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Stan Cohen Folk Devils and Moral Panics: Understanding Society’s Reactions to Deviance

stan cohen folk devils and moral panics is a phrase that brings us into the heart of how societies react

to perceived threats to their values and norms. The work of sociologist Stan Cohen, particularly his

seminal book "Folk Devils and Moral Panics" (1972), offers a powerful lens through which we can

analyze social reactions to deviance, media influence, and the construction of public fear. If you’ve

ever wondered why certain groups or behaviors become the focus of widespread outrage and anxiety,

Cohen’s insights provide a compelling explanation.

Who Was Stan Cohen and Why Does His Work Matter?

Before diving into the concepts of folk devils and moral panics, it’s helpful to understand the man

behind them. Stan Cohen was a British sociologist who specialized in criminology and the sociology of

deviance. His research focused on how societies label certain individuals or groups as threats—often

exaggerated—and how those labels can influence public perception and policy.

Cohen’s work is foundational because it shifts the focus from the so-called "deviants" themselves to

the social processes that create and amplify fear around them. This perspective is important for

anyone interested in media studies, sociology, criminology, and cultural studies.

What Are Folk Devils?

The term "folk devils" refers to individuals or groups who are portrayed by the media and society as

outsiders and threats to societal values. These are the scapegoats of moral panics—those who are

blamed for social problems, often unfairly or disproportionately.



Characteristics of Folk Devils

Folk devils share several common traits that make them the focus of societal anxiety:

- **Marginalized Status:** Often, folk devils belong to groups already on the fringes of society, such as

youth subcultures, immigrants, or minority communities.

- **Symbolic Representation:** They symbolize broader fears or anxieties within society, like the loss of

traditional values or threats to social order.

- **Media Amplification:** Media outlets tend to sensationalize their behavior, sometimes exaggerating

or distorting facts.

- **Scapegoating:** Folk devils become easy targets for blame during times of social stress.

An example from Cohen’s study is the Mods and Rockers youth subcultures in 1960s Britain, who

were painted as violent troublemakers despite the reality being less dramatic.

Understanding Moral Panics

Moral panic is a phenomenon where a person, group, or behavior is perceived as a significant threat

to societal norms and interests, often blown out of proportion by media coverage and public discourse.

This leads to increased social control measures and sometimes harsh legal or policy responses.

The Anatomy of a Moral Panic

Stan Cohen outlined several stages in the development of a moral panic:

1. **Identification:** A group or behavior is identified as a threat.

2. **Media Amplification:** Sensationalized news stories and headlines focus public attention.

3. **Public Concern:** The general populace becomes worried or fearful.



4. **Authorities’ Response:** Police, politicians, or other institutions take action, which may include

new laws or crackdowns.

5. **Outcome:** The panic either dissipates, or the targeted group faces lasting stigmatization.

This framework is useful for analyzing historical and contemporary examples, from witch hunts to

concerns about video game violence or social media’s impact on youth.

Why Do Moral Panics Occur?

Moral panics often emerge during times of social change or uncertainty. They serve as a way for

society to reaffirm its values by identifying and punishing those seen as threats. Psychologically, they

tap into collective fears and anxieties, sometimes acting as a release valve for broader societal

tensions.

The Role of Media in Shaping Folk Devils and Moral Panics

One of the key contributions of Stan Cohen’s work is highlighting the media’s role in constructing folk

devils and fueling moral panics. Sensationalist reporting can distort reality, exaggerate incidents, and

create a narrative that captures public attention.

Media Techniques That Amplify Panics

- **Dramatic Headlines:** Catchy, alarming headlines grab attention and frame the story as urgent.

- **Selective Reporting:** Focusing on extreme cases or outliers to represent the whole group.

- **Moralistic Tone:** Framing stories with language that implies moral judgment.

- **Repetition:** Constant coverage reinforces the perception of threat.



The media’s power is not inherently negative, but when used irresponsibly, it can perpetuate

stereotypes and social divisions.

Modern Examples of Folk Devils and Moral Panics

Though Stan Cohen’s original study focused on 1960s Britain, the concepts remain relevant today.

Consider how various groups or issues become targets in the media and public discourse:

Immigrant Communities: Sometimes scapegoated during economic downturns or political

instability.

Video Games and Youth Violence: The idea that violent games cause antisocial behavior has

been a recurring moral panic.

Social Media Influencers: Occasionally portrayed as corrupting youth or promoting unhealthy

lifestyles.

Drug Epidemics: Certain substances or user groups are demonized, leading to strict policies and

stigmatization.

Understanding these patterns helps us critically evaluate media narratives and public reactions.

Implications for Society and Policy

Recognizing the dynamics of folk devils and moral panics is crucial for policymakers, media

professionals, and citizens alike. When societies react impulsively to perceived threats, they risk:



- Implementing disproportionate or ineffective policies.

- Stigmatizing and marginalizing innocent groups.

- Distracting attention from root causes of social problems.

By applying Cohen’s insights, there is an opportunity to foster more balanced and evidence-based

responses to social issues.

Tips for Navigating Moral Panics

- **Question Media Narratives:** Look beyond headlines and sensational stories to understand the full

context.

- **Seek Diverse Perspectives:** Engage with voices from affected communities to avoid one-sided

views.

- **Promote Critical Thinking:** Encourage education about media literacy and social processes.

- **Support Evidence-Based Policy:** Advocate for responses grounded in research rather than fear.

Why Stan Cohen’s Work Still Resonates

Decades after its publication, the concept of folk devils and moral panics remains a valuable tool for

dissecting social phenomena. In an age dominated by rapid information exchange and viral media, the

tendency to create moral panics can be even more pronounced. Cohen’s framework invites us to

pause and reflect on how fear and labeling shape our understanding of social issues.

Ultimately, engaging with the ideas of Stan Cohen folk devils and moral panics helps us become more

informed citizens and more compassionate communities, capable of resisting knee-jerk reactions and

fostering dialogue instead of division.



Frequently Asked Questions

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

panics?

Stan Cohen was a sociologist known for his pioneering work on moral panics and deviance,

particularly through his book 'Folk Devils and Moral Panics' (1972), where he analyzed how media and

society react to perceived threats from certain groups.

What are 'folk devils' according to Stan Cohen?

In Stan Cohen's theory, 'folk devils' are individuals or groups portrayed by the media as outsiders and

villains who are blamed for social problems, often leading to moral panic.

What is a 'moral panic' in the context of Cohen's work?

A moral panic is an intense feeling expressed in a population about an issue that appears to threaten

the social order, often amplified by media coverage and public reaction, as described by Stan Cohen.

How did Stan Cohen illustrate the concept of moral panic in his book?

Stan Cohen illustrated moral panic through his study of the Mods and Rockers conflicts in 1960s

Britain, showing how media exaggerated the youth subcultures as threats, creating widespread societal

fear.

What role does the media play in creating folk devils and moral panics

according to Stan Cohen?

According to Stan Cohen, the media plays a crucial role by sensationalizing events, stereotyping

certain groups as dangerous folk devils, and amplifying public anxiety, thereby fueling moral panics.



Can you explain the stages of moral panic identified by Stan Cohen?

Stan Cohen identified stages of moral panic including: 1) identification of a group as a threat (folk

devils), 2) portrayal by media in a sensational way, 3) public concern and moral outrage, 4) response

from authorities, and 5) eventual subsiding or normalization.

How is the concept of moral panic relevant to contemporary society?

Moral panics remain relevant as social media and 24-hour news cycles can rapidly escalate fears

about various groups or issues, often leading to scapegoating and policy responses similar to those

described by Cohen.

What criticisms exist regarding Stan Cohen's theory of moral panics?

Critics argue that Cohen's theory can oversimplify complex social issues, sometimes downplaying

genuine social problems or the agency of the groups labeled as folk devils, and that not all media

coverage leads to moral panic.

Additional Resources

Stan Cohen Folk Devils and Moral Panics: Unpacking the Dynamics of Social Reaction

stan cohen folk devils and moral panics represent a seminal work in the field of sociology and media

studies, articulating a framework for understanding how societies construct and respond to perceived

threats. Published in 1972, Stan Cohen’s book "Folk Devils and Moral Panics" remains a cornerstone

text for exploring the intersection of media representation, social control, and public reaction. This

article delves into the core concepts of Cohen’s theory, examines its relevance in contemporary

society, and analyzes its enduring impact on the study of deviance, media influence, and cultural

anxieties.



Understanding Stan Cohen’s Framework

At the heart of Cohen’s analysis is the concept of the “folk devil” — a person or group portrayed by

the media and society as a dangerous outsider or deviant blamed for social problems. Folk devils often

become the focal point for moral outrage, which then fuels what Cohen terms a “moral panic.” A

moral panic is characterized by heightened public concern, exaggerated media coverage, and

disproportionate social responses to the perceived threat posed by these folk devils.

Cohen’s research focused on the Mods and Rockers youth subcultures in 1960s Britain, where

clashes between these groups led to sensationalized media reports that amplified public fear. This

case study exemplifies how media narratives can escalate conflicts and frame certain groups as

societal menaces, regardless of the actual scale or nature of their behavior.

The Role of Media in Constructing Folk Devils

One of the most critical aspects of Cohen’s theory is the media’s role in constructing and amplifying

folk devils. Media coverage often relies on selective reporting, emotive language, and repeated

imagery, creating a stereotype that distorts public perception. This process can lead to:

Exaggeration: Incidents involving the folk devils are portrayed as more frequent or severe than

they are.

Simplification: Complex social issues are reduced to a binary conflict between “good” society

and “bad” outsiders.

Symbolization: Folk devils are imbued with symbolic meaning, becoming scapegoats for broader

anxieties.



This media-driven construction often results in a feedback loop, where public concern pressures

authorities to respond, which in turn justifies further media attention.

The Anatomy of a Moral Panic

Cohen outlined several key features that define moral panics, making the concept applicable to

numerous social phenomena beyond his original study:

Concern: A heightened sense of threat to societal values or interests.1.

Hostility: The identification of folk devils as enemies of society.2.

Consensus: Widespread agreement among the public and authorities that the threat is real and3.

serious.

Disproportionality: The response to the threat is out of proportion with the actual danger.4.

Volatility: Moral panics tend to erupt suddenly and dissipate quickly.5.

These elements provide a lens for analyzing various moral panics throughout history, from witch hunts

to contemporary media scares about youth behavior, immigration, or technology.

Comparisons with Other Theories of Social Control

Stan Cohen’s folk devils and moral panics theory intersects with other sociological and criminological

frameworks. For instance:



Labeling Theory: Both emphasize how societal reactions shape deviance, but Cohen focuses

more on media amplification and public reaction.

Conflict Theory: Moral panics can be interpreted as mechanisms for dominant groups to

marginalize others and maintain social control.

Social Constructionism: Cohen’s work aligns closely with this perspective by illustrating how

social problems are constructed through discourse and representation.

These comparisons highlight the multifaceted nature of social deviance and the importance of context

in understanding moral panics.

Contemporary Relevance of Folk Devils and Moral Panics

Despite being written over five decades ago, the concepts introduced by stan cohen folk devils and

moral panics remain profoundly relevant in the digital age. The acceleration of information

dissemination through social media and 24-hour news cycles has transformed how moral panics

emerge and evolve.

Modern Examples of Moral Panics

Several recent phenomena can be analyzed through Cohen’s framework:

Social Media and Youth Culture: Platforms like TikTok and Instagram have been the subject of

moral panics regarding their influence on mental health and behavior, often blaming young users



for broader social issues.

Immigration and Xenophobia: Media portrayals of migrants and refugees sometimes create folk

devils, fueling public fear and policy responses disproportionate to actual risks.

Technology and Privacy Concerns: Moral panics around data breaches and surveillance

technologies often emerge, portraying tech companies or hackers as folk devils threatening

societal norms.

In each case, the rapid spread of information can both amplify and distort social anxieties, illustrating

the enduring utility of Cohen’s analysis.

Pros and Cons of Applying Cohen’s Theory Today

Applying the folk devils and moral panics framework offers several advantages but also faces

challenges in contemporary contexts.

Pros:

Provides a critical tool for deconstructing media narratives and public reactions.

Helps policymakers and social scientists understand disproportionate responses to social issues.

Encourages skepticism toward simplified explanations of complex problems.

Cons:



May overlook the real harms or risks associated with some behaviors or groups.

Rapid digital communication can blur the lines between genuine concern and panic, complicating

analysis.

Globalization of media means moral panics can transcend borders, requiring adaptation of the

original framework.

Balancing these factors is essential for scholars, media practitioners, and policymakers aiming to

address social anxieties constructively.

Legacy and Impact on Media and Cultural Studies

Stan Cohen’s "Folk Devils and Moral Panics" has left an indelible mark on how academics and

practitioners approach the study of deviance and media influence. It has inspired extensive research

into the sociology of news, youth subcultures, and the politics of fear.

The concept of moral panic has become a critical analytical tool used to question the motives behind

media sensationalism and governmental responses. Moreover, it has prompted calls for more

responsible journalism and nuanced public discourse to avoid unjust stigmatization.

In essence, the ongoing dialogue sparked by Cohen’s work underscores the dynamic relationship

between society, media, and power—reminding us that the construction of folk devils often reflects

broader societal tensions rather than objective realities.

Through continuous examination of moral panics, contemporary society gains insight into the cyclical

nature of fear and the importance of measured, evidence-based responses to social challenges.
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