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Anxieties about transient perversion certainly constituted what Irvine interchangeably calls a “moral panic” and a “sex panic.”  

Irvine says that “we can enhance the analytic power of the moral/sex panic framework by integrating social theories of emotion.” (2)

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. 2

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 therefore political.  

In adopting the term, “Transient feelings,” Irvine draws on Ian Hacking’s discussion of “transient mental illness” which pertains to illnesses like fugue or neurasthenia which are historically and culturally situated

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 connection among the state, political interest groups, social movements, media representations, and individual citizens who themselves constitute multiple, intersecting emotional publics.  4

Public feelings matter in politics.  These public emotions are neither eruptions or irrationality, as they are depicted in some academic research, nor authentic expressions of moral outrage, as depicted by religious conservatives and the media.  4

I use the term sex panic as a form of moral panic to designate sites of public conflict over sexuality and sexual morality.  5

Moral panics are significant in their potential to enhance state power by triggering repressive changes in law and social policy. .. Conflicts over sexuality have followed this condensed cycle of putative threat, collective outrage, demonization, and state repression, and so the moral panic begat the sex panic.  6

Deviance is socially produced.  6

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.  8

This article also argues that the rational public sphere is, indeed, also emotional.  Sex panics belie the 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 public is also an emotional field; affect suffuses these various forms of civic engagement.  Discursive strategies designed to evoke intense public affect through provocative and stigmatizing sexual rhetoric have played an important role in igniting community battles.  Individuals engage in emotional deliberation in emotional settings, having been drawn into debate through emotional scripts.  9

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 yet attractive, disgusting and vital to our happiness.  This is an affectively dense mix, escalating through social interaction and varying contextually in any given sex panic.  10

Irvine discusses the different emotions of sex panics – fear, anxiety, anger, hatred, and disgust 10

Meanwhile, a palpable frisson of pleasure may accompany the moral politics 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.” Emotions 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.”  These pleasures may involve enhanced sociality; they can also include the enhanced energy of passionate emotional arousal.  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 collective rage and scapegoating underpins particular sex panics.  10

Crowds (emotional, irrational) versus Publics (rational, deliberative)  11

Collective emotion, evoked discursively, can bring publics into being, organizing diffuse, sometimes inchoate beliefs and moralities into political action.  11

Irvine talks about “the deliberative style of political engagement idealized in the concept of the public sphere.  12

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.”  18
Sex panic scripts stress danger and disease.  They employ provocative language and symbols, scapegoating, and depravity narratives.   18

Section on scapegoating 

Moral/sex panics depend on a folk devil, an issue or minority group that is scapegoated.  Hence sex panic scripts demonize sexual groups or issues through association with highly stigmatized forms of sexuality.  20

Disgust reinforces social boundaries over which citizens are worthy and acceptable, and which are not.    20
Sex panics depend on repetition for their power.  This features make 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 appearing to be eruptions outside the social.  23

Excited repression (Carole Vance’s term):  sexually charged language and the screening of taboo images in an anomalous public setting create an atmosphere that Vance describes as “excited repression” 24

Sex panics may buttress state regulatory power by implementing policy or legislation that restricts sexual rights. 24

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.  Emotion, transmitted through these affective elements of discourse, captures attention, 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.  30-31

