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Agenda
• Define social change

• Discuss sources of social change

• Discuss crowd behavior and social change

– Attributes of crowds 

– Types of crowds

– The changeable nature of crowds



Social change

• Social change is any modification in the 

social organization of a society in any of its 

social organizations or social roles.

• Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills (1953) 
defined social changes as “whatever 
happens in the course of time to the roles, 
the institutions or the orders comprising a 
social structure, their emergence, growth, 
and decline.”



Link between social change and  

collective behavior

• Social change often comes about through 
collective behavior

– Collective behavior is the relatively 

spontaneous social actions that occur when 

people respond to unstructured and 

ambiguous situations.

– Collective actions care capable of unleashing 

powerful social forces resulting in:

• Riots, mass hysteria, lynchings, panics at the 
most extreme

• Fads, fashions, and rumor at the less extreme



Sources of social change 

• Social change can either come from within 
the society which Tischler considers 
internal sources, or it can come from 
outside the society, which Tischler
considers external sources of social 
change



Internal sources of social change

• These include those factors that originate 

within a specific society and that singly or 

in combination produce significant 

alterations in social organization and 

structure

– Technological innovation

– Ideology

– Reactions to institutionalized inequality



Technological change

• Sometimes simple technological changes have 
meant large social changes – think about the 
chronometer that worked to let people know 
what longitude they were at, this meant that 
shipwrecks could be avoided and increased 
merchant activity could take place

• There used to be TV series on BBC and PBS by 
James Burke that detailed some of these – “The 
Day the Universe Changed” and “Connections” 
These shows are still worth seeing if available

• http://www.ourmedia.org/node/245485



Ideology

• Ideology most often means a set of 

interrelated secular or religious beliefs, 

values, and, norms that justify the pursuit 

of a given set of goals through a given set 

of means

• Ideologies can be conservative, liberal, or 
radical for these purposes

– Conservative ideologies try to preserve things 

as they are (or think they used to  be – think 

Rush Limbaugh, etc.)



• Other example: in 13th Cent. Korea a new 
technology for printing and publishing was 

established, but resistance for a 25 character 

phonetic alphabet was refused by scholars in 
preference for the thousands of Chinese 

ideographic characters

– Liberal ideology seeks limited reforms that do 

not involve fundamental changes  in the social 

structure of society

• These would include issues like affirmative action 

programs, or greater inclusion of women and 
minorities.



– Radical ideologies seek to major structural 

changes in society

• These are often revolutionary in nature

• These often will challenge liberal ideologies as 
also supporting existing systems which they desire 

to overthrow

• An example would be the French Revolutionaries, 

or the Russian Revolutionaries, also those of the 
US



Reactions to institutional inequality

• In seeking redress for institutional inequality, 

women and minorities have exerted pressure for 

changes in laws.

– Examples include marches in Washington and in 

other cities, protests, and civil disobedience (sit-ins 

and other occupations of public offices/locations)

• Redress has resulted in social changes over 

time, including civil rights and labor laws as well 

as access to women’s health care/reproductive 

rights laws (access to birth control among other 

issues)



External sources of change

• External sources of social change are those 

changes within a society that are produced by 

events emanating from outside that society

• Example: 

– 1952 study by Sharp of the Yir Yoront of Australia: 
Stone axes were precious, of religious importance 

and status symbols for tribal leaders.  With access to 

metal axes, women and young men had access to 
superior tools.  This broke down social relationships, 

moral order, and undermined their mythology.  This 
made it easier for the missionaries to supplant the old 

religion with a newer one.



• Typical patterns of diffusion are from more 
powerful people to weaker, and from more 
technologically advanced to less so but 
this is not exclusive

• Forced acculturation is social change 
imposed by might or conquest on weaker 
people.

– Example: when a country is conquered, it 

would be expected to use the language of the 

conqueror for official business



Crowd behavior and social change

• A crowd is a temporary concentration of 
people who focus on something or event, 
but who are attuned to one another’s 
behavior

• Attributes of crowds
– They are self generating (have now 

boundaries, are chaotic)

– Characterized by equality

– Crowds love density

– Need direction – without something to look at 
or move toward, there is a possibility of 
dangerous activity with the crowd seeking out 
destructive actions



Types of crowds

• Acting crowd

– Have passions  and tempers aroused by a 

focal event, who come to share a purpose, 

and who feed off one another’s arousal often 

erupting into spontaneous acts of violence

• E.g. related to sports activities (soccer hooligans), 
or threatened crowds as when there is a fire or a 

fight at a night spot



• Expressive crowd
– drawn together by the promise of personal 

gratification through active participation in activities 
and events

• Example: Grateful Dead concert  where  stoned audience members 
and others were part of the show, Woodstock

• What are the current examples?

• Conventional crowd
– A gathering in which people’s behavior conforms to 

some well-established  set of cultural norms, and 
gratification results from a passive appreciation of an 
event

• Example: a night at the movies, attendance at lectures or classical 
music concerts, attendance at a theater



• Casual crowd

– any collection of people who happen, in the 

course of their private activities, to be in one 

place at the same time and focus attention on 

a common object or event

• Example: people gathering around a street 

musician, watching a purse snatcher, or keeping 

watch over someone injured



• Flash mob as new crowd format? Or is this a 

fad? 

• Flash mob started as a way to parody hipsters 

being in on the next new thing, but is now a way 

that groups get together 

– Locations are available on email or text message, is a 

“flash” mob because they get together quickly and 
leave quickly – flash on and off 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flashmobs)

– http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/news/ne

ws.html?in_article_id=409998&in_page_id=1770 for 
one in October 


