Seminar 4 Interactive Reading 

During this week we will be examining collective behavior social change, healthcare, and urban problems. 

Collective Behavior and Social Movements 

Collective behavior assumes a multiplicity of forms.  Some are commonplace, and may not even be understood as representing collective behavior.  For instance, have you ever heard of "the wave?"  Chances are that if you have been to or watched a major sporting event on TV you have probably run across this.  If not, take a look at this video:  The Wave
 One commentator described it this way: 

"Just about every sports spectator in the world knows how to do the "wave." No matter the sport, no matter the venue, once a wave gets going in a stadium, excited fans get ready. As the wave sweeps from one seating section to the next, fans on cue leap to their feet and raise their arms, then sit immediately as the wave rolls to the next section". 

Source:  http://archives.cnn.com/2002/TECH/science/09/11/offbeat.wave.explained/ 

 Fans are not given instructions on how to do this, nor is it clear how they benefit from engaging in this small piece of collective behavior.  Despite this, it is commonplace at many athletic events.  Moreover, it has spread to other kinds of gatherings, such as political rallies, as the video, linked below, demonstrates.  
The Wave at a Political Rally
Violent Collective Behavior 

Unfortunately, there are other forms of collective behavior associated with athletic events that are not so harmless.  The problem of violent collective behavior has reached into the amateur ranks of athletic competition, and has precipitated an organized effort to suppress such conduct.  
Our textbook describes collective behavior as actions perpetrated by a group that deviate from the conventions which regulate their ordinary behavior.  People who storm onto an athletic field and tear down a goalpost do not routinely trespass onto private property and destroy such property.  As our readings have made clear, the transformation from "individual" to "participant in collective behavior" has been explained in a number of ways, including the idea of social contagion. 

Of course, there are extremely serious forms of collective violence that have taken place in recent memory.  The riots in Los Angeles after the Rodney King incident are an excellent example. The police beating of a motorist set off several days of bloody rioting, resulting in numerous deaths and injuries, as well as millions of dollars in property damage.  But it is important to note that collective behavior in the form of riots is not limited to responses to negative events.  Take a look at the following article on a riot that occurred in the same city after the hometown basketball team (L.A. Lakers) won the NBA championship: Lakers victory leads to riot 

 This riot raises a number of questions for you to consider. 

· In your view, what explains the occurrence of this riot? 

· Would the individuals who participated in this riot have engaged in such violence had they not been a part of a rioting crowd? 

· How does Blumer's Model of the "acting crowd" apply to this riot? 

· What is the common thread that explains collective violence in response to both positive and negative events? 

Social Movements 

Social movements resemble collective behavior in that they involve groups who engage in actions in response to various precipitating events.  A major difference between social movements and the forms of collective behavior we have already considered is that such movements represent organized efforts to respond to such events or conditions.  They tend not to erupt spontaneously, and their lifespan far exceeds the lifespan of riots, moral panics, fads, lynchings, and other forms of collective behavior. 

Social movements come in all sizes and shapes.  They range from the Nazi movement, which represented a serious threat to Western civilization, and which resulted in the deaths of millions of people, to less influential social movements in terms of the world stage, such as the American anti-abortion movement.  Read the article "Propaganda in Nazi Germany" to understand how propaganda was a tool used very effectively to recruit support for the Nazi party. After reading the article, give some thought to whether such techniques are used in modern American society to elicit support for various current social movements. 

Some social movements have narrowly focused goals and objectives, while others have a less clear-cut mission.  The antiabortion movement is a good example of a relatively well-focused social movement. The hippie movement of the 1960s is a good example of a social movement in this country that was not focused on a single clear objective. It represented a generalized reaction to some of the conditions in that era, especially those associated with civil rights and the Vietnam War. The following is an article from The History Channel that discusses this movement further: http://mobile.history.com/1968_hi/354/
· Several types of social movements are described in the textbook.  Which best fits the hippie movement? 

· The hippie movement had a relatively brief lifespan. What explains the decline of this movement? 

· Are there current social movements that are likely to experience a similar precipitous decline? 
The Environmental Revolution 

Some argue that the most powerful current social movement is the Environmental Revolution.  Concerns regarding the diminishing supply of non-renewable resources and the impact of human activity on the environment are certainly important influences driving this revolution.  This was foreseen almost a decade ago in the following article from the Worldwatch Institute: An Early Warning 

Of course, warnings about the consequences of global warming are still being issued by organizations like the National Resources Defense Council. Click the link to the NRDC website to read the consequences of global warming on health. 

As discussed in the text "The Environmental Revolution" from the Earth Policy Institute, to some extent this social movement is a continuation of movements that have come before. 

As the following article in Business Week suggests, the interest in "going green" is not merely posturing and public relations. Doing Business and the Green Revolution 

According to the Environmental Protection Agency, more than 10% of Fortune 500 companies now exceed the EPA's Green Power Partnership standards. Click the following link to read more on this trend: Fortune 500 Going Green? 

There is perhaps no better expression of the extent to which the environmental movement has penetrated through American culture than in the advertisements of America's major corporations.  For instance, IBM has run a series of commercials touting the benefits of "going green."  The following two videos are examples. (click here for full text of IBM TV commercial on energy efficiency) (click here for full text of IBM Green Data Center Man video)  

IBM and the Tree Huggers
Data Center Man! 

The following is a link to a short video clip about how the Body Shop embodies social and environmental responsibility: "Social Responsibility: The Body Shop". (click here for full text version) Note: If you encounter problems viewing this video then copy and paste the following link into a new web browser window 

http://digital.films.com/play/V9QJ7Q 

  

The embrace of the Environmental Revolution by corporate America represents an astonishing turnaround in a relatively brief period of time. Listen to the following broadcast from NPR in 2003: "The Senate Rejects Global Warming Bill". (click here for full text version) 

· What do you think explains the rapid expansion of the Environmental Revolution? 

· A number of stages of social movements have been described in our readings.  Which stage do you think best describes the current status of the Environmental Revolution? 

· What factors do you believe will determine the ultimate success or failure of this social movement? 

Social Change 

Finally, it is worth thinking about what the future holds in terms of social movements.  In light of what you have learned about social movements, including the factors that give rise to them, what do you see as the next social movement in this country? 

In our previous discussions and in the course readings we have already touched on various aspects of social change.  In this section we will look at one major change in American society, the transformation of the American family.  Traditionally, Americans have tended to regard the family as consisting of a male and female, usually with children.  Despite popular perception, however, this is not the only form families can assume.  For instance, as our textbook notes, polygyny (one male husband with multiple female wives) has been practiced in other parts of the world down through history.  It continues to be practiced today in some places as discussed in the article Polygyny in Two African Societies. 

It was practiced by some Mormons in this country in the 19th century, but was renounced in 1890. Family arrangements with one wife and multiple husbands (polyandry) are more rare, but do exist. Click the following link to read more on this topic. Polyandry 

Through most of American history families were comprised of two opposite sex parents and their children.  However, this has changed significantly over the last half-century. 

· The divorce rate has increased. 

· The age of marriage has become increasingly later in life. 

· The percentage of people who do not marry has increased. 

· The number of children in the average family has decreased. 

· The rate of births to unmarried mothers has increased. 

· The number of single-parent families has increased, as has the percentage of children living in single-parent households. 

Please see the following article resource, Charts 1 through 5, for graphic depictions of some of these changes. Family Changes 

Although the press often depicts such changes as being entirely negative, and indicative of a decline in the well-being of society, these changes also reflect some positive changes.  For instance, the increase in the average age of marriage among women reflects the opportunities which now exist for women in furthering their education and pursuing career interests.  In earlier periods of American history women had far more limited opportunities outside of the home.  Increases in the divorce rate are due in part to the easier availability of divorce, which is of great benefit to spouses in relationships that simply have not worked, including relationships characterized by abuse.  There are clear negative consequences of some changes in the American family as well, but as is the case for most forms of significant social change, the picture is mixed. 

· In thinking about some of the social changes in the American family, including some of those specified above, how would you apply Ogburn's processes of social change? 

· What role do changes in the distribution of power between the genders play in the transformation of the American family? 

· In light of what you have learned from the course readings about the factors that influence social change, what additional changes do you see coming in the future for the American family? 

HealthCare 

Healthcare has become an increasingly prominent public policy issue, and there are few significant national political campaigns in which it does not play a front and center role.  Stories such as the following are part of why this is the case. The Long Dark Night 

 The experience of the Brodricks is certainly not unique.  See the following statistical information from the Centers for Disease Control: 

Centers for Disease Control: Health Insurance Facts 

 The number of uninsured is now approaching 50 million Americans.  Some of these are uninsured by choice (would rather spend the money on other things), but many millions, like the Brodricks, could never acquire the resources to pay for the expensive care required for treatment of serious diseases, such as what Sharon Brodrick confronted.  The average American now pays almost $6000 a year for health care.  In 1960 the average amount was only $150.  Even adjusting for inflation this is a staggering increase.  As noted in our readings there are a number of reasons for this increase. 

View the following video on some major current topics in healthcare. (Click here for full text version) 

The general question for us to consider as sociologists is how is it that a society that views itself as humanitarian could have allowed this to have happened.  Clearly nobody set out to see to it that so many Americans would be without appropriate healthcare, or that hospital emergency rooms would be the only healthcare choice available to respond to maladies that would have been easily prevented with routine healthcare.  Nobody would intentionally develop public policies that would bankrupt hard-working people, like the Brodricks, when stricken by disease.  As a sociologist who understands the generalized processes of social change, how do you account for this reality? 

· What factors have contributed to the increase in the costs of medical care? 

· What factors have contributed to the inability of so many Americans to keep up with these costs? 

· How does social status affect public policy with regard to healthcare, and more pertinently, public policies related to access to healthcare? 

· What do the realities of healthcare in the United States reveal about the priorities in American culture? 

 Urban Problems 

As noted in our readings, urban environments are troubled by a number of problems, including poverty, high crime rates, lack of employment opportunities, and many other difficulties.  Not surprisingly, a number of solutions to the difficulties represented by living in urban areas have been adopted, both in terms of public policy and by individuals seeking a better life.  Everyone has heard of the term "white flight", which refers to the abandonment of urban areas by whites in their moving to the suburbs.  Some of this was motivated by racial animus, but there other factors involved as well.  Numerous commentators deplored this trend, and felt that it would only result in further escalation of the problems faced by our cities. Click the following link to view the chart "Factors Promoting Suburban Growth". 

But the difficulties troubling many of our urban environments are not only of concern to white residents.  Minority residents are no more enthusiastic about crime, poverty, or unemployment than their white counterparts.  One solution adopted by some minority residents has been to follow their white predecessors out of the city.  In some places this has resulted in a kind of "black flight".  The following case of Victorville is a good example. To read about it, open the Seminar 4 article under Readings & Interactive Media. 
 As noted in the article the population of African-Americans in Los Angeles has decreased, despite an overall increase in the population of the city.  

· What kind of additional information would you, as a sociologist, need in order to project what these demographic changes mean for the city of Los Angeles? 

· If this becomes a generalized trend, what will the consequences be for the suburban regions of the country to which blacks are moving? 

· In terms of the processes of social change we have already considered in the course readings, how do you explain the phenomenon of black flight? 

· Finally, how does black flight affect the specific problems about which you have already read affecting urban areas? 
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