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Classic Crowd Psychology 



• Le Bon (1895) - “by the mere fact that he forms part of  

an organised crowd, a man descends several rungs in the 

ladder of  civilisation. Isolated, he may be a cultivated 

individual; in a crowd, he is a barbarian — that is, a 

creature acting by instinct. He possesses the spontaneity, 

the violence, the ferocity [ ] of  primitve beings. [ ] An 

individual in a crowd is a grain of  sand amid other grains 

of  sand, which the wind stirs up at will.” 

 

 

 

Transformation Theories 



• McDougall (1920) – “excessively emotional, impulsive, violent 

…it’s behaviour is like that of  any unruly child or an untutored 

passionate savage in a strange situation” 

• Guy de Maupassant (1882) - “Swept up by an irresistible 

common impulse, everyone – regardless of  their different social 

positions, opinions, beliefs, and mores – will attack and massacre a 

man without reason, almost without pretext” 



Disposition/Convergence Theories 

Allport (1933) – Transformation theories a “babble of  

tongues” 

“An individual in a crowd behaves just as he would behave 

alone, only more so” 



Criticisms of Classic Crowd Psychology 

• No empirical support for either           
Transformation / Disposition hypotheses 

– Unable to predict the when/where/who of  violence 

• When examined systematically, one finds order 
instead of  chaos (even in violent crowd events) 

• Grounded in shared systems of  identification and 
belief, and operating in relation to social context 

• E.P Thompson (1971) – English ‘food riots’ in 18th 
century – ‘Rioting’ acted as ‘extra-legal enforcer of  
community norms’ 



Gould (1995) - Historical evidence from 19th 
century Europe suggests that crowd violence was 
more often instigated by security forces than by 
the crowd itself   

 

Kerner Report (1968) – “restraint and selectivity 
were among the most crucial features of  the riots” 

 



 

Collective Non-Violence in the face of Extreme Provocation 



Helping Behaviour towards Strangers (often at risk to own safety) 



• Collective action detached from social context 

–Behaviour becomes meaningless and only 
explained by some magical ‘hidden factor’ 

–Metaphysical group mind 
(Transformation) 

–Characteristics of  individuals 
(Disposition/Convergence) 

 



• Describing (violent) crowd behaviour as 
meaningful does not condone it 

–Pathologisation at a psychological level can’t 
explain the behaviour, and therefore precludes 
effective interventions 

• Unitary notion of  identity 

– Collective action only be understood through 
knowledge of  the identity, ideology and norms of  
the relevant group(s), and the social and historical 
context in which they act.  



Social Identity Approach 
• Self-categorisation the psychological basis for 

group behaviour 

– Self-categorisation – different salient identities (and 

therefore norms) in different social contexts 

– Group members able to act collectively towards 

common goals because they possess a shared social 

identity  

• Not loss of  identity in groups – shift from 

individual to collective (‘I’ to ‘we’) 



• Behaviour constrained by group norms 

– Self-policing of  targets of  violence 

 

 



France ’98 Scotland Fans  
and Self-Policing 



‘Interpersonal’ Violence? 
• ‘Interpersonal’ violence perpetration and victimisation 

often framed by collective identities, even if  

altercation only physically involves two people 

• ‘Group within the Individual’ – Psychological groups 

aren’t always physical 



Norm Misperception 
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Norm Intervention 

• Violence Brief  Intervention 

• Edutainment (Rwandan radio soap in groups) 

• (Mis)perceptions of  vulnerability? 

• Good news! 

– Easier to change epistemic relationships between 

group members than simultaneously changing 

everyone’s personal attitudes 



Conclusion: Groups as a  
Threat or Resource? 

 • Groups/crowds as inherently 
violent/irrational? 

• Collective behaviour underpinned by group 
identities and understanding of context 

• ‘Interpersonal’ violence – the group within the 
individual 

• Normative misperceptions and the 
opportunity for intervention 




