience. A number of people may congregate and become
polarized by seeing a street quarrel and it is called casual audience. On the other
hand, the crowd which assembles in a lecture hall or cinema hall, may be called
scheduled audience. In the audience situation several psychological processes
are involved in the interaction of people. This interaction may be of two types,
viz., i) between audience and speaker or actor, and ii) among the member of the
audience themselves.

The aim of audience is varied.. One of the aims is to get facts and interpretations.
We can also observe some emotional appeals among audience. Sometimes it
may be conversational. As for example we can say that the dramatic troupe or



the musician will have to build up rapport with the audience so that the audience
appreciates and enjoys the music or the program. If it is unfavourable, then it the
audience can or may become aggressive depending on the theme and performance
at the theater. Group singing breaks down the individual isolation, removes
differences in social status and helps to build up common emotions and feelings.

4.3.3 Mob

The term “mob mentality” is used to refer to unique behavioural characteristics
which emerge when people are in large groups. It is also referred to as herd
behaviour and crowd hysteria. The term ‘mob’ refers to a disorganised, aggressive
or panicked group of people who are rather irrational and illogical in their thinking.
It appears as if they have lost the capacity to think rationally. Social psychologists
who study group behaviour tend to study the mob mentality as the subject is
quite fascinating. The data obtained is an analysis of situations which range
from evacuations gone awry to the moment when demonstrations turn violent.

Social psychologists and animal psychologists do study behaviours related to a
group or herd as the term refers to. Psychologists have been studying and observing
amongst animals the behaviour of flocks, herds, gaggles, pods, kindles, and other
assortments of animals for thousands of years. However only in the early part of
the 20" century, the observers started applying scientific approach and theories
to such behaviours of animals and also humans.

Mob mentality refers to the behaviour of a group of people which has got out of
control. We have been hearing about Kumbh Mela where year after year large
numbers of people get trampled and this kind of behaviour of humans is referred
to as mob mentality. The rational human being suddenly turns very selfish and
becomes only concerned with self and thus unmindful of what is happening to
others, he tries to escape the situation by causing considerable harm and damage
to other humans. Such instances are typical examples of the desperate actions of
people who involve themselves during a period of intense arousal. Such persons
may mob trucks with relief supplies, trample each other at some ‘mela’ or theater,
or riot in the streets in response to resource scarcity or a perceived scarcity.

However, “mob mentality” is about more than just crowds which have gotten
out of control. The field of psychology is very interested in the ways in which
human behaviour changes in response to new social situations. People behave
very differently in small groups of individuals than they do in big crowds, and
their behaviour in crowds is affected by a wide variety of factors.

The study of group behaviour can analyse situations to see where, when, and
why they went wrong. Stock market crashes, for example, can be precipitated by
mob mentality, as people start to panic in response to fluctuating markets.

The study of crowds has also been used to study grim topics like the rise of anti
sikh riots that erupted when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was assassinated.
Similarly immeidatley following partition in India, the riots between Muslims
and Hindus which broke out when India was partitioned. Psychologists hope
that by studying mob mentality and crowd behaviour, they can prevent such
events from recurring.

Mob is again another type of crowd. Generally, the members of a mob tend to
show a similarity in feelings, thoughts and actions irrespective of the variation
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in education, occupation and intelligence. The members of the mob are attending
to and reacting to some common object in acommon way. Sometimes heightened
emotionality is a characteristic feature of mob behaviour. The significant features
are anger, fear, joy etc. Sometimes they become unreasonable, intolerant and
fickle-minded. Most common characteristic of the mob behaviour is the
diminished sense of responsibility. They are generally irresponsible in their
behaviours. For instance, an aggressive mob may do some unfortunate things
such as breaking or damaging public property and damaging buses, trains and
burning things which they will not do at an individual level. Being part of the
mob they indulge in all those activities and happenings. Not only this, they get
a sense of autonomy which is a typical characteristic feature of the mob.
Suggestion, imitation and sympathy are the three mechanisms of interaction which
we can observe in the mob behaviour. It can further be said that mob behaviour
is due to the operation of a number of factors, some of which depend upon the
predisposition of the individuals and characteristics of the situation in which the
collectivity finds itself. Mob behaviour is conditioned by so many factors
including past as well as present facgtors, social as well as individual factors.

4.3.4 Fashion

Fashion is an important example of collective action and it is common with
crowd behaviour. Fashion is a variation that is permissible within limits of custom.
Fashion as well as fads and crazes are based on the desire for change, the desire
for something new. There is a psychological reaction and it is part of the outgrowth
of emotional and irrational tendencies. It can further be said that fashion
sometimes furnishes the desire of conformity, security and social solidarity. Social
movements are collective efforts to change the society. Some movements are
local, some are national and others are international. The term ‘collective
behaviour’ is now used as ‘audience behaviour’, ‘mob behaviour’, *social
movement’ etc.

4.4 COLLECTIVEHYSTERIA

Collective hysteria is a phenomenon in which a group of people simultaneously
exhibit similar hysterical symptoms. It involves some physical effects, such as
headache, nausea, dizziness etc. Actually the term is mainly used to refer to any
mass delusion, in which a group of people become governed by some irrational
belief or panic. Collective hysteria is most common in small, close knit
communities, specially the group who are isolated. Actually, collective hysteria
has been documented since ancient times, though it was not understood until
recently as a socio psychological phenomenon rather than a supernatural one.
Throughout history, collective hysteria has frequently been the cause of moral
panics that resulted in widespread rioting and even torture and executions. It
remains mysterious and disturbing and those who have been subject to collective
hysteria do not always find the modern psychological explanation sufficient.

Sometimes it happens that only a single man or woman can induce fear and
anxiety in many of the other male or female group members, even if there is no
apparent cause. If only when a person becomes upset or stressed, some of the
other members of the group will begin to show tremendous amount of anxiety
and fear such that they respond in a like wise manner.



Another aspect of collective e hysteria is the rumours that start floating. Rumors
start from simple facts or suppositions and as they spread become elaborated
into stories of great emotional significance. Gossip is one of the chief ways in
which rumors spread in rural as well as urban areas. It has been found that rumors
spread very rapidly in times of crisis. When there is a threat of war many rumors
break out. Sometimes these rumors may be deliberately created; the motive is to
create a crisis and social unrest. Generally rumors have two characteristics, viz.,
its importance and its ambiguity. When it concerns some events or deeds of
important individuals or important groups then there is a great amount of ego-
involvement. The aroused anxiety in the individual gets transmitted to the other
individuals whom the person meets. Another important characteristic of rumor
is that the whole situation is vague and ambiguous. Rumors will not spread if
people have factual information in which they have full confidence.

45 LET US SUM UP

Generally, inacrowd, individuals excite the thoughts and actions of their fellow
beings and are influenced by them. It can also be said that self confidence of
individuals increases manifold because they have a sense of mass strength. One
essential characteristic of a crowd is the gathering of sufficient persons at one
place. It is the psychological characteristics of crowd that distinguishes and
differentiates its behaviour from that of an individual in isolatgion. It is due to
them that emotion, rather than thought, circulate rapidly through a crowd. In a
crowd due to increased suggestibility, the experience of mass strength etc., people
do not retain their sense of responsibility and behave differently which is quite
different from their personality and usual behaviour. People lose their capacity
for reflection, their emotions grow excited and powerful, and they tend to do or
say what they are told by another, without thinking about it. According to Freud
and other psychoanalysts, the conduct of the crowd is governed by the unconscious
impulses of persons. Due to absence of inhibitions the repressed tendencies are
excited and persons behave like insane beings. The emotions and the ideas of the
crowd change rapidly. Every thought and excitement moves through the crowd
like a contagious disease. Fear, anger, sorrow, delight etc., circulate very rapidly
in a crowd because of the increased suggestibility of its members. A crowd loses
its capacity to differentiate between moral and immoral or good or bad. It can be
said from the psychological analysis of the behaviour of crowd that man’s
behaviour in a crowd is driven or governed by instincts, sentiments and emotions.
The person’s suggestibility, sentimentality and emotionality are heightened and
intensified and his unconscious impulses are given free reign. A crowd is
excessively emotional, impulsive, fickle, inconsistent and extreme in its actions,
extremely suggestible, careless in deliberation, hasty in judgment, suffers from a
lack of self consciousness, is devoid of self respect and a sense of responsibility.
In this context it can be said that collective bahaviour is that type of social
behaviour which is unpredictable, which is not regulated by any set of rules or
procedures and is guided by unreasoning belifes, hopes, fears and hatreds. It can
further be said that collective hysteria is a phenomena in which a group of people
simultaneously exhibit similar hysterical symptoms. It is a mass delusion, in
which a group of people become governed by irrational beliefs or moral panic.
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4.6 UNIT END QUESTIONS

1) Define crowd and bring out its characteristic features.

2) What are the various characteristics of crowd behaviour?

3) How is crowd different from other gatherings?

4) What do you mean by the term crowd psychology?

5) Describe the significant features of crowd psychology with suitable examples.

6) Whatis collective behaviour? How is it different from individual behaviour?

7) What is collective hysteria? Elucidate this concept with suitable examples.

8) Write in detail about the mass society highlighting its characteristic features.

4.7 GLOSSARY

Attitude

Audience

Cohesiveness

Collective behaviour

Communication

Crowd

Crowd psychology

Group

Group- decision process

Group dynamics

An enduring system of evaluations or feeling
in favour of or against a person or group.

A group of persons who have assembled to
see a picture or to listen a lecture.

The social force which keeps the group
together. It is a product of the attractiveness
to the interaction with group members.

Social behaviour that does not follow an
organised pattern of conventions and
expectations like group behaviour.
Collective behaviour is unstructured and
therefore unpredictable.

The exchange of meaning and mutual
influence.

Aggregation of people in close proximity
who share some common interest.

Crowd psychology mainly refers to the
studies and theories regarding the behaviour
of the crowd and also the psychological
causes and effects of crowd participation

A collection of individuals who are in
interdependent relationship with one another
sharing common norms of behaviour and
attitude, i.e., two or more people interact and
influence one another.

A procedure in which a group is presented
with a problem and communication giving
the various alternatives, followed by a
discussion and decision regarding the
solution of the problem.

The way in which changes take place in the
behaviour of other members of the group.



