







Maddison Morgan McCarthy
2500781
BMLC4010
Discuss to what extent did moral panics in the 1950s and 1960s shape public perceptions of youth crime.



































In the 1950s and 1960s, young people in Britain and the United States became more than just a demographic, they became symbols of anxiety, rebellion, and social change. Subcultures such as Teddy Boys, rock ’n’ roll fans and the Mods and Rockers were in the spotlight and their distinctive fashions, music and leisure practices were portrayed by the media as evidence of a growing moral crisis. Sociologists later conceptualised the reactions as “moral panics,” a term created by Stanley Cohen (1972), which described how minor incidents of youth disorder could be amplified into symbolic crises through reporting, labelling and the construction of “folk devils.” This essay argues that moral panics that followed World War II, shaped public perceptions of youth crime, not by directly generating delinquency, but by magnifying social anxieties about class, race and generational change. Integrating Cohen’s framework with strain theory, labelling theory and contemporary research on adverse childhood experiences, the analysis places these panics within the broader context of post-war economic growth, rising youth leisure and shifting generational identities. While these moral panics intensified public concern and influenced the interpretive climate of youth justice, their impact was primarily cultural rather than causal, highlighting how societies construct deviance in times of rapid social transformation, a dynamic that continues to shape contemporary debates over youth crime and justice policy (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Thompson & Williams, 2012).

Stanley Cohen developed the concept of moral panic in his seminal work Folk Devils and Moral Panics in 1972. Cohen defined a moral panic as a situation in which “a condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests” (Cohen, 1972, p.9). Central to the process was the creation of “folk devils”- individuals or groups who come to symbolise broader social anxieties. Through his analysis of clashes between Mods and Rockers at English seaside resorts in 1964, Cohen demonstrated how small disturbances could be transformed into a national crisis through media exaggeration and symbolic labelling. In this process, youth style including clothing, music and leisure activities, became shorthand indicators of deviance (The Open University, 2018). 

There is no doubt that media institutions played an important role in constructing these narratives at the time. Sensationalist headlines, dramatic imagery, and selective reporting amplified isolated incidents and presented them as evidence of a wider social problem. As Marsh and Melville (2011) note, this process of “deviancy amplification” can create a feedback loop in which media coverage increases public concern, prompting stronger responses from police and political institutions. These reactions may then reinforce the perception that the behaviour represents a serious threat to social order. Scholars such as Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994) expanded Cohen’s framework by suggesting that moral panics involve elements such as hostility towards the group involved, widespread consensus that the threat is real, and reactions that appear disproportionate to the actual harm caused. Critics argue that this expanded definition risks making the concept too broad. 

The earliest major post-war youth panic in Britain centred on the emergence of Teddy Boys during the early 1950s. Teddy Boys were mainly working-class young men who adopted distinctive Edwardian-inspired clothing, including long drape jackets, narrow trousers and elaborate hairstyles. Influenced by American rock ’n’ roll culture, they represented one of the first recognisable youth subcultures in post-war Britain. Their distinctive appearance made them visible in public and therefore particularly susceptible to media attention. Media reporting played a central role in transforming the Teddy Boy phenomenon into a national concern. Newspapers frequently portrayed Teddy Boys as violent gangs responsible for increasing levels of juvenile delinquency and social disorder (Williamson, 2014). A well-known example occurred during screenings of the film Blackboard Jungle in 1956. Although disturbances occurred in only a small number of cinemas showing the film, newspaper reports described the incidents as widespread “rock ’n’ roll riots.” The coverage reinforced the perception that youth culture was generating widespread disorder. As a result, the label “Teddy Boy” became a form of social categorisation, linking distinctive fashion and music tastes to assumptions about criminal behaviour. 

Cross (1964) argues that the figure of the Teddy Boy was a convenient scapegoat for wider anxieties about declining discipline and changing social values in post-war Britain. Sociological theories such as strain theory, provide an alternative explanation for youth delinquency by suggesting that deviant behaviour can emerge when individuals are unable to achieve socially valued goals through legitimate means. Where opportunities are restricted, young people may seek alternative ways of achieving status and recognition. From this perspective, strain theory suggests that youth subcultures such as the Teddy Boys can be understood as attempts to construct alternative identities in response to structural inequality rather than simply expressions of moral decline (Merton, 1938; Cloward & Ohlin, 1960).

Moral panics surrounding youth culture were not limited to Britain. Similar anxieties developed in the United States during the same period. Rock ’n’ roll music, which drew heavily from African American traditions, were associated with fears about juvenile delinquency and moral corruption. Critics argued that the music encouraged rebellion and undermined authority. However, these concerns were also closely connected to racial tensions. The popularity of African American music among white teenagers challenged established racial boundaries, raising anxieties about cultural integration and social change (University of Southern Indiana, 2017). In this context, youth culture was often portrayed as morally dangerous because of its perceived link to crime and because it disrupted existing racial hierarchies. Another well-known American example involved the controversy surrounding comic books during the 1950s. Psychiatrist Fredric Wertham argued in his book Seduction of the Innocent that crime and horror comics encouraged violent behaviour among young readers. Although the evidence supporting his claims was weak, the book generated widespread concern among parents and politicians. Congressional hearings were organised to investigate the alleged relationship between comic books and juvenile delinquency, eventually leading to the creation of the Comics Code Authority to regulate content (Finnan, 2015). This episode demonstrates how moralised narratives about youth vulnerability can generate institutional responses even when the underlying threat is uncertain.

Cohen’s analysis of the clashes between Mods and Rockers remains one of the clearest examples of how moral panics shaped public perceptions of youth crime. Media coverage of seaside disturbances used dramatic language and imagery, describing “invasions” of coastal towns and showing deckchairs being used as weapons. Reports presented youth subcultures as organised and threatening groups. According to Cohen, the first stage of a moral panic involves exaggeration and prediction of further disorder. The second stage involves the development of a public consensus that a serious social problem exists. Later scholars caution against exaggerating the novelty of these reactions. Thompson and Williams (2012) suggest that concerns about youth disorder were already present before the publicised clashes between Mods and Rockers. They note that parliamentary discussions about youth disorder and football hooliganism had already taken place. From this perspective, media reporting may have intensified existing anxieties rather than creating them from nothing. Also, determining whether reactions were genuinely “disproportionate” is difficult because reliable crime statistics from the period are limited. Moral panic theory is therefore most convincing when used to analyse the cultural construction of deviance rather than as a complete explanation of youth crime itself. 

Structural changes within post-war society also played an important role. Britain experienced rapid social transformation during the 1950s, including urban redevelopment, housing shortages and limited employment opportunities for many young working-class people. Moral panics also influenced the broader cultural and institutional context of youth justice. Although the youth justice system in England and Wales remained mostly welfare-oriented during the post-war period under the Children and Young Persons Act 1933, heightened concern about youth disorder contributed to growing tensions between rehabilitation and punishment. Cohen argued that moral panics could produce what he described as a “deviancy amplification spiral,” in which increased surveillance and policing reinforce deviant identities rather than reducing offending. Media portrayals of youth subcultures as dangerous groups contributed to intensified policing of leisure spaces such as cinemas, dance halls, and seaside resorts. While these developments did not produce immediate large-scale legal change, they helped shape the climate of opinion within which youth justice policies were debated. As Muncie (2018) argues, youth justice policy has historically alternated between welfare and control, with periods of heightened moral concern often shifting the balance towards enforcement.

Contemporary research also highlights the limitations of moralised explanations of youth crime. Studies examining youth offending have identified strong links between adverse childhood experiences, trauma, and later involvement in violence and/or crime (Malvaso et al., 2022). These findings suggest that youth crime is frequently linked to structural disadvantage and personal adversity rather than cultural rebellion alone. Moral panics may therefore miss the deeper causes of offending by focusing attention on visible subcultures rather than underlying inequalities.

In conclusion, moral panics during the 1950s and 1960s played an important role in shaping public perceptions of youth crime in both Britain and the United States. Through processes of media amplification, symbolic labelling, and the construction of “folk devils,” youth subcultures such as Teddy Boys, rock ’n’ roll fans, Mods, and Rockers became associated with wider fears about generational change, social disorder, and declining moral values. However, their influence was primarily cultural rather than causal. While moral panics intensified public anxieties and shaped media narratives, they did not fundamentally determine patterns of youth offending or produce major transformations in youth justice policy. Instead, they reflected deeper structural tensions within changing post-war societies. Their enduring significance lies in illustrating how societies construct and interpret deviance during periods of social change, a process that continues to shape contemporary debates about youth crime.
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