Lecture 9: Crowds 1: the ethogenic approach (a summary)
Crowds come in all shapes and sizes: there are peaceful crowds (such as those that lined the streets at Princess Di’s funeral), crowds that might be peaceful or violent (football crowds, demonstrations) and violent crowds (riots). For next two lectures I will focus on football crowds as the study of these provide good examples of two alternative theoretical approaches: ethogenics and social identity theory.

The ethogenic approach.

This was the result of Rom Harré’s (originally an Oxford philosopher of Science) interest in the epistemology of the social sciences. According to Harré, mainstream social psychology was based on an outdated and inappropriate concept of causality which looked for links between cause and effect in the manner of the physical sciences. It had a mechanistic model of man, who was seen as being effected by external factors, and was wedded to an experimental methodology. 

Harré proposed that people behave in the way that they do, not because they react to external factors but because of the meaning they give to situations. He used the explanatory concepts of ‘Rules’ and ‘roles’ in a manner very like that of Goffman Goffman (see Erving Goffman: The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life by Adam D. Barnhart at the following website for a helpful summary)

http://www.cfmc.com/adamb/writings/goffman.htm 

(a) What is Harré saying then that is new? Two things:

(b) ethogenics has its own theory of the relationship between social action and an individual’s understanding of his or her social world. Social life is seen as involving two kinds of performance – actual social behaviour and the accounts of social behaviour in which it is explained, criticised and justified. Both of these are dependent on an individual’s stock of social knowledge. In the same way people’s grammatical knowledge is revealed in their speech (they follow grammatical rules) and in their explanations of why certain sentences are grammatically incorrect. This suggests that people can be seen as experts on their own behaviour and that it is appropriate to interrogate them about why they behave as they do.

(c) ethogenics has its own particular methodology. Since the best authorities on social action are the actors themselves, researchers should ask them to explain and interpret their behaviour. Furthermore, as the same knowledge is revealed in their actions, researchers should record and analyse these separately.

1. So the ethogenic method consists of  

2. Intensive design – detailed study of a few typical cases

3. Collection of accounts

4. Collection of objective recordings (e.g. videotape)

5. Investigator’s interpretation of actors’ interpretations and objective recordings negotiated.

(a general perspective on this can be found in ‘Mixing Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in Sports Fan Research’ by Ian Jones (1997)  - at 

http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR3-4/jones.html
Ethogenics applied to football crowds

a. This work was carried out by Peter Marsh (http://www.sirc.org/about/peter_marsh.html) who studied the football fans of Oxford United. Initially he videotaped the crowd in the London Road end. These recordings revealed social groupings which remained roughly the same from match to match. The fans were themselves aware of these groupings which were

b. ‘The Rowdies’: boys between the ages of 12 and 17, average age 15 dressed in the ‘aggro’ outfit. They make the most noise and are the group that the media label as hooligans

c. less distinct group of boys, older, higher arrest rate

d. ‘The Town Boys’ older boys and young men up to about 25, style of dress unremarkable, no banners or flags

e. boys and young men who liked the atmosphere of the end but were less likely to join in the chanting

f. boys, young men and girls who liked the atmosphere of the end

g. ‘Novices’ young children, around 10, whose main occupation was watching the Rowdies

These groups provide for ‘careers’ on the football terraces. Fans may move from the Novices to the Rowdies to the Town boys, thought, as is the nature of careers, not all will succeed. Certain role positions (Chant Leader, Nutter, and so on ) are available in which fans can demonstrate their worth, gain status and ultimately ‘promotion’.

To study these careers, Marsh used two methods – he interviewed samples of fans and observed changes in the composition of the groups  over the years. Group b were seen, in this perspective, as individuals who had failed to make the transfer to the Town boys.

The idea of careers provides the framework for interpreting what Marsh calls ‘the rules of disorder’. To discover these rules Marsh observed incidents – and what was striking about these was that, for the most part, very little happened. Marsh used videotapes and descriptions of these incidents and asked the fans for their interpretations. The fans gave two kinds of accounts. At one level fans provide a picture of violence and destruction, with people being nutted, botted and bottles and bricks flying everywhere. At another level, the same fans present a picture in which fans make a lot of noise but are concerned only to humiliate opposition fans, and not to hurt them. These accounts can be reconciled if it is realised that fans are attempting to create excitement – there is an informal agreement amongst the fans to see situations are more exciting, more dangerous and require more manliness than is actually the case.

Rules for fights were elicited from interviews. It was clear that there must be a reason for a challenge – the basic requirement is that a rival must be wearing a scarf or something similar indicating their allegiance.  If the challenge is taken up, there is a consensus that there are limits that should not be overstepped; to quote ‘a smack in the mouth is all that is needed’. But the loser should give submissive signals – look at the ground, run away etc. In other words, the fights are ritualised aggression or ‘Aggro, the function of which is to prove that one is better at being a man than a rival.

1. Problems with the ethogenic approach

2. The particular accounts will be heavily dependent by who the account collector is

3. There is a tendency for account givers to portray their actions in a particular light

4. Negotiation of accounts and agreement between the fans and the researcher does not make an explanation valid

5. Marsh describes two kinds of accounts and treats one as accurate and the other as rhetorical. But he offers no way of deciding which is which.

6. Method of collecting account is probably limited to phenomena that the investigator has an intuitive understanding of.

7. This particular study is not really scientifically acceptable – the evidence offered is selected and annotated quotations and the whole corpus of material is not available to other researchers (though it could be)

1. Problems with ethogenic theory
2. Very descriptive and so runs the danger of being journalism rather than science

3. According to Harré social competence underlies actions and accounts and is revealed in each. But in children the ability to explain behaviour and the ability to engage in such behaviour are quite distinct. 

4. Adds little to Goffman’s approach and has not, in the event, turned out to be that fruitful

5. Rather individualistic 

