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‘Moral panic’ is a familiar term in academic studies of crime, deyj;,
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&@@%. ipt;. e 10 the level. where society experiences a sense of collective aafrfp ;y
% dev? jsaster mentalltyj B_Y contrast, the concept was considered tops? ;; ‘ta;' i
fijieﬂt currency within criminology to warrant special issues ot'l Cﬁdve
su . Culture in December 2011 and the British Journal of Criminolo o
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-tories by encouraging them to become ‘'mediated witnesses' and identify with

victims of crime (Peelo, 2006).
This chapter aims to account for the divergences between different disci-

lines within the social sciences and to consider the pros and cons of the moral
panic thesis as a conceptual tool for criminologists. Certainly, in its early for-
mation, the concept of moral panic lent itself to amalgamation with American
criminology, which was highly influential in the UK. It is relatively easy to
comprehend how the conceptualization of moral panics by Stanley Cohen,
Jock Young, Stuart Hall and others found intellectual and empirical compati-
bility with Lemert's (1951) study of social pathology, Becker's (1963 analysis

alizaq . .' . '
1zed jpg of the labelling of 'outsiders’, and Matza's (1964) study of delinquency and

8l valy, drift. Moreover, it is no coincidence that the emergence of a distinctive British
Uporg:'  school of subcultural theory accompanied a succession of youth subcultures in
The cop | the UK, starting with the Teddy boys in the 1950s, followed by mods and rockers
ith the ' and hippies in the 1960s, and skinheads, punks and African-Caribbean groups

s Tk|  such as rude boys and Rastafarians in the 1970s. Since that time, British
erok | criminologists have continued to test the validity of the moral panic model and
rime | it has recently enjoyed a particularly strong revival in relation to the media
rthe | reporting of child abusers and paedophiles (Jenkins, 1992, 2001, 2009
hse | Silverman and Wilson, 2002; Critcher, 2003; see also Chapter 4).

ed } With this evolution in mind, this chapter considers the background and
3 | defining features of the moral panic model as it has traditionally been con-

ll.
f

|

Cfeived. The discussion pays particularly close attention to moral panics
directed at deviant youth: a theme which will be developed in the following

Chfipter, which explores the confusion and paradoxes that surround contemporary
attitudes to children,
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mf deviancy ﬁﬁespons.es are forthcoming from a range of sources:
amplification is now * Public call for protection and crackdowns on the deviants.
in place. Increases in F. Levels of fear and intolerance are raised as a result of
real and perceived selective and overblown reporting.
deviance occur as e Politicians may seek to gain political mileage by jumping
the group revel in on the bandwagon and voicing concerns that echo
their new status as public fears. To prove themselves ‘tough on crime’ they
‘folk devils’ and become may seek to introduce new laws or strengthen existing
more like the ‘monsters’ ones to deal with the problem.
the media have e Police respond to public and political demands in
created. their enforcement of law and order, e.g. through
policies of ‘zero tolerance’.

Figure 3.1 Deviancy amplification spiral: the reporting of deviance within a framewor

of exaggeration, distortion, prediction and symbolization sets into motion a series of
terrelated responses
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+ecome fixed ?ﬂthm.a pattern (: tt.anquu‘fy whlch'freq‘uently relies on 'ritualistii
lrepmductimns or m1sr§pl’ essl;wa 1011'1; o : Coherlx $ original conceptualization of
the term, and Folk Devils and Moral Panics left sx%ch significant and substantial
foundation stones that they are constan.ltly mistaken for the final edifice
instead of notable developments to bf? built upon' (Kidd-Hewitt and Osbomel
1995: 2). So what are thf:: shortcomings of the moral panic thesis? Severall
oints of possible ambiguity or contention have already been discussed and it
chould already be clear that some aspects of the moral panic model are open
to several different interpretations. But there remain some fundamental flaws

in the idea of moral panics that have yet to be satisfactorily addressed, and it
is to these that we now turn.

A problem with ‘deviance’

The deviancy amplification spiral is problematic on a number of counts. First,
not all folk devils can be said to be vulnerable or unfairly maligned (paedo-
philes provide one such example; the bankers responsible for the r.ec.e‘nt
economic crisis are arguably another), and the accelerating loss of credibility
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A problem of ‘source’
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public anxieties rather than consisting only of media-generated y Sl
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STUDY QUESTIONS

ents of moral outrage? How successful or otherwise has criminological theory
been in offering explanations for female subcultural crime?

3. What recent examples of criminal or deviant behaviour can you think of which
might be described as 'moral panics'? What is the primary source of the label

ling of ‘demons’ in your chosen cases?
. What kinds of crime are not the subjects of moral panics, and what effect on

public perceptions of crime?

URTHER READING
————



