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Mob Mentality in Ralph Ellison’s “A Party Down at the Square”

Introduction

Ralph Ellison’s “A Party Down at the Square” is one of those short stories that leave a
long-lasting impression on the reader. The story is centered on a young narrator who witnesses a
racist lynching. However, it is not even the very fact of lynching that strikes most, but the fact of
how those involved in the process initiate and accept it, and proceed with it even in the face of
imminent disaster. Ellison touches upon crucial historical and social issues persisting in the US
history, including racial violence and its normalization, mob participation, and, probably, the
most complicated aspect, passive observation of a violent act by the members of a community.
Mob mentality, a psychological phenomenon in which individuals’ attitudes and behaviors are
strongly shaped by the group they belong to, is clearly portrayed in the story. Therefore, in “A
Party Down at the Square,” Ellison illustrates how mob mentality can transform individual
behavior by weakening personal identity and diffusing individual responsibility, ultimately
making violent behavior appear increasingly acceptable within the group.
Mob Mentality
Definition and Characteristics of Mob Mentality

Mob mentality is the tendency for individuals to alter their behavior or judgments in
accordance with a surrounding group. The core underlying idea behind this notion is that every

member of a group does not necessarily have identical beliefs, but group membership can
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influence how these members interpret events and respond to them. Contemporary research on
collective behavior challenges simplistic assumptions that crowds are always characterized by
complete uniformity (da Costa et al. 1096877). Yet, the effect of collective behavior and mob
mentality is vivid in Ellison’s story. The narrator is convinced that a “party” he is going to attend
is indeed a party, when it turns out to be a lynching. The reactions of those around him establish
the social context in which the violence occurs. Rather than responding with universal shock or
attempting to intervene, the majority of the members of the crowd watch the event and
participate in its collective atmosphere.
Mob Mentality and Violence

One particularly dangerous thing about mob mentality is its potential to influence
people’s norms of morally unacceptable behavior. Social cues can impact people’s moral
evaluations, as reported by Kryston’s research (103253), who found that exposure to group
messages opposing punishment increased the approval of violent behavior. In relation to
Ellison’s story, these findings are reflected in approaching the gathering as an ordinary social
event by referring to it as “a party.” Such an attitude emphasizes the group’s attempt to disguise
the seriousness of what is happening. Judging from the narrator’s surprise later, the attempt was
successful, as he perceived harmful behavior as acceptable.
Mob Mentality in Ellison’s Story

In the story, the loss of individual attitude toward the event is evident on numerous
occasions. First of all, the gathering that later turns out to be a lynching is presented as a party.
As the narrator gradually realizes the true aim of the gathering, he is shocked at first but gets
interested later. The crowd managed to create an environment in which individual moral

judgment is subordinated to group behavior. As a result, when another tragic event — an airplane
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crash — occurs next to the square, the boy who was initially shocked is torn between wanting to
observe both: “I wanted to run, and I wanted to stay and see what was going to happen” (Ellison
para. 10). This is the portrayal of mob mentality, as collective participation eventually
normalizes the appalling event.
Herd Mentality Influence on the Characters
Identity Dilution

Group participation can weaken the individual’s sense of personal identity by
encouraging identification with the crowd. In mob mentality, people’s attention shifts from
personal to collective identity, which makes them act like the majority does even if they may
have a different opinion on the situation (Kryston 103253). In the story, the collective reaction of
the spectators to the burning of the victim provides an example of identity dilution. People are
presented as members of a crowd rather than as distinct individuals with different identities, and
their collective presence contributes to the transformation of an act of violence into a shared
public spectacle.
Inadequate Emotional States

Ellison shows how the emotional atmosphere created by the crowd can overwhelm
individual rational judgment. The collective environment in which the narrator finds himself
amplifies emotional responses, which is reflected in a full range of feelings, from shock and
disgust to curiosity and excitement. What is more, as Holz (197) notes, it is not only the lynching
that represents herd mentality but also the electrocution of a white woman who is part of the
lynch mob. One act of violence, therefore, provokes a backlash in the form of further violence

(Holz 197). The story portrays how repeated exposure to collective excitement can make extreme
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behaviors seem less shocking to those involved. This is illustrated by the narrator’s initial
discomfort contrasted with the crowd’s normalization of violence.
Diffused Sense of Responsibility

The situation described by Ellison is a perfect example of diffusion of responsibility. This
is a phenomenon in which the need to take responsibility decreases as the number of participants
increases (Liu et al. 1806). When applied to the lynching, diffusion of responsibility is not
limited only to the person who is directly committing the violence. Instead, all the spectators and
even those who remain silent all contribute to the social environment that surrounds the event
and makes it possible. In this case, silence can be interpreted as acceptance, and every person in
the crowd is accountable, even though they may think that they are not.
Conclusion

The central argument in Ellison’s story is that mob mentality is a mechanism capable of
making ordinary individuals involved in extraordinarily violent events. Identity dilution weakens
individual moral compass, while emotional states can make collective reactions more intense.
Above all, diffused responsibility reduces people’s perception of their personal accountability,
prompting such violent events to happen. Therefore, Ellison’s story is not simply about the
individual perpetrator and victim. Rather, it is about the community surrounding the violence and

the social conditions that allow it to occur.
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