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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
– However, this is not strictly the case, 

sometimes diffusion is from weaker to more 
powerful

• 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? (We’ll discuss fads on Monday)
– 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/news.html?in_article_id=409998&in_pa
ge_id=1770 for one in October 



Changeable nature of crowds

• Crowds can go from a casual or 
conventional crowd to a threatened crowd 
quickly if a fire breaks out  or if shots are 
fired.

• Crowds can shift type depending on 
situation – so pay attention to context and 
participants.



Dispersed collective behavior

• Collective behavior need not occur only 
with people who are near one another. 
Mass is the term used to describe a 
collection of people who, although 
physically dispersed, participate in an 
event either physically or with a common 
concern or interest.
– Examples: Watchers of the Super Bowl, 

People who have to be ready to buy the Harry 
Potter the first day of release, People who 
follow clothing styles and keep up to date with 
the new styles



Fads and Fashions

• Fads and fashions are short-lived social 
changes that are widely distributed, but do 
not last long enough to become fixed or 
institutionalized.

• Fads are characterized by a very short life 
span, with a rapid spread and (diffusion 
through society), and a quick drop in 
popularity.





• Exceptionally short lived fads are called 
crazes. Streaking was considered such.

• Fashions relate to modes of dress or 
manners in a given society at a certain time.
– Kroeber (1963) showed that silhouettes move in 

predictable cycles during times of stability, but in 
times of stress fashions change erratically

– Simmel (1957) thought that fashions were 
originated by the upper classes who sought to 
differentiate themselves – the new styles were 
taken up by lower classes, then becoming 
commonplace which  meant the upper classes 
must start again with the process



Fashions for 2007 – the Ready-to-Wear lines



• Simmel’s concept  has been turned on its 
head in recent years with an emphasis on 
blue jeans and casual clothes for everyday 
wear.

• What other fashion aspects seem to be 
more “bottom- up” these days?

• At least fashion and fads have material 
culture to follow, rumors, panics, and 
public opinion are much harder to trace.



Rumors, Public Opinion, Mass 

Hysteria and Panic

• Rumor is information that is shared 
informally and spread quickly through a 
mass or a crowd.
– Generally these are spread face-to-face, but 

can be spread via internet, radio, or TV.  

– A long-term, but spurious rumor has been that 
Proctor and Gamble was that it was 
associated with the Church of Satan for it’s 
symbol of a moon and 13 stars- a symbol that 
was finally abolished in the mid 1980s.



• Public opinion refers to the beliefs held 
by a dispersed collectivity of individuals 
about a common problem, interest, focus 
or activity.
– While the public has opinions about an 

interest, not all opinions are united – not all 
pro or con. 

– Advertisements attempt to mold public 
opinion, such as to create a need for goods or 
a preference for goods when little to no 
difference exists. 

– Political advertisements to mobilize public 
support behind a specific party, candidate, or 
point of view technically is called 
propaganda. 



– Opinion leaders are  socially acknowledged 
experts whom the public turns to for advice.

• Examples include: Jesse Jackson, Bill Clinton, 
Rush Limbaugh, Bill O’Reilly, etc.

• Mass hysteria occurs when large 
numbers of people are overwhelmed with 
emotional and frenzied activities and are 
convinced that they have experienced 
something for which investigators can find 
no discernible evidence.
– Example: children at school who fell ill 

after eating , but it turned out nothing was 
wrong with the lunches – the illness was 
psychosomatic since there was no 
physical cause



• A well studied, but still much-debated, 
example of mass hysteria is the  witchcraft 
trials of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

• Factors considered include:

– Colony in the grip of an identity crisis (K. 

Erikson) 

– Jealousy between colony members, attempt 

to gain power between members

– Potential of ergot in grain



• A panic is an uncoordinated group flight 

from a perceived danger.

– The classic example is the response to the 

Orson Welles’s 1938 War of the Worlds

– Irving Janis et al (1964) contended that four 

factors were necessary for a panic –

• People must feel trapped in a life threatening 
situation

• They must feel there is such a large threat to their 
safety there is little else but escape

• They must realize escape routes are limited or 
inaccessible

• There must be a breakdown in communications 
between the front and rear of the crowd


