TRANSIENT FEELINGS

Sex Panics and the Politics of Emotions

Janice M. Irvine

eroughout the 1990s, during my field research into conflicts over sexuality edu-
cation, I was initially riveted by what I found— public discussions that flared into
Sfurious arguments. Neighbors hurled epithets like “fascist” and “McCarthyite”
at each other, while school board meetings went from sleepy affairs to late-night
shouting matches involving hundreds of residents. Adrenaline buzzed throughout
public meetings, all of us alert to the next outburst. School board members told me
about receiving death threats, being spit on, and having tires slashed. After explo-
sive meetings they received police escorts to their cars. One prominent sex education
Jfoe collapsed from an anxiety attack during his speech at an especially rancorous
meeting, while those of us left waiting in the school auditorium worried in hushed
whispers that he had died of a heart attack. Sex education conflicts escalated rap-
idly through the 1990s and spread to nearby cities as though contagious. Sensa-
ttonal media coverage heightened these public battles, while officials scrambled for
solutions. These were the feelings of community controversies, local dramas played

out in the shadow of national politics.

To paraphrase the British sociologist Stanley Cohen, societies appear to be sub-
ject, every now and then, to periods of sex panic.! A derivative of Cohen’s con-
cept “moral panic,” the term sex panic was coined in 1984 by the anthropologist
Carole Vance to explain volatile battles over sexuality.2 Both moral panic and
sex panic have been used by activists and the media and have been adopted
and revised by sociologists, historians, and cultural studies scholars. Prominent
researchers, among them Estelle Freedman, Gayle Rubin, Jeffrey Weeks, and
Lisa Duggan, deployed the panic metaphor—moral panic, sex-crime panic,
AIDS panic, or sex panic—to explore political conflict, sexual regulation, and

public volatility about sex.3
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A vivid analytic term, moral panic bespeaks the mobilization of intense
affect in the service of moral politics. Cohen’s moral panic, which described the
1960s reaction to rioting by youth groups (the mods and the rockers) in the vaca-
tion town of Brighton, featured angry crowds milling at British seacoast towns and
hyperbolic media coverage. Likewise, sex panic aptly captured the hostile political
climate during late-twentieth-century controversies over gay rights, censorship,
and sex education.

Sex panics are significant because they are “the political moment of sex,”
which Weeks and Rubin both describe as the transmogrification of moral val-
ues into political action.* I extend their important claim by suggesting that public
emotion is a powerful catalyst in effecting this political moment. In this article, 1
suggest that we can enhance the analytic power of the moral/sex panic framework
by integrating social theories of emotion.

As 1 discuss below, the sex panic literature tends to focus on structural
elements, in particular the expansion of state power through institutional mecha-
nisms of regulation. Public feeling, although acknowledged in passing by most
sex panic scholars, is often represented as anarchic, moblike, and hysterical, all
descriptions that recall late-nineteenth-century critiques of the irrational crowd.
Lack of attention to public sentiment in the sex panic literature is likely intended
to minimize its importance, in contrast to moral conservatives who exaggerate the
significance of collective outrage to legitimate social control. As Cohen noted in
the recent thirtieth-anniversary edition of Folk Devils and Moral Panics, politi-
cal progressives tend to use the term moral panic to expose collective volatil-
ity as “tendentious.”> Unfortunately, however, this strategy places the panic of a
sex panic outside social and political reach. I am suggesting that we broaden our
analysis of sex panics to include their deep emotional dimensions, including how
emotions braid through and legitimize structures of domination.

Overt emotion is not only increasingly acceptable but seemingly required
in contemporary politics, where it conveys righteous solidarity and demands state
intervention. Contemporary Western societies consider feelings the core of the
self; they are constructed as a site of truth and ethics. Hence feelings, as Michel
Foucault has argued, are “the main field of morality,” and indeed of the moral
panic.® In contrast to scholars who view the emotions of sex panics as irrational,
moral conservatives cast them as authentic moral outrage. Because of its cultural
authority, public emotion can pressure politicians, police, media, and other regu-
latory agents to respond to fierce community battles. As a result, laws and poli-

cies that restrict sexual rights may be hastily enacted yet exert a pernicious influ-
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ence for decades. Moreover, the legitimating power of emotions naturalizes sexual
hierarchies, establishing some sexualities as normal and others as disgusting or
unspeakable. Affective conventions of sexuality —in particular, sexual shame,
stigma, fear, disgust— enforce and reinforce this regulatory system and are there-
fore political. In its wake, the panic of moral panics legitimizes enhanced state
power through fostering the illusion of a singular public mobilized in support of
traditional values.

Rather than see the public feelings of sex panics as either irrational or as
deeply authentic outrage, my analysis resolutely sticks to the surface. Indeed, it
problematizes a popular notion of authenticity that casts feelings as expressive of
a core, moral self. It does not take the psychoanalytic path to the unconscious, nor
does it deny its possible influence. I posit emotion as deeply social, constructed
from the outside in. Likewise, this article explores the public feelings of sex pan-
ics as produced through dynamic flows of encounters and interactions, scripts and
political spaces. I argue for the political significance of emotions and emotional
publics, and suggest theoretical possibilities for analyzing what I call the transient
feelings of moral panics and sex panics.

This concept is informed by lan Hacking’s “transient mental illness,” his
term for a historically and culturally specific malady that “appears at a time, in
a place, and later fades away.”” In his case study of fugue and other disorders
in the late nineteenth century, Hacking argues that it is unproductive to debate
whether such illnesses are real. Rather, these illnesses occupy an ecological
niche created by specific historical circumstances. They are incomprehensible
outside their niche.

Whether individual, collective, cultural, or structural, sex panic feelings
are transient because they are the product of a specific context; in its absence,
they recede. Like Hacking’s transient mental illnesses, moral panics emerge in
a particular space and time. The seemingly irrational and contagious expression
of emotion during these panics is instead social and discursive. That is, transient
feelings can be usefully understood as dramaturgically produced and performed
in local settings.

It is no coincidence that a metaphor of illness should resonate with the
study of moral panics. Disease tropes have long abounded in accounts of moral
panic: contagion, epidemics of fear, mass hysteria, fevered atmosphere. Moreover,
both moral panics and the syndromes Hacking calls transient mental illnesses
are outbreaks of a sort, subject to debates about whether they are real or con-

structed, valid or disproportional. Hacking historicizes his disorders, showing how
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they emerge and thrive in specific structural and cultural contexts. The transience
is not a characteristic of the afflicted individual but expresses the historical eva-
nescence of these maladies. However, the analytic significance of transient mental
illnesses and what I am calling transient feelings is not that they come and go. It
is that their comings and goings must be explained, lest they be naturalized as a
form of universal irrationality (or morality).

The concept of transient feelings encourages the mapping of specific fea-
tures of the historical moment, institutional agents and practices, cultural and
discursive strategies, media representations, dynamics of specific political move-
ments and their activists as a way to understand the eruption of feeling at public
events along with the complex processes by which individual citizens embody or
refuse this feeling. As I explore how emotional demands and public feelings are
produced and suppressed by these myriad historical and situational factors, I use
transient feelings as a concept with which to analyze the crucial nodes of connec-
tion among the state, political interest groups, social movements, media represen-
tations, and individual citizens who themselves constitute multiple, intersecting
emotional publics.

I make the following arguments about moral/sex panic, as both political event
and analytic term. First, moral/sex panic concepts are stronger when they attend to
how emotion weaves through structural, cultural, and political processes, as well as
to how public settings produce collective feelings. Second, collective activity is an
important level of analysis in sex panics, although an emphasis on structural factors
has obscured its significance. Moreover, this collectivity more closely resembles a
public, or more accurately multiple publics, than the anomic crowd. The sex panic
public, miscast as singular, is often internally fractured. Third, public feelings mat-
ter in politics. These public emotions are neither eruptions of irrationality, as they
are depicted in some academic research, nor authentic expressions of moral outrage,
as depicted by religious conservatives and the media.

Local moral/sex panics are paradoxical events, unpredictable outbreaks
that are highly scripted. Seemingly timeless, they both rupture and reinforce ordi-
nary political life. They are discrete, episodic uprisings within a generalized cli-
mate of social regulation.8 The moral/sex panic framework must be agile enough
to embrace and explore these paradoxes of continuity and change, spontaneity and
performativity.

Elsewhere I have written about the volatile emotions of sex education pan-
ics. Since the late 1960s, Americans have fought bitterly over sex education. In my

book Talk about Sex, 1 demonstrated a national dimension to these local panics.”



TRANSIENT FEELINGS

Starting in the 1960s, leaders of the early Christian right wing recognized that
sexuality could be exploited to agitate citizens, recruit constituents, raise money,
and ultimately consolidate political power. They captured the terms of debate
about sex education through emotionally powerful rhetoric used nationally and
also locally at school board sessions and town meetings. Rather than epiphenom-
enal, intense emotional reactions were strategically produced through a discourse
of sexual danger and depravity that shaped how citizens throughout the United
States spoke and felt about sex education. Thus local confusion about sex educa-
tion programs morphed into sex panics. In what follows, I use examples from these
conflicts to speculate about the transient feelings of moral/sex panics.

Intended as a series of theoretical reflections on moral/sex panics, this arti-
cle is written in the spirit of ongoing conversation about public feelings in politics.
These conversations are occurring— somewhat separately —in both sociology
and cultural studies, two fields that have been cotravelers in the past.l0 Indeed,
the moral panic concept—as developed in Stuart Hall’s Policing the Crisis and
Cohen’s Folk Devils and Moral Panics—has early roots in the unruly inter- and
extradisciplinary mix at the Department of Cultural Studies and Sociology (the
Birmingham School).!! Since then, social scientists, historians, and cultural stud-
ies scholars in both the United Kingdom and the United States have deployed the
moral panic concept across disciplines, although with somewhat different empha-
ses. Unfortunately, the scholarship on emotions enjoys less cross-disciplinary
vibrancy. Sociologists and cultural studies theorists often explore the affective
dimension of political culture with little productive engagement.12

This article acknowledges but does not pretend, or aspire, to bridge this
gap. Instead of conducting exhaustive literature reviews of moral panic theory, sex
panics, or sociological and cultural studies work on emotions, I use some of the
representative literature in these areas to imagine new possibilities for research on
the role of emotions in politics.

In its substantive reflections, this article focuses on sex panics. | use the
term sex panic as a form of moral panic to designate sites of public conflict over
sexuality and sexual morality. I use this term when referring to my own research or
specifically to controversies related to sexuality. However, my theoretical sugges-
tions about public feelings apply to the concept of moral panics in general and its
uses in controversies such as those over drug use, youth violence, or satanic ritu-
als. When I am making an analytic or theoretical point, I sometimes use the terms

moral panic and sex panic interchangeably or fuse them into moral/sex panic.

O
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Panics: Moral and Sex

In Cohen’s enduring book Folk Devils and Moral Panics the moral panic has a
natural history. In the first stage, a group, person, or issue emerges as a social
threat. The media frame this “threat” in a simplistic and stereotypical way, fueling
intense public concern. In the second stage, moral crusaders devise coping mech-
anisms and solutions. Moral panics are significant in their potential to enhance
state power by triggering repressive changes in law or social policy. In the third
stage, the perceived threat diminishes, and the panic recedes. Conflicts over sex-
uality have followed this condensed cycle of putative threat, collective outrage,
demonization, and state repression, and so the moral panic begat the sex panic.

The “panic,” as Cohen stresses, is social reaction operating as social con-
trol and is therefore ideological and political. Conflicts over pornography, public
funding of art with sexual themes, gay rights, sexuality in media, and sexuality
and AIDS education lend themselves to a moral/sex panic framework, because
of the volatility of sexual politics.!3 As I review below, the concept has enabled
researchers to make powerful analytic moves in three areas: sexual demonization;
institutional mechanisms of sexual regulation and social control; and the residua
of repressive laws and policies.

Informed by the reconceptualization of deviance in U.S. sociology in the
1960s, moral panic foregrounds how moral crusaders turn a controversial issue or
marginal cohort into a “folk devil.” The concept locates the origins of deviance in
the proliferation of social rules rather than in the inherent characteristics either
of certain behaviors or of individuals who engage in those behaviors. Deviance, in
other words, is socially produced. The panic framework is highly productive for
analyzing sexual politics, where the folk devil metaphor is so resonant. In addi-
tion, the panic framework has been applied to the scapegoating of sexual minori-
ties such as lesbians and gay men, as well as alleged sex offenders.

Moral panic highlights the relationship between the “deviant” act and
the reactions of institutions and agents of social control. Sex panic scholars have
focused on state sexual regulation, exploring interconnections among courts, law
enforcement agents and agencies, and legislators. For example, the historian David
Johnson argues that a “moral panic within mainstream American culture” in the
1950s justified a vast expansion of the U.S. security state.!> Johnson examines how
congressional hearings, presidential executive orders, and state security bureau-
cracy operated during this panic. In her study of antiobscenity moral panics in
the first half of the twentieth century, the historian Andrea Friedman explores

the roles of government officials, religious organizations, censorship boards, and
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interest groups such as the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union.!e The journal-
ist Neil Miller exposes how the institution of psychiatry and its mental hospitals
reinforced the harsh punitive measures of the state against gay men swept up in
sex-crime panics of the 1950s.17

Media representation is the institutional unit of analysis for many moral
panic theorists.!8 Likewise, many sex panic studies examine how the media oper-
ate to establish legitimacy for state control. Miller, for example, shows how news-
paper editorials, letters to the editor, and editorial cartoons all helped produce
a volatile climate for the enactment of sexual psychopath laws. Newspapers, he
notes, “tried to stir up as much public feeling as possible” in their sensational
coverage of child murders. One cartoon depicted a rat walking away from an over-
flowing garbage can with the caption: “A Bad Smell —In Sioux City . . . the Mor-
als Problem.”19 The hyperbolic media coverage that both reflects and produces sex
panics has been a theme in many other studies.20

Finally, moral/sex panics may leave repressive measures of sweeping scope.
The historian James Morone writes that even “passing panics” lead to enhanced
state powers in the form of new legislation, reinterpretations of the Constitution,
and the establishment of public regulatory agencies.2! The sexual psychopath
laws, obscenity crackdowns, and restrictions on public AIDS and sexuality infor-
mation are compelling examples of this. Additionally, in separate studies, Duggan
and Vance have mapped the restrictive measures enacted by conservatives in the
wake of sex panics sparked, paradoxically, by feminists. Duggan shows how anti-
pornography feminists fostered and reinforced a climate supportive of conservative
initiatives to eliminate public funding of erotic art and ban information on child-
hood sexuality.22 In her discussion of sex panic at the Barnard sexuality confer-
ence, Vance not only describes the sexual scapegoating of conference speakers
by antiporn feminist protesters, but also shows how the university administration
mobilized to increase surveillance of the women’s center and seized and attempted
to censor the conference diary.23 In addition to provoking punitive measures, sex
panics can generate enough fear to exert a widespread chilling effect on art, aca-
demic scholarship, political activism, and journalism.

Although sex panic literature has accomplished significant theoretical and
historical work with a structural analysis that exposes moral actors along with
their regulatory activities, two crucial aspects of sex panics have yet to be studied:
the specific role of the public and the nature of collective emotion. Most sex panic
scholars suggest that volatile public reaction prompts state response in debates
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over pornography or sex offenders. These studies describe “public opinion,” “pub-
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lic pressure,” “public outrage,” “public clamor,” and “public anger.”2¢ However,
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it is unclear who this public is and what exactly it is up to in exerting pressure or
producing a clamor. The public’s feelings are often similarly glossed.

As 1 discuss later, one close reading of emotional politics and a climate
of sexual shame appears in Vance’s work on the Attorney General’s Commission
on Pornography, which operated in the 1980s.2> Largely, however, the emotional
dynamics of sex panics appear only through hyperbolic metaphors (even panic
itself!). Although some scholars mention public meetings or letters to the editor,
we read about “moral fever,” “fevered atmosphere,” and “cultural fears” without
much specific discussion of the heightened emotional climate. Despite thorough-
going feminist critiques of the nineteenth-century medical use of the term hyste-
ria, it remains a popular metaphor for the collective emotion of sex panics, as in
“national hysteria” and “public hysteria.”26 We find “completely unhinged hyster-
ics” engaged in “irrational panic and hate-filled attack.”27

Inattention to the emotions of sex panics has several possible sources.
As I discussed earlier, downplaying public feelings seemingly offsets the moral
and cultural authority that conservatives give to them. In addition, emotions have
only fairly recently garnered academic attention. And, given the tendency toward
insularity in academic subfields, moral/sex panic studies have not drawn on the
contemporary social movements and cultural studies literatures on politics and
emotions. Moreover, the false binaries of cognition versus feeling and macro ver-
sus micro politics plague the study of politics. Many scholars relegate emotions to
the realm of individual or social psychology, ignoring the structural, cultural, and
political realms of feelings. Public feelings — clamor, outrage, hysteria— occupy a
seemingly inconsequential status compared with enduring regulatory structures.

While this theoretical inattention might seem to diminish the significance
of public reaction in a sex panic, it has some unfortunate analytic consequences.
For one, the broad terms public anger or public outrage give the erroneous impres-
sion of a public united in moral fury or possessed by a wave of outrage that is
largely uncontested.28 In the earliest edition of Folk Devils and Moral Panics,
Cohen noted that there was, in fact, heterogeneity to public responses in the moral
panic at Brighton.29 Indeed, there is often fierce contestation in moral politics.
Cohen called for future research to emphasize the plurality of public positions,
interests, and values, but one finds scant mention in sex panic literature of inter-
nal conflict and resistance, thus making a fractured public appear unified.

Failure to theorize the public feelings of sex panics makes “the hysterical
public” seem not only unified but also anonymous and inscrutable. lis feelings are
allegedly irrational and easily manipulated, residing outside social influence. This

renders public feeling itself seemingly impervious to social analysis. As I discuss



TRANSIENT FEELINGS

later, this approach harks back to early social theories that cast overt collective

emotion as evidence of a crowd or herd mind-set.

Public Feelings and Feeling Publics

Sex panics are locally situated in arenas of discursive interaction and debate, such
as school board meetings, legislative hearings, and town hall events —the hypo-
thetical public sphere of rational discourse. In my own research on local sex pan-
ics over sexuality education, I found that they were provoked by only a very small
minority of citizens.30 These religious conservatives—with their own sophisti-
cated discursive infrastructure —can be considered a subaltern counterpublic,
substantiating Nancy Fraser’s suggestion that subaltern counterpublics may well
be “antidemocratic and antiegalitarian.”3! Moreover, religious conservatives’ suc-
cess in sex education battles underscores how public emotion can make a frac-
tured public appear unified and a weak public appear dominant. Conservative
religious activists on the national level came to dominate the public conversation
on sex education through discursive strategies that triggered the fierce emotions of
local political debates.

This article also argues that the rational public sphere is, indeed, also
emotional. Sex panics belie an easy distinction between a rational, deliberative
public and an irrationally emotional crowd. Further, they challenge the rational/
emotional binary itself. If, as the cultural theorist Michael Warner suggests, the
public in modern society involves us in “speaking, writing, and thinking,” the pub-
lic is also an emotional field; affect suffuses these various forms of civic engage-
ment.32 Discursive strategies designed to evoke intense public affect through pro-
vocative and stigmatizing sexual rhetoric have played an important role in igniting
community battles. Individuals engage in emotional deliberation in emotional set-
tings, having been drawn into civic debate through emotional scripts.

While both popular media and academic accounts may mistake intense
emotion as the spontaneous outrage of a singular dominant public, the alleged
spontaneous outrage of panics is similarly misrepresented as a singular affect.
Yet like the “phobia” of homophobia, the “panic” of moral panic and sex panic
is metaphoric. References to hysterical mobs and stampedes in the sex panic lit-
erature are likely intended merely to conjure a climate of public volatility. Our
research might productively disaggregate the many highly condensed emotions
that constitute particular sex panics.

What, then, are the emotions of a sex panic? Broadly, the diverse emotions

of a sex panic draw their affective power from historically specific conventions in
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the broader emotional culture of sex. Sex, for Western cultures, is a paradoxical
domain of desire and dread, excitement and fear. It is taboo yet considered the
core essence of the modern self, simultaneously repulsive and attractive, disgust-
ing and vital to our happiness. This is an affectively dense mix, escalating through
social interaction and varying contextually in any given sex panic.

The term sex panic, of course, highlights aversive feelings such as fear,
anxiety, anger, hatred, and disgust. Indeed, these emotions may inhere in what
the sociologist James Jasper calls the “moral shock,” a powerful impetus for
social activism and, we might infer, moral/sex panics.33 The galvanizing outrage
of a moral shock occurs either from a sudden incident or from news perceived as
threatening. For example, sex education panics commonly erupt when one or two
parents begin to describe a program with inflammatory terms such as “sodomy
curriculum.” Although fear and anger are highly mobilizing emotions, in order for
protest to arise from moral shock, there must be a target of blame. Demonization
of an enemy is crucial in moral protests such as sex panics, in part because this
strategy triggers strong feelings of hatred that may temporarily bind together activ-
ists in opposition to a folk devil who is cast as a legitimate and deserving target.

Disgust is another powerful emotion in moral politics. It evokes sensory
images so deeply unpleasant that, as the cultural theorist William Miller says, “no
other emotion, not even hatred, paints its object so unflatteringly.”3 In sex pan-
ics related to issues such as AIDS education, sexual disgust can be particularly
powerful for mobilizing parents. Antigay materials have been used to link gay
sexuality to fetishes such as boot licking and sadomasochism in order to conjure
public disgust.

Meanwhile, a palpable frisson of pleasure may accompany the moral poli-
tics of sex panics. This emotional energy may be the dynamic Foucault had in
mind when he referred to “the pleasure of the pleasure of surveillance.”3> Emo-
tions not only attract individuals to moral conflicts such as sex panics, they may
perpetuate them through what the sociologist Jeff Goodwin and colleagues call
“the pleasures of protest.”3¢ These pleasures might involve enhanced sociality;
they can also include the enhanced energy of passionate emotional arousal.3?
Moral sentiment, however, often promotes a sense of righteousness that easily
turns to rage.?® We would do well to explore the degree to which a thrill of collec-
tive rage and scapegoating underpins particular sex panics.

Who panics in a sex panic? As I showed above, regulatory institutions mobi-
lize against sexual folk devils, inflamed by sensationalist media representation.
However, the sex panic climate does not simply exist institutionally or discursively,

most notably in media space. It also depends on public dynamics. Sex panics thrive
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in the energy generated by embodied emotional battle in public settings. Fighting
and shouting erupts at public meetings, derailing community debate. Emotional
conflicts may escalate rapidly and spread to nearby cities as though contagious.
Media coverage heightens such public arguments, prompting regulatory efforts by
politicians and other officials. It is this public volatility to which sex panic scholars
refer with metaphors such as “outraged stampede” and “rabid mob.”

For more than a century, social scientists have examined the political
significance of crowds versus publics; their emotionality or rationality; and the
role of discourse in constructing a public. This early social theory anticipates
these concerns about collective fervor that are evoked in the sex panic litera-
ture. In a necessarily brief discussion of this extensive body of work, I focus on
the varied ways that earlier theorists used to explain collective feelings and the
rapid escalation of emotional intensity and display, and then draw on cultural
sociology and cultural studies to argue that the seemingly irrational expression
of feeling during sex panics is deeply social. In a sex panic, emotional publics
temporarily engage in moral politics. Collective emotion, evoked discursively,
can bring publics into being, organizing diffuse, sometimes inchoate beliefs and

moralities into political action.

Crowds and Publics
Early European social theorists viewed overt emotion as evidence of a crowd or herd
mind-set. They condemned the crowd as a powerful, potentially disruptive, and
easily manipulated unit. Writing in the late nineteenth century, the French social
psychologist Gustave Le Bon lamented that the masses were reshaping society,
displacing old power structures that had favored the divine right of kings. Le Bon
argued that crowds form a collective mind resembling “inferior forms of evolution”
such as women, savages, and children.3° This crowd mind, he suggested, is irra-
tional, prone to sentiment and hallucination. Antidemocratic theorists such as Le
Bon saw the putative irrationality of the milling masses as a threat to social order
and elite dominance. He advocated social control measures to govern the masses,
whose alleged suggestibility rendered them unfit to govern themselves.
Sociological theorists of collective behavior challenged this antidemo-
cratic view of crowds. In perhaps the earliest of this work, Robert Ezra Park (who
launched the collective behavior field) argued in his doctoral dissertation that
the crowd (as well as the public) served to “bring individuals out of old ties and
into new ones.”0 Crowds, Park noted appreciatively, could be a vehicle for social
change, dealing the deathblow to existing institutions and introducing a new social

or political spirit.

1
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Despite the significance of emotions in early- to mid-twentieth-century
social psychology, most writers simply assumed the spontaneous irrationality of
mass sentiment. Le Bon compared the emotionally reactive crowd to leaves swirled
and scattered by tempests, a dynamic that the social psychologist Wilfred Trotter
later likened to the “herd instinct.”*! Many theorists used the metaphor of conta-
gion to describe how the emotion of each individual pervaded the entire group.
Emotional contagion in crowds, for theorists like Le Bon and Trotter, was a primi-
tive, instinctual process.

In contrast, sociologists eventually brought the notion of emotional conta-
gion into a social framework. Park viewed emotions as extremely contagious, espe-
cially in gatherings like political meetings, yet he understood collective emotions
as socially interactive. Emotional contagion, for Park, occurred when everyone’s
attention was collectively focused. Suggestibility —that herdlike quality derided
by other critics—was, he argued, a form of “collective attention.”2 While Park’s
student Herbert Blumer viewed contagion as a common mood that rapidly intensi-
fies and can “spread like wildfire,” eventually contagion theory fell from favor as
too mechanistic.*3

Although many early social theorists disagreed on the particulars, they dis-
tinguished between the emotionally irrational crowd and the discursively engaged,
rational public. Early-twentieth-century social theorists such as the French scholar
Gabriel de Tarde viewed “the public” as the new social form of modernity brought
into being by an expanding mass media.* Unlike the physical crowds of the older
marketplaces, the modern public was dispersed and fragmented, brought together
through the shared experience of newspaper reading. The public, for Park, was a
“universe of discourse,” a notion that reached its apotheosis in the theater of ratio-
nal discourse known as the bourgeois public sphere.*>

In contrast to the deliberative style of political engagement idealized in
the concept of the public sphere, crowds were seen as anomic. Their individuals
lacked an enduring social tie that would seemingly protect them from being swept
up into emotional fervor. It was visceral emotion rather than deliberative reason
that characterized a crowd, discrediting the crowd as irrational. Implicit in this
distinction between a crowd and a public, of course, is the problematic assumption
that emotion itself is irrational, constituted outside social influence, and devoid of
power to forge bonds among crowd members.

Still, even some early theorists worried that the boundary between the
emotional crowd and the rational public is clearly porous. The same burgeoning
media that, however partially and imperfectly, brought a public into being could

also create news events to cultivate mass emotion and manipulate public opinion.
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The social psychologist Edward Ross, for example, saw the press as effecting mass
suggestion among a public that no longer had to be physically present as a crowd in
order to “share the same rage, alarm, enthusiasm, or horror.”® Mass media of the
twentieth century, in Ross’s view, thus constituted a “space-annihilating” appara-
tus, a conclusion shared by the political theorist Graham Wallas, who dubbed this
development “organized thought.”7

As T suggest later, discourse has the power to bring into being publics
produced through what might instead be called organized feeling. The term tran-
sient feelings, however, more accurately captures this powerful but fleeting coales-
cence of emotion. Hostilities temporarily bind citizens together in explosive public
events whose fury is captured in, and further cultivated by, media coverage. These
hostilities are not the instinctual and irrational reflexes of the milling crowd, as
imagined by earlier theorists, nor are they the rabid mobs described by contempo-
rary scholars. These are emotional publics, produced through specific historical

and social conditions, engaged in moral politics.

The “Panic” of Moral Panic
The panic had a long lineage by the time Cohen adopted the term. Blumer had

referred to panics as a form of primitive grouping, like the stampede and the riot,
while the sociologist Neil Smelser defined panic as collective flight based on “hys-
terical beliefs.”*8 Panics represented extreme, disorganized fear and flight, such
as that seen on the battlefield, in burning buildings, or during natural disasters.

Cohen’s moral panic was a different conceptual animal; it afforded the
panic logic and cyclic structure, while the term itself acknowledged the affec-
tive component of these episodic dramas. Cohen himself shifted perspective on
the nature of the actual “panic,” variously describing it as concern, outrage, or
“a splutter of rage.” The first edition of Folk Devils and Moral Panics in 1972,
in which Cohen compared the moral panic with mass reaction to, for example,
natural disasters, drew criticism that the moral panic was yet another version of
the irrational crowd or herd mentality.50 In the thirtieth-anniversary edition of
his book, Cohen wrote that he had once downgraded the panic to “mere meta-
phor” after criticism of his use of the term.5! He later insisted on the usefulness
of “panic” as an idiom for a particular emotional outburst—the “microphysics of
outrage” (xxxi). His moral panic was a step away from the herd of early-twentieth-
century social theorists and toward situating collective emotional expression in a
social and political context.

Still, discussions of moral panic have lacked a theory of the emotional

dimension that panic so viscerally evokes. In this sense, the term was a product
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of its historical moment, the “rational turn” in 1970s social sciences. Inspired
by radical protests of the 1960s, social theorists of the 1970s de-emotionalized
theories of collective action. They stressed the strategic rationality of activists to
counter classical notions of the irrationally emotional actor.52 The cognitive prac-
tices of the allegedly rational actor moved to the foreground of psychology, politi-
cal science, and sociology.

The current renaissance in the study of emotion across the disciplines now
allows us to view moral/sex panics not as reflexes of the milling crowd but as
social and political practices that produce public feelings. Although a complete
review of this literature exceeds the scope of the present article, | briefly mention
scholarship on the politics of emotions in sociological theories of social movements
and in humanities research, particularly history and cultural studies.

In the introduction to their influential collection on emotions and social
movements, Passionate Politics, the sociologists Jeff Goodwin, James Jasper, and
Francesca Polletta observe that in these last several decades of backlash against
earlier notions of the irrational crowd, “emotions have led a shadow existence” in
the study of politics.>3 Recently, however, sociologists have drawn from symbolic
interactionism, social constructionism, and the cultural sociology of emotions to
examine myriad connections among social movements, politics, and public feel-
ings. For example, social movement theorists, particularly feminists, have dem-
onstrated how feelings such as love and anger play a significant part in both the
strategic actions and internal dynamics of movements.>* In his call for a more
comprehensive examination of feelings in protest movements, Jasper has shown
how social movement concepts such as identity and frames have significant emo-
tional dimensions.>> A proliferation of edited volumes, case studies, and special
journal issues have articulated new theoretical perspectives and added to our
empirical evidence of the operations of emotions in politics.>°

Research on emotion and politics burgeons in the humanities as well.
Informed by social constructionist theory that posits emotion as variable across
eras and cultures, historians are exploring how dynamics of emotional expression
vary during specific periods. For example, in American Cool, Peter Stearns argues
that emotional conventions in this country have evolved from a late-nineteenth-
century valorization of emotional intensity into a contemporary ethos of emotional
restraint (my own research belies this view). Meanwhile, literary theorists exam-
ine emotions in cultural politics as, for example, in Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s
rich explorations of shame, and Lauren Berlant’s analysis of rhetorics of affective
persuasion in the intimate public sphere.5” (Berlant is also a cofounder of Feel

Tank Chicago, a group of activists, academics, and artists in creative and criti-
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cal engagement with the public feelings of the U.S. political sphere.) Linda Kintz
shows how the Right creates “resonance” for its politics among a diverse public
through the skillful use of intimate emotions, and Ann Cvetkovich explores how
affective experience shapes public culture.58 The cultural theorist Sara Ahmed
takes up many of the subjects in this article from the perspective of philosophy
and cultural studies, while post-structuralist analysis has suggested how emotions
could be deployed in the governance of the self, a notion with clear significance for
moral/sex panics.> This work is significant for its attention to the affective dimen-
sion of political culture.

Social theory on emotions has advanced significantly since Le Bon wrote
that the feelings of an individual in a crowd “are atavistic residuum of the instincts
of the primitive man.”¢® However, early theorists’ convictions that collective feel-
ings were irrational, residing outside the social, have had lingering influence,
including in the moral/sex panic literatures. What follows draws on diverse social
and cultural theories to propose alternative strategies for examining emotions, pol-
itics, and moral/sex panics. Unbraiding the twists of emotion in specific sex panics
helps us ground transient feelings in local social contexts and recognize them as
products of specific political strategies. We can explore how public feelings are
evoked, in what ways they are expressed, whether and how resistance emerges in
a competing public, how collective emotions fade, and under what circumstances

they might backfire against those who seek to provoke them.

Dramaturgical Production of Transient Feelings

If it can be pleasurable to engage in moral panics, it can also be pleasurable to
study them. I was, for several contented years, “the sociologist as voyeur”—a term
Laud Humphreys coined in his enduring book Tearoom Trade to convey the pas-
stonate pleasures of social research.! Yet one morning when I picked up the news-
paper and saw that yet another nasty conflict over sex education was raging in a
city to the north of me, I paused before packing the car. I couldn’t bear the idea of
visiting one more virulent school board meeting. What'’s this about? I wondered.
Sex panics were thrilling— all that fighting, shoving, and screaming was at least
as compelling as those tabloid television shows that were proliferating at that very
mid-1990s moment. And vyet, oddly, I realized I was bored. Initially I had viewed
the fighting and vitriol as spontaneous eruptions of community disagreement.
Then I began to discern striking stimilarities in both the form and content of local
sex panics. It was as if there were a national script, rendering every unhappy city

unhappy in precisely the same way. I had anticipated, and found, an eerie unifor-
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mity in activists” accounts of their beliefs and motivations.%? Both seasoned activists
and newcomers repeated rhetoric right down to the exact same stories, sentences,
and even phrases. Moreover, activists “borrowed” freely from each other, and many
anti—sex education documents read like carbon copies. Often I recognized material
as verbatim quotes from the documents of national Christian right-wing groups. At
times, reading the local documents from widely diverse communities was like grad-
ing papers from a course in which every student had plagiarized from the same
text, right down to the typos and bad grammar. I had been less alert to the affective
dynamics of communities in conflict, with citizens expressing the same feelings in
precisely the same ways. | began to feel as if [ were in my very own Groundhog Day

of field research, each emotional conflict seemingly repeating the one before it.

Part of the cultural power of sex panics is that they are read as unmediated public
expressions of the attitudes and feelings of individual Americans in response to
controversial issues. But if, as I am arguing, sex panics are not simply indig-
enous uprisings, how can we interpret disagreements among citizens that become
hostile, even violent, sex panics? There are different analytic approaches to the
emotional intensity of moral/sex panics. As I discussed earlier, many sex panic
researchers simply avoid the problem of collective volatility, presuming it to be
irrational outrage. Others view emotions as perhaps the deepest, most natural
expression of our core selves. “The public is outraged!” Headlines of this sort
demand regulatory action.

The sociologists Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda suggest that we
can empirically measure the proportionality or disproportionality of public anxi-
ety.93 Collective uprisings can be considered moral panics, they argue, only when
public fears far exceed the putative actual harm posed by the condition or group.
Social scientists, they argue, could empirically evaluate the (dis)proportionality of
public feelings by measuring the degree of threat posed by erstwhile folk devils in
any collective outburst.®* Such evidence, supposedly, could reveal whether intense
public feelings are justifiable. This approach has many problems. In addition to
the ahistorical reification of emotion, it lands us in the quagmire of debating the
reality or unreality of public feeling.

Rather than ignore public feelings, study them as static entities subject
to empirical verification, or afford them the moral power of collective outrage, |
suggest that they are transient social practices that are dramaturgically produced
in a specific historical context. In this section, I foreground the transient feel-
ings of sex panics as they appear in such local contexts as town meetings, school

board sessions, legislative hearings, and public protests. | suggest that emotional
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actors in local sex panics are not acting irrationally, outside the social. Nor are
they merely expressing authentic outrage. | have shown elsewhere that these debates
are often scripted; virtually identical dialogue is often employed not only in different
communities but across decades.®> The emotional arc of sex panics can be similarly
routinized, as outrage, anger, and disgust are dramatized in public arenas.

As a sociological paradigm, dramaturgy explores the creation of meaning,
emphasizing the situational context rather than the causes of individual and social
behavior.0¢ Dramaturgy posits social life as a series of performances, deploying
metaphors of the theater—settings, cast, audience, staging, masks —to explain
human action. Erving Goffman, who is considered the “godfather of dramaturgy”
within sociology, concentrated on surfaces, appearances, and impressions rather
than a fundamental, core self.67 The self, he argued, is a performed character,
“a dramatic effect arising diffusely from a scene that is presented.”®8 Dramaturgy
underscores that the self and identity are not stable and autonomous but inherently
social, accomplished through interactive performance rather than preceding it.

By extension, I suggest that emotions are similarly dramaturgical. Although
intense feelings appear seemingly “contagious” in mass settings, they are best
viewed as scripted and situationally produced rather than instinctively aroused,
authentic sentiments.® This perspective on emotions as social does not mean they
are not “real.” The dichotomy between real and scripted is a false one in its impli-
cation that there is emotion/thought/behavior that is original and outside culture.
As 1 show below, a dramaturgical approach to the transient feelings of politics
underscores the importance of space, discursive scripts, situational events, and

social actors engaged in strategic performances.

The Scripts of Sex Panics

As early social theorists recognized, discourse brings a public into being. Sex
panics can be understood as an emotional public brought into being by the feeling
rules and expression norms of particular sexual discourses. Coined by the soci-
ologist Arlie Hochschild, the term feeling rules denotes social guidelines for how
individuals will produce and manage affect.”” Like feeling rules, which govern
the content of daily emotional life, expression or display norms govern emotional
behavior.”! These norms cue us to the appropriate range and intensity by which to
communicate (and interpret) feelings. There is, for example, a palpable difference
in tone, gesture, and volume between showing irritation and expressing rage. Feel-
ing and expression norms constitute an important way in which emotions are not
outside the social. Emotion is not an unmediated response but an arena of social

performance entailing systems of meanings, norms, motivation, and social reaction.
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Moreover, these social norms deeply affect the individual, in the ways that they
shape embodied feelings.

Sex panic discourses authorize and legitimate particular ways of thinking
and talking about sex in public.” In addition, feeling rules, Hochschild notes,
are the “underside of ideology.”?® Likewise, I argue that both feeling and expres-
sion rules, the norms that define emotional tone and expectations of a situation,
are interwoven through the language and symbols of discourses such as those of
religious conservatives. Discourse not only authorizes and legitimates particular
ways of thinking and talking but ways of feeling as well. This is, as the cultural
theorist Raymond Williams said, “not feeling against thought, but thought as felt
and feeling as thought.”7

Discourse, rhetoric, and language have received widespread attention in
the mainstream media since the 2004 presidential election. Linguists such as
George Lakoff in his influential book Don’t Think of an Elephant! and Geoffrey
Nunberg in Talking Right argue that Republicans have captured the terms of
public debate through powerful political frames and resonant language.” Social
movement theorists have long defined frames as interpretive schemata that code
issues and events into common understandings.

However, many sociologists have argued that the framing approach is lim-
ited in several ways, including its failure to encompass a theory of power in its
analysis of different framing strategies employed by conservatives as compared
with liberals. Framing theory, as many linguists and social movement theorists
use it, is largely cognitive; it ignores the important emotional dimension in the
success or failure of frames. Finally, the framing concept is fairly static, failing to
account for the instability of discourses and language.” As I discuss later (and as
is also implicit in the term transient feelings), this instability applies to the emo-
tional dimensions of frames (and scripts) as well.

I use the term sex panic scripts to denote affectively rich ways of talk-
ing. Intended to evoke intense emotional responses, the scripts themselves are
emotional. When they are successful, scripts represent, to paraphrase Williams,
speech as felt. I am not suggesting a mechanistic or deterministic process, how-
ever. Discourse is unpredictable, and the plurality of discourses in operation dur-
ing any particular conflict may trigger unexpected reactions and counterreactions.
The notion of sex panic scripts is meant to suggest merely one way in which social
factors can create emotional publics as part of panics.

Sex panic scripts stress danger and disease. They employ provocative lan-
guage and symbols, scapegoating, and depravity narratives. Their striking simi-

larity in both form and content, even across decades, is an important indication
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of how national organizations can authorize specific ways of thinking and talking
through their broader discourses. These national scripts are exported to the local
level through printed resources, prominent speakers, and media such as evan-
gelical television, radio, and now the Internet. In Goffmanesque fashion, scripts
(along with the staging of public space) encourage the production of feelings such
as outrage and fear in community debates. By the end of the century, conserva-
tive religious activists came to dominate the public conversation on sex education
through discourse that triggered fierce, albeit transient, emotions.

Sex panic scripts rely heavily on tales about sexual groups or issues that
use distortion, hyperbole, or outright fabrication. Two prominent depravity narra-
tives circulated in the late 1960s in sex education battles. The first story was that
a sex education teacher had had intercourse in front of the class as a pedagogical
strategy. The second was that male students raped a teacher after they watched a
sex-ed film in class. Other tales circulated to the effect that children were being
encouraged to fondle each other, sexual intercourse would be taught in kindergar-
ten, schools would install coed bathrooms with no partitions between stalls, and
youth were being told about bestiality with donkeys and sheep.

A crucial element of sex panic scripts is evocative sexual language and
imagery. Conservatives use strategic vocabularies and images to outrage and
thereby mobilize a diverse constituency. For example, critics of a first-grade teach-
er’s guide in New York City that mentioned leshian and gay families dubbed it
“homosexual/lesbian propaganda” that was “teaching sodomy to first graders.”
The allegation of “sodomy curriculum” conjured up images of six-year-olds learn-
ing about oral and anal sex. Some conservatives insisted on calling gay individu-
als “sodomites,” characterized gay reform initiatives as “sex clubs” or “sodomy

29 6,

curricula,” and described homosexuality as “sodomy,” “anal sex,” “deviant sex

2

practices,” “sodomythology,” and “homosexology.” In other sex education con-
flicts, opponents described curricular materials as “pornography.”

Sex panic scripts operate as what Ahmed calls “sticky signs,” or words that
accumulate affective value.”” Ahmed stresses that emotions do not reside within
texts; rather, texts “work” emotionally through the “sticking” of signs to bodies.
The language and images in sex panic scripts are cultural and historical, interact-
ing with negative affects in the broader sexual culture. Sex panic scripts employ
frank sexual language in a context intended to be emotionally evocative, in order
to prompt fears of sexual transgression and perversion.

The emotions of sex education conflicts are intensified by conventions in
the broader emotional culture, such as those concerning children and sexuality.

Our modern ideal of an asexual, pure childhood requires shielding young peo-
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ple from all sexual knowledge.™ Since the earliest calls for sex education in the
public schools at the turn of the twentieth century, the phantasm of the innocent
child corrupted by sexual information has provoked controversy. Embedded in
the iconic image of the sexually innocent child is the emotional expectation to
feel uneasy, at best, when sexual speech in any way connects to childhood. Sex
education opponents hope to produce anger, fear, and disgust among parents by
tapping those affective expectations inherent in our cultural narrative about vio-
lating childhood innocence. Provocative speech about sexuality is used to scare
parents with threats to their children and to mobilize parents into overt emotional
displays opposing comprehensive sex education. Rather than being an instinctual
reaction, the public expression of anger and intolerance is cultivated in sex educa-

tion debates.

Scapegoating
Moral/sex panics depend on a folk devil, an issue or minority group that is scape-
goated. Hence sex panic scripts demonize sexual groups or issues through asso-
ciation with highly stigmatized forms of sexuality. Warner notes that despite the
contemporary public visibility of sexuality, “anyone who is associated with actual
sex can be spectacularly demonized.”? Indeed, strong language in sex panics is
intended to scapegoat its folk devils. While these folk devils are often members
of sexual minorities, sometimes they are simply individuals who have acquired
a “courtesy stigma” through employment or political involvement with sexual
issues.80

Sex educators have been vulnerable to such stigma for decades, through
scripts that depict them as sexually troubled, out of control, or perverted. In the
1960s, hate mail flooded the office of a prominent sex education advocate, calling
her “Mistress of the Devil” and “Misfit Prostitute of Hell.”8! More recently, conser-
vatives have described sex educators as “the pornographers in the public school
system.”82 In the 1990s, the national right-wing activist Judith Riesman claimed
that sex educators tend to be pedophiles seeking access to young people.83

A scapegoating script usually entails lengthy lists of sexual terms, many of
which are unfamiliar or denote uncommon sexual practices. As a political strategy,
sexual demonization deploys deeply unpleasant sensory images in what William
Miller calls “the idiom of disgust,” a powerful tool in moral politics.84 Disgust
reinforces social boundaries over which citizens are worthy and acceptable and
which are not. For example, Pat Robertson, founder of the Christian Coalition, said

about Planned Parenthood, “It is teaching kids to fornicate, teaching people to
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have adultery, teaching people to get involved in every kind of bestiality, homosex-
uality, lesbianism — everything that the Bible condemns.”85 These are the sorts of
terms, or “sticky signs,” that Ahmed suggests operate in an economy of disgust,
sticking to certain bodies such that they become disgusting.80

Opponents of gay rights link gay sexuality to historically stigmatized sex-
ual activities. Antigay videos, such as The Gay Agenda (released by a group called
“The Report” in 1992), associated gay sexuality with eating and smearing feces,
drinking and bathing in urine, and other fetishes. High-profile religious conser-
vatives made heavy use of a sexual scapegoating script in response to landmark
gay rights rulings. After the Supreme Court nullified sodomy laws in Lawrence
v. Texas (2003), Justice Antonin Scalia warned that without such laws it would
be impossible to uphold “state laws against bigamy, same-sex marriage, adult
incest, prostitution, masturbation, adultery, fornication, bestiality, and obscenity.”
Admonitions about bestiality proliferated after the Massachusetts Supreme Judi-
cial Court legalized gay marriage in that state. This rhetoric prompted the Village
Voice journalist Richard Goldstein’s article about “petaphilia” and the “man-dog
marriage panic.”87 Goldstein claimed that a LexisNexis search turned up over a
thousand citations of this rhetoric, a clear example of the proliferation of this sex

panic script.

Emotional Space
Setting matters. Against the grain of a therapeutic culture of individualism, sociol-
ogy argues for the power of context and situation. The emotions of sex panics do not
primarily and originally reside within the individuals who constitute a public but
are brought into being by the situation. Certain settings are more densely config-
ured than others to produce emotions through particular webs of scripts, staging,
actors. (Think, for example, of a funeral home.) Space itself is emotionally satu-
rated, and, in turn, spatial elements transmit the feeling and expression rules that
fuel sex panics. A buzz can be produced through spatial features such as police
presence; the visibility of reporters or other media; picketers protesting inside or
outside the event; a domineering, provocative chairperson; and arguments erupting
in hallways or lobbies. Some of these elements, such as warning signs posted in a
meeting place, might be thought of as props, in Goffman’s dramaturgical sense. In
this section, I discuss the emotional geography of local sex panics such as those
unfolding in public meetings and legislative hearing rooms.88

Situational norms for emotional expression can be transmitted formally

through institutional mechanisms. In her research on the Meese Commission,
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Vance exposed the shrewd tactics by which antipornography officials in the Rea-
gan administration created an emotional climate of shame and intimidation during
the commission’s public hearings. Commissioners humiliated witnesses who did
not hew to an antipornography ideology and frequently projected sexually charged
images of stigmatized behavior in the federal courthouse chambers, thereby fos-
tering an atmosphere of anxious arousal. These strategies, Vance noted, produced
“the ritual airing and affirmation of sexual shame in a public setting.”89 Individ-
ual resistance to these institutional mechanisms of shaming can be almost impos-
sible, since any objection to the proceedings is itself stigmatized and dismissed.
Known for her work on the power of pleasure for feminist politics, Vance correctly
anticipated that the emotional atmosphere produced by right-wing “pleasures of
looking” would become a political force with which to reckon.90

In other contexts, media and word of mouth can establish permission, even
expectations for, conspicuous display of feelings. These might include attempts
to dominate meetings, shouting, and shoving matches. Newspaper headlines and
articles emphasize feelings of rage and hatred, often framed in the language of
battle: “A Fight Rages . . .”; “Battlelines Drawn . . .”; “Amid the Uproar . . .”
They not only sell newspapers but coach citizens in the emotional possibilities
of town meetings: “Parents: Emotion Is Running High,” “Parents Clash . . . )”
“Outcry Grows. . . .” These articles spread the message that public meetings are
polarized in irreconcilable hostilities. Nearby towns that have not even had con-
flicts often take preventive measures such as assembling a police presence. At
one town meeting | attended, written warnings circled the auditorium: ALLOW
SPEAKERS TO FINISH THEIR PRESENTATIONS; THIS MEETING IS NOT
A DEBATE!; RAISE YOUR HAND AND STAY IN YOUR SEAT. The very pres-
ence of these structural deterrents sets an emotional tone. Telling people what is
prohibited instructs them in what is possible.

Physical proximity facilitates the escalation of emotional intensity. Large
numbers of people can establish the expectation of unrestrained emotional dis-
plays and demonstrations of fury. One school board president in Brooklyn said,
“In the early meetings people were yelling ‘Faggots out!” and stuff like that. We
stopped that and tried to create a tone that didn’t let any of that happen. But every
once in a while people just went off the rails, and publicly—a thousand people in
the audience.”9! In these large public settings, emotional acts and outbursts can
seem like obligatory forms of civic engagement. He continued, “The thing I did
understand is that you needed a mass to do that. The same people who were pas-
sionately and wildly furious in large group settings were different in smaller group

settings.” A school board member in another town concurred that people reacted
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very differently in mass settings. She said, “People that I trusted and had good
relationships with would at least engage me in dialogue and they never came out
and verbally abused me except at public meetings where everybody was yelling
and you couldn’t figure out what they were calling you.”92 This is not the primi-
tive contagion described by early-twentieth-century social theorists but a mani-
festation of transient feelings. Because emotions are interactive, different settings
establish different affective norms.

Sex panic scripts, seemingly static when out of context, come alive in pub-
lic settings. When conservatives at public demonstrations called a curriculum
that mentions gay families “the sodomy curriculum,” they recuperated histori-
cal meanings about the perversion of homosexuality while also tapping emotional
expectations of fear or anger on the part of concerned parents. Speakers can use
fiery rhetoric to inspire public performances of feeling, an important element of
sex panic emotion work. The spectacle of a crowd in action, leaping to its collec-
tive feet, acts as a further emotional accelerant. One parent later told me how she
was galvanized by a speaker: “I see this woman up there, and she gets up and in
the middle of this just flips out. I mean, the woman, I don’t think she went crazy
but she was slamming her fists down and —do you remember how she was? She
was ‘Stand up if you would die for your children!” Wow, this is heavy. You know, I
just thought, do we want to teach this or don’t we?”’93 Never before involved with
sex education, this mother became an activist right after the forum, showing how
emotion can draw us into civic and political engagement.

Sex panics depend on repetition for their power. This feature makes them
not simply performances (which might or might not be unique) but performative,
that is, governed by the repetition of a prior set of authorizing norms while appear-
ing to be eruptions outside the social.®* The performativity of sex panic emotion
underscores the productive power in repeating regulatory norms. The reproduc-
tion of highly charged sexual speech by critics who wish to censor it is a familiar
tactic in sex-related political contests.?> Sex education opponents commonly read
explicit sexual materials aloud at public venues. One activist from the 1960s told
me how, undaunted by imposed three-minute time limits, people would line up at
the microphone and simply hand off the material to the next person like a baton
in a relay race.%0 In the 1990s, one community school board chair told me she
privately warned a sex education opponent four times that he couldn’t read explicit
sections of a book at school board meetings, so he called various media and read
the text over the phone. Finally, at a public meeting he read a section on sexual
foreplay and oral sex.97

The tactic of repeating the unspeakable is intended to produce public feel-
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ings. Local sex panics depend on iterative public dramatizations deploying these
scripts.98 Sexual language and images are strategically repeated in order to trigger
intense emotional displays of anger, fear, and disgust, even if an audience is skep-
tical. Regardless of whether the activists themselves or their audience believed
these provocative scripts, they encourage citizens to express sexual fears for politi-
cal purposes. This can foster the social process that earlier theorists described as
“contagion.” It should not be surprising that, indeed, scary rhetoric often scares, or
hateful images evoke hatred through the stickiness of such signs. Alternatively, as
I explain below, individuals perform the emotion work necessary to produce such
feelings, however briefly. Moreover, sexually charged language and the screening
of taboo images in an anomalous public setting create an atmosphere that Vance
described as “excited repression,” further heightening and complicating the col-
lective mood.?? This electricity can transmit and escalate affect in settings such as
school board meetings.

I have argued that sex panics are temporal and spatial events in which
intense feelings are evoked, produced, and homogenized into a seemingly unified
public emotional reaction. Although they depend on situated conflict, however,
they are not simply confined to physical space. Heightened media coverage that is
characteristic of sex panics, and the “space-annihilating” feature of mass media,
generate a broader sex panic climate. This generalized emotional combustibility,
in circular fashion, may well then prompt situated conflicts such as demonstra-
tions, informal arguments, even violence. And out of this hostile emotional climate

arise police action, legislative hearings, and policy implementation.

The Affective Citizens of a Panic

Sex panics, such as those over sex education, are a form of citizenship politics.
These struggles determine which sexualities will be recognized and valued, what
will be spoken, and what remains excluded and silenced. Sex panics may buttress
state regulatory power by implementing policy or legislation that restricts sexual
rights. This has certainly been the case with comprehensive sexuality education,
for which the space is shrinking in U.S. public schools.1%0 Advocacy groups now
argue that access to sexual knowledge is not simply an individual privilege or
health concern but a fundamental element of citizenship. In 2001, for example,
the National Coalition against Censorship opposed reauthorizing federal funding
for abstinence-only programs, saying that they exercise government control over
what students were allowed to “read, see, hear, think, and say.”!0! These programs

not only constrain teachers from speaking but also determine acceptable and
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legitimate boundaries of speech. Sex panics are public arguments about sexual
citizenship.

I have shown how the affective discourse of religious conservatives can
amplify local debate into a sex panic. But how, specifically, is the individual
drawn into this realm of citizenship politics? How does affective discourse bring
into being the affective citizens of an emotional public? I have earlier noted a
tendency in the sex panic literature to view heightened emotions as hysterical or
irrational. This perspective would suggest that individuals are simply manipulated
or dupes of the crowd mind. Conversely, when religious conservatives insist on the
moral authenticity of collective outrage, it suggests that individuals respond to sex
panic scripts because of deep religious and political predispositions. Unlike either
of these perspectives, a dramaturgical approach allows us to see how historically
specific and situational factors can produce outbursts of public feelings.

In the theater of a local moral/sex panic, we observe one specific formation
of affective citizenship. I would suggest that some citizens at explosive public events
produce affect that they decide is called for by the situation. They read the feel-
ing and expression rules, and they temporarily produce public displays of emotion.
They do so partly to conform to the feeling rules in discursive scripts and partly to
conform to norms of emergent expression. At times, the emotions of moral/sex pan-
ics may have a cultural logic, serving as a form of social communication among
multiple publics.

Individuals may escalate public emotion as a response to the feeling rules
and expression rules that both circulate in the broader culture and are implicit in
political discourses. When political activists evoke feelings, they do not tap into
essences that are outside discourse and culture. Rather, they engage in strategic
practices that will motivate individuals to engage in what Hochschild calls “emo-
tion work” —the effort to produce “a desired feeling which is initially absent.”102
We engage in “emotion work,” or emotion management, to produce feelings suitable
to the situation.

This is not merely a mechanistic process in which feelings are faked. On the
contrary, Hochschild identifies two levels of emotion management. “Surface acting”
is the Goffmanesque monitoring of outward appearance such as gestures and facial
expression. Additionally, Hochschild argues that adults have considerable capacity
to manage their emotions, and in a complex process of microaction that she calls
“deep acting,” individuals can evoke or suppress internal feelings in order to cor-
respond with emotional norms and conventions. Deep acting entails actively working

to produce a normatively appropriate feeling or banish an errant one. Individuals
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tap their knowledge about the feeling and expression rules in the broader emotional
culture in order to accomplish the emotion work required in both surface and deep
acting, and both entail some level of emotional embodiment.

The production and display of intense affect can serve as social commu-
nication in its own right. Emotional displays may become signifiers of identity,
status, and beliefs. Moreover, individuals may engage in emotion work to com-
municate very different messages, reminding us that despite the power of norms,
participants do not necessarily have identical experiences of the event. Whether
through “surface” or “deep” acting, citizens who express fear or anger may be
doing so in order to communicate political beliefs, sexual orientation, degree of
religiosity, or even parental protectiveness. For example, one parent told me she
began shouting at a public event in order to signal concern for her children, while
an official who failed to protest publicly the inclusion of masturbation in a school
curriculum told me that she had been made to “feel dirty” and neglectful as
a parent.

This notion of emotion work for social communication is further evidence
that the public feelings of sex panic are neither irrational nor core authentic
expression. It suggests, rather, that audiences are themselves strategic actors,
sometimes deploying emotional displays for their own purposes. The use of such
displays for a specific presentation of self is another way in which feeling, both
individual and collective, is profoundly social. This sort of emotion work bridges
the personal and the political, and the public sphere of conflict and everyday
citizenship.

I found surface acting to be prevalent in local sex education conflicts, dur-
ing which citizens at times hewed to particular emotional norms solely for commu-
nication, regardless of whether they actually believed in the rhetoric. At one town
meeting | attended, a speaker exhorted audience members to leap to their feet if
they would be willing to die for their children. Virtually the entire audience imme-
diately arose. Most were clapping, although a strong undercurrent of grumbling
suggested surface acting on the part of some who were on their feet. By calling
for the performance of public feeling to demonstrate parental caring, this speaker
made it difficult for parents to remain seated. On these occasions, individuals, as
social agents, produce and display feelings for social communication. Still, the
situational pressures underscore a coercive dimension of these social and political
demands to produce suitable feelings.

Indeed, Hochschild aptly notes that in emotion work, especially deep act-
ing, we can grasp the reach of the social into the individual psyche. In both

surface and deep acting, response to social norms may produce affect. In this
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sense, Hochschild challenges characterizations of moral/sex panic emotion as
hysterical, moblike behavior. If anything, Hochschild’s concept of emotion work
tends toward the cognitive, where individuals produce emotion in response to
their reading of social norms.

So, what about the “vibe” of public feelings —the energy of collective
affect and the physical sensations of the emotional body? In moral panics, how
might we understand the corporeality of emotion, how emotional experience trans-
forms “the embodied vehicle of conduct” and likewise permeates a broader emo-
tional climate?103 With some interesting intersections, scholars in both sociology
and cultural studies are troubling the familiar boundaries between the biological
and social, and natural and cultural, dimensions of emotion.!94 This work explores
how emotion works on the body and how it seems to be transmitted among indi-
viduals in a group situation, reworking late-nineteenth-century ideas of the crowd
mind and contagion.!05

Ahmed argues that emotions like hate and disgust operate to reorganize or
“re-form” both social and bodily space. The language of hate, as manifested, for
example, through hate crime, transforms surfaces of bodies and their alignment
with each other in physical space, as “the hated” is expelled from social proximity.
Likewise, disgust operates through a relationship between bodies, or “the inter-
corporeality of the disgust encounter.”196 In her intriguing book The Transmission
of Affect, the feminist theorist and humanities professor Teresa Brennan asks who
has not, at least once, “walked into a room and ‘felt the atmosphere’?”’107 Brennan
uses the term transmission of affect to describe a process that is social in origin but
biological and physical in effect. Socially induced affect changes our bodies and in
turn is transmitted in social groups. The emotions of a person or crowd can enter the
body of another, either enhancing or depressing that individual’s emotional energy.
Inverting Hochschild, Brennan argues that affects evoke thoughts; individuals may
become emotionally attuned, or “entrained,” even though the particular meanings
one attaches to those affects will vary. Much more specific than Ahmed in theoriz-
ing the mechanism of transmission, Brennan combines diverse social theories with
neuroendocrinology to suggest that affective energy moves among humans through
palpable chemical and electrical exchanges. In particular, she believes we “feel the
atmosphere” through unconscious olfaction. Brennan applies this idea to conditions
such as chronic fatigue syndrome and attention deficit disorder.

Like Brennan, the sociologist Randall Collins explores embodied emotion
and its entrainment in collectivities.198 Collins argues, following Emile Durkheim
and Goffman, that when human bodies share space, the result is body synchro-

nization and rhythmic alignment. The energy of bodies attunes to the energy of
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other bodies. Occasions with a high degree of emotional entrainment, along with
a mutual focus of attention, constitute what he calls interaction rituals. Although
it is impossible here to capture adequately Collins’s expansive concept of inter-
action ritual, several aspects of his research suggest further areas of inquiry
concerning moral panics. He argues, for example, that interaction rituals pump
up emotional energy in individuals, which becomes a gratifying experience that
individuals seek to replicate. These group experiences leave them with a height-
ened sense of the group’s moral rightness and its need to adhere to its symbols
and defend them. Collins’s arguments place intense emotional embodiment at the
heart of moral politics and panics.

These social and cultural theories help us consider the charged vibe of
moral panics—the energetic and embodied quality of the escalation and spread
of public feelings. While it might seem to evoke the organicity of Le Bon’s swirl-
ing leaves and Trotter’s herd instinct, contagion is rather a social process and a
physical experience for Brennan and Collins. The transmission and escalation of
emotional energy depend on a shared focus of attention and physical proximity.
(Collins argues that powerful symbols keep individuals emotionally engaged in
the absence of the social group, and I would suggest the same is true of discursive
scripts.) Ahmed, however, rejects the contagion or transmission model embraced
by Brennan. You might enter a room and feel the atmosphere, but you may readily
discover that others in fact do not share those feelings. Emotion is not a property
passed along to others, she argues. Despite their disagreements, these theorists
expand the possibilities for social and cultural research on the emotional spark
of sex panic and its embodiments. Moreover, they may help us think through the

ways that sex panics fade.

Denouement

In one town I visited, the emotional strategies deployed by conservative activists
intent on provoking a sex panic ultimately backfired on them. Religious conserva-
ties on the school board enacted the most restrictive public school antigay speech
initiative in the nation. It banned any instructional or counseling activity that
had “the effect of encouraging or supporting homosexuality as a positive lifestyle
alternative.”199 Suddenly, the town was galvanized by discussion of homosexual-
ity. One newspaper proclaimed, “Homosexuality remained foremost on the minds
of residents on Tuesday’s raucous School Board meeting, the first since the board
approved a landmark policy last month banning any mention of homosexuality in

a positie light.”10 Visibility and support for gay issues further increased on the
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night of the school board vote, when protesters held the city’s firsi-ever gay rights
rally in the school’s parking lot. About 150 participants stood in peaceful protest
outside the school, where speakers addressed them from the back of a pickup truck
adorned with American flags.1"! A local newspaper covering the rally concluded
that “the angry debate over a policy that seeks to limit discussion of homosexuality
will have the opposite effect, making students more interested than ever before in
talking about it in school.”M2 One teacher said the conservative Christian major-
ity on the school board “took out the smoking gun, which is homosexuality, and
it backfired on them because it enraged the town.”'3 In the end, the anger that

conservatives mobilized was directed back toward themselves.

The sociologist Philip Jenkins wondered in his book Moral Panic, “Why has the
public been so fickle with its fear?”114 Although his question concerns the char-
acteristically cyclical nature of moral panics, it might just as easily speak to the
unpredictability of emotional politics. Moral panics end. And when people aren’t
provoked by emotional scripts, conservatives risk encountering ambivalence and
indifference or even fostering the circumstances for public resistance wherein pro-
vocative speech casts suspicion on the speakers rather than the targets.

The concept of transient feelings situates public emotionality in social,
temporal, and spatial contexts rather than in the irrationality or false conscious-
ness of participants, suggesting that the same shifting mix of historical and situ-
ational factors that ignite a panic —scripts, setting, normative demands— can
also extinguish it or enable resistance. Shifts in the broader emotional culture of
sex—such as growing public acceptance of lesbian and gay rights and culture —
may exhaust certain scripts. Like crying wolf, the same repetition that escalates
affect in certain settings can also deaden the metaphors, images, and symbols of
provocative discourse. Or, as Judith Butler suggests, with the repetition of injuri-
ous speech may come an erosion of prior associations, allowing for the possibility
of reworking and resistance.l15 [t remains to be seen, for example, how long it will
be strategically effective for religious conservatives to employ their “petaphilia”
script. Their long lists of allegedly frightening perversions may collapse through
sheer banality, failing to bring into being an emotional public. Likewise, vagaries
of physical setting shape moral panic. Speakers may be flat, the attention of the
group wanders, a buzz never builds. Media coverage may diminish or, through
lack of sensationalism, fail to outrage. Finally, citizens may simply move on, out
of fatigue or when reassured that officials have vanquished the folk devil through
new repressive policies.

I have discussed the role of political discourse in sex panics. Yet political
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discourse is unpredictable and may, as the sociologist Marc Steinberg points out,
take “a wolfish turn on the activists who rely upon it.”!1¢ Likewise, the feeling
rules bound up in discourse are similarly unruly. Ultimately, emotional appeals
are no more under the control of activists than is the language of their scripts.
This is not because emotions are irrational but because, like language and sym-
bols, they are overdetermined. When the emotional demands of a political situa-
tion call for people to produce strong negative emotions, they may comply. But the
target of those emotions is beyond the control of strategists.

The sociologist Josh Gamson found striking emotional fluidity in his analy-
sis of sexual nonconformity and tabloid talk shows. When episodes featured viru-
lently antigay, right-wing experts, the audiences turned their wrath on them and not
the lesbian, gay, or bisexual guests. Such experts served as “hateful embodiments
of intolerance.”!7 However, in the experts’ absence, the audiences direct hatred
and anger toward sexual minorities. This dynamic is not unlike that of moral/
sex panics; it shows that a collective emotional response is not a fixed expression
of the aggregate of individual beliefs but is more situationally produced. This
instability underscores that the emotions of moral/sex panics — hatred, anger,
disgust— are not immutable mental states or discrete essences residing within
individual bodies. Instead, hatred and fear might well be viewed as transient
feelings — interactional processes and community events that are either mobi-
lized or assuaged in specific historical and situated contexts.

The terms moral panic and sex panic ought not simply reference the vola-
tility of certain political conflicts. If the terms are to be analytically and conceptu-
ally useful, they must be good to think with in ways other than the merely struc-
tural. Through social and cultural theories of emotion, moral/sex panic concepts
can be strengthened. Without theorizing public feelings, we cannot fully under-
stand the volatile cycle of panics, the tenacity of media coverage and its impacts,
the pressures brought to bear on various institutional agents such as legislators or
psychiatrists, or the putatively contradictory actions of individuals in collective
situations.

I have argued that the concept of transient feelings encourages analytic
questions about the production and operation of emotion under specific histori-
cal, social, and political conditions. Discursive scripts, scapegoating, and spatial
features can be important elements in creating emotional publics in opposition
to a putatively threatening folk devil. In these instances, discourse temporarily
unites publics by transmitting scripts that guide the production of emotion. Emo-

tion, transmitted through these affective elements of discourse, captures attention,
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focuses mutual engagement, and fosters a sense of intense moral righteousness.
The local moral/sex panic—with its settings, performances, scripts, and transient
feelings—is a dramaturgical event with significant political impact.

Sex panics and moral panics are only one form of affective politics in the
early twenty-first century. For example, political fear—what the political scientist
Corey Robin calls “Fear, American Style” —has been a rationale for many policies
in the United States after the 9/11 attacks.!'® The Bush administration uses color-
coded “terror alerts” and emotionally provocative rhetoric to enlist individuals
into affective citizenship, encouraging national performances of hatred, outrage,
or fear. A view of the public as a hysterical mob, or constructions of these intense
feelings as expressions of either irrationality or a core moral essence, masks politi-
cal strategies and diverts attention from those who both foster and benefit from
panics. The recognition that sex panics and other political emotions reside within
social and discursive realms affords us considerably more space for social theory
than a perspective that locates public feelings outside the social. Mapping tran-
sient feelings in space and time reveals the “panic” as contestation among emo-
tional publics. We may see resistance, reversals, and backlashes by citizens both
locally and nationally, suggesting that while moral regulation through panics is
formidable, it is not inevitable or irrevocable. As such, sex panics are potentially

open spaces for progressive political intervention.
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