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Collective Behavior in Transitional Society

Byong-Je Jon

The purpose of this paper is to suggest how to solve the problems of
mass phenoraena or collective behavior in modern Korean society which can
be characterized as a transitional society in the sense that it has undergone
a tremendous social change during the past decades. This paper consists of 6
parts. In the first part, it is pointed out that there are many perspectives on
collective behavior. Conservative perspective of Gustav LeBon, E.A. Ross,
Sigmund Freud and Georg Simmel has strongly negativistic view on collec-
tive behavior. On the other hand, radical perspective of Marx-Engeles and
other Marxists and Alaine Trainne emphasizes the positive aspect of collec-
tive behavior by seeing it as a necessary vehicle of social development. Con-
trary to these value landen perspective, Max Weber and Fsra Park tried to ex-
plain it in objectivistic and naturalistic manner. But this scientific and deter-
ministic app-oach tends to discourage the active and critical role of human
being in controlling possible destructive elements in the collective behavior.
The critical perspective on collective behavior advocated in this paper does
not have fix:d. closed and static ideological attitude on collective behavior.
It tends to rationally evaluate the relationship between collective behavior
and existing social institution. If collective behavior is a natural result of the
malfunction of the present social institutions, the latter is subjzct to correc-
tion. On the other hand, if a collective behavior is understood s a transitory
phenomenon by a few social deviants it is subject to effective control. This
critical perspective emphasizes the role of critical humar reason in construc-
tively responding to the phenomena of collective behavior.

Most of the collective behavior in modern Korean society has been burst
out in the form of student movement. In the 1960s, radical student move-

ments were wide spread throughout the world. The second part of this paper
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examines many of the existing theories on the student movement. These

student movements have been disappeared in the other countries by the

beginning of 1980s. Many of the theories which try to explain the causes of
the student movements could not successfully account for the reason why
these movement suddenly disappeared by the beginning of the present decade.
If we explain the cause of the student movement in terms of generational
gap between the present conservative ruling generation who are satisfied
with the present economic prosperity which they achieved after the destruc-
tion of the World War II and the younger generation who are born in the age
of material abundance and harbor higher level of social aspiration, the reason
of the sudden disappearance of the student movement in the advanced coun-
tries can be understood as a result of the reduced generational gap.

In the third section, the nature of Korean student movements has been
examined. Compared with that of other countries, the history of the Korean
student movement is very long and most of the active students have very
strong sense of history in connection with their activities. When we see the
cause of the student movement in the context of the generational gap, the
ideological conflict between the conservative old generation and the radical
young generation has come to be strong due to the significant difference in
the historical experiences between the two. According to a recent survey,
most of the students are critical toward non-democratic situation of Korean
society and they think that the main cause of the student movements in
Korea is for the political democratization. However, many scholars pointed
out that there has been a significant change in the nature of student move-
ments in Korea. Previously, most of the demonstrations were spontaneous
and transitory in nature and the main slogan was to protest against non-
democratic political situation. But after the beginning of the present decade,
many of the demonstrations have been lead by some standing organizations
the members of which are supposed to have radical thoughts. The slogans
have been radicalized, and they are not only protesting against the present
regime, but also against the present capitalistic social system. Even though
most of the college students do not go this far, they are easily instigated and

mobilized by the radical students into mass movements whenever there occur
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some events contrary to the spirit of democracy.

One of the significant changes in mass phenomena occurred in Korea
after the proclamation of democratization by the leader of the ruling party,
Mr. Ro Tae-woo on 29th of June this year. Previously, most of the demonstra-
tions were lead by the college students. But after the proclamation, many of
the labor cisputes have taken the form of wild mass demonstration. In 1983,
only 113 cases of labor disputes were resported; 265 cases were reported in
1985, and 276 cases in 1986. But within the two months after the proclama-
tion, more than 2000 cases of labor disputes burst out throughout the whole
country. Many of the observers worried that the situation will become very
serious if this kind of labor movement is linked with student. demonstrations
after the beginning of the fall semester. But, fortunately enough, most of the
labor disputes have been successfully settled down between the two parties
through reasonable negotiations. There are significant differences in the
nature between the labor movement and the student movement. The issues
in the labcr movement are real and concrete and relatively easy to be resolved
through negotiation, whereas that of the student movement tend to be more
abstract and general. When the industrial conflicts are reasonably resolved,
or the labor movement is protected and encouraged within the institution,
there is little chance that the movement is instigated by the activities of the
radical students into a mass movement. But the chance was high thus far in
Korea becuuse the ligitimate claims of the workers were not heard of within
the institution.

Two lifferent approaches were suggested in this paper in order to cope
with the mass phenomena. The first is a causalistic approach and the other is
a symptomatic approach. In part five of this paper, causalistic approach to the
collective sehavior is discussed. In principle, chances of occurring collective
behavior can be significantly reduced by widening the institutional channel
to resolve social frustrations of various kind. For this purpose, freedom of
speeech a1d freedom of association should be guaranteed so that social
frustrations can be crystallized to a form to be adequately dealt with in the
political forum. If labor movement is institutionalized, it will be effectively
kept out from destructive collective behavior. In the case of student demon-
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stration, it should be dealt with through educational channel. For the pur-
pose, educational environment should be improved and the authority of the
professors should be respected.

In the last part of the paper, the symptomatic approach in which police
should play a key role is discussed. Compared with the causalistic approach
through political channel, the symptomatic approach tend to accompany
serious negative effects if police forces neglect some safety principles in the
cause of its action. First and foremost, the police in action should not show
any sign of hostility against the demonstrators. Otherwise, the police in action
will instigate the neutral by-standers into the stream of wild demonstration,
and the situation will be aggravated to a dangerous level. And punitive ap-
proach to the problem of collective behavior tend to strengthen the core
radical camp of the movement and in the long run the approach will bring the
negative effects contrary to its cause.

In conclusion, the causalistic approach is much secure then the sympto-
matic approach, and the government should see the collective behavior in
a critical perspective to learn if the movement correctly indicates some mal-
functioning of the institution.
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