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Definition: Crowds

“Crowds were often described as veritable incarnations of ignorance 
that seemed to seize power in all societal domains, thereby destabilizing 

the existing social order.”

Borch, Christian. 2013. Crowd theory and the management of crowds: A controversial relationship, Current Sociology 0(0) 1–18.



Definition: Psychological Crowds

“A psychological crowd is described as a provisional being formed of 
heterogeneous elements, which for a moment are combined, exactly as 
the cells which constitute a living body form by their reunion a new body 

which displays characteristics very different from those possessed by 
each of the cells singly.”

Le Bon, Gustave. 1914. The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind by Gustave Le Bon. London: The Gresham Press.



Definition: Hypnotized Crowds
The hypnotized crowd subject ‘becomes the slave of all the unconscious 

activities of his spinal cord, which the hypnotiser directs at will’, 
meaning that the crowd member is reduced to a mere ‘automaton’

Le Bon, Gustave. 1914. The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind by Gustave Le Bon. London: The Gresham Press.



Crowds and Imitation
“Society is imitation and imitation is a kind of somnambulism.”

Tarde, Gabriel. 1962. The Laws of Imitation, trans. E.C. Parsons, from 2nd French edn. Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith.



Glossary
Imitation: 

“Imitation is defined as ‘the action at a distance of one mind upon another”; It’s a recursive phenomenon.

Tarde, Gabriel. 1962. The Laws of Imitation, trans. E.C. Parsons, from 2nd French edn. Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith.

Contagious: 
“Affect contagion produces a mimetic relation between bodies and this, not the panic that stands in 

metonymically for it, is the real problem of crowds for their nineteenth-century theorists.”

Gibb, Anna. 2008. Panic! affect contagion, mimesis and suggestion: in the social Field, Cultural Studies Review 4(2).

Suggestion: 
“Presenting in ‘every sentiment and act’ of the crowd that contributes to the weakening of the 

individuality of the crowd members. In the crowd, ‘their conscious personality vanishes.’ Contagion is, 
finally, an effect of suggestibility.”

Borch, Christian. 2006. The Exclusion of the Crowd The Destiny of a Sociological Figure of the Irrational, European Journal of SocialTheory 9(1): 83–102



Crowds Sociologists



Crowds: An Abandoned Sociological Concept
 ‘Perhaps no historical phenomenon has been so thoroughly 

neglected by historians as the crowd’  - George Rudé (1981: 
3)

 Accused of being physiologism, not pure sociology.

 The concept of crowds has been practically expelled from 
social theory, and none of the grand theorists of our time 
(Habermas, Luhmann, Bourdieu, White, etc.) reflects 
systematically about the crowd.

 Classical sociologists had dealt with the concept of 
crowds, for example Tarde, Le Bon, Simmel, Robert Ezra 
Park, etc. In fact, in some perspectives, we could include 
Durkheim and Weber.

 Applied in memory studies (collective mind), urban studies 
(the intensity of cities), trauma studies (the social 
irrationality), social systems studies (self-referential 
systems), 



Crowds: An Abandoned Sociological Concept
 In the words of Le Bon, the hypnotized crowd subject ‘becomes the slave of all the unconscious 

activities of his spinal cord, which the hypnotiser directs at will’, meaning that the crowd member is 
reduced to a mere ‘automaton’ (Le Bon, 2002: 7, 8).

 Crowds is analysed in terms of irrationality and individuality

- “crowds are endowed with characteristics of suggestibility, femininity, immaturity, in short, 
irrationality.”

- “the individual loses his/her individuality in the crowd and is, however temporarily, absorbed in a 
collective entity that levels all personal characteristics and suspends his/her reasoning.”

- ‘fickle suggestible, and irresponsible’, obeying ‘atavistic’ impulses rather than critical judgement 
(Blumer, 1951: 176, 180, 181).

Borch, Christian. 2006. The Exclusion of the Crowd The Destiny of a Sociological Figure of the Irrational, European Journal of Social Theory 9(1): 
83–102



Crowds and Imitation

Father/Son 
(Family)

Leader/Followers 
(Mob)

Action:

 The imitation of 
expression.

 Imitation is radiated 
from the superior to 
the inferior. 

Characteristics:

 heterogeneous 
elements

 arose a delirium
 a spark of passion
 electrifies a confused 

mass
 sudden organization
 noise becomes a voice
 incoherence becomes 

cohesion
 a single animal

magnetism, charged personality, aura, charismatic, sacred object



Crowds: France vs US
Cities: Breeding ground and Nobility place

FRANCE

Modernism

Tarde, Le Bon, Simmel

Crowds = Social evolution

Political turmoil

THE UNITED STATES

Urbanism

William James, Robert E Park, Edward A Ross & Boris Sidis

Crowds = Mob culture

Urbanisastion



Crowds vs Public



Crowds vs Public

Religious crowds

CROWDS PUBLIC

Geographical reach Territorial-bound authority

More extremist/ dogmatic/ 
despotic

Less extremist/ dogmatic/ 
despotic

Propaganda Rational deliberation

Less intelligent (Anarchy) More intelligent (Prudence and 
rational reflection)

Unconscious order Conscious order

Threatening social order Coping with social order



Urban and Crowds



Crowds
Sociology

Criminological project

Modernisation
Industrialisation

Public sphere

Individualisation

Civil society

Cities
Center/Periphery

Spatiality

Society
The social

Rationality

Functional systems

Network theory

Imitation
Masses

Collective

Social panic

Mob

Crowds

Urban and Crowd

“Cities are places where ‘contagious intimacy’ is likely to flourish, 
something that allegedly rendered notions such as ‘suggestion’, 
‘imitation’, and ‘suggestibility’ pertinent means by which to 
understand urban dynamics.”

Borch, Christian. Social Avalanche: Crowds, Cities and Financial Markets. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.



Urban and Crowd
A loss of self

“In the modern city, the individual was 
bombarded by sensory impressions in ways 
that could produce a loss of self that could 
lead to individuals being easily carried away 
in collective frenzy.”

 De-individualizing effects

 De-moralizing effects

 Imitation prior to knowledge

Borch, Christian. 2019. The imitative, contagious, and suggestible roots of modern 
society: Toward a mimetic foundation of social theory, in Christian Broch (Ed) 
Imitation, Contagion, Suggestion: On Mimesis and Society. Oxon & New York: 
Routledge, 3-34



Urban and Crowd
Intensity of a city: Body charges another body.

“Bodies pay attention to each other, whether at first 
there is any great awareness of it or not“ (Collins 
2004, 34). 

“This "physical" component of bodily "attunement“ 
works pre-consciously, even pre-individually. In this 
sense, bodies possess their own collective realm-
they form their own crowds-far from the realm of 
reflexive consciousness.”

“Durkheim's conception of a human collective 
centered around an object.”

Borch, Christian & Schiermer. 2021. Crowd and Collective Behaviour. S. Abrutyn, 
0. Lizardo (eds.), Handbook of Classical Sociological Theory, Handbooks of 
Sociology and Social Research, https://doi.org/10.1007 /978-3-030-78205-4_20



Urban and Crowd
Why City?

Nobility - this aristocracy of place, 
constitutes the modern era’s functional 
equivalent of the classical nobility (Tarde, 
1962: 225)

Breeding ground - City is a breeding ground. It 
encapsulates the forces of contagious 
imitation. City is a natural habitat of the 
contagious spread of disease, pandemics. 
contagion originally refers 'the 
communication of disease from body to body 
by contact direct or mediate' (Mitchell, 2012: 1)



Urban and Crowds
In modernity, the city is simply the place in and from which imitations spread 
contagiously (Borch, 2005).

“Paris unquestionably rules more royally 
and more orientally over the provinces 
than the court ever ruled over the city. 
Every day the telegraph or the railroad 
distributes its readymade ideas, wishes, 
conversations, revolutions, its readymade 
dresses and furniture, throughout the 
whole of France. The suggestive and 
imperious fascination which it 
instantaneously exerts over this vast 
territory is so profound, so complete, and 
so sustained, that it no longer surprises 
anyone. This kind of magnetisation has 
become chronic way.” 

Tarde, Gabriel. 1962. The Laws of Imitation, trans. E.C. Parsons, from 2nd 
French edn. Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith.



Crowds Phenomena



Virality

A specific mode of action, 
as a logic of contagion 
and repetition (Parikka
2007)



Financial crisis

It is believed that trading 
agents often imitate the 
behaviour of those 
around them. In its 
excessive form this 
imitation can help lead to 
large increases or 
decreases in asset-prices 
over a small time, often 
described as bubbles and 
crashes (Harjoat
Singhbhamra 2011).



Terrorism

“The imitation of one attack by 
others is facilitated by the fact that 
attacks receive intensive and 
extensive media attention. Targets, 
objectives, technologies, etc. are 
now widely disseminated both by 
the terrorists themselves and by 
the coverage they receive in the 
news media.”

Borch, Christian. 2019. The imitative, contagious, and suggestible roots 
of modern society: Toward a mimetic foundation of social theory, in 
Christian Broch (Ed) Imitation, Contagion, Suggestion: On Mimesis and 
Society. Oxon & New York: Routledge, 3-34



Conclusion
Crowds – Urban – Memory - Imitation

Imitation = The power of the body = Muscle memory

Muscle memory is the act of committing a specific motor task into 
memory through repetition

Rhythmanalysis: listening to a town or a street, in the same way as 
an audience listens to a symphony (Lefebvre, 2004).



Thank you.


