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Introduction
‘Three is a crowd’, the saying goes. But what, exactly, is a crowd? And what, exactly, is the
‘three’ (i.e. the three individuals) that supposedly already constitutes ‘a crowd’? These are
intricate questions for psychologists and other social scientists who have always been
fascinated by these questions and come up with widely diverging answers to them. At one
end, we have those arguing that crowds are best understood as undifferentiated and
amorphous wholes. At another end, we have arguments about individuals themselves
being akin to crowds: multi-faceted, fractious and emerging out of social practices.
What this free course, The social nature of being human, will argue is that the social
aspect of human existence is inevitable and ever-present. Even when we are seemingly
on our own, we are in the presence of imagined others; and even our most private
thoughts or desires are formulated against the background of meanings that are
necessarily socially constructed.
This course will give you some taste of the research into the social aspect of the human
condition, by showing you three examples. First you will be introduced to research on
crowds and look at a specific example: pilgrims gathering at the Magh Mela in India. Next,
you will look at somewhat smaller social groups as you will be guided through an
understanding of a politically inspired interruption of a BBC Proms concert. Lastly, you will
turn to the topic of homelessness and charitable giving, and will see how our behaviour
and attitudes are socially mediated even in the apparent absence of the group and the
crowd.
This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course
DD801 Principles of social and psychological inquiry. The topics and the general
approach of this short course will give you a taster of this Open University course.

Introduction

4 of 23 https://www.open.edu/openlearn/society-politics-law/the-social-nature-being-human/content-section-0? Wednesday 11 August 2021

http://www.open.ac.uk/postgraduate/modules/dd801
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/society-politics-law/the-social-nature-being-human/content-section-0?


Learning Outcomes
By the end of this course, you should be able to:
● understand popular representations of crowds
● understand the relationship between identity and crowds
● understand examples of the role of power and cultural values as applied to the Israel–Palestine conflict
● recognise the ways in which representations are used to attempt to influence public practices of charitable giving.



1 Crowds and identity

Figure 1 Looking suspicious or otherwise?

Imagine that it is late in the evening in the city or town centre near where you live, you are
with three friends and have decided on a final bar for a last drink before you head home.
As you walk towards the bar, you spot a large group of men chanting the name of their
football team as they enter the same bar. Would it affect your choice? Would you change
venue?
Our lives require us to make quick decisions in uncertain scenarios, and we rapidly use
our lay understandings of social behaviour to make those decisions. Perhaps the men are
chanting the name of your team, you identify with them and enter the bar. Perhaps you
sense that things could get out of hand and decide to go somewhere else. Perhaps you
don’t drink alcohol and have been trying to think of an excuse to head home – you are not
much of a fan of crowded bars anyway.
In this course you will first briefly look into the concepts, constructs and questions
developed by crowd psychologists and how these have driven the terms of reference and
subsequent lines of inquiry of contemporary crowd studies. One of the sustained lines of
inquiry driving crowd studies is ‘Does the event of being in a crowd help to create a sense
of identity or lead to a loss of identity?’ Though there are disagreements among crowd
scientists, very few would argue against the idea that crowds are transformative.
Reading the example in the following section, you will appreciate how common-sense
understandings of the crowd, whether ideological or practical, contain lay thinking that is
often inaccurate or overly simplistic. For example, returning to the opening scenario, did
you regard a large crowd entering a bar as problematic? When it comes to fighting in city
centres late at night, Levine and Crowther (2008) and Levine, Taylor and Best (2011) have
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studied CCTV footage and shown that the likelihood of violence may increase with the
size of the group. However, so does the likelihood of conciliatory behaviour – where a
third party may step in to stop a potential incident. Perhaps the large group of football fans
should have been wary of you and your friends!

1.1 Crowd research: then and now
Let’s start by the Ganges in Prayag, in Northern India, at the Magh Mela – precisely
because it is likely that this is a place that you are not familiar with. The Magh Mela is one
of the largest annual gatherings in the world. Why would researchers become interested
in such a gathering? This is because the Magh Mela case study can be set within the
context of contemporary crowd psychology, which has been working to understand the
relationship between crowds and collective identity.
Modern crowd research is considered to have started with French polymath and political
conservative Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd: Study of the Popular Mind (1895). Le Bon
problematised what we today would see as part of the popular democratic process; he
views the crowd not so much as mindless but as of one collective mind acting towards
theoretical inclinations. In his view, the psychological crowd is different from a physical
crowd. He argues that the organised psychological crowd comes about through ‘a
combination of elements, just as in chemistry’ (p.14). These elements are a collective
mind, contagion and suggestibility. In short, Le Bon gave birth to what is today called ‘the
classical view of the crowd’, stipulating that being in a crowd leads to a loss of identity with
potentially irrational and irresponsible behaviour.
In contrast to this, crowd psychologists in the twenty-first century have become
increasingly preoccupied with the notion of the crowd as a source of collective
empowerment. Theirs is a view of the crowd as the development of a focused political
rationality; a crowd whose members discover their identity through the dynamics
experienced in the crowd. In short, the contemporary view of the crowd holds that crowd-
led events are transformative and a source of identity, empowerment and collective self-
realisation.
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1.2 Karma of the crowd: the Magh Mela pilgrimage

Figure 2 The Magh Mela

In the Magh Mela case study, social psychologist Nick Hopkins and his team directly
tackle the debate introduced in the previous section by reconsidering the concept of
‘effervescence’. Although ‘effervescence’ suggests a bubbly personality or something that
is fizzing over, if you are in a position where you are concerned with control it could
suggest unboundaried and unpredictable behaviour. So, although fizzy drinks should be
effervescent, large groups that are effervescent could be a problem. This was precisely
the perspective of Le Bon (1895) who regarded the effervescent nature of crowds as
problematic and dangerous. However, Hopkins and colleagues show how a transforma-
tive effervescence can be the key ingredient to collective self-realisation, revivifying social
bonds through processes of intimacy, intensity and immediacy that transcend the
everyday (Hopkins et al., 2015).
Hopkins and colleagues theorise that these social psychological processes are not
especially exceptional or exotic; rather, they can be understood as continuous with our
everyday ways of living in the twenty-first century. They demonstrate that events such as
the Magh Mela both enhance well-being and revivify social identities. Attending the event
enhances a sense of ‘shared identity’ – pilgrims, known as kalpwasis, who attend the
Magh Mela for the whole month see and embrace each other as members of the same
group. This recognition and sharing of identity means fellow kalpwasis relate to each other
with a higher level of intimacy and helpfulness. This change in boundaries leads to a
construct that Hopkins and colleagues term ‘collective self-realisation’ (CSR). This self-
realisation and shared identity serve to enhance well-being.
In a longitudinal component of the case study, the Magh Mela research team looked at
people’s performance of their identity both before and after attending the Magh Mela,
comparing this to people who were Hindus but did not attend the event (non-attendees).
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What they found was that kalpwasis who had been to the Magh Mela and had mixed with
other kalpwasis saw themselves as a collective group, i.e. they had a shared identity.
When the kalpwasis returned home, they practised more Hindu rituals and had a stronger
self-identification as a Hindu. In this sense, the fact that they were able to enact the rituals
and way of living associated with their identity (CSR) enabled them to maintain Hindu
rituals some time after the event was finished.

1.3 Test yourself on what you’ve learned so far
In this activity, you have the opportunity to test yourself and your understanding of the
material you have recently learned.

Activity 1 Quiz
Allow approximately 15 minutes

1. Which statement is untrue?
o a) The classical view of the crowd is commonly considered to be first

articulated by Gustave Le Bon.
o b) The classical view of the crowd has had a considerable impact both on

crowd research and popular perception of the crowd.
o c) The classical view of the crowd originated the social scientific concept of

individuation.
o d) Contemporary crowd research is often conceived in dialogue with Le Bon’s

original ideas and their thrust.

Answer
c) The concept that the classical view promotes is deindividuation rather than
individuation: it is thought that when being part of a crowd, we lose our individuality,
especially as regards moral responsibility for our actions.

2. Complete the sentence: The concept of ‘effervescence‘…
o a) … was used by Le Bon and is ignored by contemporary crowd scientists.
o b) … relates mainly to fizzy drink originating from the Italian region of Calabria.
o c) … applies to a personal characteristic not seen in groups.
o d) … was originally proposed by Le Bon and subsequently re-examined by

contemporary crowd researchers.

Answer
d) Le Bon’s was an essentially pessimistic view of the crowd and he connected the
phenomenon of effervescence to the crowd’s volatility; contemporary researchers like
Nick Hopkins note the phenomenon of effervescence but relate it to the formation of
new identities and enhanced relationships between members of the crowd.

3. Which of the following statements is true?
o a) The likelihood of violence increases with the size of the group.
o b) The likelihood of conciliatory behaviour may increase with the size of the

group.
o c) When in crowds, individuals will lose their sense of self.
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o d) Crowd research has progressed little since the end of the nineteenth
century.

Answer
b) An interesting finding by Levine and his colleagues. While findings are established
that the likelihood of violence may increase with the size of the group, it is also true that
so will conciliatory behaviour.

1.4 Magh Mela: some concluding thoughts
The Magh Mela case study stands in stark contrast to the conception of the anti-social
crowd that dominated the early decades of crowd psychology. But the crowd that
undergoes a cognitive and relational transformation, and whose members may be
intimate and cooperative with each other towards their progressive goals, may also be in
political opposition to other groups. It is worth considering both what is present within the
Magh Mela crowd that promotes well-being, and also what is absent. There is an absence
of tension within the Magh Mela crowd because other groups with different identities are
not simultaneously present. This may be a key factor in the way that crowds enhance
well-being.
Let us now see what the main author of the Magh Mela study, Nick Hopkins, finds
important about the pilgrimage. He is in conversation with Open University academic Kesi
Mahendran.

Video content is not available in this format.
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2 Groups and politics

Figure 3 (Not) on his own

In this course, you will examine different aspects of our ‘human-ness’ where we are, so to
say, not alone and are joined by actual or imagined others. One such aspect of the social
is politics. As was previously mentioned, behaviour of groups often go hand in hand with
political concerns. In fact, the research on crowd behaviour had from its inception been
suffused with political issues as Le Bon himself criticised riotous crowds from a
particularly conservative and royalist political perspective. Likewise, celebrating the
politically transformative potential of the crowd, contemporary researchers tend to focus
on distinctly progressive, left-of-centre gatherings rather than, say, neo-Nazis.
While significantly absent in the Magh Mela case (yet, as mentioned, having a large
impact on it, precisely due to its absence), you will now turn to an event where politics is
conspicuously present: a manifestation of the Israel/Palestine conflict in British public life.
The broader issue at stake here is the very direction between politics and crowds, news
reportage and publics. As you will see, while one may assume publics (note the use of the
plural here to indicate the multi-dimensional nature of the phenomenon!) to act rather
passively here, swayed by politics or merely consuming news item, you will consider
another aspect of these relationships: that of engaged publics, forming and in no
insignificant respects constructing both politics and supposedly neutral news of the world.
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2.1 The Israeli–Palestinian conflict in Britain
While in a considerable geographical distance from the United Kingdom, the events in
what used to be the Palestine of the British Mandate and what is now the Palestinian
Authority and the State of Israel constantly make their presence felt in contemporary
Britain. Events there lead to frequent and intense debates here: they have a remarkable
impact on British public and political life, as evidenced by the row over Israel and
antisemitism embroiling the Labour Party. (Just a quick aside here: this row, at the time of
writing this course in 2018, pretty much appears to consume Britain’s Labour Party. But is
that still the case at the time of your reading this material? You may find it worthwhile to
reflect on this.)
For something that is of no apparent immediate concern for Britain, the Israeli–Palestinian
conflict tends to generate unique intensity in debates. What we often have is a frantic
‘tennis match’ between charges of either anti-Israeli bias or even antisemitism, and
accusations of the suffocation of free debate under the false pretences of fighting
‘antisemitism. The oft-quoted, if somewhat simplistic, adage of ‘someone’s freedom
fighter is another one’s terrorist’ aptly captures when confrontation pertains not merely to
facts or immediate events, but the very background or foundational narratives which
confer meaning to those events.
In what follows, you will engage with a particular manifestation of the Israeli–Palestinian
conflict in Britain: it will concern an event where the conflict literally disrupts British public
life.

2.2 Engaged publics: the IPO at the BBC Proms
As mentioned, we tend to think of history or current affairs as happening ‘out there’, and
then channelled by various media to be eventually received or ‘consumed’ by the public.
Yet, things may not be this straightforward. Shortly, you will watch a short video clip
reporting a very powerful incident at the BBC Proms in 2011 when publics engaged with
politics in a very active and forceful way by disrupting the normal flow of a prestigious
event.
As you may or may not know, the BBC Proms, founded in 1895, is an annual festival of
(mainly classical) music. From mid-July up until early September, every single evening
orchestras and individual performers from around the world appear at London’s Royal
Albert Hall to perform in front of a large and often quite diverse audience. It is perhaps one
of the most widely known (and arguably the biggest) classical and contemporary music
festivals in the world today. The Israeli Philharmonic Orchestra (IPO) was founded as the
Palestine Orchestra in 1936 and is Israel’s oldest and most prestigious orchestra. From
1979 onwards, the IPO were regularly invited to play at the Proms.
The short video clip, entitled
Pro-Palestinian demonstrators inside the hall were greeted by boos when they tried to
protest and embedded at a BBC website from 2011, shows the IPO’s Proms concert from
1 September 2011 being interrupted by protesters. At the time of writing this course
(2018), the IPO have not returned to the UK. You should now watch the first clip on the
website, the clip which ‘prefaces’ the reporting of the event.

2 Groups and politics
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Activity 2 The IPO at the Proms
Allow approximately 40 minutes for this activity

Part 1

As it was reported, the concert was repeatedly interrupted by Palestinian protesters,
which led BBC Radio 3 to suspend its coverage. Bearing in mind social scientific
concerns, think about the questions you would ask and would like to answer,
especially from the perspective of publics and representations. For instance, you might
want to think about the way activists manage to influence the representation of the
event. Alternatively, you might want to focus on how the TV footage represents the
activists – or the orchestra. Make some notes below.
When posing your questions, think also about which of your questions could be
answered by analysing the video itself, and which would necessitate broadening the
inquiry’s horizon, looking for and interrogating different pieces of data?

Provide your answer...

Discussion
There are many questions that you can ask and you can interrogate this event from
many angles. One angle we will now focus on concerns not the event itself (i.e., the
interruption of the concert) but the way it is represented by the BBC. After all, the video
is quite obviously an edited material. And as such, it will not simply represent an event
but will represent it from a particular perspective: showing certain images and people
(but not others); including some of what they said (but leaving out something else);
presenting them in a certain order; showing them from a certain perspectives etc.

So, narrowing our analytical concern to the problem of the news item as a
representation, try to think of two or three issues which may be of interest. Once you
have made some notes about this, read the discussion.

Provide your answer...

Discussion
There is of course no shortage of interesting questions so if you chose something
different to this, don’t worry. Nonetheless, here is what you may have found interesting
about this video:

1. The voices we hear – the perspectives that are represented: Interestingly, it is two
perspectives that the BBC found worthy of directly quoting on the matter.
a. First, we hear a person who comes across as ‘an ordinary member of the

public’ and as such with no obvious affiliation to those who were disrupting
(let us call them something like ‘supporters of Palestine/Palestinians’) or
those interrupted (i.e., the Israeli Philharmonics). An impartial or neutral
observer, as it were, although someone who wished to enjoy a valuable
cultural experience. What is important about this person who is presented as
a neutral observer is that he actually offers a firm judgment. He flatly states
that whatever the protesters are protesting against, the Israeli Philharmonics
are not involved in that. That is to say, the protesters are not only implied to
be culturally barbarous (i.e. they interrupted a cultural experience) but
politically/morally wrong.
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b. Second, most of the time is given to the IPO’s conductor of the night, Zubin
Mehta. Mehta (himself not an Israeli and not Jewish either) represents the
orchestra not simply as not involved or standing for in any problematic
political projects but actually working for peace and for Palestinians (as well
as, obviously, Israelis). It is therefore represented as an agent transcending
any divisions and any binaries: something beyond politics and, arguably,
violently dragged into the realm of politics by the protesters.

2. The voices we do not hear – the perspectives that are not represented: what is
intriguing in the report is that whist we are standing at the doorstep of the Royal
Albert Hall, we do not know what actually had happened. That is, a voice that is
conspicuously absent here is that of pro-Palestinians. Why did they do it? What
were they thinking? What is the political-moral project they sought to advance
with their disruptive action? And, most importantly, what can possibly be their
problem with a cultural institution (i.e., the Israeli Philharmonics) which is either,
as one voice flatly stated, not involved in politics or, as another voice elaborated
on, aspires to heal political divisions?!

Part 2

It is time now to do some independent work. The video, of course, is only an item with
which the report starts. So read now through the whole material at the webpage and
watch the remaining two videos. When doing so, think about whether the
representation of the event you have just looked at changes throughout the report.
Whose voices are represented? And what political-moral perspectives do those voices
stand for? Below, make some notes.

Provide your answer...

2.3 Test yourself on what you’ve learned so far
Before you move on, test yourself on what you’ve learned so far.

Activity 3 Quiz
Allow approximately 15 minutes

1. What is the relationship between politics and crowds or groups?
o a) There is no relationship to speak of.
o b) Politics are often a concern for crowds or groups – any social scientific

analysis should take this into account.
o c) Politics always determines how crowds perceive themselves.
o d) All social scientists are apolitical when it comes to studying crowds.

Answer
b) Politics are often, but not always, a direct concern of crowds or groups. What is
more, social scientific analysis should also focus on how politics may be an implicit, not
directly addressed but still relevant, concern for groups.
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2. Which statement is true? ‘The Israeli-Palestinian conflict…’
o a) … plays no role in British public life as it is happening in a long geographical

distance from it.
o b) … exists only in the minds of anti-Semites.
o c) … is predicated not simply on differences of opinions or factual knowledge

but on differences in identities.
o d) … basically holds British public life in its grips.

Answer
c) The conflict and its various manifestations are the result not simply of facts being
disputed; various groups in the conflict seem to attributed different meanings to facts.

3. Which statement is true? ‘The interruption of the BBC Proms concert by Palestinian
protesters is…’

o a) … a good example for how these passions have a capacity to destroy the
British public sphere

o b) … a good example of how biased the BBC is.
o c) … a good example of how boring classical music is.
o d) … a good example of active publics can be.

Answer
d) The activity of publics in the face of, say, academic research or politics or media
protects can be manifested in many ways – rarely more conspicuously, than in the
case of the disruption of the Proms concert.

2.4 The IPO disruption: some concluding thoughts
The first section of this short course focused on how individuals in a crowd can gain (as
well as lose) an identity by virtue of being in a crowd. What did this section add to that?
We often think of an ‘audience’ as something passive. When you hear that the Israeli
Philharmonics played at the Proms, you probably imagine some peaceful (or turbulent, for
that matter) romantic music being played in front of a calmly receptive audience. Yet, as
the actual example illustrated, such an image of audience may have to be revised.
Audiences are engaged in a very active sense and have the potential to transform or even
disrupt performances.
Thus, much like crowds are entities that actively create identities and relations, groups
and even supposedly abstract categories as publics are best understood as active forces
that create as much as receive contents.
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3 Meaning as social

Figure 4 A social act

In this section, you will be exploring the topic of charitable giving, in particular examining
the factors that can influence it. In so doing, a further aspect of the ‘social nature of being
human’ will be focused on.
While in the previous two sections the social aspect of human existence was quite
conspicuous and we had groups containing a sizeable quantity of people, this section will
start with the image of a seemingly very intimate encounter: giving money to someone
who is homeless. What is more, it may be thought that our motivation to give (or not to) is
simply a function of our individual psyche: our individual attitudes, as standard social
psychology textbooks would phrase it. So where is the ‘social’ in all this? As you will see in
this section, these seemingly individual actions, experiences and attitudes actually occur
in a context of perceptions and meanings that are always and inevitably socially shared
and constructed. That is to say, although the act of giving involves a supposedly private
thought in an individual’s head and a supposedly intimate act between two individuals, it is
also a very social act and a function of a web of the political, cultural or moral meanings
that are always socially constructed.

3.1 Your experiences of charitable giving
Start by reflecting on your own experiences of giving to charity in the following activity.

3 Meaning as social
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Activity 4 Your experiences of charitable giving
Allow approximately 15 minutes

Think about your own experiences of making monetary donations to charity by
answering the following questions:

● When did you last give to charity?
● What kind of charity was it?
● Would you give to someone begging on the street?
● What about a charity collector with a tin?
● What makes you more (or less) likely to give to charity?

Here you’re not being encouraged to give to charity (indeed, some people have argued
against charitable giving from an ethical standpoint). No one else will see the answers
to these questions, so if you answer that you never give, or if you’ve got particularly
controversial or sensitive personal reasons for giving that you’d rather remain
confidential, they won’t be shared with others. These answers are just to get you
thinking about what matters to you in your own practices of charitable giving. Thinking
about your own experiences of charitable giving is a useful starting point for thinking
about the way in which you, as a member of the public, receive messages about
charity.

Provide your answer...

Discussion
By thinking about your own perspective on charitable giving, you can begin to see how
your act of giving does not just all of a sudden ‘pop’ out of your head but exists in a web
of experiences, thoughts and values.

3.2 Partiality and public perceptions of
deservingness
Research about real-world phenomena doesn’t just come from academia, but draws on
concepts that are observable in the real world. One particularly important concept in
thinking about altruism and charitable giving is the idea of ‘impartiality’, with questions
raised about whether altruism has to be ‘impartial’.
The concept of partiality might be related to our own ideas of who is most in need, or who
we think is most ‘deserving’ of our support, or even how they will make use of our
donation. Homelessness researchers tend to be asked the same questions in
conversations with friends and family: ‘Should we give money to people on the streets, or
to a charitable organisation?’; ‘Should we offer food or drink, rather than money?’; ‘Which
homelessness charity should we give to?’ These questions all relate to being ‘partial’ in
choosing our actions, and there aren’t any easy answers to these questions. Indeed,
many of the answers rely on each person’s own moral viewpoint. So, what other people
would do might differ from you: we might feel differently about what is a suitable response
to the plight of homelessness, and with good reason. Our lay opinions and moral
frameworks can influence our own patterns of giving.
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However, our opinions can be influenced by a range of factors, from numerous sources of
information and opinion.
In the reading in Activity 5, anthropologist Stephen Gaetz explores where public
perceptions of homeless youth come from, as well as the ways in which attitudes to youth
homelessness matter.

Activity 5 Thinking about youth homelessness
Allow approximately 30 minutes

You should now read the following article, then try to answer the questions below.
Gaetz, S. (2009) ‘Attitudes about homelessness - how we THINK about homeless
youth matters!’, Homeless Hub.

a. Where does Gaetz suggest public ideas about homeless youth come from?
b. According to Gaetz, what role does the media play in shaping attitudes about

youth homelessness?
c. How can media and political portrayals of youth homelessness affect public

perceptions of it?

a)
b)
c)

Discussion
Public attitudes towards homelessness are shaped by various factors, including our
own direct experiences – such as encounters with people experiencing homelessness
– and indirect experiences, for example, portrayals in the media and claims made by
people around us (such as politicians or friends).
The media can play an important role in influencing public perceptions about homeless
youth, through their reporting of homelessness as a ‘problem’, and their subsequent
framing of this ‘problem’. Accordingly, such portrayals can impact on public attitudes
towards homeless youth.
Portrayals of homeless youth can impact on public perceptions of whether an
individual or group is ‘deserving’ (or not) of charity, so it’s important to think about this
critically.

3.3 Understanding campaigns about homelessness
So far in Section 3, you have focused on your individual experiences, their intersection
with some public meanings and the impact these may have on the act of giving. What you
will look at now is yet another aspect of the interface between the individual act and public
meanings: the involvement of charities.
Some charities suggest that instead of giving money to people who ‘beg’ on the streets,
members of the public should instead donate money to them – allowing them to support
people experiencing homelessness. The intricate issue these charities need to address
(indeed, navigate around) is that they both need certain attitudes and need to change the
same attitudes. That is, they need people who are favourable to homeless individuals and
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to the idea of donating money to them – yet who would not actually give money to the
actual such individual they may encounter on the street.

Activity 6 Understanding charity campaigns
Allow about 30 minutes

Below, you will find an example of a charity campaign. It comes in the form of an
extract from a charity’s website:
What is the argument of this extract? How does it try to persuade its audience? Try to
think of three points and list them below.

Most people begging are not individuals in temporary difficulties, but people
who are dependent on a begging income. This is almost certainly to fund a
serious drug habit.

There is no need to beg on the streets in 2017. It is an urban myth that if you
have no address, you cannot claim benefits. This simply isn’t true.
Meanwhile, there are many day centres where homeless people can get
food, clothing and support.

Assessment centres in London offer support to people who are new to the
streets in London – 75 per cent of people no longer spend a second night
out sleeping rough.

That is not to say that there are not many people on the streets needing help
and support. Thames Reach’s outreach teams are out every night, in search
of the isolated rough sleepers who are missed by other services, helping
them into accommodation and to find a way out of homelessness.

Many people asking for your money are caught up in a desperate cycle of
begging from the public, ‘scoring’ drugs from a dealer and then taking these
drugs. There are many services seeking to help people sleeping rough.
Please work with them, not against them.

(Thames Reach, n.d.)

Provide your answer...

Discussion
There are a number of points that you might have considered. You could have
mentioned:

● the notion that there is no need to beg in 2017
● the claim that, in the majority of cases, money provided is used to buy drugs
● the idea that it is irresponsible to give money to people who are ‘begging’.

Overall, the important message is that while a man or woman on the street may be a
homeless person, it does not actually represent ‘homelessness’ as such, in the way to
constitute a deserving subject for charitable giving. It is a mere appearance that giving
money to the actual person on the street will help: it in fact exacerbates the problem
that it tries to alleviate. This is how, to reiterate the title message of the poster ‘Your
kindness could kill’: because this kindness is directed at the appearance of the
solution.
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You can now see how public meanings engage with (and thereby attempt to form or alter)
individual attitudes and acts. The meaning of the act of giving, in this context, becomes
socially constructed. What might have originally appeared as an act of kindness now
looks as something harmful; and other possibilities of acting magnanimously are opened.

3.4 Charitable giving: some concluding thoughts
In this last section, the social social sciences or social psychology featured less obviously
than in the previous two. Yet, as this course has tried to show, while on the surface
involving private thoughts and an intimate act, charitable giving is in a sense a very public
act whose (personal and public) meaning derives from the web of meaning surrounding it.
This meaning is deliberated, contested, constructed, argued for an against by many
agents in the social sphere. (One example for this in the section was the quote from the
charity campaign.)
These acts of deliberations and arguments, of course, bring many different implications
with them: the meaning of the act will be altered radically depending on which perspective
lends meaning to it. In a way, they will therefore constitute your private experience in
many different ways. What is important, however, is that regardless of which direction
these webs of meanings take, regardless of what values they seek to generate, they
exemplify the notion that the social is always and inevitably present: not just in the obvious
cases of crowds, groups and publics as explored in the first two sections – but also in
supposedly private thoughts and gestures.
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Conclusion
This free course, The social nature of being human, looked at various instances of
intersections between our individual human existence and ‘the social’ sphere surrounding
it. What it demonstrates is that the social nature of human existence works on many levels
and operates in more obvious as well as more mysterious ways. In line with this, you
looked at a large scale and peaceful gathering of a crowd in a North Indian pilgrimage and
thought about how the experience of being in a crowd can engender and enhance the
creation of social identity or even social responsibility.
You then considered the case of pro-Palestinian protesters disrupting a BBC Prom
concert and examined how a group used the social scene to disrupt its smooth flow and to
communicate thereby a confrontative political message – as well as how the BBC then
incorporated (and in a way de-politicised) this disruption into its reportage of the event.
Lastly, as a demonstration of how the social can feature in seemingly private thoughts and
intimate events, you looked at the case of charitable giving and homelessness. What you
discovered here was how the private and the intimate, in apparent distance from crowds
and politicised groups, too exist in the social sphere and in ever-present dialogue with
social meanings.
The social is therefore present when we are in smaller or bigger groups, when there are
actual and tangible others around us, exerting a very concrete influence. Yet it is also part
of us, our individuality, our thoughts, our innermost desires, when we are sitting on our
own unaccompanied. For this individuality of ours, these thoughts and desires gain their
particular individual shape against the background of many other thoughts and desires
that we encountered, directly or indirectly, throughout our lives.
This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course
DD801 Principles of social and psychological inquiry. The topics and the general
approach of this short course will give you a taster of this Open University course.

Conclusion
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Take the next step

If you enjoyed this course, why not explore the subject further with our paid-for short
course, Media, politics and society?
Find out more about Media, politics and society.
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