stan cohen folk devils and moral panics

Stan Cohen, folk devils, and moral panics are crucial concepts in understanding societal reactions to
perceived threats. In his seminal work, "Folk Devils and Moral Panics," published in 1972, Cohen
meticulously examined how societies construct narratives around certain groups or
individuals—termed "folk devils"—that are seen as a threat to social order. This article delves into
Cohen's theories, the mechanisms of moral panic, the impact of media, and contemporary examples
that illustrate these concepts in action.

Understanding Folk Devils

Folk devils are individuals or groups that society labels as deviant or dangerous. Cohen's research
primarily focused on the Mods and Rockers, two youth subcultures in the UK during the 1960s. His
analysis highlighted how media representation and public discourse transformed these groups into
folk devils.

The Characteristics of Folk Devils

Folk devils typically exhibit several key characteristics:

1. Deviance: They engage in behaviors that society deems unacceptable, such as violence, drug use,
or other forms of social disruption.

2. Visibility: Folk devils are often highly visible in the media, which amplifies their perceived influence
and threat level.

3. Stereotyping: They are frequently subjected to negative stereotypes that simplify their identities
and reduce their complexity.

4. Scapegoating: Folk devils are often blamed for broader societal issues, such as crime or moral
decay, even if their actual impact is minimal.

Historical Context of Cohen's Work

Cohen's exploration of folk devils emerged in a context of social upheaval. The 1960s in Britain were
marked by significant cultural shifts, including the rise of youth subcultures, changes in social norms,
and heightened media scrutiny. The portrayal of the Mods and Rockers was emblematic of broader
anxieties regarding youth rebellion and societal change.

The Mechanisms of Moral Panic



Moral panic describes a situation in which public concern over a perceived threat escalates to
disproportionate levels, leading to widespread fear and often resulting in punitive measures against
the folk devils. Cohen outlines a series of stages through which moral panics typically develop:

Stages of Moral Panic

1. Identification of a Threat: A specific group or behavior is identified as a threat to societal norms and
values. This often begins with isolated incidents that garner media attention.

2. Media Amplification: Media coverage sensationalizes the threat, often exaggerating the scale and
impact of the deviant behavior. Headlines may invoke fear, suggesting that the folk devils are

pervasive and dangerous.

3. Public Concern: As media coverage spreads, public concern grows. Community members may
engage in discussions or protests, often fueled by fear and anxiety.

4. Official Responses: In response to public outcry, authorities may implement measures to contain
the perceived threat. This can include law enforcement action, policy changes, and public campaigns.

5. Moral Entrepreneurs: Certain individuals or groups, often referred to as moral entrepreneurs, may
take advantage of the situation to promote their agendas, whether they be political, social, or

economic.

6. Resolution or Recurrence: Eventually, moral panics may subside as the public's attention shifts
elsewhere, but they can resurface as societal conditions change.

The Role of Media in Moral Panics

Media plays a pivotal role in the creation and perpetuation of moral panics. Cohen highlighted how
sensationalist reporting can distort public perception and amplify fears. The way media frames stories
can significantly influence public attitudes towards the folk devils.

Media Techniques in Moral Panic

1. Sensationalism: Using dramatic headlines and imagery to capture attention and invoke fear.

2. Repetition: Continuously reporting on incidents involving the folk devils reinforces the perceived
threat.

3. Focus on Extremes: Highlighting the most extreme cases of deviance, which may not represent the
majority of the group.

4. Lack of Context: Failing to provide a nuanced understanding of the issues at hand, leading to
oversimplified narratives.



Case Studies of Moral Panic

Numerous case studies illustrate the dynamics of moral panic in action:

- The Satanic Panic (1980s-1990s): This moral panic involved widespread fears of satanic ritual abuse
among children. Fueled by sensational media reports, numerous innocent individuals faced
accusations, leading to tragic consequences.

- The War on Drugs (1980s-present): The portrayal of drug users and dealers as folk devils has
resulted in disproportionate criminalization and stigmatization of marginalized communities.

- Video Game Violence (1990s-present): Following high-profile incidents of violence, video games
have often been scapegoated as a contributing factor, despite a lack of conclusive evidence linking
them to real-world aggression.

Contemporary Relevance of Cohen’s Theories

Cohen's work remains relevant in analyzing contemporary social issues. The digital age has
transformed how moral panics manifest, as social media can rapidly amplify fears and spread
misinformation.

The Impact of Social Media

1. Viral Spread of Information: Social media allows for instantaneous sharing of information, making it
easier for moral panics to gain traction.

2. Echo Chambers: Online platforms can create echo chambers where like-minded individuals
reinforce each other's fears, further escalating panic.

3. Influencers as Moral Entrepreneurs: Social media influencers can act as moral entrepreneurs,
shaping public perceptions and mobilizing movements around specific issues.

4. Misinformation and Disinformation: The prevalence of misinformation complicates public discourse,
making it challenging to discern credible information from sensationalized narratives.

Conclusion

Stan Cohen's exploration of folk devils and moral panics provides a critical framework for
understanding how societies react to perceived threats. The dynamics of moral panic illustrate the
powerful interplay between media, public perception, and social behavior. As contemporary society
grapples with new challenges, Cohen's insights serve as a vital lens through which to analyze the
ongoing construction of deviance and the societal response to it. By recognizing the patterns of moral
panic, we can better navigate the complexities of modern discourse and strive for a more nuanced
understanding of the issues that define our times.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Stan Cohen and what is his contribution to the study
of moral panics?

Stan Cohen is a British sociologist best known for his work on moral panics, particularly his 1972 book
'Folk Devils and Moral Panics'. In this work, he explores how society reacts to perceived threats by
creating 'folk devils', which are individuals or groups blamed for social problems, thus generating
moral panics.

What are ‘folk devils' in the context of moral panics?

Folk devils are individuals or groups that are demonized and held responsible for societal issues
during a moral panic. They are often portrayed as a threat to societal values and norms, leading to
increased public concern and sometimes harsh social responses.

How does Cohen's concept of moral panic relate to media
representation?

Cohen argues that media plays a crucial role in shaping public perception of folk devils and moral
panics. Media sensationalism can amplify fears and concerns, leading to exaggerated responses from
the public and authorities, which in turn perpetuates the cycle of moral panic.

Can you provide an example of a moral panic from recent
history?
One example of a recent moral panic is the widespread fear surrounding youth gang violence and

knife crime in urban areas. Media coverage often highlights specific incidents, leading to public outcry
and calls for stricter police measures, labeling young people as 'folk devils' in the process.

What are some criticisms of Cohen's theory of moral panics?

Critics argue that Cohen's theory may oversimplify complex social issues by focusing on the reaction
to folk devils rather than the root causes of the problems. Additionally, some suggest that not all
moral panics are irrational, as there can be legitimate concerns behind societal fears.

How can understanding moral panics help in contemporary
society?

Understanding moral panics can help individuals critically analyze media narratives and public
discourse, promoting a more nuanced view of social issues. It encourages awareness of how fear can
be manipulated for political or social agendas, leading to more informed and rational public
responses.



What role do social media platforms play in the emergence of
moral panics today?

Social media platforms can accelerate the spread of moral panics by rapidly disseminating
information, often without context or verification. This can lead to heightened emotions and reactions,
as online communities may amplify fears and stigmatize certain groups as folk devils more quickly
than traditional media.

Stan Cohen Folk Devils And Moral Panics

Stan Cohen Folk Devils And Moral Panics

Related Articles

¢ star trek ships of the line
e sportsmans paradise novel
e star spangled banner francis scott key

Back to Home


http://iknow.study/archive-ga-23-55/stan-cohen-folk-devils-and-moral-panics.pdf
http://iknow.study/archive-ga-23-55/star-trek-ships-of-the-line.pdf
http://iknow.study/archive-ga-23-55/sportsmans-paradise-novel.pdf
http://iknow.study/archive-ga-23-55/star-spangled-banner-francis-scott-key.pdf
http://iknow.study

