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In 1972, a relatively obscure sociologist published a book that
would fundamentally alter how we understand social reactions to
deviance, media amplification, and collective anxiety. That
sociologist was Stanley Cohen, and his landmark work, Folk
Devils and Moral Panics, introduced a conceptual framework that
remains as relevant today as it was over five decades ago.
Cohen's analysis of the societal response to youth subcultures,
specifically the Mods and Rockers in 1960s Britain, provided a
template for understanding how societies identify threats,
construct enemies, and spiral into collective overreaction. The
concept of Stanley Cohen's folk devils and moral panics has since
become a cornerstone of criminology, sociology, media studies,
and cultural theory, offering a powerful lens through which to
examine everything from satanic panic to concerns about video
games and social media.

THE BIRTH OF THE CONCEPT: MODS, ROCKERS, AND
THE SEASIDE CLASHES

To fully grasp the significance of Stanley Cohen's folk devils and
moral panics, one must first understand the historical context
that inspired his research. In the mid-1960s, Britain witnessed a
series of apparently violent confrontations between two rival
youth subcultures: the Mods and the Rockers. The Mods were
known for their sharp suits, scooters, and obsession with fashion
and soul music, while the Rockers favored leather jackets,
motorcycles, and rock and roll. These groups clashed in seaside
towns such as Clacton, Brighton, and Margate during bank
holiday weekends, resulting in minor scuffles, some vandalism,
and a handful of arrests.

What Cohen observed, however, was a profound disconnect
between the actual events and the way they were reported.
Newspapers like the Daily Express and the Daily Mirror described
the clashes in language typically reserved for natural disasters or
wartime invasions. Headlines screamed of "terror" and "orgies of
destruction," and the media portrayed the young participants as
feral, dangerous, and fundamentally different from respectable
society. Cohen recognized that this disproportionate reaction was
not merely poor journalism; it was a social process with distinct
characteristics, consequences, and functions. His analysis of this
process became the bedrock of moral panic theory.

The Folk Devil: A Socially
Constructed Monster

Central to Cohen's framework is the figure of the folk devil. A folk
devil is an individual or group that is defined as a threat to
societal values and interests. They are the embodiment of evil,
the visible symbol of what is wrong with the world. Cohen
explained that folk devils are not simply criminals or deviants in a
legal sense; they are constructed through a process of labeling
and demonization. The Mods and Rockers became folk devils
because they represented everything that the older generation

feared about youth, affluence, and changing social mores. They
were visible, stylized, and easily caricatured.

Folk devils serve a crucial social function. By focusing public
anxiety on a clearly identifiable enemy, they provide a simple
explanation for complex social problems. Instead of grappling
with issues like economic uncertainty, generational conflict, or
the erosion of traditional authority, society can channel its fears
onto a tangible scapegoat. Cohen noted that the folk devil is
often a marginal or powerless group that is unable to effectively
defend itself against the accusations leveled against it. This
pattern has repeated itself countless times since the 1960s, with
different groups taking on the role of folk devil in different
contexts.

THE ANATOMY OF A MORAL PANIC: KEY STAGES AND
PROCESSES

Stanley Cohen's folk devils and moral panics theory outlines a
series of stages that characterize the emergence and
development of a moral panic. Understanding these stages is
essential for recognizing moral panics in their early stages and
for critically evaluating media and political responses to
perceived threats.

Stage One: The Initial Event
and Media Amplification

A moral panic typically begins with a specific event or series of
events that are deemed newsworthy. In Cohen's original case,
this was the bank holiday clashes between Mods and Rockers.
The media plays a crucial role in this initial stage by selecting the
event for coverage and framing it in a particular way. Cohen
identified several key media processes at work: exaggeration,
distortion, and prediction. The media exaggerates the scale and
severity of the event, distorts the facts to fit a preferred
narrative, and predicts that the event is a harbinger of worse
things to come. This creates a sense of imminent danger and
urgency.

Stage Two: The Emergence
of Moral Entrepreneurs

Moral entrepreneurs are individuals or groups who campaign to
have a particular issue defined as a social problem. They are
often motivated by genuine concern, but they also have a vested
interest in the outcome of the panic. Moral entrepreneurs include
politicians seeking to appear tough on crime, religious leaders
defending traditional values, journalists chasing sensational
stories, and pressure groups advocating for specific causes.
These entrepreneurs use the media coverage generated in the
first stage to amplify their message and push for action, such as
stricter laws, increased policing, or censorship.

Stage Three: The Public
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Response and Sensitization

As the media and moral entrepreneurs continue to stoke public
concern, the general population becomes sensitized to the issue.
People begin to see the folk devil everywhere, and isolated
incidents that might normally go unnoticed are interpreted as
further evidence of the threat. This sensitization creates a
feedback loop: the more attention the media gives to the issue,
the more the public demands action, which in turn generates
more media coverage. Cohen demonstrated how this process can
lead to a spiral of amplification, where the original problem is
magnified out of all proportion to its actual significance.

Stage Four: The Response
and Escalation of Control

The final stage of a moral panic involves a societal response,
typically in the form of increased control measures. This might
include new laws, harsher sentences, increased police powers, or
the introduction of censorship. Cohen argued that these
responses are often disproportionate to the actual threat and can
have unintended consequences. For example, the heavy-handed
policing of the Mods and Rockers may have actually exacerbated
the very conflict it was intended to quell. The escalation of
control can also lead to the further marginalization of the folk
devil group, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy where they become
more deviant as a result of being treated as deviant.

BEYOND COHEN: THE DEVELOPMENT AND EXPANSION
OF MORAL PANIC THEORY

While Stanley Cohen's folk devils and moral panics provided the
foundational framework, subsequent scholars have refined and
expanded the concept. One of the most influential contributions
came from British sociologist Jock Young, who emphasized the
role of the media in creating a "deviancy amplification spiral."
Later theorists, such as Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda,
developed a more systematic approach to identifying moral
panics based on five key criteria: concern, hostility, consensus,
disproportionality, and volatility.

Goode and Ben-Yehuda also distinguished between different
models of moral panics. The grass-roots model suggests that
panics originate from genuine public concern, while the elite-
engineered model argues that powerful groups deliberately
create panics to distract from more serious issues or to advance
their own interests. The interest-group model, which is perhaps
the most widely applicable, posits that moral entrepreneurs in
various sectors of society compete to define and promote issues
as moral panics. These different models are not mutually
exclusive, and a single moral panic can involve elements of all
three.

Contemporary Moral
Panics: From Satanic Ritual
Abuse to Stranger Danger

The framework of Stanley Cohen's folk devils and moral panics
has been applied to a vast array of social phenomena. One of the
most famous examples is the satanic panic of the 1980s and
1990s, which swept across the United States and the United

Kingdom. Allegations of satanic ritual abuse in daycare centers,
recovered memory therapy, and sensationalized media coverage
created a full-blown moral panic, complete with folk devils in the
form of supposedly satanic cult members. Despite a complete
lack of credible evidence, many individuals were prosecuted and
imprisoned, with some cases later overturned on appeal.

Another enduring moral panic revolves around "stranger danger."
While the risk to children from strangers is statistically very
small, the media has repeatedly constructed the stranger as a
predatory folk devil, leading to intense public anxiety and
restrictions on children's freedom. This panic has been fueled by
high-profile cases that, while tragic, are atypical. Similarly,
concerns about video games, heavy metal music, and social
media have all been analyzed through the lens of moral panic
theory. In each case, a specific cultural product or activity is
identified as a threat to young people, moral entrepreneurs
campaign for restrictions, and the media amplifies the perceived
danger.

THE DIGITAL AGE: MORAL PANICS IN THE 21ST
CENTURY

The internet and social media have created new conditions for
the emergence and spread of moral panics. The speed at which
information can now travel, combined with the algorithmic
amplification of sensational content, means that panics can
emerge and escalate faster than ever before. The folk devil in the
digital age is often faceless and diffuse: it might be the
anonymous online predator, the hacker, the purveyor of fake
news, or the "cancel culture" mob. These figures embody
contemporary anxieties about surveillance, privacy, information
control, and social cohesion.

One prominent contemporary moral panic concerns the impact of
social media on mental health, particularly among young people.
While there is evidence to suggest that social media can have
negative effects, the panic often exaggerates the scale of the
problem and attributes causality where only correlation exists.
The folk devil here is the tech company or the algorithm, and
moral entrepreneurs include campaign groups, politicians, and
academics. The response has included calls for age restrictions,
content moderation, and digital literacy education, all of which
may have unintended consequences for freedom of expression
and access to information.

CRITICISMS AND LIMITATIONS OF MORAL PANIC
THEORY

Despite its enduring influence, Stanley Cohen's folk devils and
moral panics theory has not been without its critics. Some
scholars have argued that the concept is too broad and has been
applied to too many different phenomena, thereby losing its
analytical precision. If every social anxiety is a moral panic, then
the term becomes meaningless. Others have pointed out that the
theory can be used to dismiss legitimate concerns as mere
panics, thereby undermining efforts to address real social
problems. For example, concerns about climate change or
systemic racism could potentially be framed as moral panics,
even though they are based on verifiable evidence.

Another criticism is that the theory is too focused on the reaction
to deviance and neglects the agency of the folk devil group itself.
Folk devils are not merely passive objects of labeling; they can
actively resist, subvert, or even embrace their stigmatized
identity. The Mods and Rockers, for instance, derived a certain
status and identity from their portrayal as dangerous rebels. More
recently, some groups have reclaimed the label of folk devil as a
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badge of pride, using it to mobilize support and challenge
dominant narratives. This suggests that the relationship between
deviance, labeling, and social reaction is more complex than
Cohen's original model allowed for.

The Enduring Relevance of
Cohen's Work

Despite these criticisms, the core insights of Stanley Cohen's folk
devils and moral panics remain deeply relevant. In an age of fake
news, filter bubbles, and political polarization, the ability to
critically assess moral panics is more important than ever. Cohen
himself, in later editions of his book, acknowledged the limits of
his original formulation and engaged with the criticisms raised by
other scholars. He recognized that the concept of moral panic
could be misused, but he maintained that it remained a valuable
tool for understanding how societies define and respond to
threats.

Cohen's work also serves as a powerful reminder of the dangers
of disproportionate social control. When societies panic, they
often overreact, and the consequences of those overreactions
can be severe and long-lasting. Innocent people can be
stigmatized, marginalized, or even imprisoned. Resources that

could be directed towards genuine problems are wasted on
phantom threats. And the very fabric of social trust can be
eroded as suspicion and hostility replace reasoned debate.
Understanding these dynamics is a crucial step towards building
more rational, compassionate, and just societies.

CONCLUSION: THE LEGACY OF FOLK DEVILS AND
MORAL PANICS

Stanley Cohen's folk devils and moral panics has proven to be
one of the most durable and influential concepts in the social
sciences. From its origins in the study of British youth
subcultures, the theory has been applied to a dizzying array of
topics, from drug scares to immigration panics to concerns about
technology. While the concept has been refined, challenged, and
expanded over the decades, its core insight remains as powerful
as ever: that societies often react to perceived threats in ways
that are disproportionate, irrational, and harmful. By
understanding how moral panics emerge and operate, we can
become more critical consumers of media, more skeptical of
alarmist rhetoric, and more resistant to the easy appeal of
scapegoating. The folk devil may change its face, but the
dynamics of moral panic endure, and Cohen's work provides an
essential toolkit for recognizing and responding to them. In a
world that often feels like it is in a state of perpetual panic, his
voice of calm, analytical reason is more valuable than ever.



