Satanic Panic, Mass Hysteria, and Child Abuse



	The Satanic Panic of the 1980s in the United States was a phenomenon that led to mass hysteria, false accusations, and injustice. Social stress was aggravated by poverty and a lack of education, which allowed such events to take hold in society. The sad reality is that real victims were caught up in the hysteria with investigations, mental health services, and children all falling through the cracks as society hunted for Satan. The need to identify a cause for crime led to scapegoats being created, which took attention away from the true matters at hand. Police investigations were diverted, people weren’t able to get the help they needed, and real concerns were disregarded as Satanic cult rituals. The subliminal perceptions that Satan could be found anywhere caused severe problems in high stakes scenarios which effected thousands of people.
	To identify the issues that Satanic scapegoats caused, we must first look into why society was so desperate for answers to begin with. The 1980s in the United States was a time in which many industrial factories were closing, which led to many individuals and families in rural areas between the ages of 18-29 to lose their jobs. In 1986, 32% of these families were considered poor, which is a staggering increase from the 19% which was seen in 1979.[footnoteRef:1] The loss of jobs contributed to shared family stress, leading to the report that 43% of children in a New York high school were only living with one of their natural parents. The primary demographic for those engaging in the Satanic Panic was low-income, weakly educated areas. This demographic was precisely that which was effected the most by job loss in the 1980s. Perhaps as a result of the stress and break down of families, there was a sharp increase in the amount of cases regarding children’s services, child abuse, and delinquency programs during this time.[footnoteRef:2] While it is not possible to concretely credit the stress during the 1980s with the turn to the Satanic Panic, there is certainly evidence to suggest that there is correlation between the two.  [1:  O’Hare 1988: 2]  [2:  Victor 1993: 49
] 

	The trend of inventing scapegoat solutions or deviants has always been a staple of society during times of strife, stress, or confusion. As a society, it is all too easy to search for something or someone to blame for what cannot easily be explained. This trend in the 1980s brought about the label of “Satanist” to be a household term. The very designation of “Satanist” is extremely broad, changing over periods of time, cultures, societal trends, and social groups. In the 1980s, it was a term applied widely to varying individuals as a scapegoat to explain troubling behaviour. This is an act which can quickly become dangerous when people or groups are targeted for false allegations, thus drawing attention away from the true cause of the given problem. The situation turns into a witch hunt instead of a proper investigation. 
	The assumption cannot be made that every claim of death by Satanic cult rituals was false, just as we cannot ever truly know the motivation or intent behind crime. That being said, psychotherapists have attempted to identify causes of distress or intent behind certain cases in which Satanism was blamed. This is true in the case of Tommy Sullivan, a fourteen-year-old who was reported to have murdered his mother before killing himself in 1986. The evidence states that he began reading into the occult a month prior to the crime, which is what prompted him to act. This case was used as an example in a police training seminar entitled, “The Identification and Investigation of Satanic and Cult Related Crime Scenes,” that was attended by Jeffrey Victor in April 1989. Victor states that the featured speaker Detective Paul Hart admitted himself that he believed the interest in Satanism was a symptom of severe psychological problems.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Victor 1993: 165-167] 

	The seminar mentioned is not an isolated insolent of police officers and detectives resorting to Satanic blame despite evidence suggesting other motives. Cases of child abductions in the 1980s were often associated with Satanic cult rituals. Conspiracy theorists would readily cite stories in which a psychopath kills a child as a self-proclaimed Satanist and apply that lens to further cases. Often media would sensationalise headlines and draw attention to Satanism claims, regardless if the claims were found to be true. In the case of Charity Freeman, a seven-year-old from Ohio was reported missing in 1982. Her story made news as a tragic example of Satanic cult rituals, when in reality it was her grandfather who had kidnapped her. Despite the reality of the situation, the sensationalised Satanic overtones that the case inspired were remembered long after the case was closed.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Victory 1993: 128-129] 

	The rise in cases associated with Satanism led to the search for Satan in various types of media. Across the United States, there were accusations of blatant Satanic messages in music, children’s books, and games, to name a few. It would seem parents were primarily fearful of influences of which they could not easily control, such as peer groups, teachers, and mass media. This led to the famous accusations that heavy metal and rock music is “of the devil” and contains Satanic messages meant to corrupt impressionable young minds. There were claims of subliminal Satanic messages in rock music which would drive listeners to commit murder or suicide, claims which were only encouraged by local censorship campaigns against the genre. 	This phenomenon led to parents and non-parents alike to find Satanic messages in everything, whether the words or accusations of Satanic influence were explicitly present or not. During the Panic in the 1980s and early 1990s, day care sex abuse cases skyrocketed. Arguably the most famous of these cases being the McMartin Preschool trial. It was a case which brought the about the hysteria that Satan worshippers had infiltrated United States preschools. It was an incredibly long and expensive case riddled with accusations that the McMartin family was sexually abusing the children in their care as part of Satanic cult rituals. Taking place during the prime period of the Satanic Panic, mass hysteria quickly spread which led to more and more day cares being swept up in the allegations of abuse. As members of the McMartin family were acquitted, it became evident that claims of abuse made by children during that time in other cases may have been false. In fact, we now know that social scientists agree that many of the allegations made during the 1980s against day cares were almost entirely false.[footnoteRef:5] The true cause of the amount of accusations made during this time is unknown, though scholars agree that the Satanic Panic and the witch hunt that ensued as a result is a reasonable root for concern.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Bottoms, Goodman, & Najdowski 2009: 81-82]  [6:  Bottoms, Goodman, & Najdowski 2009: 82-83] 

	The unfortunate side effect of these accusations and attention being drawn towards Satanism is the loss of focus on the true problems at hand. Not only were child abuse and kidnapping cases derailed by witch hunts, mental health services at the time were seriously hindered in the Panic. The public’s propensity for blaming Satan for society’s problems had very real consequences for those suffering from mental health concerns, primary Multiple Personality Disorder (MPD). Patients in the care of therapists would often make claims of abuse by Satanic cults or forces, which impacted the care that they received.[footnoteRef:7] Therapists were caught in a situation of needing to accept allegations made by their patients with MPD. Some therapists went as far as to stake their reputations to believe claims of abuse by Satanic cults, rather than diagnosing and treating delusions.[footnoteRef:8]	 [7:  Victor 1993: 255]  [8:  Victor 1993: 256] 

	The fact of the matter is that there is a chance that the children and adults who were claiming they were abused by Satanic cults were truly abused. In that case, it becomes a problem of accuracy of the accounts, rather than the truth of abuse. Child protection officers and those in positions of care during the time of the Satanic Panic were in a situation with incredibly high stakes in a time where society and moral crusades were campaigning for scapegoat deviants. The very real side effects of the Satanic Panic include the wrong people being placed in jail under false accusations, and very real victims not receiving the proper investigative care to solve cases correctly. The mass hysteria that ensued in the 1980s and the obsession with Satanic subliminal messaging and influence greatly harmed society and may have cost lives. 
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