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‌Prologue

    

    We may think we’re running the show, but most of the time it’s the other way round. The situation we are in, and particularly the people around us, hold sway over our thoughts and behaviours far more than we like to imagine.

    In almost every area of our lives, we are steered by others. They influence what we wear, the music we like, the food we eat (and how much of it), our voting habits, how we invest our money. They affect our mental state, the ebb and flow of our moods and emotions. They even colour our moral outlook, whether we act good or bad.

    The scientific study of these group dynamics, which work beneath our conscious radar, is transforming our understanding of human nature. We are not the autonomous ringmasters we believe we are; we are social through and through. This insight is disquieting because it challenges the way we see ourselves, and how we judge others. It suggests, for example, that character and personality are not a reliable guide to future conduct. It also forces us to confront some awkward questions about the human condition. Is criminality a state of mind? Does evil beget evil? Are heroes born heroic?

    Acknowledging such complexities can be difficult. Recall the outcry in July 2013 when Rolling Stone depicted on its cover a photograph of Boston bombing suspect Dzhokhar Tsarnaev looking doe-eyed and tousle-haired and a little too boyish and innocent for many tastes. The implication was that alleged murderers should not be shown to look like rock stars, or like their mothers’ sons.

    Of course they can be all these things. The uncomfortable truth is that people are never the knowable rogues they appear to be. By and large it is their sociability, their compulsive groupishness, that makes it so.

    

    There is no doubting the human fondness for groups. We categorize people on the flimsiest of pretexts: the length of their hair, their turn of phrase. Little wonder that much of human behaviour is understandable only at the level of the collective. In 1954, the Turkish-American psychologist Muzafer Sherif demonstrated this scientifically for the first time in his ‘Robbers Cave’ experiment, pitching two groups of adolescent boys in competition with each other at a summer camp in Oklahoma to study the effect on their behaviour. Within days, they had developed an inter-group rivalry that resembled tribal warfare. Yet the boys were almost identical in background and age: Sherif had conjured up discrimination and intolerance simply by drawing a line in the sand.

    In the decades since, social psychologists have demonstrated many times how effortlessly we construct a narrative of ‘us’ and ‘them’, and how quickly prejudice can follow. They have shown, for example, that people will instinctively divide themselves according to the colour of their eyes, the colour of their shirt, their preference for a particular artist, whether they over- or under-estimate the number of dots in a pattern, whether a coin lands heads up or tails.

    Even when based on such arbitrary criteria, group identities run deep. Mark Levine, now at the University of Exeter, found that Manchester United fans, who had been asked to ponder the virtues of their club, were three times as likely to help an injured stranger in a Manchester United shirt as one in a Liverpool or plain shirt. When he repeated the experiment, this time asking them to think about being a football supporter in general, they were happy to lend a hand whatever shirt the stranger was wearing – so long as it was a football shirt. Group identities are transformative, but they are transitory too. They are also instinctively adopted. ‘This impulse … to sunder all the peoples of the world into belligerent collectivities has existed as long as humanity itself’, notes historian David Cannadine in The Undivided Past.‌1

    Groupishness makes evolutionary sense. In our ancestral environment, natural selection would have favoured individuals who co-operated with each other and were quick to distinguish friend from foe. Group living provided benefits, such as the division of labour and protection from predators and enemies, that made survival and reproduction more likely. These tribal proclivities are knitted into our physiology, moderated by hormones and neurotransmitters such as testosterone, which promotes competitive behaviour, and oxytocin, which boosts people’s love for their in-group (but not for all humanity as is sometimes suggested). This helps explain both our innate hunger for social connection and the excoriating effects of loneliness. The presence of others can lead us astray, but their absence can propel us to a far worse place.

    

    Many people find it daunting, sometimes overwhelming, to reflect that they are influenced by those around them in such dramatic and fundamental ways. They worry that they are not in control of their lives, that it is not their hand on the tiller, that they will lose their mind in a mob or that group forces will corrupt them as they have corrupted the victims of so many cults. Much of this fear is based on myth (mobs are neither mindless nor mad). But not all of it. Unquestionably, our group leanings can drag us to the moral depths.

    They can make us less tolerant towards those who differ from us, and even split societies apart. They have on countless occasions caused people to favour aggression over negotiation. They can trigger the collapse of banks. They can persuade ordinary people to commit extraordinary acts of brutality. They can turn disaffected loners into mass killers. They can lead us to extreme views and distort our thinking on all kinds of issues. They can make us conform too much to what other people think of us, a serious problem when what other people think of us is negative (this is probably the best explanation for why, in some cultures, girls do worse at maths and science than boys, and why African-American students often under-perform when they think they are being tested on intellectual ability).2

    Yet they can raise us to heights we are unlikely to reach by ourselves. Most acts of resistance to totalitarian regimes during the twentieth century were communal. Most heroes are not born extraordinary but step up in response to the desperate need of their compatriots, and it’s almost impossible to predict who they will be. Armies can make up in camaraderie and solidarity what they lack in numbers. Solidarity is also behind much sporting achievement and has made possible extraordinary feats of adventure and survival in extreme environments. Crowds, contrary to how they are usually portrayed, tend to be highly co-operative and altruistic, to the extent that social psychologist John Drury has dubbed them ‘the fourth emergency service’.

    Social bonds keenly felt can even help those in isolation: many kidnap victims and solo explorers have kept sane by taking refuge in a world of abstractions far beyond their immediate confines. Furthermore, our social needs can be co-opted to positive ends. The UK government’s ‘nudge’ strategy for recovering unpaid income tax, which involves sending feet-draggers a letter telling them most people pay on time, has improved compliance by some twenty percent. What other people do matters to us at every conceivable level.

    The Power of Others is an attempt to illustrate the full extent of all this through stories of behaviour from the outlandish to the everyday. We’ll encounter war heroes, polar explorers, London rioters, Arab Spring protestors, American revolutionaries, mountaineers, round-the-world yachtsmen, New York City firefighters, astronauts, suicide terrorists, heroic rescuers of Jews in wartime Europe, lone wolf killers, professional cyclists, kidnap victims and ‘supermax’ prisoners. We’ll hear from the social psychologists whose laboratory and field studies are redefining our ideas about what makes us tick. We’ll travel from the refugee camps of Gaza to the streets of Cairo, from Guantanamo Bay to the woody valleys of Vermont.

    Above all, we’ll learn how to manage our social impulses and vulnerabilities and use them to our own ends: when to follow the herd or go our own way, how to survive a crowd emergency, how self-awareness can help us stand up to prejudice, the secrets to successful brainstorming, how to counter loneliness and alienation, how to avoid the perils of groupthink.

    We’ll discover that getting your employees to chat and mingle is a more effective way of increasing productivity than having them compete against each other; that it is far easier to dissent when someone else is doing it with you (heroism is a group activity too); that the sensationalism that sells newspapers also distorts our view of the world and each other. We’ll see why all-star teams almost always perform beneath expectations; why there has hardly ever been a suicide bomber who has acted alone; why peer pressure can make intelligent people give ridiculous answers to straightforward questions.

    The aim is to shine a light on these endlessly fascinating vagaries of group behaviour, and to demonstrate how they affect us in just about everything we do. Social psychology can teach us a great deal about ourselves; without it, we can never hope truly to understand each other.

    ‌


‌1

    ‌Emotional Chameleons

    

    Most people in Britain of a certain age remember where they were on the morning of 31 August 1997 when they heard the news that Princess Diana had died in a car crash in Paris. It was our JFK moment. Unexpected and shocking as it was, what followed was in some ways even more bizarre. Huge numbers of Britons grieved as if they had known her personally. Tens of thousands queued through the night at St James’s Palace in London to sign a book of condolence. Around a million lined the route of her funeral cortège to Westminster Abbey. Outside the gates of her home in Kensington Gardens the floral tributes lay so deep that those at the bottom began to decompose.

    At the time I was living near Kensington, and I remember the day she was killed, which was a Sunday, walking through the gardens and watching all the downcast people standing at the gates looking at the flowers and laying their own bouquets, and starting to feel a little sad myself where before there had been only a kind of astonishment, and thinking, what is going on here? I saw strangers embrace in commiseration. On the television, some newsreaders looked close to tears. The writer Carmen Callil likened it to the Nuremberg Rallies:1 in this cult of mourning, there was only one way to feel.

    Looking back, it seems clear what was going on. Psychologists know it as emotional contagion: an unthinking synchronization of mood and feeling that can propagate across whole groups. In this case, as in many, there is little doubt it was provoked by relentless media coverage that set the tone for the nation through sentimental commentary and extravagant coverage of what in the beginning was sporadic public grief. It was a case of the ‘dominant opinion monopolizing the public scene’, as cultural studies expert James Thomas put it.2 Yet emotional contagion is an inevitable consequence of human social behaviour. Like chameleons that change colour with their surroundings, we imitate automatically. Before we explore how that works, consider another example of how quickly emotions – in this case fear – can spread through a community, and how dramatic the effects can be.

    On Wednesday, 10 December 1930, a New York City merchant walked into the branch of the privately held Bank of United States on Freeman Street in the Bronx and asked a teller to dispose of the stock he held in the bank. When the manager tried to discourage him, insisting it was a sound investment, the merchant left and spread the story among his business colleagues that the bank was in trouble. Within a few hours, hundreds of people had turned up at the branch seeking to withdraw their money. By the time it closed its doors at 8 p.m., the crowd had swelled to twenty thousand. Three thousand customers had taken out some $2 million, including a man who queued for two hours to remove his measly two bucks.

    The Bank of United States never re-opened. The rumours had resulted in runs at other branches, and the bank’s directors feared that large mobs would gather the next day and bleed the business dry. Early on Thursday, they closed down the entire operation and handed over the remaining assets to Joseph Broderick, New York State Superintendent of Banks, for safekeeping. It was the right decision. By 9.30 a.m., eight thousand agitated customers were standing in the rain outside the Freeman Street offices, and thousands more outside the fifty-eight other branches in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Manhattan. At the bank headquarters at 535 Fifth Avenue, mounted policemen had to ride flush to the walls to keep the crowds away.3

    At the time, the Bank of United States was the largest commercial bank in terms of dollars on deposit to fail in the country’s history. Its collapse was a considerable blow to the public’s confidence in the economy, coming as it did just thirteen months after the Wall Street crash known as Black Tuesday. The economist Milton Friedman and others have argued that it accelerated a crisis in banking that helped transform what had been an ordinary, cyclical recession into the Great Depression.4 Another three hundred banks closed their doors before the end of the year.

    The run on the Bank of United States was fuelled by the contagious fear that the institution could not pay out. Like all bank runs, it represented a collective loss of faith in how the banking system worked and in the value of credit – a term derived from the Latin credere, to believe. Such fear becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy regardless of whether the rumour that triggered it is true: no bank carries all its deposits in cash. Collective fear is hard to ignore and the pattern has been repeated many times since the Great Depression. A recent example was September 2007, when thousands of worried customers queued to withdraw their savings from the ailing British bank Northern Rock after reading reports in newspapers and blogs that others were doing the same, even though the Bank of England had already agreed to support it.

    It is easy to scoff at such herdishness, yet it is not as mindless as it appears. When you see large numbers of people losing faith in the system, it makes sense to get your investment out fast. Even if such behaviour is not well founded, an institution that has lost its reputation is highly likely to fail. The flipside is that we are just as liable to follow the herd when it is running after something we want – or think we want. In January 2012, Apple was forced to delay the launch of its newest iPhone in China ‘for safety reasons’ after a riot broke out among hundreds of desperate customers outside its flagship store in Beijing. Fear of missing out can be just as motivating as fear of financial ruin.

    ‌
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      Fig. 1 Depositors gather in the rain outside the Bank of United States, December 1930.

     



    

    It feels like we are in the driving seat in our daily lives, making decisions autonomously, experiencing emotions that we ourselves generate, choosing what we believe in (and what we don’t). Mostly this is an illusion. Four decades of research into how people decide to do what they do has shown that we are highly susceptible to the winds of social influence – indeed, it is impossible to escape them, short of living in hermitic isolation (and even that may not immunize us, as we’ll see in a later chapter). 

    To understand why, let’s start with the epitome of social ritual, a good meal. ‘In food, as in death, we feel the essential brotherhood of man’, runs a Vietnamese proverb, a notion that recently has acquired scientific credibility thanks to the work of a group of Dutch behavioural researchers led by Roel Hermans. Hermans and his team built an experimental restaurant in their lab at Radboud University in Nijmegen to test the extent to which people feed off each other – in behavioural terms – while sharing food. (This is the kind of experimental protocol that makes psychology such a popular subject among university students.) They set up a small table, dressed it with plates, cutlery, glasses and napkins, and placed two chairs facing each other. They hid a CCTV camera in a nearby lamp to allow them to observe the diners from an adjacent room. They then served evening meals to seventy pairs of young women – presumably undergraduates grateful for a free meal – and recorded the amount each diner consumed, the number of times she placed food in her mouth and the precise time at which she did so.

    Three thousand, eight hundred and eighty-eight mouthfuls later, they found not only that how much each woman ate depended on how much her companion ate, but that each couple’s eating was highly co-ordinated. In other words, the women were more likely to put fork to mouth simultaneously than separately, particularly at the beginning of the meal.5 The researchers realized they were observing a classic case of social mimicry, a ubiquitous phenomenon where one individual unwittingly imitates the mannerisms of another. Known as the chameleon effect, it appears to improve communication and rapport. Hermans thinks it might explain many common social dining quirks, such as why we tend to eat more in the presence of others,6 and why drinking partners often sip their drinks simultaneously,7 especially when each is focused on what the other is saying. This can work even when the interaction is virtual: the next time you watch a film with a glass in hand, observe how often you raise it in sync with the actors on the screen.8

    This type of behavioural orchestration carries on well below our level of conscious awareness, which makes it particularly tricky for those of us trying to moderate what we put in our mouths. Like bank runs and public grief, overindulgence is contagious. ‘People have less control over their eating than they like to imagine’, says Hermans. When I ask him what we can do to counter this, he declares: ‘Decrease mindless eating!’ Easier said than done. To be fully mindful about our eating – to savour every flavour to the exclusion of all else – we’d have to dine alone. Hermans thinks it’s more a question of learning to be aware of the external factors that influence our habits, though he stops short of encouraging people to override their mimicking instinct. ‘I’m not sure whether I would advise therapists to even go there, since it is such a big part of our social lives.’

    Studies of eating behaviour raise as many intriguing questions as they answer. The women who took part in Hermans’s experiment had an average age of twenty-one, were of ‘normal’ weight, did not know each other, and were three times as likely to mimic each other during the first ten minutes of the meal as during the final ten. Would the effect have been the same if they had been older, or male, or if they had been friends before they sat down together? Or if the pairs had been of mixed age, gender or weight? Or if they had been forbidden from talking? We don’t know. The display of mimicry at the start of each encounter may have been an unconscious attempt by the women to get along with each other. If so, and if this is a general trait, you might expect less imitation at family meals where everyone knows each other well and more at, say, business lunches.

    Shortly after talking with Hermans, I went to lunch with a fellow reporter whom I had not seen for a year, expecting our eating behaviour to resemble the flamingo’s spectacularly synchronized mating dance, since it was in both our interests to go the extra mile. Instead, he hoovered up his food, leaving me stranded. I spent the rest of the meal worried that he didn’t like me, even though we don’t know enough yet about the psychology of mimicry to make such tender judgements. It’s possible of course that he was very hungry.

    Or he could just be very selfish. Studies show that selfish people are not great synchronizers. Joanne Lumsden, who studies social cognition at the University of Aberdeen, has discovered that people who approach an encounter aiming to secure the best possible outcome for themselves mirror the movements of their partner about half as frequently as those concerned about the mutual benefits to both.9 The most likely explanation, she says, is that co-ordination requires you to pay attention to the other person, and if you are focused only on yourself you do that less.

    

    Mimicry is the breath of social interaction. We do it without thinking, and without it anything beyond superficial communication would be impossible. All of us inadvertently copy the facial expressions, postures, manner of speech and other tics and quirks of those we are with all the time. And we do it at remarkable speed.

    An experiment carried out in 1966 with students at the University of Pittsburgh revealed that people emulate each other’s body movements within twenty-one milliseconds.10 Compare that to the average human reaction time – how long it takes to press a button in response to the flash of a light – which is around ten times as slow, and you can see that there is nothing conscious about the way we mimic. It is a primitive, innate response: all primates do it, including human infants, who start to shadow their mother’s facial gestures when they are just a few hours old. It leads to a remarkable flow during social encounters. If you watch a slowed-down film of two people in conversation, the co-ordination between their movements and postures looks almost balletic, the more so the greater the rapport between them. As Hermans observed, this applies even to an exercise as apparently mechanical as eating.

    But mimicry is not just about body language. It works across our whole behavioural repertoire. As the death of Princess Diana and the history of bank runs have shown, even emotions and moods – the very architecture of our inner world – are ‘catchable’.

    One of the pioneers of the study of contagious emotions is Peter Totterdell, professor of psychology at the University of Sheffield. Totterdell didn’t set out to look at contagion; he began by investigating circadian rhythms in shift workers, such as nurses and police officers, to see how their state of mind changed over the hours they were on the job. One day he noticed that the workers’ moods were changing hand-in-hand, fluctuating as one. He has since observed this pattern in accountants, security workers, teachers, assembly line workers, customer service staff – and professional cricketers.

    Cricket is an exasperating sport for those not accustomed to its arcane ways and the improbable length of time it can take to get a result (up to five days). This is precisely the reason it appealed to Totterdell as an environment in which to measure the ebb and flow of relationships among colleagues – in this case, players on the same side. He enlisted the members of two professional cricket teams who were drawn against each other in the English County Championship. He issued them with pocket computers and asked them to record their moods and what they were feeling at various points in the game. It turned out that each player’s happiness at any one time was strongly linked to that of his teammates, regardless of whether or not things were going in their favour.11 It was as if they were all plugged into a giant hubble-bubble, inhaling the collective mood like smoke.

    Emotional contagion appears to be a natural feature of all our social interactions. In 2008, the social scientists Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler investigated a network of several thousand friends, relatives, neighbours and work colleagues in Framingham, Massachusetts, whose residents have been tracked by epidemiologists since 1948 as part of a multigenerational heart study. They noticed not only that happy people were clustered together in this network, meaning they were more likely to be friends with each other, but also that their chances of being happy increased the better connected they were to other happy people.12 Christakis explained: ‘Most people will not be surprised that people with more friends are happier, but what really matters is whether those friends are happy.’13

    The idea that people can pass on emotions and moods such as anger or anxiety, or even more enduring states of mind such as contentment or sadness, is hardly new to science. More than three decades ago, an experiment at the University of California showed that when small groups of people sit facing each other without talking for two minutes, everyone in the group ends up adopting the mood of the most expressive person – the one who exhibits feelings most visibly through facial expressions, gestures and body movements.14 Other studies have found similar effects in diverse everyday environments. For instance, if you’re sharing a living space with someone suffering from mild depression, you’re at risk of becoming progressively more depressed the longer you live with them – you pick up their negative vibes.15 Likewise, bank tellers and retail staff really can lift the mood of customers by smiling at them and asking them how they are. When customers respond in kind, which they usually do, that rubs off on the staff.16 It leads to a virtuous circle of reciprocated jollity and, more to the point if you’re a bank or shop manager, increased sales. Some retailers have taken this to heart: the high-end fast-food chain Pret a Manger requires its staff to effuse ebullience and ‘authentic happiness’. Recent studies have shown that such feelings can transmit not just from one person to another, but across entire social worlds of friends and work colleagues.17

    Much of the time our emotions stem from things that happen to us directly. You might be feeling upbeat because of the spring sunshine on your face, anxious because you’re thinking about a presentation you’re due to give, or sad after remembering a friend who passed away. But if you experience strong feelings in a social situation and can’t pinpoint how they arose, there’s a strong chance you’ve picked them up from those around you. The converse is also true: you may well be dealing your emotions out to others.

    Psychologists believe it is even possible consciously to influence people by forcing a display of a specific emotion. One of the most effective ways is to ‘deep act’, according to Stéphane Côté, who studies behaviour in the workplace at the University of Toronto. Deep acting involves bringing to mind a past occasion in which you felt a genuine emotion.18 It is akin to the techniques used by method actors to feel their way into a character. So, if you wish to appear confident and positive, think of a time when you successfully applied for a new job, or a friend paid you an unexpected compliment, or you won a prize at school. If you wish to appear conciliatory, think of an empathic conversation you had with someone you care deeply about.

    Nonetheless, the most infectious emotions are those that are honestly felt. Emotional displays that are unashamedly visceral can affect all who witness them. At the victory parade held to celebrate the end of the 2012 London Olympics, I was standing in Trafalgar Square with thousands of others facing a huge TV screen that had been set up beneath Nelson’s Column. We were watching an interview with the Paralympian volleyball player Martine Wright, who was talking about her rehabilitation following the loss of her legs and eighty per cent of her blood in the London terrorist bombings of 7 July 2005, the day after London was awarded the Games. Suddenly she started to cry. Turning to look at the crowd, I could see her sadness mirrored on the faces of hundreds who had their eyes to the screen, an almost instantaneous outbreak of emotional contagion. It was hard not to catch it.

    

    Mimicry allows for social choreography, but it is the door to something much deeper. It helps us understand other people’s minds. When we emulate the look on someone’s face, we begin to experience the emotion behind the expression – a phenomenon observed by Charles Darwin in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in 1872. Darwin noted that manipulating our facial muscles profoundly affects the way we feel.

    A decade later, the philosopher William James proposed that emotions are a mental perception of a change in the body, an idea recently expanded by the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio and others. Damasio argues that the physical sensations of an emotion – racing pulse, contracting muscles, dilated pupils, for example – precede their representation in the brain.19 In other words, physiology determines feeling. Such ‘embodied cognition’ was inadvertently demonstrated in the 1970s by University of California psychologists Paul Ekman and Wallace Friesen while they were developing a technique for categorizing facial expressions.20 To determine how facial muscles control expression, they videotaped themselves pulling faces using some ten thousand combinations of muscle actions. Afterwards, Ekman described how it felt:

    I found that when I made certain expressions, I was flooded with strong emotional sensations. It wasn’t just any expression, only the ones I had already identified as universal to all human beings. When I asked Friesen if this was happening to him also, he reported that he, too, was feeling emotions when he made some of the expressions, and they often felt very unpleasant.21


    Little wonder that actors sometimes get lost in the characters they portray. This is Kirk Douglas recalling how he got too close for comfort to Vincent van Gogh, whom he played in the 1956 film Lust for Life:

    I felt myself going over the line, into the skin of Van Gogh. Not only did I look like him, I was the same age he had been when he committed suicide. Sometimes I had to stop myself from reaching my hand up and touching my ear to find out if it was actually there. It was a frightening experience. That way lies madness.22


    You don’t have to be an actor or an experimental psychologist to appreciate why mimicking someone’s physical appearance can tell us about their mental state. It is easy to manufacture emotions using body postures, movements and vocalization patterns. Try sadness. A guaranteed way to momentarily offset the joy of a sunny morning is to slouch across the bedroom with the inner corners of your eyebrows slightly raised and the corners of your lips pulled down while humming the Beatles’ Eleanor Rigby (or talking in pitch intervals that correspond to a musical minor third).23

    There is a modern antidote to this kind of emotional super-stimulation: botulin toxin-A, or Botox. Applying this powerful nerve poison to certain muscles in the face can help arrest the development of wrinkles in the skin, but because humans use these muscles to express emotions, this beauty regimen can also disrupt the way we feel. In 2010, a team of psychologists at the University of Wisconsin-Madison tested this on a group of women who were seeking Botox treatment to reduce their frown lines. Before the treatment, the researchers invited the women to the lab so they could time them as they read various emotionally leading statements on a computer, such as ‘You spring up the stairs to your lover’s apartment’ (designed to make them feel happy); ‘You open your email in-box on your birthday to find no new emails’ (sad); and ‘Reeling from the fight with that stubborn bigot, you slam the car door’ (angry). Two weeks later, after the women had had their corrugator supercilii muscles at the inner ends of their eyebrows temporarily paralysed, they re-took the test. The Botox had no effect on how quickly they reacted to the happy sentences, but it slowed their reaction to the sad and angry ones. Since they could not properly express these emotions on their face, it took them longer to process them in their brain. Not being able to frown actually seemed to slow their cognition.24

    This finding has been corroborated by functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) research in which German women who had received Botox injections in their frown muscles showed decreased activity in their amygdala, a brain region critical to emotions, when asked to pull an angry face.25 The takeaway message has less to do with Botox as a beauty treatment than with how important emotional expression and mimicry are to social interaction: if your face is lagging behind the conversation, the person you are talking to will get the impression you are disinterested. It may even darken their view of you. David Havas, who led the experiment at the University of Wisconsin, suspects that because the toxin impairs the ability to produce micro-expressions, ‘people who get Botox are perceived as less likeable’.26

    

    In spite of the part it plays in public grief, bank runs, fuel crises, health scares and other behaviours we would rather do without, emotional contagion appears to have a strong evolutionary function: it increases co-operation within groups. ‘If people are in the same mental state when they’re interacting socially, they’re going to be able to co-ordinate their activities more smoothly and effectively’, says Peter Totterdell.

    The benefits of this kind of social harmony have been demonstrated with great effectiveness by computer scientist Alex Pentland and his colleagues at the Human Dynamics Laboratory at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). The team has developed a technique they call ‘reality mining’, in which they monitor people’s behaviours, body movements, conversational patterns and other interactions using data from their mobile phones and specially designed electronic devices such as Bluetooth location sensors and accelerometers. In Pentland’s words, reality mining is:

    just like data mining, where you go in and look at data and try and find patterns and make predictions and understand what’s going on, except instead of being applied to text and web pages and things that are already digital, we’re trying to find patterns in real life. [This way] you can tell a lot about people: where they go, who they hang out with, even whether they’re having a good time.27


    One of their most valuable observations for businesses and other organizations is that cohesion and communication among office workers – the extent to which they talk, mingle and share things – is a strong predictor of how productive they are. In one Chicago IT company, employees who were in the top third in terms of group cohesiveness were more than ten per cent more productive than average. And at a Bank of America call centre in Rhode Island, the most accomplished operators were those who talked to their co-workers the most. ‘Much of the important information about how to be successful and productive at a job is likely to be found in the break room’, explains Pentland.28 He has found that high-performing teams have a buzz about them – literally a hum of conversation. What’s important is not what they are talking about, but how engaged all the members are.29 Consider Pentland’s advice to team-builders, based on the data he has gathered: ‘Individual reasoning and talent contribute far less to team success than one might expect. The best way to build a great team is not to select individuals for their smarts or accomplishments but to learn how they communicate and to shape and guide the team so that it follows successful communication patterns.’30 This suggests companies that allow staff to work from home will lose out in the long run. By the same measure, performance-related pay, aimed at boosting individual motivation, can be counter-productive because it fosters competition among co-workers and reduces the incentive to work as a team. This is not just about the flow of ideas that comes from uninhibited interaction; it’s also about the added motivation that comes from sitting and socializing with people you know, and hopefully like.

    Between March 2010 and June 2011, Pentland’s lab carried out its 'Friends and Family' study, which continually tracked the behaviour of 130 adults living in a young-family residential community next to MIT. The study collected mobile phone-based data such as a person’s location, movement, proximity to others, communication patterns and use of online apps, and a mass of additional information including Facebook activity, financial statements and self-reported daily mood and sleep patterns. Needless to say, this blatant invasion of privacy took place with the participants’ full consent. Among the most intriguing findings: residents were more likely to share mobile apps with people they spent time with face-to-face; were more likely to engage in incentive programmes that awarded them for taking exercise if the benefits (in this case small financial rewards) were shared with others; and mixed with fewer people in a less diverse social set when their income levels fell (as Pentland describes it, the richer a person is, the more their curiosity will permit them to explore).31 A good chunk of the variation observed in the Friends and Family study is due to emotional and behavioural contagion – people copying what others do. ‘When in Rome, you do as the Romans do’, says Pentland.

    Mimicry makes good survival sense. As social networks expert Duncan Watts explains: ‘The world is too complicated for each individual to be able to solve problems on their own. We rely on information that is encoded in our social environment. We assume other people know things we don’t.’ This explains our gullibility in the face of crowds, as illustrated beautifully by the psychologist Stanley Milgram in 1969. Milgram arranged for his collaborators to stand in a busy New York street and stare up at a sixth-floor window while he counted the number of passers-by who did the same. He discovered that the more collaborators he started off with, the more likely it was that people would stop and follow their gaze.32

    Such persuasion is hard to resist. Would you walk on by?

    

    Elaine Hatfield is more aware than most people of the infectiousness of emotions. She has been studying social interactions, relationships and intimacy for forty years, more than thirty of them as a professor of psychology at the University of Hawaii. Yet that hasn’t made her any less susceptible. In the early 1990s, when she was working as a psychotherapist, she noticed that her clients were instilling ‘perplexing emotional reactions’ in her. And not only her clients. One day, she and her husband were invited to dinner at the home of two local artists. Over the course of the evening she became so sleepy she could hardly hold her head up. Afterwards she sent a note of apology to their hosts, who promptly arranged a repeat dinner. When the day came the same thing happened: half an hour into the meal, Hatfield started to nod off. Later she discussed it with her husband, who was a psychotherapist too, and they worked out what was going wrong:

    Susan is ﬁlled with energy – and anxiety. Her conversation is a battery of long-stored-up grievances and complaints. She is not uninteresting, however: if one had only to listen to Susan, the dinner would probably have worked out … Dealing with Susan’s husband, Harry, on his own would not have been a problem either, although he is profoundly depressed and says nothing: [we] talk to depressed people all day, and would simply have questioned him about his life. The trouble was that there were two of them. When caught between the Scylla of hysteria and the Charybdis of depression, Elaine – busily sponging up both contradictory emotions – had nowhere to go but asleep.33


    Hatfield and her husband dealt with the problem in uncompromising fashion: they elected never to visit the couple again.

    Some of us are especially prone to the moods of those around us. We are more likely than others to be lifted up by a friend’s exuberance or floored by their melancholy. Women are generally more empathic than men and therefore more open to emotional contagion, as are extroverts of both sexes, who tend to be highly focused on the people with whom they are interacting. Indeed, the inward gaze of introverts and depressives insulates them, to some extent. How susceptible you are to someone’s mood can depend a lot on the nature of your relationship with them. The more important they are to you, the more likely you will soak up their vibe, since you will be more engaged or invested in what they are saying and how they are feeling. Mothers are highly vulnerable to the emotions of their children,34 and lovers to the emotions of their partners. As Hatfield attests, not even professional therapists are immune.

    Emotional contagion may explain why many couples who have been together for years begin to resemble each other more as the years go by: they have mimicked each other’s expressions and mannerisms so often that their lines and wrinkles have started to match. (Recent insights into the emotions of animals suggest this might also apply to dogs and their owners.) Imitation is indeed a form of flattery: one study of married couples found that those who had grown most alike in physical appearance by their silver wedding anniversary enjoyed the greatest marital accord.35

    Just as people vary in the extent to which they absorb moods and behaviours, so some of us are better at spreading our emotions to others. No doubt you know such people: they are charismatic, exuberant, expressive in face and posture. It is hard not to be infected by them. John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton fit the bill. As does Dean Moriarty, Jack Kerouac’s tragic hero in On the Road:

    Dean’s intelligence was every bit as formal and shining and complete, without the tedious intellectualness. And his ‘criminality’ was not something that sulked and sneered; it was a wild yea-saying overburst of American joy; it was Western, the west wind, an ode from the Plains, something new, long prophesied, long a-coming (he only stole cars for joy rides) … Dean just raced in society, eager for bread and love; he didn’t care one way or the other.36


    Is it possible to parry the effects of contagion, to hold a shield up against other people’s mood clouds? This is almost impossible if you are fully caught up in the encounter. Your best bet is probably to back off by paying less attention, staying detached or emotionally zoning out37 – ‘thinking and daydreaming in the face of horror’, as Hatfield puts it rather dramatically. Or try monitoring and managing your emotional responses as you listen. The drawback is that you run the risk of appearing rude (think of the Botox effect).

    On the other hand, trying to increase empathic feelings or social cohesion by consciously exaggerating your mimicking behaviour is fraught with danger. Recall how quickly we copy the movements of others. Trying to ape that can easily look phoney or plain weird. Frank Bernieri at Oregon State University has done extensive research on how synchronized movement relates to rapport, filming people as they interact during debates, conversations or interviews and then analysing the video clips.38 He says postural mimicry is ‘an automatic process, like one’s blood pressure and heartbeat. I have seen no good evidence that one can control this intentionally.’ He has found that it is possible to wilfully imitate someone during a conversation without them consciously noticing, but that this will not increase their affinity for you. For reasons that are not yet clear, forced mimicry does not appear to convey the same emotional messages as the real thing. Best not to try it on dates or in job interviews.

    

    Emotional contagion is a variation of what social scientists call an ‘information cascade’, where the inclination to copy – automatically and without reflection – causes large numbers of people to think and act the same way. Information cascades can have a powerful effect on behaviour: consider the public mourning that followed the death of Princess Diana, or outbreaks of collective hysteria such as the one in Shelkovsk, Chechnya, in December 2005, when dozens of pupils and teachers suffered seizures, breathing difficulties and convulsive fits that seemed to have no organic cause. Cascades shape the decisions we make every day: what music we listen to, what clothes we wear, which phones we buy, which YouTube clips we watch, which charities we support, which Facebook comments we ‘like’.

    How susceptible are you? 
The emotional contagion scale

    This scale will give you an idea of how sensitive you are to the emotions of people around you. The higher your score on the fifteen questions, the more susceptible you are, and the more likely to ‘catch’ the moods of others.

    Use the following key:

    4. Always  = Always true for me.

    3. Often  = Often true for me.

    2. Rarely  = Rarely true for me.

    1. Never  = Never true for me.

    1. If someone I’m talking with begins to cry, I get teary eyed.

    2. Being with a happy person picks me up when I’m feeling down.

    3. When someone smiles warmly at me, I smile back and feel warm inside.

    4. I get filled with sorrow when people talk about the death of their loved ones.

    5. I clench my jaws and my shoulders get tight when I see the angry faces on the news.

    6. When I look into the eyes of the one I love, my mind is filled with thoughts of romance.

    7. It irritates me to be around angry people.

    8. Watching the fearful faces of victims on the news makes me try to imagine how they might be feeling.

    9. I melt when the one I love holds me close.

    10. I tense when overhearing an angry quarrel.

    11. Being around happy people fills my mind with happy thoughts.

    12. I sense my body responding when the one I love touches me.

    13. I notice myself getting tense when I’m around people who are stressed out.

    14. I cry at sad movies.

    15. Listening to the shrill screams of a terrified child in a dentist’s waiting room makes me feel nervous.

    Source: R.W. Doherty, ‘The emotional contagion scale: a measure of individual differences’, Journal of Nonverbal Behavior 21 (1997), 131–54. Reproduced with kind permission of Elaine Hatfield.

    More significantly, they can also influence how we vote. In countries where elections are held sequentially – such as in the American presidential primaries – or in places where voting closes in some districts before others, the knowledge that a particular candidate already has the edge over rivals can persuade people to back that candidate when, without that information, they might have gone for someone else.39 We are easily won over: how can 95,000 voters in New Hampshire (traditionally the first primary) be wrong! Opinion polls published in the run-up to an election can have a similar effect. For this reason, the UK and Germany prohibit the release of exit poll results until polling stations have closed, and Singapore has banned exit polls altogether. France, Israel, Italy and Russia have gone even further, restricting the release of all opinion polls in the days (or in Italy’s case, a full two weeks) before an election.

    Cascades feed on information, but they are driven by emotion. As Duncan Watts says: 

    You want to do the same thing as other people, not because you think it’s better – although you may – but because what matters is doing things together. We all want to belong to a group, and identify with other people in that group. One way to do that is have a common set of cultural references and shared tastes. Liking the same songs, movies, sports, and books not only gives us something to talk about, but makes us feel like we’re part of something larger than ourselves.


    Marching in step with lots of other people might feel emotionally fulfilling but it doesn’t help us much if they all turn out to be wrong. The chances of that, if you think about it, are discomfortingly high, since everyone who joins in solely under the sway of social influence leaves their own independently acquired knowledge at the door. In the absence of new information, the quality of collective decision-making is bound to diminish as the group gets bigger. The sheer weight of numbers can make an information cascade look like a sure bet, yet it is often a case of the blind leading the blind.

    Consider the speculative housing bubble in the US that many economists believe triggered the 2008 global financial crisis. From 1997 to 2006, home prices in the US as a whole increased by eighty-five per cent in real terms.40 During the same period, sub-prime mortgages, which are lent to home-buyers with a poor credit history, grew from five per cent of the mortgage market to around twenty per cent.41 Many people were buying houses thinking them a safe, long-term investment, swept along on a cascade of optimism that prices would continue to rise and that owning a home would guarantee financial security or better. In 2005, when this ebullience was still in full swing, the Yale University economist Robert Shiller and his colleague Karl Case asked home-buyers in San Francisco how much they expected their houses to increase in value. The average prediction was fourteen per cent a year, a remarkable rate of return in any financial climate. About a third of respondents had ridiculously extravagant expectations, some of them anticipating fifty per cent annual growth. ‘On what did they base such outlooks?’ asked Shiller. ‘They had observed significant price increases and heard others’ interpretation of such increases.’42

    Throughout our evolution, humans have been vulnerable to this kind of contagious thinking, but today we are increasingly at its mercy. This is due partly to the ability of social networking tools such as Twitter, Facebook and YouTube to disseminate information quickly and widely, whether accurate or not, and partly because we are more exposed than ever to vivid and emotive imagery that distorts our understanding of the world (and makes it difficult for us to make sensible decisions about the risks).43 In the year after the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the US, many Americans chose to travel by car rather than take an aeroplane, thinking they would be safer. The result was that an additional 1,600 people died in road accidents over that period, six times the number killed in the hijacked aircraft.44 Simply watching news coverage of the anniversary of 9/11 is enough to make people think another attack is more likely, according to University of Wisconsin psychologist Corrine Enright.45 Fear and anger trump reason every time, and graphic media throws emotional faces in front of us on a regular basis, feeding our most ancient intuitions. As author and probability specialist Nassim Nicholas Taleb has observed, ‘We are not rational enough to be exposed to the press.’46

    Without doubt, information cascades can be a force for good. They helped spur the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, precipitated the fall of communism in Eastern Europe and have brought environmental awareness into the mainstream. But too often they are disruptive and damaging. When faced with an epidemic of compelling opinion, how should we respond? The key is to figure out whether those who are already caught up in the emotion of the moment really know what they are doing. Are they using knowledge that they already possess, or that they accessed independently? In this case they could be worth listening to. Or are they simply going with the emotional flow and following the herd as it gallops off into the sunset? If so, remember, safety in numbers does not apply here.

    For many people, information cascades and contagious emotions conjure up deep-held anxieties about the madness of crowds and the mindlessness of those swept up in them. Next, we’ll explore the colourful history of this fear of the mob and meet the modern-day psychologists who are striving to dismantle it and expose it for what it is: a politically convenient myth. In crowds, people behave in extraordinary ways – but they are not the ways you might have imagined.

    ‌


‌2

    ‌Crowd Smarts

    

    Joseph Priestley was about as unconventional a polymath as there has ever been. Not only did he discover oxygen, invent soda water, become one of the most famous scientists of his era and befriend the American president Thomas Jefferson, he was also a dissenting clergyman, a theologian, a philosopher, a teacher, a scholar of English grammar and a political commentator. According to his modern biographer, Robert Schofield, he was ‘a leading luminary of the Enlightenment in an extraordinary variety of subjects’.1 Yet all that counted for little on 14 July 1791, when an angry mob burned down his home in Birmingham and, ultimately, forced him to spend the last ten years of his life in exile in America.

    How did it come to this? For all his achievements and influence, the British Establishment found Priestley objectionable on several counts: he rejected the divinity of Jesus, a blasphemous position;2 he favoured the separation of church and state; he supported the colonists in the American War of Independence; and he hailed the French Revolution as a break for civil liberty, a view that quickly soured in England as people began to fear that the unrest would spill across the Channel. It seems he crossed the line when he helped organize a banquet at a Birmingham hotel to mark the second anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. Scenting an opportunity, his opponents – who included an attorney, a magistrate and several members of the local clergy – organized a riot.

    The mob they raised wreaked havoc for three days, beginning in the finest traditions of public disorder by throwing stones and mud at diners as they left the hotel. After learning that Priestley had stayed away, they set fire to the chapel where he presided as minister, to cries of ‘church and king’ and, a little confusingly, ‘no popery’ (Priestley was no Catholic). They advanced to his home on the edge of town. ‘After supper’, he later wrote, ‘when I was preparing to amuse myself, as I sometimes did, with a game of backgammon, we were alarmed by some young men rapping violently at the door.’3 Taking refuge at the house of a friend a few miles up the road, he and his wife could hear ‘all that passed at [our home], every shout of the mob, and almost every stroke of the instruments they had provided for breaking the doors and the furniture’.4

    Priestley lost forty years of personal diaries and letters, his unpublished memoirs, all his religious manuscripts, a register of his experiments in chemistry and physics, his library and his laboratory with its many scientific instruments. By the time government troops arrived from London three days later, the rioters had desecrated or burned down four dissenting chapels and the homes of twenty-seven reformist sympathizers. Priestley did not feel free or safe in England again, and within three years he had moved his family to a new home in rural Pennsylvania. He never went back.

    The Priestley riots, as they became known, reinforced the popular idea that people who marched en masse could be persuaded to do anything to anybody. Since the storming of the Bastille, when a thousand-strong crowd overran the prison garrison and decapitated the governor, the urban mob had been recast in the public imagination as a political force that was either an expression of the will of the people or a demonic and fearsome animal, depending on your outlook.

    It certainly terrified plenty of intellectuals. The Whig parliamentarian Edmund Burke, whose long friendship and political alignment with Priestley took a dive with the Bastille, spoke for many when he anticipated civilization being ‘trodden down under the hoofs of a swinish multitude’.5 His somewhat overwrought depiction of the agitators in Paris as ‘the unutterable abominations of the furies of hell’6 found favour several decades later with the French historian Hippolyte Taine, for whom they resembled a ‘howling horde’ and a ‘tame elephant suddenly become wild again’.7

    The scientific view of that era was no less kind. French criminologist Gabriel Tarde likened even the most civilized of crowds of the nineteenth century to ‘a monstrous worm whose sensibility is diffuse and who still acts with disordered movements according to the dictates of its head’.8 His Italian counterpart Scipio Sighele invoked the psychology of hypnotism to try to explain why crowds could so easily be induced to behave with common purpose. Ideas and emotions once implanted can spread like ‘microbes’, he suggested, and therefore all crowds must be pathological and predisposed to evil.9

    By far the most influential of this new breed of crowd analysts was the doctor, social psychologist and all-round intellectual eccentric Gustave Le Bon. Scarred, like Taine, by his experiences during the Paris insurrection against the French government in 1871, Le Bon set out to find a scientific understanding of how people behave when they are gathered together in large numbers. He diagnosed a kind of paralysis of the brain and (like Sighele) the emergence of a special hypnotic state in which the individual becomes the slave of his unconscious impulses, inclined to follow suggestion without thinking:

    He is no longer himself, but has become an automaton who has ceased to be guided by his will. Moreover, 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 … a grain of sand amid other grains of sand, which the wind stirs up at will.10


    Today, this is still the prevailing view of crowd behaviour among politicians, commentators and the public at large. Most of us are convinced that crowds inhabit a psychological shadowland of primordial instincts and unrestraint, where individuals are stripped of their identity and led unthinking to violent and irrational acts. ‘The dominant trait of the crowd is to reduce its myriad individuals to a single, dysfunctional persona. The crowd is stupider than the averaging of its component minds’, declared columnist Will Self after the UK riots in 2011.11 The purpose of this chapter is to show how this sentiment came to prominence; and why, according to modern-day social psychologists, it is profoundly misplaced.

    

    Le Bon was not the first to articulate the madness of crowds but he was first to popularize the idea. His thesis La psychologie des foules was reprinted twenty-five times in France in the twenty-five years following its publication, and sixteen times in English.‌12 It was eventually translated into seventeen languages. This seems extraordinary when you look at how far scientifically he was out of step with his contemporaries. He believed, for example, that the size of the skull was a reliable indicator of intelligence; that because Caucasians had bigger heads than other races their brains were consequently more developed; and that women represented an inferior form of human evolution ‘closer to children and savages than to an adult, civilised man’. Distinguished women did exist, he accepted, ‘but they are as exceptional as the birth of any monstrosity, as, for example, of a gorilla with two heads; consequently, we may neglect them entirely’.13

    Le Bon’s prejudices and methods were criticized by his colleagues but this did not appear to damage his public reputation as an authority on mob psychology. His ideas about the primitivism and stupidity of crowds struck a chord far beyond his academic circle among a European middle class who had grown fretful about the destabilizing effect of urban riots and public demonstrations. Sigmund Freud used Le Bon’s analysis as a starting-point for his own thinking on the subject, kicking off his book Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego with a discussion of Le Bon’s ‘deservedly famous’ thesis.‌14 Many public figures echoed Le Bon’s fears of the herd mentality. ‘Look at a crowd when it roars down a street in anger’, implored the writer and politician Hilaire Belloc in 1910.15 ‘You have the impression of a beast majestic in its courage, terrible in its ferocity, but with something evil about its cruelty and determination.’16

    It was only a matter of time before a manipulative leader tried to appropriate Le Bonian theory for his own dark ends. In the early twentieth century La psychologie des foules became something of a bible of totalitarianism. Lenin, Stalin, Mussolini and Hitler all embraced its concepts of hypnotic action, anonymity and the collective mind. Lenin is said to have kept a heavily marked copy on his desk; Mussolini professed high regard for it in his autobiography. What these men coveted most was advice on leadership, and they found plenty to chew on. After characterizing a crowd as ‘a servile flock that is incapable of ever doing without a master’,17 Le Bon went on to suggest three tools a leader might use to persuade the masses to adopt an idea: affirmation, repetition and contagion. In other words, if you stated something clearly enough and repeated it enough times it would spread of its own accord. Add to that the charismatic, admiration-inducing quality that he called ‘prestige’, and the people are yours.

    Fear of the atavistic mob became as deep-set in popular literature as it did in political discourse. In A Tale of Two Cities (1859), Charles Dickens depicts the revolutionary throng that storms the Bastille as a raging flood being sucked towards a vortex: ‘With a roar that sounded as if all the breath in France had been shaped into the detested word, the living sea rose, wave on wave, depth on depth, and overflowed the city.’18 Likewise for Jack London in The People of the Abyss (1903), his account of life in the east end of London, ‘the miserable multitudes’ thronging the grimy streets are akin to ‘so many waves of a vast and malodorous sea, lapping about me and threatening to well up and over me’.19 Elsewhere, the mob takes the form of a monster or an army of zombies. Émile Zola’s coalminers striking in protest at their appalling conditions in Germinal (1885) are transfigured into a vengeful swarm, ‘their eyes shining, their mouths open, a band of people in heat’.20

    Such themes persisted in American fiction throughout the twentieth century: for William Faulkner, Harper Lee, John Steinbeck and the like, the lynch mob was as irrational and non-thinking as the political crowd was for Le Bon. ‘I feel … like I been walking in my sleep’, exclaims the protagonist of Steinbeck’s The Vigilante (1938) after emerging from the front line of a mob that had taken a man from jail and hung him from an elm tree. Half an hour earlier he had been fighting for his chance to pull on the rope; now ‘a cold loneliness fell upon him’ as he tried to come to terms with what he had done.21

    As we shall see, social psychologists have recently done much to disprove the notion that people in crowds are dysfunctional automata. They have been working to overturn not only the popular Le Bonian understanding of crowd behaviour, but also its scientific counterpart, known as ‘deindividuation theory’. This holds that individuals subsumed within crowds lose their self-awareness, become disinhibited and relinquish responsibility for their actions. In 1969, the Stanford University psychologist Philip Zimbardo claimed that deindividuation explains why people are often more aggressive when they are allowed to hide their identities (we will explore Zimbardo’s controversial Stanford Prison Experiment in the next chapter).22 Since then the theory has been used regularly to explain the unruliness of crowds, but some psychologists are not convinced. They point out, for example, that individuals in crowds are generally not anonymous to one another, only to outsiders, and that rather than lose their identities they adapt to what is going on around them.

    It is important to bring these arguments into the public conversation, for the myth of mindless mobs is too often used by public figures to shore up dubious theories of social or political behaviour. For example, the American political commentator Ann Coulter has tried to shoot down the entire liberal social and economic agenda by claiming that Democrats (but not Republicans) are beholden to the groupthink and recklessness of crowds. ‘The same mob mentality that leads otherwise law-abiding people to hurl rocks at cops also leads otherwise intelligent people to refuse to believe anything they haven’t heard on NPR’, she writes in Demonic: How the Liberal Mob Is Endangering America.‌23 Guess who she has acknowledged as the main inspiration behind this fantastical assumption? Gustave Le Bon, no less.24

    

    Stephen Reicher is one of those rare people who sound so genial and accommodating on the phone that they may as well be there in person. No surprise, perhaps, for sociality is his meat and drink. He is de facto leader of a small group of British social scientists who, over the last few decades, have been rewriting the textbook on the dynamics of crowds, reaching for a better understanding of the complex social and psychological factors involved. Their findings suggest a mechanism very different to the one established by Le Bon and his followers. Instead of mindlessness and madness, they see mostly coherence and co-operation. Instead of deindividuation, they see shifting identities. Their work is beginning to have a major influence on the way governments and police forces understand and deal with public gatherings.

    Reicher’s journey into crowd psychology started in 1975, in his first year as an undergraduate at Bristol University, when two important things happened. First, he came across Henri Tajfel, a pioneering social psychologist and the first to explain group behaviour in terms of social identity. Tajfel was a survivor of the Holocaust, the horror, that as Reicher says, ‘hangs over all postwar social thought’, and which has motivated several generations of Jewish psychologists seeking to understand how and why it happened. We will meet many of them in this book.

    The second thing was Reicher’s first ‘crowd event’, the occupation of a campus building by hundreds of students campaigning for women’s access to university. This he recalls as ‘an incredibly intense and educational intellectual experience’, one that contradicted both what he was learning in his psychology course about the supposed irrationality of crowds, and the claim by the university’s vice-chancellor that the students were an over-emotional mob who hadn’t thought things through. ‘That struck me really powerfully: the contrast between the reality as I experienced it, the theories I came across, and the active use of those theories to try to discredit and delegitimize a collection action.’

    Five years later, while still at Bristol studying for his PhD, he got the opportunity to test out his thinking for real. On 2 April 1980 he turned on the radio to discover that a riot had broken out down the road in St Pauls, a deprived area with deepening unemployment and racial tension, exacerbated by stop and search laws that were seen as unfairly targeting the Afro-Caribbean community. The police had raided a popular local cafe on the suspicion that it had been selling alcohol without a licence. This provoked an angry demonstration, which evolved into a running battle between residents and police. Twenty-one police vehicles ended up destroyed or damaged, twenty-two officers hospitalized, one hundred and thirty people arrested and several buildings looted or burnt.

    Into this walked Reicher, notebook in hand. The first thing he noticed was that far from being indiscriminate, as deindividuation theory and the traditional understanding of crowd behaviour would have predicted, the violence was highly selective, directed specifically at the police. He recalls:

    I was standing there and I clearly wasn’t from St Pauls, and people would come and check me out and when they discovered I wasn’t a police officer they were incredibly friendly. It had this characteristic of many riots, which is that on the one hand they look dangerous, like your life is under threat, but at the same time they seem carnivalesque, and people are in many ways much more sociable than they would otherwise be.


    He noted a bizarre atmosphere of normality: amid the burning cars and the flying bricks, people were walking home from work and families were out shopping and standing around chatting as if brick-throwing and car-wrecking were customary in that neighbourhood.

    Reicher noticed something else. Despite the claims of a senior police officer that the violence was initiated and premeditated by ‘emotional psychopaths and subversive anarchists’, he found no evidence of planning or leadership. It seemed clear that the riot had started spontaneously, and that the participants considered themselves a community defined by their opposition to an oppressive police force.25 As he commented in his published study: ‘It is difficult to see how classic theories of the crowd could deal with these [characteristics]’.26

    Three decades and dozens of demonstrations, protest marches, environmental actions, football matches and street riots later, Reicher and various colleagues have built a new model of crowd behaviour that would have Gustave Le Bon twitching in his grave. They argue that rather than surrender their rationality and self-awareness, people in crowds define themselves according to who they are with at the time – anti-war protestors, fans of a particular football club, environmental activists – and that this ‘social identity’ determines how the crowd behaves. Furthermore, social identities are shaped as much by the situation people are in – whether or not they feel threatened, for example – as by what they have in common.27

    By this reckoning, it makes little sense to blame the chaos at the anti-poll tax protests in London on 31 March 1990 on thugs or opportunists who incited others to violence (though such people were undoubtedly present). The 250,000 who turned out that afternoon already shared a sense of outrage at the government’s plans for a flat-rate community charge, despite being from a hugely diverse spectrum of backgrounds and interest groups, many of them previously antagonistic. They characterized what is known as a ‘psychological crowd’, all identifying with a common theme. When police officers tried to disperse protestors with batons, the psychology of the crowd changed. Peaceful demonstrators, who up to then had balked at confrontation, suddenly found themselves a target of what they considered indiscriminate police violence. And they began, together and perfectly rationally, to see conflict with the police as legitimate. The result was the ‘Battle of Trafalgar’, a riot that raged until 3 a.m. the next morning.

    Reicher says this model of crowd behaviour fits every case of public disorder in the past three decades where data have been collected, from the so-called Battle of Westminster between students and police in November 1988 and the anti-M11 link road campaign of the mid-1990s to the 2009 G20 London summit protest (where a bystander, Ian Tomlinson, died after being pushed to the ground by a police officer) and the 2011 UK riots (more on them later). It also squares with the most thorough investigation of urban unrest ever conducted: the Kerner Commission report into the urban riots in Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles and other US cities between 1965 and 1967. The Kerner report concluded that the key factor behind the unrest was widespread economic marginalization of black communities. It also noted that the typical rioter was better educated than the average in their communities, more socially integrated and less likely to have a previous criminal record.28

    The implications of this go far beyond academic debate. If crowd violence stems from the social norms of the majority rather than the actions of the criminal few, then the traditional approach to public order policing – send in the riot squad – is likely to make things worse. In the UK and in some European countries (less so in the United States),29 this argument is starting to sink in and police forces are leaning towards a more sensitive approach to crowd management. Much of the credit for this lies with another British psychologist, one whose academic background is anything but conventional.

    

    Clifford Stott’s approach to studying crowd behaviour is, by his own admission, ‘very unusual’. He calls it ethnography, the field study of human culture; also ‘direct participant observation’. You could call it jumping in at the deep end of a large turbulent pool. It has generally involved immersing himself in groups of football supporters – often England fans at away games – and recording what they do, feeling what they feel, drinking what they drink (beer), singing when they sing and, because these are England fans whom European police tend to regard as hooligans one and all, trying to avoid the arc of a truncheon or a night in a cell. The experience, he admits, can be ‘horrific. As a researcher in the middle of a group of England fans some of whom on a personal level you would thoroughly detest, the sense of alienation and isolation is profound. Because you’re studying it you can’t just come out of it, but you can’t fully engage with it either.’ Inevitably there are physical consequences: he has been tear-gassed, baton-charged, water-cannoned, pelted with missiles, sent tumbling down steps in crowd surges and detained as a suspected hooligan.30

    There are professional consequences too. Stott says his preference for field research rather than lab-based experimentation has led to him becoming ‘incredibly marginalized’ by the academic community. Many high-impact psychology journals – those whose papers are regularly cited by other academics – will not consider work that is not based on experiments, which makes it impossible for him to figure in the standard measure by which academics are judged and to exploit traditional avenues of funding. This is partly a dispute over informed consent, considered a fundamental principle of experimental research, but clearly impractical when you’re studying large crowds. ‘How do you stand in a stadium full of 10,000 people studying it and get informed consent? It makes no sense.’31

    His stand-off with academia is ironic when you consider that Stott has arguably had a greater impact on public policy than just about any social psychologist alive. As it happens, he is accustomed to being outside the mainstream. He left school at sixteen with no qualifications, having felt so alienated by the school system that he set out to fail his exams. ‘I was really quite a problematic child’, he says. He signed up for unemployment benefit, before realizing at eighteen that he wanted to do something with his life. So he went back to college, took two A levels in a year and passed into Plymouth Polytechnic (now Plymouth University) to study psychology.

    He is engaging to talk with, partly because of his eloquence, partly because he swears more than any academic I have met. ‘I piss a lot of people off’, he says. He doesn’t laugh much. His close-cropped hair and deadpan delivery give the impression he could assimilate into any crowd. He acknowledges that the street skills he developed during his defiant youth have proved useful in his field research. This can mean ‘sitting in a bar in some corner of a foreign land with a group of Manchester United hooligans, and the next day sitting in a room with the assistant commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, and pulling both interactions off’.

    Stott has been present, Dictaphone in pocket, at some of the most significant episodes of football violence involving England fans in Europe, including the World Cup finals in Italy in 1990 and France in 1998. He has little doubt that most football violence is best understood in terms of broad group identities rather than the influence of a hooligan minority. At the tournaments in Italy and France, for example, the vast majority of England fans started off peaceful, but together changed their song when local police began targeting anyone wearing an England shirt. ‘Even when collective conflict did occur, it was not some explosion of mindless violence’, notes Stott in his book Football Hooliganism, Policing and the War on the English Disease.32

    The same theoretical approach can explain why Scottish football fans rarely get into trouble despite drinking heavily. Non-violence has become part of their identity. By avoiding conflict, they help differentiate themselves from the English and even punish those within their ranks who get aggressive. As one Scottish supporter remarked during France98: ‘The best way to piss the English off is to behave, and have a good laugh with the other fans as well. It makes them look bad.’33 Because Scottish fans are renowned internationally for their adherence to non-violence, their relationship with the police is markedly different from that of English fans. Needless to say, such nuances tend to be lost on politicians and the media in Britain, who simply blamed the disturbances during France98 on ‘opportunistic thugs’, ‘hooligan generals’ and those ‘beyond reason and rational appeal’.

    In 2001, Stott and his collaborators, who included Dutch behavioural scientist Otto Adang, presented their research to the Portuguese Public Security Police (PSP) in the hope the PSP would take the findings on board in time for the European football championships, due to be held in Portugal for the first time in 2004. They advised the PSP to drop the riot squad tactics used at most previous tournaments in favour of a lower-profile, firm-but-friendly approach. They stressed the importance of targeting only the instigators of trouble rather than everyone who happened to be present, and of interacting with the different fan groups to gauge how their cultural and social norms were affecting their behaviour.

    Fortunately the Portuguese were receptive. They developed a training programme to ensure that all PSP officers understood the theory and how to translate it into non-confrontational policing. The result was an almost complete absence of disorder at England games during Euro2004. English hooligans seeking conflict, who were there in some numbers despite the British government’s banning orders, ended up being marginalized by their own fans. Stott says the best moment of his career was when the PSP’s senior commander stopped him in the street in Albufeira at the end of the tournament, patted him on the back and told him the plan had worked. ‘It was like, fuck yeah, we’ve done it!’34

    Today, the social identity model of crowd behaviour is the framework by which all UEFA matches in Europe are policed – though in Russia and in Eastern Europe it is still only tacitly applied. Stott is now working to take it beyond football. After the death of Ian Tomlinson at the G20 protest in 2009, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC), the UK’s independent police inspectorate, asked him to write a report on how to apply crowd psychology to public order policing.35 Many of his recommendations were then adopted by HMIC in its Adapting to Protest review,36 which should herald a radical new approach to crowd control in the UK – less kettling, more communication. One outcome has been the creation of liaison units within police forces in London and elsewhere that send officers in distinctive uniforms into protest crowds to establish contact (not, as some activists suspect, to spy on them). This is a significant challenge given the police’s credibility problem, though Stott says liaison officers were used successfully around fifty times during the 2012 Olympics and the plan is to use them ‘at every protest in London’.37

    Since Stott started working with the police, he has found himself alienated by a whole new set of institutions. The civil action groups that monitor police behaviour, which used to support him when he was mixing with protesters, now see him as a traitor. One of them even accused him of developing state-sanctioned mind control techniques to undermine social movements, warning of ‘a new era of repression based on the relatively new “science” of crowd psychology’.38 Another tried to have him thrown out of a meeting with the UN Special Rapporteur on human rights. He has become an outsider all over again. What this really illustrates, he says, is that questions of social identity are bound up with questions of ideology and the dynamics of power. ‘This isn’t just about science. It’s also about democracy.’

    

    As an example of how outdated, unscientific thinking still dominates the public discourse on crowds, look no further than the reaction to the riots that took place in London and other towns and cities in Britain between Saturday 6 and Tuesday 9 August 2011, the most serious episode of civil unrest in the UK for several decades. It was triggered by the death of twenty-nine-year-old Mark Duggan in Tottenham, north London, shot by police whose failure to properly inform his family what had happened led to a community-wide anti-police uprising in Tottenham and Hackney. The next day, rioting kicked off in other parts of London and then in Birmingham, Liverpool, Leeds, Nottingham, Bristol, Salford, Manchester, Bristol and elsewhere in Britain, this time aimed not so much at confrontation with police as theft and vandalism of high-street shops and shopping malls.

    Afterwards, the government, opposition politicians and sections of the media skipped over thirty years of research into crowd psychology and invoked classic Le Bonian explanations, characteristic of those used to describe the Priestley riots and the French Revolution. ‘Criminality, pure and simple’, pronounced prime minister David Cameron.39 ‘Outrageous behaviour by the criminal classes’, blustered justice secretary Kenneth Clarke.40 Home secretary Theresa May pinned most of the violence on ‘career criminals’,41 while Tottenham MP David Lammy blamed ‘mindless, mindless people’.42

    Many of these commentators assumed that a typical rioter likely had a previous criminal record, a notion that was repeated several times by the government over the following months. Yet as social psychologist John Drury and historian Roger Ball have demonstrated, this interpretation is flawed.43 Although government statistics show that around seventy-five per cent of those arrested during the riots and brought to court had previously been cautioned or convicted, it is unlikely that this group is representative of those who took part. Amid intense government pressure to make arrests, the police, by their own admission, first rounded up those whose pictures were already in their databases and who could be identified by CCTV. ‘Obviously the ones that you know are going to be arrested first’, acknowledged Tim Godwin, acting commissioner of the Metropolitan Police at the time, before the House of Commons Home Affairs Committee in September 2011.44 Around 4,960 were arrested, but the Met Police have since revealed that some 2,650 individuals captured on CCTV during the London riots will never be identified because the images are too poor or because they covered their faces.45 Many rioters were never photographed. Another popular misconception – that the violence was orchestrated by gang members – is undermined by a Home Office report stating that only thirteen per cent of those arrested overall were affiliated to a gang,46 and that ‘where gang members were involved, they generally did not play a pivotal role’.47

    The breakdown of social order is any government’s worst-case scenario and not something for which it will rush to accept responsibility. Pointing the finger at known criminals and gangs, or a ‘feral underclass’, as Kenneth Clarke put it48 – effectively pathologizing the entire episode as authorities down the ages have done – is a convenient way of disowning the problem. But it is a dangerous conceit, for it makes it difficult to explore how the disorder developed and any underlying social dynamics that contributed to it. Behind the vandalism, arson, thuggery and opportunistic looting that wrecked businesses and caused an estimated £200 million in property damage over those four days, there was legitimate long-term disaffection with which entire communities identified and which made it easy for people to join in the rioting once it had started.

    A large part of that disaffection centred on the police. Many of those interviewed about their role in the disorder by both the Reading the Riots project run by the London School of Economics and the Guardian newspaper,49 and the Riots Communities and Victims Panel set up by the government,50 spoke of their dissatisfaction with the way police engaged with their communities. They were frustrated in particular at being subjected repeatedly to stop and search, a modern inevitability for black youths in inner-city districts. For these people, at least, it was an ‘anti-police’ riot, a chance to even the score.

    Without such grievances, the riots may never have happened. ‘You can have anti-police riots without looting, but you can’t have looting without anti-police riots’, suggest Reicher and Stott in Mad Mobs and Englishmen, an analysis of the psychology behind the violence.51 There is no doubt that it evolved into more than a kick at authority. Plenty of participants admitted taking advantage of the breakdown in law and order to steal goods they could not normally afford. It was also at some level a class war: high-end stores were disproportionately targeted. The dynamics and causes seem deeply complex, but it’s clear that the participants had not lost their minds; indeed they appeared empowered and full of intent. As Reicher said: ‘Explaining the disorder in terms of the pathologies of those who took part – they must be either mad or bad – flies in the face of all we know about crowds and riots.’52

    There’s another reason the populist, knee-jerk response was inadequate, even irresponsible. It provoked a demand from politicians and the public for anyone involved to be disciplined with unusual severity, one to which judges and magistrates readily acquiesced. In many cases, judgment appeared to be driven less by the content of individual crimes and offenders’ criminal histories as by a broad deep-rooted fear of the power of the mob. Individuals were punished not only for their personal transgressions, but also for committing them as part of a nation-wide collective, a factor that in the view of one Manchester crown court judge took them ‘completely outside the usual context of criminality’.53 The general aim was deterrence rather than justice. As a result, average sentences for those convicted in the twelve months following the riots were more than four and a half times longer than for those convicted of similar crimes in 2010 – 17.1 months compared with 3.7 months. Of those brought before the courts, 846 were children between the ages of ten and seventeen, 233 of whom were given custodial terms averaging eight months.54 One youth court magistrate interviewed by the Reading the Riots project talked of ‘the rulebook being torn up’.55 How else to explain cases such as that of Danielle Corns, sentenced to ten months in custody for stealing two left-footed trainers, which she soon abandoned, and Ricky Gemmell, sentenced to sixteen weeks for shouting abuse at a police officer? Both had excellent character references and no previous convictions.

    Many of the judges and magistrates involved in the riot proceedings made clear that punishment should take into account the public sense of outrage at the violence. Following the trial in April 2012 of Darrell Desuze, convicted of killing pensioner Richard Mannington Bowes after punching him while he tried to put out a fire, Justice Saunders remarked that ‘the offence of manslaughter is always serious but this case is the more serious because it was committed within the context of widespread civil disorder’. He then argued that since the judgments passed by the courts in the immediate aftermath of the riots (and later approved by the Court of Appeal) were severe, it was important that courts in subsequent cases applied comparable sentences ‘even though the initial wave of public condemnation for their behaviour may have passed’.56 Desuze was jailed for eight years.

    It is standard judicial practice to apply sentences to those taking part in public disorder, partly as a deterrent against anarchy, partly in recognition of the fact that criminal behaviour is always more alarming and potentially more disruptive when conducted collectively. Did the judiciary go too far in this case? The British public appears to think so: opinion surveys suggest widespread unease with the punishments handed down to non-violent offenders, an unusual state of affairs since the public generally views criminal courts as too lenient.57 It seems questionable to factor into sentencing the febrile public mood when this was partly stoked by politicians and media commentators peddling emotive and unscientific ideas about the craziness and inherent criminality of rioters.

    The whole episode suggests that the new science of crowd psychology is at odds with the legal understanding of social behaviour. The courts almost always view collective action as a greater crime, even though in some circumstances the dynamics involved – in particular people’s innate tendency to identify with and adopt the norms of those around them – could arguably be seen as a mitigating factor. On the other hand, it demonstrates the high value we place on maintaining social order, knowing how swiftly it can break down. And as Reicher points out, the notion that people can have different identities in different contexts poses profound issues for the legal system. ‘How can you punish someone if the subject in the crowd is different to the subject in the dock?’58

    

    There’s another area where the science is out-running the common understanding of crowds: the behaviour of people during emergencies. Recent research into mass disasters suggests that acts of helping and heroism are often the norm rather than the exception.

    When a group of Islamic suicide terrorists exploded four bombs on London’s transport system during morning rush hour on 7 July 2005, killing fifty-two and injuring more than 700, hundreds of passengers were trapped in the dark in the soot-filled underground tunnels with no way of knowing if they would be rescued, nor if further explosions were imminent. From this chaos and carnage, there emerged some remarkable and unlikely stories of human co-operation. Consider these statements from three people who were there:

    
I remember walking towards the stairs and at the top of the stairs there was a guy coming from the other direction. I remember him kind of gesturing; kind of politely that I should go in front – ‘you first’ … And I was struck I thought God even in a situation like this someone has kind of got manners really. Little thing but I remember it.‌59

I am still surprised at how calm the whole scene was. One wonderful chap stood up and said that we didn’t know if we were getting out or not, but that we should remain calm and keep talking to one another. The effect this had on us was extraordinary. We all had these almost out of body conversations with our neighbouring passengers, although you could still feel the negative feelings and see people’s eyes darting about looking for a sign that we were getting out …‌60

I felt that we’re all in the same boat together … and then for the feelings that I was feeling could well have been felt by them as well ’cos I don’t think any normal human being could just calmly sat there going oh yeah this is great … it was a stressful situation and we were all in it together and the best way to get out of it was to help each other … yeah so I felt exactly I felt quite close to the people near me.‌61



    
    
    These vignettes seem surprising if you compare them with the traditional way emergencies are reported, which makes much of the irrational panic and unthinking individualism that supposedly goes on. Commentators convinced of the stupidity of crowds often point to disaster scenarios to make their case – a stampede of pilgrims, the crush of a football crowd, the blind scramble for the exits in a burning nightclub. But the stereotype fails when you look at the evidence. In a crisis, people in a group are far more likely to help one another than panic and fight to escape. Solidarity wins out over selfishness. A group of psychologists who interviewed survivors of the London bombings, led by John Drury at the University of Sussex, concluded that panic and disorder were rare and eclipsed by what they called ‘collective resilience’, an attitude of mutual helping and unity in the midst of danger.62

    There are many documented examples of this behaviour. In 2008, Drury’s team talked to survivors of eleven tragedies from the previous forty years, including the 1989 Hillsborough football stadium crush, when ninety-six Liverpool supporters died of asphyxia after being trapped in overcrowded pens, and the IRA bombing that killed six outside Harrods in London in 1983. In each case, most of Drury’s interviewees recalled feeling a strong sense of togetherness during the crisis, and an inclination to help strangers.63 Without such co-operation the casualty rates could have been far higher, says Drury. He likes to refer to crowds as ‘the fourth emergency service’, an attitude that he says is not shared by most police, emergency planning authorities or crowd safety professionals.64 In Drury’s view, it is wrong-headed to blame crowd disasters on the behaviour of the crowd. More often the real problem is poor organization – too many people in one place – or inadequate venue design.

    The academic interpretation is approximately this: a crisis, or even a minor incident such as a train breaking down in a tunnel, creates a psychological crowd out of what was previously an aggregate of strangers. You suddenly share a common fate, and thus a common identity, with the people suffering around you, or with all those passengers you were doing your best to ignore. Your sphere of interest ramps up from the personal to the group. A survivor of the Hillsborough tragedy expressed it thus:

    I think everyone would accept that one had really gone beyond the definition of identifying the person as a supporter of football … at this point, they’re just human beings struggling, to be fair … I don’t think anyone saw Liverpool fans and Notts Forest fans … People stopped being supporters of a football team and were just people.65


    How reckless, then, was the Sun newspaper when four days after Hillsborough it printed a front page story accusing drunken Liverpool fans of attacking rescue workers, urinating on the dead and picking the pockets of victims, giving air to the idea that the disaster was caused by hooliganism. The allegations, which derived from a local MP and unnamed senior police officers attempting to apportion blame, were all subsequently proved false.66 To this day, the Sun is despised in Liverpool.

    

    The madness of crowds is often taken as a reason to avoid them. Yet often during emergencies it is people’s disinclination to panic that can put them at higher risk. Engineers designing evacuation procedures used to assume that people respond immediately they hear an alarm, smell smoke or feel their building shake. But that is not what happens. Often the challenge is getting them to move quickly enough.

    When the hijacked planes hit the World Trade Center towers in New York on 9/11, most of those inside prevaricated rather than heading for the nearest exit, according to several studies on how people responded.67 Even those who managed to escape waited an average of six minutes before moving to the stairs. Some hung around for half an hour, waiting for more information, collecting things to take with them, securing papers in drawers, changing their shoes, going to the bathroom, finishing emails, making phone calls or shutting down their computers. When they did leave, they walked down the stairs with little urgency and considerably more slowly than the building’s safety experts had predicted.68

    No doubt more people would have escaped from the World Trade Center had they acted more quickly. Likewise, many have died in stricken aircraft burning on the ground because they sat in their seats too long before trying to escape. The report of the official investigation into an aircraft fire at Manchester airport on 22 August 1985, when fifty-five people died, stated: ‘The major question is why the passengers did not get off the aircraft sufficiently quickly.’69 John Leach, who studies disaster psychology at the University of Oslo, has found that during serious emergencies such as fires or ferry sinkings most people tend to ‘freeze’ rather than think about how to save themselves. The reason, he says, is that their state of bewilderment makes it harder for them to process new information. They cannot think properly about what they should do.

    Here is some advice if you’re caught in an emergency and unsure what to do: move! Except that if you’re in a crowd it is likely to be a bit more complicated. Once the sense of collective unity kicks in, you’ll feel less disposed to going it alone and you may be unwise to do so: one of the conclusions of Drury’s research is that acting individualistically in an emergency can lead to competitive and disruptive behaviour, which reduces everyone’s chances of survival. On the other hand, it is clear from the 9/11 attacks, the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center70 and numerous aircraft accidents that large groups mill around longer than small groups before settling on an escape plan, since it takes them more time to build a consensus. So, take the bull by the horns: make it clear to those around you that you’re heading for an exit and that you want them to come with you. Then hasten ye all.

    How to survive a crowd emergency

    You’re in a crowded place when something goes wrong. Perhaps your train has broken down in a tunnel, or the building you’re in starts filling with smoke, or you’re on a protest march that turns violent. The following three steps, derived from psychological studies on crowd behaviour, could help save your life:

    1. Remember that your natural response to an emergency is likely to be shock and bewilderment and that this can cause you to freeze. Do your best to override this: engage your brain and look for a way out.

    2. Co-operate with those around you, don’t compete with them. Altruistic behaviour is very common during disasters and will increase your chances of survival.

    3. Rehearse an exit strategy in your head beforehand. You should do this whenever you enter an unfamiliar place or situation. You’ll be far less likely to dawdle when something goes wrong if you’ve mentally gone through the motions.

    

    The solidarity and altruism of crowds are rarely noted by those who report on them, yet they are increasingly recognized by psychologists and other students of behaviour. ‘It is only in a crowd that man can become free of [his] fear of being touched’, noted Bulgarian intellectual Elias Canetti in 1960. ‘All are equal there; no distinctions count, not even that of sex. The man pressed against him is the same as himself.’71 The warmth of feeling within crowds quickly became apparent to Reicher during his study of the St Pauls riots in Bristol in 1980. ‘It wasn’t like the papers say. This absolute mad mob’, one of his interviewees remarked. ‘Everyone was together. They were looking at each other the whole time. It was black and white and all ages and that was fantastic.’72

    More recently, Reicher and his colleagues demonstrated that the positive experience of taking part in a large gathering – in this case the annual Magh Mela Hindu pilgrimage in northern India that attracts millions of devotees – can improve people’s sense of well-being and even their physical health, an effect that lasts for weeks.73 The Magh Mela is renowned for being crowded, noisy and unsanitary, yet none of this appears to diminish the psychological boost that derives from close social interaction.74 This will come as little surprise to anyone who attended the London Olympics in 2012, during which even the most cynical and pessimistic of Brits found themselves caught up in a carnival of friendliness and harmony.

    Positive crowd experiences are worth celebrating because so often, when we unexpectedly find ourselves communing with a bunch of strangers, the circumstances are hardly appetizing – rushing for a train, for example, or standing in a stationary queue outside a store. One of the aims of the New York City-based prank collective Improv Everywhere is to make shared experiences fun, which it does by causing ‘scenes of chaos and joy in public places’. Since August 2001, it has staged more than a hundred impromptu street shows, including a fake U2 concert on a New York rooftop, a ‘freeze scene’ in which one hundred and fifty actors froze in place for five minutes in the middle of Grand Central Station, and the ‘no pants subway ride’ held every year one midwinter day in sixty cities around the world. Most on-lookers who witness these events become warmly conspiratorial in their astonishment, just as the organizers intend. Founder Charlie Todd says the events ‘encourage people to socialize with one another to try to figure out what the hell just happened’.75

    Occasionally, the solidarity of crowds can change the course of history. Take the Egyptian revolution of 2011. The dynamics of this uprising – what triggered it, how it was organized, who led it – have been much debated, with little agreement, but the background is well known. Despite years of oppression and a long list of economic, social and political grievances, Egypt’s protest movement had had little success in persuading the masses to join its calls for reform. Everything changed on 6 June 2010, when twenty-eight-year-old Khaled Said was beaten to death by police officers in Alexandria, which led to the ‘We Are All Khaled Said’ Facebook movement and a nationwide outcry over the brutality of the state. Seven months later, the government eroded any legitimacy it had left by so blatantly rigging the parliamentary elections that the Muslim Brotherhood, the largest opposition group (then and now), ‘lost’ eighty-seven of the eighty-eight seats they had won in the 2005 elections.

    Despite this, the Egyptian revolution would likely never have happened – at least, at the time it did – if Tunisia’s protest movement hadn’t ousted president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali on 14 January 2011, after a month of social and political unrest. ‘It’s impossible to overstate the impact of the Tunisian model’, writes Cairo-based journalist Ashraf Khalil in his revolution chronicle Liberation Square. ‘Simply seeing that it could be done – that a sustained public and peaceful mass movement could force out an entrenched dictator – changed everyone’s perceptions instantly. After that, all bets were off.’76

    Egypt’s response to the Tunisian upheaval began with a day of mass protest on Tuesday, 25 January 2011, the traditional Police Day holiday. Basem Fathy, one of the youth activists who helped co-ordinate the demonstrations in Cairo, says they expected a few hundred protestors to show up, a thousand at most. ‘Instead I found thousands and thousands of people in the streets, and most of them had never been involved in politics before. Nobody expected this.’

    Fathy takes satisfaction in having proved so wrong the many domestic and foreign analysts (among them writers for the Economist, the BBC, Time and Foreign Policy) who argued that such a thing could never happen in Egypt. And he is keen to deflate the idea, also embraced by the foreign press, that the revolution was driven by social media. ‘You cannot describe this as a Facebook revolution’, he says. ‘The people who were fighting the police on the front lines in Tahrir Square, I don’t believe any of them had Facebook accounts.’

    While Facebook and Twitter were used to great effect, in particular to help motivate Egypt’s young middle class, they were not as ubiquitous as many reports made out. A survey of 1,200 Egyptians who took part reveals that only fifty-two per cent had Facebook accounts and sixteen per cent used Twitter. Almost half of those questioned said they learned about the protests through face-to-face contact with a friend, acquaintance or relative. Only twenty-eight per cent got their information through Facebook, and less than one per cent through Twitter (though five per cent used Twitter to pass on news from the street).77 The march that reached Tahrir Square on 25 January, which began in the alleyways of the working-class neighbourhood of Bulaq al-Dakrour in western Cairo, was organized not via tweets or Facebook updates but by paper flyers distributed in the streets.78

    After three days, with the crowds in Tahrir swelling by the hour, the government cut access to the Internet and then to mobile phone networks in the hope that this would make it impossible for protestors to co-ordinate. Instead it inspired some innovative tactics. Satellite TV channels began broadcasting news to radio, enabling drivers listening in their cars to pass it on to demonstrators. Abdallah Hendawy, a youth activist in Alexandria, described how he helped organize rallies by writing protest plans on banknotes and circulating them in stores and on buses. Meanwhile Cairo reverted to ‘a surreal word-of-mouth storyteller society’, writes Khalil in Liberation Square. ‘If you were walking on the street and you saw protestors coming in the other direction, you asked them where they were coming from and what the situation was like there. It was intimate and even pleasant.’79 The intimacy remained right up until Hosni Mubarak resigned the presidency on 11 February.

    Social revolutions, like complex life forms, have multi-layered evolutionary histories that resist tidy explanations. The sociologist Duncan Watts compares their dynamics to those of chaotic systems in which the smallest fluctuations can lead to unfathomable changes. The problem with this butterfly effect, he notes, is that ‘by the time we notice the gathering storm, the butterfly itself has vanished in the mists of history’.80 Yet watching them as they develop can teach us a great deal about the nuances of human behaviour, and about how our identity and our state of mind are tied to those around us.
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