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“justice” in the eyes of the vigilantes. The members of 
these groups constituted mobs. The film Cold Mountain 
depicts these scenes vividly. Unless deterred, mobs often 
damage or destroy their target.

Riots—an outbreak of illegal violence against random 
or shifting targets committed by crowds expressing frus-
tration or anger against people, property, or groups in 
power—begin when certain conditions occur. Often, a 
sense of frustration or deprivation sets the stage for a 
riot—hunger, poverty, poor housing, lack of jobs, discrim-
ination, poor education, or an unresponsive or unfair judi-
cial system. If the conditions for collective behavior are 
present, many types of incidents can be the precipitating 
factor setting off a riot. For example, in the summer of 
2014, residents of Ferguson, Missouri, became outraged 
when a police officer shot and killed Michael Brown, an 
unarmed Black 18-year-old. Whereas some residents 
peacefully protested, others looted stores and threw rocks 
at police officers. The difference between riots and mobs is 
illustrated in Figure 14.5.

Panic occurs when a large number of individuals 
become fearful or try to flee threatening situations beyond 
their control, sometimes putting their lives in danger. 
Panic can occur in a crowd situation, such as a restaurant 
or theater in which someone yells, “Fire!” Or it can occur 
following rumors or information spread by the media. 
Panic started by rumors set off the run on the stock mar-
ket in October 1929. A large number of actions by individ-
uals caused the stock market crash in the United States, 
with repercussions around the world. In 2008, the collapse 
of the global investment banking and securities trader 
Bear, Stearns & Co. resulted in turmoil in the financial 
markets. Only radical intervention by the federal govern-
ment abated the immediate panic. Panics can result in the 
collapse of an organization, destruction of communities, 
or the death of innocent people.

Rumors are forms of mass behavior in which unsup-
ported or unproven reports about a problem, issue, or  
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FIGURE 14.5  The Difference Between 
Riots and Mobs

Riots involve dispersed actions expressing frustration
(e.g., urban riots over poor conditions).

Mobs involve a group collectively focusing their action
on a single individual or location (e.g., a lynch mob).

concern circulate widely throughout the public. Rumors 
may spread only in a local area, but with electronic means 
available, rumors spread more widely and rapidly. Without 
authoritative information, ambiguous situations can pro-
duce faulty information on which decisions are made and 
actions are based. Urban legends, one example of widely 
spread but unverified messages, are unsubstantiated sto-
ries that sound plausible and become widely circulated. 
The people telling these stories usually believe them 
(Mikkelson and Mikkelson 2012). The next “Engaging 
Sociology” provides an example. (Go to www.snopes.com/
college/college/asp for some additional entertaining urban 
legends about professors, exam scams, embarrassments, 
and other college pranks.)


