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ABSTRACT 

The crowd is a complex social structure, that absorbs individuals and denies their 
existance. During its revolt it is transformed into an uncontrollable force, which is 
comparable (at least on the metaphorical level) to the epileptic brain structure. The 
excitation that is spreading from the epileptic neuron, seizes the brain just the way 
the aggressiveness of the revolt inducers seizes the mass. Still the real function of 
the mass movements in very similar to the rite, for it implies no distant, disinterested 
observer, but only active, engaged participants. 

THE TERMINOLOGICAL CLARIFICATION OF DIFFERENT 
MASS CATEGORIES 

Throughout history the terms like "mass", "crowd", and "mob" have (contrary to the 
term "public") achieved many negative connotations (1). The mass has been defined 
by P. L. Harriman (1947) as a group of individuals, which is under the influence of 
common emotional excitement, primitive impulses, and unitary purpuse, whereas H. 
C. Warren (1934) defined it as a group of individuals observed outside their social 
organization. 

The same author defined the crowd as a temporary physical aggregation of indi­
viduals being present at the same place and reacting to certain objects of common 
interest in a similar way. Their reactions were supposed to be simple, exaggerated, 
and predominatly emotional. Similar to this was H. Cantrill's (1941) definition of 
the crowd, for he denoted it as a gathered group of individuals who had temporarily 
identified themselves with certain common values and shared the same emotions. 

The mob was defined by H. C. Warren (1934) as an aggregation, whose members 
acted violently and under extraordinary emotional cirumstances. Usually they were 
striving for the control over the actions of those, who were opposed to them. 
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The term "pubhc" has not achieved any negative connotations. According to H. C. 
Warren (1934) the public is an aggregation of persons that share their interests and 
habits and are under the influence of the behaviour of one or more distinguished in­
dividuals or leaders. The face-to-face communication that is typical for the members 
of the crowd is replaced by the interaction without any physical contact. 

In spite of the differences, that exist between the four social structures mentioned 
above, there are some logical and psychological connections among them and be­
cause of that one of the four mass-types can easily be transormed into the other one. 

THE ELITISTIC COMPREHENSION OF MASSES - THE 
SUBJECT'S PREJUDICE OF HIS COGNITIVE SUPERIORITY? 

"Even if eveiy citizen of Athens was a Socrates, the athenian parliament would nev­
ertheless be a mob." 

Platan: The State 

G. Le Bon (1895) (2) explains the rise of the crowd as a complex process consist­
ing of three phases. The first is characterized by the directing of the individuals' 
feelings and ideas into the same direction, the second by the loss of their individual 
consciousness, and the third by the beginning of the mass's collective spirit. The lat­
ter forces them to feel, think, and act in a particular way, which differs from their 
usual psychophysical functioning completely. 

No matter who the individuals that constitute the crowd are and what are their 
psychophysical and behavioural characteristics, their collective spirit makes them 
lose their individuality and transforms them into faceless members of the crowd. By 
this the subjects' intelectual capacities are reduced, their heterogeneity is replaced 
by their homogeneity, and their unconscious forces prevail over the conscious ones. 
In such situations, which often lead to erroneous and insufficient judgements and 
decisions, people are usually overwhelmed by certain fixed ideas and by convictions 
about their own centrality and indispensability. Because of that the decisions of the 
members of the crowd, even when these are distinguished thinkers or scientists, of­
ten do not differ significantly from the decisions that would be made by a group of 
imbeciles (3). 

According to M. Zvonarevic (1985) (4) there are five main factors that condition 
the transition of ordinary groups at masses: 

1. the number of the present persons 
2. the density of the mass 
3. the emotional excitement 
4. the directedness of the attention to a certain focus 
5. common action. 
The first two factors are connected very closely, for the mass density increases si­

multaneously with the rise of the participants' number. Both factors contribute to the 
gradual rising of the subject's feeling of anonymity, which coincides with his physi­
cal welding with other members of the group, the decline of his responsibility, and 
the prevalence of the unconscious impulses over the conscious control. 

In the first phases of the mass formation the emotional excitement is caused by 
other social mechanisms, whereas later it starts to act independantly as a centripatal 
factor in the further development of the mass (5). 
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The directedness of the subject's attention into a certain critical point - an event, a 
person, a slogan, etc. - is caused by the subject's primordial tendency towards the 
centre, which often symbolizes the sacred place, the source of the immortality, and 
the only veritable reality (6). 

The subject's concentration on a certain point coincides with his incapability to 
percieve the reality around it and this prevents him from understanding it objective­
ly. The chosen perspective enables him to see only one of its facets, whereas the so 
called periphery (which can nevertheless be transformed into the centre of some oth­
er reality very quickly) remains unnoticed by him. 

Because of the subject's selective perception of the objective reality and his in­
ability to understand it thoroughly a single condensed sentence can cause large 
masses of people to move. Their concentration on a certain focus, which prevents 
them from seeing anything else, is namely similar to the hypnotic state. 

All the previously mentioned characteristics of the implicit mass movements 
could also be regarded as the necessary condition for the activation of the mass's in­
ternal dynamics, which forces it to act as a whole. Besides, the common action of its 
members is considered to be necessary for the formation and consolidation of the 
"mass spirit". The activated mass is namely a dynamic force, which is contrary to 
the static one, whose members' positions are more or less fixed, exciting and fearful. 

The evocation of mass movements is usually provided by some critical event or 
by a series of such events. The specific type of the mass behaviour that is evoked by 
the social crises, i.e. revolts, revolutions, and wars is usually very important for the 
theoretical thinking, as well. The critical situation, which means a serious threat to 
human existance, causes the break-through of many social forces, that cannot be 
percieved in ordinary life situations. The latter are usually kept under the surface of 
a certain social structure and covered by a network of coordinated interpersonal re­
lations. 

According to D. E. Wenger (1978) (7) the appearance of a crisis in a certain social 
system coincides with the neutralization, or even distortion of its instiutional, tradi­
tional structure, which is no longer defined as a suitable guidance of its members' 
behaviour. Before the appearance of a crisis in a certain society there appears the 
state of emergency, which is usually caused by a collective stress - the perception of 
a direct or a relatively near threat to one's own existance. 

The state of emergency causes the activation of the redressing machinery forces. 
The rupture in the system namely has to be patched up very quickly, otherwise the 
emergency is turned into a crisis. 

THE CRISIS OF A SOCIAL SYSTEM AND THE BEHAVIOUR 
OF PEOPLE INVOLVED IN IT 

There is no sharp distinction between the emergency and the crisis in a certain social 
system for every crisis implies emergency, as well. No matter what the reasons for 
the appearance of a crisis in a certain society are, and how the community is orga­
nized, the phase of the colective stress results in the spontaneous formation of cer­
tain social defence mechanisms, which are usually denoted as "social reflexes" (8). 

Social reflexes are (as well as the individual ones) characterized by the velocity 
and automatism of reactions. The affected community namely creates certain forms 
of social organization immediately upon the outbreak of the crisis. These are sup­
posed to assure the continuity of the society's elementary physical existance. Its in-



capability of reflexive organization during the crisis or the insuitabiUty of the reflex­
ive social mechanisms (which coincide with the redressing machinery forces in 
form and meaning) results in the degeneration of the community. 

The collective spirit of the affected society causes a series of spontaneous reac­
tions and organizations for the elimination of the critical influences, which are sup­
posed to assure its social existance not taking into consideration the individual and 
material damages. For according to the collectivistic point of view individuals may 
perish but the community has to survive. 

THE REVOLT OF THE CROWD 

The rise of the collective spirit in the crowd provides the possibility for the theoreti­
cal consideration of the society as a whole in which the individual is nothing but one 
of its constituitive elements. The knowledge of his individual qualities namely does 
not significantly contribute to the understanding of the mass movements. Therefore 
the crowd is regarded as a representational system (9) and its analysis is based on 
the analogy between it and the brain. 

The brain is namely understood as a complex representational system consisting 
of many neuronal networks that extend in its internal space. This morphology could 
be applied to different social structures, as well. It namely implies the organic pro­
cess of the nucleus's growth, the expansion of the cellular tissue, and its gradual con­
quering of space, which is comparable to the growth of social structures (10). 

Because of the dynamic that is observable in nature and in the individual and so­
cial life of human beings, the representational systems have to be regarded as ac­
tive, flexible, and dynamic structures, that imply the possibility for further develop­
ment. Still, the latter is often the result of tensions caused by antagonistic processes 
going on inside the system and proividing the possibility for its transformation into a 
new quality on a certain critical point. 

The frictions among different substructures of a certain social system and the 
steady condensation of its formations coincide with the transition of common social 
groups to the crowds. The process is followed by the rise of the emotional excite­
ment and can bring about some structural changes, i.e. pathological deformations in 
social groups. Under the influence of certain critical factors, which evoke the crisis 
of the representational system, the latter is pushed into the state characterized by 
disorganized activity, which coincides with the revolt of the crowd. 

The pathological reaction to some specific external stimuli, which is caused by 
the subject's concentration on a certain focus of tension and prevents him from per-
cieving other aspects of the objective reality, is comparable to the epileptic fit that 
can be evoked artificially, as well. The main reasons for such a reaction can be 
found in the pathophysiology of the neuron (11). 

The epileptic neuron's excitatory potential is namely extremely high and so is the 
frequency of the potentials that arrive into its axon. Because of the exceeding of the 
stimulus's physilolgical limits the inhibitory regulative mechanism falls off and the 
excitaiton is spread to other healthy brain neurons without hindrance (12). 

The propagation of the epileptogenic neuron may be restricted to a certain brain 
system, which results in the focal epileptic fit, whereas in other cases the latter is 
generalized. The epileptic clearing takes over the grey substance of both hemi­
spheres and is usually followed by the loss of consciousness. The convulsions are 
generalized or at least bilaterally more or less symetrical. 
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The involuntary movements that characterize the epileptic fit, are typical for mass 
movements, as well. For in spite of its being spread from a certain focus (or more fo­
ci) the excitement is easily expanded in the crowd. The subject's concentration on a 
certain - magic and mystic point - prevents him from interpreting the situation ap­
propriately, paralyses his conscious will and blocks his inhibitory mechanisms. The 
participation in the revolt is unavoidable and the individual is carried away by the 
crowd. 

NOTES 

1. The difinitions of the four main forms of masses, i.e. of the crowd, mob and 
public, have been taken from the books cited below: 

Cantrill, H. (1961). The psychology of social movements. New York. 
Harriman, P. L. (1947). Psychological encyclopedia. New York. 
Tarde, G. (1963). The laws of imitations. Glouchester, Mass, Peter Smith. 
Warren, H. C. (1934). Psychological dictionnary. New York. 
Zvonarevic, M. (1985). Socialna psihologija. (Social psychology). Zagreb, Skols-

ka knjiga. 
2. The paragraph is the condensed version of Le Bon's comprehension of masses 

(G. Le Bon (1952). The Crowd. London, New York.). 
3. Such opinions were particularly often expressed by G. Le Bon (The Crowd.), 

who is considered to be one of the most important representatives of the so called 
elitistic, i.e. aristocratic approach to the analysis of masses. The same opinion was 
expressed by some other important theorists, such as W. McDougall ((1920). The 
group mind. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.) or E. D. Martin ((1935). 
Farewell to revolution.). 

4. M. Zvonarevic (1985). Socialna psihologija. (Social psychology). Zagreb, 
Skolska knjiga, 399-400. 

5. The emotional excitement could metaphorically be denoted as a means of contrac­
tion, for it serves as a magnet that attracts people to the centre, in which the magnetic 
forces may be detected. Because of the magnetic capacity of a certain focus or the cen­
tre of the crowd the latter is getting denser and denser and people are carried by its 
emotional force that evokes a special psychophysical state, similar to trance, in them. 

6. This tendency is the result of the subject's egocentrism, which is particularly 
strongly expressed in primitive societies. Is is namely caused by the subject's lower 
stage of his cognitive differentiation or his regression to a lower level of cognition. 
The latter coincides with the increase of affective (or even instinctive) influences on 
cognition and their interwinement in human psychic activity. 

7. D. E. Wenger (1978). Community response to disaster. Disaster. London. 
8. This formulation is based on the analogy between the social reflex and the indi­

vidual psychophysical one. The most often cited example is the pupilar reflex, 
which protects the eye from the harmful influences of the outer world better than 
any other learned reaction. 

9. Hofstadter and Dennett (D. R. Hofstadter, D. C. Dennett (1981). The mind's I. 
Fantasies and reflections of self and soul. New York, Basic Books, Inc., 199.) define 
the representational system as an active self-involved and self-fulfilling complex of 
structures, which reflects the world during its own development. 

The proces of representation consists of two types of reactions: the reactions to 
external stimuli and the reactions to the internal state of the representational system. 
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The intertwinement of both of them, the quahty of which is determined by the struc­
ture-specific rules of the system's activity, enables the latter to reflect the reality, i.e. 
to transform it in a manner that depends upon its own structural characteristics. 

10. The role of the individual in a certain social formation is comparable to the 
role of a single neuron in the brain structure. The latter is one of the constituitive 
parts of the whole, but in spite of that its function can be taken over by other neu­
rons. This characteristic is observable in the structure of social formations, as well. 
The subject is namely not indespensable, his individual particularities are not partic­
ularly important for the functioning of the group and his functions can be taken over 
by the others. 

11. The central nervous system consists of two basic types of neurons, i.e. the ex­
citatory and the inhibitory ones. The influence of the inhibitory neurons grows si­
multaneously with the rise of the excitation. This characteristic of the brain is neces­
sary for the restriction of the formation of the excitatory circle, which would cause 
the excitation to spread over the whole brain or only ower one of its parts. Both phe­
nomena are observable in the case of epilepsy, as well. 

12. Such spreading of the excitation is usually denoted as propagation. 
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