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Abstract	  

How does the language of morality operate to create boundaries around race and 

class? Using the moral panics about crack babies in the 1980’s and illegal immigration in 

the 2000’s to conduct a content analysis of almost 1500 newspaper articles, television 

transcripts and congressional hearings, I found that discourses of fairness, authority, 

and purity helped constitute African-Americans and Mexicans/Mexican-Americans as 

moral risks to society. Moral entrepreneurs used these varied discourses to legitimize 

support for techniques of surveillance and control that contributed to the maintenance of 

racial and class boundaries in the US. 
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1.	  Moral	  Risk	  and	  Moral	  Panics	  

1.1 Moral Panics 
To adequately conduct research using the concept of a moral panic, it is first 

necessary to define the term.  I begin with the classic definition by the researcher who 

first proposed the existence of moral panics, and then discuss my own definition, which 

modifies the original.  Stanley Cohen (2002[1972]) argued that a moral panic begins 

when a group of people perceives a particular cultural behavior or group—often a 

minority group or subculture—as dangerously deviant and a threat to the society at 

large.   The media then showcases the group/behavior as worthy of concern and this, in 

turn, encourages the public to express further outrage in a cycle of amplification of 

alarm.   Finally, there is recognition that the panic was based on false or exaggerated 

premises and it recedes (Thompson 1998).  While some have noted problems with this 

definition due to its failure to establish criteria for when public response is 

disproportionate to a threat (Waddington 1986), these issues can be partially resolved by 

paying attention to changes over time in the public’s perception of a threat as measured 

by opinion polls and the like (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994).   

My definition of a moral panic preserves the main elements of Cohen’s definition 

while making small modifications.  Specifically, I argue that a moral panic can also begin 

when a group of people perceives a particular cultural behavior or group as a threat to 

fairness, the in-group, authority, and/or purity and is thus a danger to the maintenance 

or reproduction of class/racial boundaries.  This perception of “dangerousness” is 

accomplished through discourse constructing the behavior or group in question as a 

moral risk.  It is set into action through policies and techniques that systematically 

monitor and scrutinize—and often penalize—minorities. The emphasis on morality—

aided by the construction of certain subcultures and minorities as risks to public 
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morality—is what gives moral panics their specific character and sets them apart from 

other social problems. 

Public concern over such dissimilar events as muggings in Great Britain (Hall et 

al. 1978), the Mods versus Rockers conflict (Cohen 2002), ravers and club culture 

(Thompson 1998), crack babies (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994), satanic ritual abuse 

(Jenkins 1992), AIDS (Thompson 1998), and child molesters (Jenkins 1998) all fall under 

the rubric of moral panic.  What makes these panics differ from other social concerns—

i.e. that associated with outsourcing jobs to China or the presence of weapons of mass 

destruction in Iraq—is their relationship to deviance.  While the perceived problem of 

outsourcing U.S. jobs may be exaggerated or exploited by various groups, it is still 

defined primarily as an economic threat, rather than as a moral threat to the society at 

large.  Moral panics, on the other hand—while they may have an economic dimension—

are generally framed in terms of values and the harm done to society through violation 

of norms of behavior (Cohen 2002; Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994; Thompson 1998).   

There are two main schools of thought that contribute to our understanding of 

the genesis and maintenance of moral panics.  The first takes a social constructionist 

approach that examines the steps and processes involved in a moral panic from its 

inception to its conclusion.  The second school of thought examines moral panics 

through the lens of collective behavior, focusing less on the process of moral panic 

creation and more on different interest groups’ motives in creating a moral panic.  I will 

examine each approach in turn. 

  Stanley Cohen, one of the earliest theorists of moral panics, viewed the 

phenomenon of moral panic largely through the lens of the sociology of deviance and 

labeling theory (Cohen 2002 [1972]).  This frame—socially constructivist in nature—

tends to ask how the behavior in question came to be labeled as problematic and how its 
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deviance is amplified through media, rumors, and the like.  The process of moral panic 

creation is emphasized with particular attention paid to the feedback loop between 

public concern and media attention. 

Popularized largely by American researchers (Thompson 1998), the interest 

group/social movement theory of moral panics focused less on the deviance of 

particular groups and actions, instead taking its cues from sociological understandings 

about collective behavior.  As a starting point, researchers subscribing to this school of 

thought recognized that—in contrast to political movements—social movements are 

much more dependent on the media to build support for their causes and often couch 

these causes in either-or/good vs. evil language (Thompson 1998).  Goode and Ben-

Yehuda (1994) created a typology according to the origin—elite, mid-level, and grass 

roots—and motive—idealist or materialist—of the interest group.  Simplifying this 

somewhat, we can consider elite-engineered, grass roots, and mid-level theories 

separately. 

Stuart Hall’s elite-engineered theory of the 1970’s mugging moral panic in Britain 

falls into the elite materialist category.  Invoking Marxist class-based reasons for why 

this panic occurred, Hall argues that the perceived necessity of a get-tough policy 

against largely poor black muggers served to divert attention away from the economic 

crisis affecting the British working class (Hall et al. 1978).  In the elite-engineered theory, 

the moral panic operates as an ideological blind to what is usually, at root, an economic 

or class issue.  While this may sound somewhat conspiratorial, Hall et al. offer up a 

Gramscian theory of hegemony in the media as a mechanism for the creation and 

maintenance of moral panic.   

On the other end of the spectrum, grass roots theories consider moral panics as 

an almost spontaneous upwelling of concern from the public.  While this description 
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may be tenable for certain moral panics (i.e. the African American panic that the U.S. 

government/CIA was the source of the crack epidemic in black neighborhoods, or the 

concern among fundamentalists in the early 80’s that Procter and Gamble, Inc. was a 

Satanic company), it fits other panics less well.   

Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994) attempt a mid-level approach to moral panics, 

which seeks rapprochement between materialist and idealist-based motivations for 

moral panics.  They argue that both ends may be served by either of these motivations 

instigating the panic but “morality provides the content of moral panics and interests 

provide the timing” (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994).While the sociological literature 

discusses morality in terms of collective norms and deviance, it lacks research that 

parses out the different dimensions of morality.  Even the literature on moral panics is 

lacking in this regard, taking for granted that the reader equates moral panics with a 

social response to perceived deviance.  This study provides an initial correction to this 

lack by examining exactly what is moral about moral panics.  Because the post-Civil 

Rights era has demanded new discourses on risk, race, and class (Bonilla-Silva 2003), 

parsing moral risk discourses along all dimensions of morality enables us to examine the 

subtle process of moral legitimation that underlies and maintains the racialized social 

structure.  Although I may use terms such as “legitimation” and “justification” to 

describe how moral risk discourses function, these often do not manifest as dry, 

uninspired appeals to reason (although they may).  Successfully employing a moral risk 

discourse means more than making intellectual points on a debate scoreboard.  It means 

influencing people in a visceral, non-rational way on the basis of what they know to be 

“right” or “wrong.”  As a result, arguing against a skillfully deployed moral risk 

discourse can make one’s own position seem not only misguided or incorrect, but also 

immoral or evil.  This can mean a steep hill to climb in terms of arguments against panic, 



 

 5 

particularly in public forums.  An awareness of how boundaries of class and race are 

maintained through morality-based discourse may enable a discursive shift that allows 

for a morality-based resistance to the status quo. 

1.1.1 Morality 

But, how does morality provide the content of moral panics?  Regardless of the 

theory of moral panics one subscribes to, there is little theorized in the literature on what 

exactly is “moral” about moral panics.  While some researchers initially drew on 

deviance and/or labeling theory (Cohen 2002), more recently few researchers have felt 

the need to “reinvent the wheel,” as it were, in order to discuss a given phenomenon as 

a moral panic.  Instead, it is enough for many researchers to establish their topic as a 

moral panic according to the above definition.  Then, they quickly move on to sorting 

out the causes of the particular panic and the actors involved.  Morality, however, is 

more complicated than deviance or labeling theory allows.  We can say deviance is the 

source of the outrage that moral panics engender, but this is simply renaming the 

phenomenon.  As researchers rarely attempt to define the notion of “moral panic” past 

the point of discussions of deviance, the question of precisely which dimensions of 

morality are most salient in different moral panics has remained unanswered.  This is 

problematic, as different dimensions of morality may lead to different types of moral 

panics, as well as different social consequences for those labeled “deviant.”   

To properly define the notion of moral panic in terms of morality, I utilize a 

different approach than that of most moral panic researchers as I draw upon a 

psychological typology consisting of five dimensions of morality that I then apply to the 

social world.  To understand the importance of moral discourse in maintaining and 

reproducing racial and class boundaries, it is first necessary to understand that morality 

is invoked in ways other than direct discussions of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’.  While 
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arguments may speak directly to concerns surrounding the harmfulness of a behavior or 

group, subtexts of fairness, purity, loyalty, and authority may also be appealed to in 

justifying what is or is not morally acceptable and who should be subjected to particular 

mechanisms of social control.  For an understanding of what morality consists of, I turn 

to the typology created by Jonathan Haidt (Haidt and Graham 2007).  He argues that 

morality has five dimensions: 

1. Harm/Care 
2. Fairness/Equity 
3. In-group/Loyalty 
4. Authority 
5. Purity/Sanctity 

 

Individuals may appeal to any of these five dimensions as a means of justifying 

beliefs or behaviors.  Causing harm to another is wrong, while caring for and/or helping 

someone is morally correct.  The fairness/equity dimension can, perhaps, best be 

described in the saying, “What is good for the goose is good for the gander.”  Equity in 

treatment of others is generally recognized as morally approvable behavior.  The in-

group/loyalty dimension captures the moral importance that is often placed on country 

or tribe.  Individuals who fervently believe, “My country, right or wrong!” are appealing 

to this dimension of morality.  Disloyalty, or placing outsiders higher in the scale of 

importance than one’s own family, is often seen as immoral behavior.  The authority 

dimension speaks to the sacredness of parents, elders, and institutions.  Not to obey—or, 

worse still, to rebel against—one’s superiors or authoritative institutions may be seen as 

an immoral act.  Finally, violations of purity/sanctity may be seen as a form of 

immorality.  Maintaining virginity prior to marriage, keeping kosher, and not cooking 

and eating road kill may all be seen as moral behaviors that uphold purity standards.   



 

 7 

Moving out of the realm of the individual, the researcher should be able to detect 

these moral dimensions in the social world as discourses that underlie the way we speak 

about subcultures, minorities and ethnic groups.  Experts may make appeals to the 

public to act based upon these moral dimensions, appeals that—inadvertently or not—

construct groups, subcultures, minorities, etc. as risks to fairness, the community, 

authority, and/or purity.  By examining these dimensions of morality, what were 

formerly viewed as issues having little to do with morality per se—e.g. the debate over 

illegal immigration—can be seen in terms of morality-based notions of—for example—

in-group/loyalty, fairness/equity, and purity.  The safety—or harm/care—dimension, 

however, can be discounted as a variable as it is present in all moral panics.  By its very 

definition, a moral panic occurs because people fear harm of some sort.  The question 

remains, through what other discourses is the harm discourse channeled?  I hypothesize 

that for any moral panic, one of four dimensions of morality— fairness/equity, 

ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect, purity/sanctity—is paramount, with the others present to 

a lesser degree, or not at all.  The evidence for any given dimension will be present in the 

discourse surrounding the particular moral panic.    

For example, in the moral panic over AIDS in the mid-1980’s, homosexuals were 

stigmatized as spreaders of disease.  Discourse surrounding the early years of the AIDS 

epidemic indicates that the purity dimension of morality was paramount in that panic 

(Thompson 1998; Douglas and Calvez 1990).  The public feared contamination of the 

blood supply and blamed gay men for the spread of contagion.  So, while purity was 

paramount, it can also be argued that discourses involving in-group/loyalty and 

fairness/equity dimensions of morality were also present.  The in-group/loyalty discourse 

constructed gay men as proponents of a deviant lifestyle that spread disease to those 

constructed as innocents, and thus members of the in-group—like hemophiliac Ryan 
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White.  At the same time, the stigmatization of an AIDS diagnosis helped create 

discourses of fairness/equity surrounding the injustice of negatively labeling and 

discriminating against those—like Ryan White—who contracted AIDS in a socially 

approved manner.  Frequently, moral panics that have their genesis in disease have both 

purity and in-group/loyalty dimensions (see Douglas 1992 for similarities between leprosy 

and witchcraft in this regard).   

As a further example, one can cite the current moral panic over child molestation 

that began in the late 1970’s (Jenkins 1998).  Discourses concerning child safety are 

paramount, backed by discourses of authority and purity/sanctity.  Abuse of children is 

often constructed as an abuse of authority.  We tend to view childhood as a time of 

innocence and purity.  Adults who cross the line sexually with children are seen as 

doubly heinous:  not only do they abuse the adult/child power dynamic; they do so in 

order to corrupt the innocent.  

As shown above, a successful moral panic will operate through discourses of 

fairness/equity, ingroup/loyalty, authority, and/or purity/sanctity.  But how do moral panics 

operate?  What is the mechanism? Examining moral panics through the lens of risk may 

be helpful in theorizing a mechanism for their action.  Specifically, I posit that in order 

for a moral panic to provide an effective (if informal) tool of social control, it must 

construct a group or a situation as a moral risk.  In this sense, moral risk serves as a 

technique that enables subgroups, subcultures, minorities, etc. to be constructed as a 

threat to safety through discourses of fairness, community, authority, and/or purity. 

Moral entrepreneurs construct minorities as a moral risk through selective use of expert 

knowledge. 
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1.1.2 Social control through moral risk discourse 

While moral panics may seem ephemeral at first glance, their real-world effects 

can be long lasting.  Discourses of moral risk often serve as a justification for intrusive 

government intervention in the lives of minorities. Ultimately, moral panics and their 

accompanying discourses can best be understood through the lens of social control.  

While formal techniques of social control include police, courts, jails, and prisons, moral 

panics, on the other hand, can be viewed as informal tools of social control (Goode and 

Ben-Yehuda 1994) that provide a justification for social policy.  Certainly, many of the 

social policies generated through moral panics can be seen as a form of “soft policing” 

(Rodger 2000).  While mere labeling of a group as a moral risk may operate as an 

informal technique of social control, it is likely to lead to more formal techniques of 

control including encounters with the justice system, child welfare agencies, drug 

rehabilitation clinics, and other “policing” entities. 

More formal techniques of control follow because moral risk discourses serve to 

construct and maintain boundaries around race and class.  Racialization, itself, can be 

seen as “a strategy of boundary maintenance, and risk signifies the dangers of boundary 

violations” (Van Loon 2002).  Popular ways to maintain these boundaries often involve 

the legal system.  Moral risk discourse may underlie debates on enacting new laws and 

encourage their passage.  Moral panic over the proliferation of vice in 19th century cities 

demanded a legal response.  The Comstock anti-vice laws were an answer to the urban 

aristocracy’s concerns over class reproduction and racial contamination (Beisel 1997).   

Likewise, legislatures in many states during the late 1980’s and early 1990’s passed laws 

to make pregnant women culpable for giving birth to infants testing positive for drugs.  

These laws had their genesis in the panic over crack babies and led to unprecedented 

“criminal regulation of pregnancy” (Roberts 1997: 154).  Of course, the burden of these 
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laws fell disproportionately upon women of color who used public inner-city hospitals 

where testing infants for drugs was commonplace (Reeves and Campbell 1994).   

In addition to legal repercussions, moral risk discourse can also influence 

economic policy-making and resource allocation.  The success of backlash politics 

required widespread acceptance of individualist fairness discourses that enabled both 

“color-blind” opposition to affirmative action (Bonilla-Silva 2003) and the embrace of the 

‘ownership society’ (O’Rand 2004).  While the 1980’s were a time of corporate 

restructuring amidst the tightening of the social safety net (Harrison and Bluestone 

1990), the dismantling of the welfare state did not occur without opposition.  Ultimately, 

narratives of moral risk directed at people of color helped reinforce the right wing 

politics of backlash that “undermined the New Deal coalition by polarizing the 

electorate along racial rather than class lines” (Reeves and Campbell 1994: 10).     

Conduct in societies is governed to many and varied ends, not least of which is 

the maintenance of class/racial boundaries and in-group/out-group distinctions. I 

propose that when groups are constructed as dangers to more than just the harm/care 

dimension of morality, then we can start understanding them as a moral risk.  Just as 

those judged clinical risks are subject to techniques like the interview or the examination 

by an expert (Dean 1999; Foucault and Davidson 2004), those judged a moral risk must 

also be defined as such and subjected to discipline through various methods of social 

control mentioned above.  But what does it mean to be a risk or “at risk”? 

 

1.2 Definitions of Risk 
 Scholars have had difficulty agreeing on a definition of risk. Garland 

(2003:50) distinguishes risks from dangers by defining them as “estimates of the likely 

impact of dangers.” Whereas danger manifests as “the potential for harm that inheres in 
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a thing, a person, or a situation” (ibid:50), risk measures how likely and to what extent 

that potential for harm is to be realized. This implies a concept of “risk [as] a rationality” 

(Dean 1999:184), specifically a measurable, calculative rationality (Ewald 1991). 

Likewise, it implies an understanding of “danger” as ontologically given. In this view, a 

risk assessment is merely an estimate of an objectively existent potential for harm. Yet, 

Garland (2003:51) is careful to note that the concept of danger is useful primarily in a 

relational sense as “dangers are dangers for someone…nothing is dangerous as such, not 

even floods or lightning” (italics original).   

Because of this close relationship between the concepts of risk and danger, others 

question whether we can conceptually separate risk from danger, arguing that estimates 

and mathematical likelihood of an occurrence are rarely what we mean when we speak 

colloquially of risk: “the word risk now means danger; high risk means a lot of danger” 

(Douglas 1992:24, emphasis in original). Even when mathematical probabilities are what 

we mean, the difficulty of categorizing a danger as such without first engaging in a risk 

assessment leads some to conclude that risks and dangers are both “cultural products” 

(Fox 1999:22). Risk provides a frame for organizing the dangers in our lives, quantifying 

the uncertain, and making predictions about the future. 

1.3 The “Reality” of Risk 
 

The question remains: how real are the risks we identify? Much of the difficulty 

in coming to a consensus definition of risk lies in different understandings of the 

ontological basis of risk. How we answer this question directly informs research 

questions about the social function of risk and how notions of what is risky have 

changed over time. Lupton (1999a; 1999b) and Fox (1999) propose a tripartite division of 

risk sociology into realist, weak constructionist, and strong constructionist perspectives 
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based on underlying differences concerning the ontology of risk.  Because this 

consideration of risk has important implications for researchers’ engagement with 

morality, I will provide a brief description of each perspective.    

1.3.1 Soft realism: some risks are real 

 

I identify those who take a realist position on risk as ‘risk society’ theorists, after 

Ulrich Beck’s work of the same name.  These theorists argue that many of the risks 

individuals—and humanity as a whole—face in Modernity, are real and fundamentally 

different than risks in previous eras. Beck (1992) argues that the proliferation of risks in 

modern society indicates a shift from a society focused on industrial production to a 

society focused on risk minimization. Humanity should be concerned about risks 

because, “in advanced modernity the social production of wealth is systematically 

accompanied by the social production of risks” (ibid:19). The technology that we create 

to solve one problem creates a whole host of others so that “in the risk society 

individuals are waiting for the latest technological development to catch up with the 

negative consequences of the previous innovation” (Denney 2005:30). The risk society is 

forced to cope with hazards that threaten humanity globally (nuclear war, pollution, 

ecological disaster, etc.), the precise risk of which is impossible to calculate scientifically. 

Individuals must come to terms with these threats even though they, as individuals, can 

do little to minimize them. At the same time, the proliferation of mass media stokes the 

anxiety that increased risk awareness brings (Giddens 1991; see also Wilkinson 2001 for 

in-depth discussion of anxiety in a risk society).   

The entire process of risk production is placed against a backdrop such that “new 

risks [are] part and parcel of modernization itself” (Zinn 2008:22) and spring from both 

the technological and the social realm. While modernization may bring risk of ecological 
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collapse, it also threatens the social in the form of changing gender and work relations. 

As structural conditions of modernization support women’s move into the workforce, 

more traditional members of society see a threat to the institution of the family.  This 

reflexive modernization “means self-confrontation with the effects of risk society that 

cannot be dealt with and assimilated in the system of industrial society—as measured by 

the latter’s institutionalized standards” (Beck 1994:6).  

In the Modern era, individuals’ lives will not match institutionalized norms; they 

must construct their own biographies with no institutionalized reference point. Science 

itself faces constant revisions that leave individuals adrift and uncertain, in a state of 

ontological anxiety and existential dread (Giddens 1991). Science is supposed to have the 

answers; yet, to lay individuals, scientists seem in a perpetual state of disagreement 

about the important risks of our time—from the likely impact of global warming to 

whether and how often women should receive mammogram screenings for breast 

cancer.  This allows science to “become part of social conflicts itself…[since] it is no 

longer science alone which determines the validity of knowledge” (Zinn 2008:28-9). With 

the onset of the risk society, knowledge production institutions are in a double bind: 

unable to offer the certainty they provided in industrial society, they are simultaneously 

responsible for the production of even more risks. The individualization endemic to 

modernity is a defense mechanism, “a default outcome of a failure of expert systems to 

manage risks” (Van Loon 2002:32).1 In highlighting risk assessments as proxies for moral 

discourse, Beck opens the door to more constructivist approaches to studying the risk 

society. Consequently, some research shows willingness to position the risk society as an 

umbrella under which cultural and discursive interpretations of risk can operate. Even 

                                                        
1 More recently, Beck (1999) has softened his stance on the realism of risks, incorporating a form of weak 
constructionism into the risk society thesis and acknowledging the permanent state of tension between risk 
and its perception (Zinn 2008: 25).  
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so, scholars who wish to explore moral dimensions of risk while preserving the risk 

society narrative must borrow heavily from sociocultural or postmodernist paradigms to 

bridge the gap between risk society’s grand narrative and the lived embodied 

experience of risk by diverse individuals (Tulloch and Lupton 2003). 

1.3.2 Strong constructionism 

Strong constructionist perspectives tend to view risk as a proxy for moral 

discourse.  At the root of this perspective is a deep skepticism of the value neutrality of 

instrumental rationality.  Max Weber (1949) claimed that science is fundamentally 

incapable of answering the important moral questions of what we should do or how we 

should live—as Hume might put it, one can’t derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is.’  The strong 

constructionists, on the other hand, might argue that behind the ‘is’ lies an implicit 

‘ought.’  In this perspective, it is not simply risk assessments that are implicated morally, 

but also the statistical techniques that generate those risk assessments.  For example, 

Hacking (1990) argues that in the nineteenth century, statistical techniques replaced the 

concept of ‘human nature’ with that of the ‘normal,’ thus redefining deviance as failure 

to adhere to a statistical norm. Where weak constructionism may accept the ontological 

reality of some hazards, strong forms of constructionism challenge this position going as 

far as to argue that “risk perceptions fabricate hazards…it is only in the analysis of risks 

that the hazard comes into existence: if the risk is assessed as zero or close to zero, the 

inert object would remain just that…” (Fox 1999:19-20). 

Governance plays an important role in strong constructionist theorizing about 

morality and risk.  Foucault introduced the concept of governmentality as a corrective to 

the lack of agency in his earlier theorizing about discipline. It consists of techniques that 

States, social institutions, and individuals can utilize to various ends.  He divided these 

techniques into 
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technologies of power, which determine the conduct of individuals and submit 
them to certain ends or domination…[and] technologies of the self, which permit 
individuals to effect by their own means, or with the help of others…operations 
on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to 
transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, 
wisdom, perfection, or immortality (Foucault 2003:146) 

 
Drawing on the Foucauldian concept of “governmentality,” risk can be viewed 

as “a technique; a way of governing conduct of individuals, collectivities, and 

populations” (Dean 1999).  This standpoint implicates risk in a regime of social control 

that occurs as an outcome—whether intended or not—of institutional and individual 

use of risk rationality: “governmentality focuses attention on the diverse ways in which 

we may govern the conduct of others and ourselves” (O’Malley 2008:54). 

1.3.3 Weak constructionism 

Though ‘risk society’ theorists focus on the production of new objective risks in 

modernity, ‘weak constructionist’ theorists focus instead on the ways certain risks and 

not others become culturally salient, the influence of institutional structure on risk 

perception, and the symbolic narratives that accompany risk discourses.  Cultural 

anthropologist Mary Douglas identified taboos concerning dirt, cleanliness, and hybrids 

of all types as serving a boundary-policing function (Douglas 2002). Whether certain 

foods or practices reflected a preoccupation with a “real” risk is irrelevant; Douglas is 

concerned with how threats to purity are threats to the very community itself.  In 

particular, organizational culture creates a lens through which risks are sorted: some are 

deemed worthy of attention, others disregarded (Douglas 1992). This perspective has the 

advantage of providing a structural alternative to realist theories that situate risk 

perception within individuals, as social context influences perceptions of risks and the 

response to dangers posed by risk (Douglas 1985). Because “risk serves a particular 
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function within the community at a particular time […] risk cannot be isolated from the 

moral, aesthetic and political foundations of a community” (Denney 2005:24).  

Scientific risk assessments often aid in social control of particular groups by 

labeling them as particularly implicated with respect to risk. This may mean that they 

are “at risk from” some hazard and require the paternalistic protection of the State: 

“thus, well-labeled, natural vulnerabilities point to certain classes of people as likely 

victims; their state of being ‘at risk’ justifies bringing them under social control” 

(Douglas 1985:57) in the eyes of the State.  On the other hand, they may pose a “risk to” 

another group or population and be subject to social controls accordingly. This does not 

mean, however, that there is no objective element of risk. Hazards—the underlying 

dangers—may be real, but risk, Douglas argues, is the spotlight that focuses on different 

hazards in turn. Weak constructionism asks to what end and for what purpose do 

groups choose to focus on a particular hazard in a given time and location. Because 

“hazards are natural [and] risks are cultural” (Fox 1999:17), culturally salient risks may 

or may not be genuine. What is important is how organizations, associations, and 

cultures differ in their perception of various risks and in their likely response to them.  

1.4 Neo-liberalism and the comparative study of the crack baby 
and illegal immigration panics 

Over the last thirty years, neo-liberalism has become the dominant moral-

political frame for differentiating those deemed worthy of the protection of the state 

from those who represent a threat to the state and society more generally. In terms of a 

philosophy of governance, neo-liberalism emphasizes (1) a minimal State that (2) 

emphasizes the free market and (3) encourages risk-taking, while stressing the 

importance of (4) individual responsibility and the duty to accept (5) inequality as an 

outcome of poor risk-management strategies or choices on the part of individuals 
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(Ericson et al 2000). Groups and individuals who discursively position themselves 

within this neo-liberal framework constitute themselves as deserving of the rights and 

benefits accorded to citizens while simultaneously distinguishing themselves from 

undeserving, often racialized, “others.”  

Contestations over neo-liberal notions of citizenship frequently play out in the 

media, and are on full display during episodes of moral panic, where claims-makers 

demonize particular “folk devils” for the perceived harm these individuals inflict on 

victims. Moralization during these panics operates through proxies of harm, risk, and 

responsibility (Hier 2002; 2008). Claims-makers attempt to assign responsibility for 

deviant behavior, in the course of which they also discursively construct the victim. 

Moral panics over child sexual abuse (Jenkins 2008) and muggings (Hall et al 1978) 

created clear boundaries between those at fault and the victimized. But where questions 

of citizenship are at stake, there is some slippage between categories of “victim” and 

“victimizer” and in the panics over crack babies and illegal immigration, moral 

entrepreneurs (politicians, pundits, experts, and concerned citizens) offered competing 

discourses that blurred the boundaries between them.  

1.5 Method 
As I embarked upon this project, I was attempting to answer two major research 

questions.  First, and most broadly, do moral panics differ in effect depending upon the 

moral foundations invoked? Second, how do these moralized discursive formations 

justify maintaining or strengthening racial and class lines? In order to explore how the 

language of morality operates to construct boundaries around race and class, I chose to 

examine the national discourse surrounding two recent moral panics about crack babies 

and illegal immigration.  The rationale for selecting these two moral panics in particular 
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was that both were issues of national prominence, which speaks to the effectiveness of 

their discourse, and both also had clear racial overtones and class implications.  

1.5.1 Sources 

I conducted a qualitative content analysis (Altheide 1996) from a sample 

consisting of over 1700 newspaper and magazine articles, television transcripts, and 

records of congressional hearings obtained through the lexis nexis database.  First, I will 

explain my sources, their advantages and disadvantages before explaining the rationale 

behind my methodology.  

 For crack babies, the sample was restricted to the time period between January 1, 

1985, when crack cocaine use began to surge in most major U.S. cities, and December 31, 

1995, when crack use had subsided to the point that the “epidemic” was generally 

considered to be over.  Between those dates, a lexis nexis search of the terms “cocaine 

AND babies” returned 440 records.  Print sources included newspapers of record, the 

New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times, as well as national 

news magazines, Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News and World Report.  Television 

transcripts came from CBS Evening News and ABC World News Tonight, as well as the 

news magazine shows Nightline, 60 Minutes, and 20/20.  In addition, the sample also 

includes the official records of the many Congressional hearings held during this period 

to address issues around crack cocaine use by pregnant women and the resultant crack 

babies.   

For illegal immigration, the sample was restricted to the time period between 

January 1, 2004 and December 31, 2006, to reflect the legislative debate over 

comprehensive immigration reform that raged during that period, from the President's 

initial proposal to the bill's eventual death in conference committee.  Between those 

dates, a lexis nexis search of the terms “illegal AND immigration” returned over 5000 
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records.  To make the sample more manageable, I further restricted it by sampling only 

the articles and transcripts from Mondays within the time frame indicated above, 

reducing the number of records to 1281.  The print sources were the same as those used 

in the crack babies sample: the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles 

Times, Time magazine, Newsweek, and U.S. News and World Report.  The television 

transcripts came from CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News, and ABC World News 

Tonight as before, but to reflect the changing landscape of television programming and 

viewing habits, a cable news program, Lou Dobbs Tonight, was also included.  In 

addition, the sample also contains the official records of the many Congressional 

hearings held during this period to address issues around illegal immigration.  

I chose these sources for several reasons. For a moral panic to begin, first there 

must be public awareness of a problematized group or behavior (Cohen 2002). The 

newspaper/magazine articles and news programs are all in national circulation and 

have a wide readership/viewership. The news shows, with the exception of Lou Dobbs’ 

program on CNN, were all available without a cable subscription, giving the 

reading/viewing public ample opportunity for awareness. Because more Americans 

receive their news through television than print media (Reeves and Campbell 1988), I 

would be missing one of the most important sources of information on moral panic by 

not analyzing television news. For comparative purposes across time, it was an 

important consideration that the majority of sources were in existence during the 

entirety of both panics. Congressional hearings, while not enjoying the popularity of 

print or television media, enabled analysis of the discursive feedback between politics 

and the media in both panics. 

While moral panics and the media may be closely interrelated, these sources did 

have drawbacks. The decline of newspaper circulation and the rise of Internet media in 
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the intervening years between the two panics suggests the possibility that articles in the 

New York Times or Washington Post, for example, may not have had the same power to 

impact public discourse in the illegal immigration panic as they did in the late 80’s and 

early 90’s during the crack baby panic. A similar decline in network news broadcast 

ratings with respect to cable news broadcasts has also been documented as cable 

television has become standard in U.S. homes. It is possible that media like CBS Evening 

News or the Washington Post don’t have the power to influence public opinion to the 

extent they used to. Nevertheless, all of the selected print media do possess their own 

investigative reporting units and act as moral claims-makers while retaining their 

respectability as mainstream or elite news organizations.  

Likewise, it may be problematic to generalize the news media as being 

representative of public discourse as a whole. There are many discourses news media 

fails to capture, whether in degree or kind, that may be captured by other types of media 

(advertising, film, etc). Nevertheless, the connection between news media and the 

sustaining of moral panics remains (Macek 2006; Cohen 2002), making it an excellent 

choice for analysis. As Macek (2006) eloquently put it:  

The facts and ideas [the news media] choose to disseminate become the shared 
context for our political debates, form the basis for our interpretations of social 
trends, and inform our understanding of public opinion. As such, the media 
largely sets the agenda for discussion and discourse about a broad range of civic 
issues[…](Macek 2006: 149) 

In the context of moral panic research, as might be imagined, qualitative content analysis 

of news media in particular is a common methodology.2 Since the amplification of 

deviance by news media constitutes one of the steps in creation of a moral panic, I 

followed these researchers in their qualitative use of news media content when 

examining my own cases.  
                                                        

2 See Hier et al. (2011) for a qualitative content analysis of the ‘hoodies’ panic, Rohloff (2011) on climate 
change as moral panic, and Macek (2006) on moral panic about the urban US. 
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1.5.2 Coding 

Once the sample was assembled, the next step was to code the documents.3  

Specifically, I was looking for excerpts related to four general categories: the moral 

content of the panic, invocations of race and class, appeals to expert knowledge, and 

advocacy of social control, as well as any emergent themes.  For both cases, I pre-coded 

25 articles selected at random to eliminate any categories of moral discourse that were 

unlikely to play an important role in the panic. For example, in my pre-coding of the 

crack baby panic, I found no discourse on ingroup/loyalty, so I chose not to include that 

category on my final coding sheet. All elements of morality were found in the pre-

coding for the illegal immigration panic, and the final coding sheet reflects this. 

Additionally in the pre-coding process, I found evidence of some emergent themes that I 

placed under the recurring themes category. These included the theme of permanence 

for the crack baby panic and security and war rhetoric themes for the illegal immigration 

panic.  

Because moral entrepreneurs play an important role in the creation and 

maintenance of moral panics, I also wanted to code for the actors in these panics. Were 

experts in their fields producing the moralized discourse and did they back their expert 

knowledge with statistics? To this end, I coded for expert knowledge invoked, the type 

(medical, legal, social administrative, academic, etc), and whether they relied on 

statistics to back their discourse.  

To map the moral content of the panic, I employed a modified form of Haidt and 

Graham's (2007) typology that retains the equity, loyalty, authority, and sanctity 

dimensions, while discarding the harm dimension since it is invariably present in all 

moral panics.  Examples of excerpts coded as “equity” include references to fairness or 

                                                        

3 See examples of completed coding sheets for both panics in Appendix A and B. 
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justice, as well as related concepts such as burdening taxpayers or rewarding bad 

behavior.  “Loyalty” is primarily concerned with in-group/out-group distinctions, 

particularly with regard to race, class, and citizenship. For example, “We are a nation of 

immigrants” I coded as in-group/loyalty discourse.  “Authority” encompasses rule of 

law rhetoric, and discussions of respect for and obedience to various customs or 

institutions (or the lack thereof).  I coded rhetoric themed around the obligations of the 

federal government to the citizenry, and respect for the rule of law as authority/respect 

discourse.  Finally, “purity” comprises narratives about both the preservation of 

innocence and the invidiousness of contamination or taint, be it biological, racial, 

societal, or environmental.  For example, I coded  

These categories of coding highlighted invocations of race and class, however 

subtle.  Because direct negative talk about minorities is generally decried in the post-

Civil Rights era, a new type of supposedly “color-blind” discourse has emerged that 

enables people to express racial sentiments in non-racial terms to avoid censure (Bonilla-

Silva 2003).  So, for instance, commentators will use adjectives such as “urban” or 

“inner-city” to denote blackness—terms whose definitions make no mention of race, but 

that nevertheless carry a racial connotation (Macek 2006). Therefore, I looked for 

instances where race and class were overtly linked to these four categories of moral risk, 

but also noted any veiled references or allusions.  I paid particular attention to evidence 

of the racialization of crack babies and illegal immigration, as well as excerpts that 

seemed to contribute to the process of racializing the two moral panics. Additionally, 

since category slippage was common, if I could easily perceive a particular discursive 
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instance as falling under the umbrella of two moral foundations simultaneously, I 

counted it as both.4 

                                                        

4 Although I provide counts of moral discourses, often more than one discourse per article/transcript was 
present. This ruled out a quantitative content analysis alone, as a simple discourse count would fail to 
capture the interplay between discourses in a single article, and would be meaningless by itself without 
narrative to provide context. 
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2.	  Crack	  Babies	  	  

2.1 A look at the data 
I conducted a content analysis of 440 articles, transcripts, and hearings generated 

through a lexis nexis search of the terms cocaine and babies from January 1985 through 

December 1995. Fairness/equity and purity were the most popular moral frames for 

discussing crack babies, appearing in 53% and 50% of articles, respectively.  Fairness 

equity discourse centered predominantly on the burden—economic and resource wise—

that crack babies placed on the welfare system. Purity discourse centered on the 

contamination effect that cocaine had on these babies, both physically and mentally—

stigmatizing them as a social problem.  An overall theme of permanence and 

inevitability, appearing in 36% of sources, tied together the purity and burden frames 

through the assumption that the encounter with cocaine in the womb had rendered 

babies permanently damaged and unredeemable as future productive members of 

society. 
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Figure 1: Morality and themes by source 

 2.1.1 Timeline of the panic  

In the mid-80’s, the introduction of the rock form of cocaine, also known as 

“crack,” onto the streets of American cities caused increased focus on the impact of 

drugs on poor inner-city residents.  Partly due to the visibility of crack dealers in open-

air drug markets of big cities, media and others quickly associated crack cocaine with 

poor, urban Blacks.  As the prevalence of crack cocaine addiction increased, more 

mothers gave birth to infants who had been exposed to cocaine in the womb. However, 

the effect of cocaine use on infants was hard to isolate in scientific studies, as mothers 

who used cocaine in pregnancy were also likely to drink heavily, smoke cigarettes, take 

other illegal drugs, have poor nutrition, and receive little to no prenatal care.  

Nevertheless, news media popularized the image of the crack baby, a tiny infant, usually 

Black, in a neonatal ward attached to numerous tubes and life support mechanisms.  
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News articles about the poor prognosis for these infants proliferated. Their maladies 

included delayed development, irritability, learning disabilities, poor emotional affect 

and a host of other physical and developmental impediments.1 Only much later, in the 

early 90’s did the media acknowledge what many researchers had said from the 

beginning: crack babies were not doomed from birth to permanent health problems, 

dependence, and moral turpitude.2 

In comparison to later news articles on the subject of cocaine and babies, the 

initial news reports were somewhat neutral with respect to construction of the babies as 

a moral risk to society. In 1985 and 1986, moral entrepreneurs had not yet fully 

racialized women’s intake of cocaine while pregnant. While constructed as an urban 

phenomenon, women of color were not automatically connected with infants born 

addicted to cocaine. Dr. Judy Howard of UCLA, one of the first doctors in Los Angeles 

to research prevalence of cocaine use during pregnancy, noted that her research site “’is 

UCLA, adjacent to Beverly Hills. We’re all quite surprised about this’”3  The implication 

in some of the earliest articles is that cocaine-use during pregnancy was a relatively 

affluent phenomenon, as Dr. Ira Chasnoff suggested that cocaine might be “served with 

                                                        

1 Dr. Ira Chasnoff, neonatologist and director of the panic-initiating study concerning the effects of cocaine 
on the fetus, said of the study infants, “their emotions are right on the edge. These infants don’t have the 
ability to respond with the proper emotions” (“Study Also Cites Erratic Behavior in Infants; Cocaine Use 
Tied to Miscarriage Risk,” Los Angeles Times, 9/25/85). Chasnoff, however, was cautious about issuing long-
term prognostications without further data. Dr. Judy Howard, UCLA pediatrician noted “the ones who 
escape the dismorphic (sic) features are going to have, I believe, some kind of learning disability” (“Cocaine 
and the Fetus,” Washington Post, 5/14/86). She warned about “’numerous indications of serious abnormalities 
in the brain structure that will not be revealed until later years’” (“Effects of PCP, Cocaine on Unborn: A 
Tragic Picture,” Los Angeles Times, 12/5/85) 
2 Child development experts testified before Congress in 1991 that there were dangers in attempting to find 
evidence of crack’s effects on children, particularly “finding what you look for as far as symptoms” (“Drug-
Exposed Children in the Schools: Problems and Policy,” Congressional Hearing, 7/30/91, p. 126). Even this was 
considered difficult in 1986, when doctors noted that crack babies were not particularly easy to pick out by 
behavior alone (“Cocaine Babies: Hooked at Birth,” Newsweek, 7/28/87). By 1992 ABC news was running 
corrective pieces, suggesting that “crack babies” may not exist (World News Tonight with Peter Jennings, 
7/2/92; Nightline, 12/22/93), as was the New York Times (“For Children of Cocaine, Fresh Reasons for Hope,” 
2/16/93) 
3 “Cocaine and the Fetus,” Washington Post, 5/14/86. 
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afternoon tea” in some households.4  Yet even at this early stage, the beginnings of a 

racialization of cocaine use during pregnancy was apparent. The same article quotes Dr. 

Xylina Bean, neonatologist at King-Drew Medical Center in LA, as saying that while 

“the vast majority of the mothers are blacks and Latinos in their 20s, Dr. Bean points out 

that these studies are being conducted at county hospitals which primarily serve black 

and Latino populations.”5 Nor was cocaine considered a specifically noteworthy drug of 

abuse until 1986; heroin and PCP use in mothers also received attention.6 There were 

even some articles suggesting that children of cocaine users were difficult to pick out of 

a group of normal children.7  

“’It isn’t New York. It isn’t Miami. But if you extrapolate to all births, I’d 

calculate you could fill up one classroom a week with drug-affected babies,’ warned Dr. 

Thomas J. Garite, a UC Irvine chief of obstetrics. […] ‘we’re missing the majority. They’ll 

have an impact on school systems, social service agencies, and prisons’” the LA Times 

was reporting by 1991.8 Reporters warned with certainty of children who “faced a 

possible lifetime of developmental disorders…they will [emphasis added] have some 

degree of learning disorder and behavior problems.”9 Even so, by 1991, initial reports 

had come out indicating that while certainly not good for fetuses and children, cocaine 

was almost impossible to sort out from other likely causes of poor fetal and child health 

outcomes. Confounding factors such as poverty, smoking, drinking, and lack of prenatal 

care in those who used cocaine while pregnant made it difficult for researchers to 

                                                        

4 “Mothers’ Drug Abuse Spurs Infant Addiction, Panel Told,” Washington Post, 5/22/86 and “Rise in Cocaine 
Abuse Poses Threats to Infants,” New York Times, 2/3/86 for implied affluence of cocaine users. 
5 “Effects of PCP, Cocaine on Unborn: A Tragic Picture,” Los Angeles Times, 12/5/85. 
6 ibid; see also “Growing Problem Babies Pay for Mothers’ Drug Abuse,” Los Angeles Times, 12/11/86 on a 
White heroin addict and new mother. After 1986, the problem of pregnant drug users was presented almost 
solely as a cocaine problem, although doctors recognized the common presence of poly-drug abuse in 
reported ‘crack mothers.’ 
7 See “Cocaine Babies: Hooked at Birth,” Newsweek, 7/28/86. 
8 “Drug-Baby Level Put at 2% in O.C.,” Los Angeles Times, 5/30/91. 
9 “Generation of Innocents Carries Drug Abuse Scars,” Los Angeles Times, 5/14/91 
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determine which negative outcomes the cocaine use caused. Corrective articles and 

news pieces began to appear like the Washington Post editorial by US Dept. of Health 

and Human Services official Mary Sheila Gall that challenged the permanence of drug 

damage on infants. Letters from those in the sciences and public health became more 

frequent on the editorial pages of the major newspapers, challenging the narratives of 

permanent taint.10 Nevertheless, in the early 1990’s, the damage had been done and the 

term “crack baby” was cemented in public discourse.11 Despite corrective news stories 

and features, some editorialists were still describing crack babies as “volatile” and 

lacking “the attributes that cause parents to fall in love with them.”12 

                                                        

10 Gall, Mary Sheila. “Children First,” Washington Post, 1/26/91, see also the Letter to the Editor “Let’s Not 
Call Cocaine-Exposed Children ‘Crack Babies,’” New York Times, 3/9/93 by a pediatrics professor strongly 
criticizing the labeling that “writes their destiny while still in diapers,” and “Blame Poverty for Their 
Learning Disabilities,” NYTimes (Letter to the Editor), 2/27/91. For other corrective news pieces see ABC World 
News Tonight with Peter Jennings, 7/2/92, “For Children of Cocaine, Fresh Reasons for Hope,” New York Times, 
2/16/93, and ABC Nightline, 12/22/93. 
11 See “Book World: Mean Streets & Lost Boyz,” Washington Post, 11/2/93 for an example of the term ‘crack 
baby’ in popular culture.  
12 Will, George. “The Children’s Passage of Pain,” Washington Post, 5/1/94. 
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Figure 2: Discourses and themes over time 

2.2 The role of morality in the ‘crack baby’ panic  
In a classic cycle of moral panic generation, the crack baby, a pitiable figure, 

became a symbol of the inner city in crisis and its effect on the larger society.  Costs of 

caring for crack babies threatened hospitals.  The dismal prospects of educating crack 

babies alarmed school districts. Media portrayals of the risks crack babies posed to 

society invoked several dimensions of morality during the course of the panic. They not 

only posed a direct threat to notions of fairness in terms of their status as costly burdens 

to society due to their contamination in the womb; media characterized their mothers’ 

drug use as a failure of responsibility symptomatic of the pathology of the Black family.  

This moral failure justified intrusive intervention into the lives of poor Black women in 

the form of social control mechanisms that policed their pregnancies.  Moreover, the 
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specter of the crack baby helped bolster societal support for a costly war on drugs that 

focused disproportionate attention on young urban Black men. 

 

2.2.1 Burden 

Crack babies threatened fundamental notions of social fairness in the US as the 

cost of their care soared. The cost burden associated with adequately providing for a 

crack baby highlighted the fiscal fragility of various parts of the welfare state: “There 

may be no victims of drug abuse who are more pathetic or more costly to society than 

the crack-damaged babies born to addicted mothers…And Washington remains obliged 

to finance the exorbitant medical and welfare costs of [pregnant addicts’] babies.”13 By 

itself, discussion of cost burdens need not imply a moral judgment about the welfare 

state. However, this discourse often combined with the theme of permanent damage and 

lack of possibility for a good outcome for these children.  It’s one thing to burden the 

system when a redemption narrative is possible; but, as the narrative surrounding crack 

babies was largely that of a lost cause, moral entrepreneurs were able to construct 

cocaine-addicted infants as symptomatic of the futility of poverty alleviation efforts. In 

this framing the crack baby posed a moral risk for the welfare state’s just allocation of 

limited resources.  Dr. John Kitzhaber, creator of a universal health plan for the state of 

Oregon discussed the necessity of health care rationing: “Hippocrates never envisioned 

AIDS, neonatal intensive care units, crack-cocaine babies…she produces an infant who’s 

going to suffer the rest of its life”14. The cost burden of crack babies extended beyond the 

public health system, into foster care and education.  The president of the United 

Hospital Fund, a health-care research and philanthropy group noted, “These kids 

                                                        

13 “How to Protect Babies from Crack,” NYTimes, 3/11/91. 
14 “The Oregon Plan,” 60 Minutes, 5/29/94. 
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become your border babies, and that is why the foster care system is collapsing…they 

are likely to be heavy consumers of resources because of physical and developmental 

impairments, and these kids are going to be a problem for themselves and society for 40 

or 50 years. This is going to be a lifelong handicap…”15  

2.2.1.1 Boarder babies 

Babies that had not been picked up from neonatal wards by their parents, nor 

had anyone to claim them became known as boarder babies in many news reports, as 

they were more or less permanent boarders in the hospital until foster care could be 

found.16 While not all boarder babies were born with cocaine in their system, reporters, 

hospital administrators and child welfare workers drew a close association between 

cocaine addiction and the abandoning of infants by their mother: “For each [41] of the 

boarder babies at Howard [University Hospital], there is a tragic story in which the main 

character is a mother whose crack-cocaine addiction has stripped her of the desire or 

ability to care for her child.”17 Although the article’s title mentions drug users generally, 

there were no mentions of any drugs other than cocaine in the article’s text.  

The “boarder baby” stories are important in several ways. First, it is partially due 

to the boarder baby phenomena that cocaine became socially constructed as a drug that 

would override women’s ‘natural’ bonding with their child. Nancy Campbell (2000:3) 
                                                        

15 “Rise in Babies Hurt by Drugs is Predicted,” NYTimes, 10/18/89 
16 see “Babies of Crack Users Fill Hospital Nurseries,” NYTimes, 8/25/86; “Who Will Care For the Boarder 
Babies?” NYTimes, 11/30/86; “Mothers’ Drug Addictions Imperil Newborns’ Lives; Rise in DC Mortality Rate 
Predicted,” Washington Post, 2/22/89; “Beyond the Stereotypes: Women, Addiction, and Perinatal Substance 
Abuse,” Congressional Hearing, 4/19/90; “Federally Funded Child Welfare, Foster Care and Adoption 
Assistance Programs,” Congressional Hearing, 4/4-4/5/90; “Falling Through the Crack: The Impact of Drug-
Exposed Children on the Child Welfare System,” Congressional Hearing, 3/8/90; “Hospital Housing Healthy 
Infants,” NYTimes, 7/26/92; “Babies Offer Reminder of Crack’s Cruel Legacy: Congressmen Get Close Look 
at Suffering,” Washington Post, 4/4/90; “How City Government Officials and Kind-Hearted People Actually 
Solved the Crack-Baby Crisis,” Washington Post, 2/6/94; “Marion Barry’s Untold Legacy,” US News & World 
Report, 7/30/90; “Children of Substance Abusers,” Congressional Hearing, 2/5/89; “D.C. Reports Steep Rise in 
Infant Deaths; Increase Attributed to Heavy Drug Use,” Washington Post, 7/20/89; “Adopting Drug Babies, A 
Special Report: Child-Rearing is Stormy When Drugs Cloud Birth,” NYTimes, 5/19/90; “A Failed Drug 
Strategy,” Congressional Record (Rep. Gilman), 6/28/94. 
17 Greene, Marcia Slacum. ‘”Boarder Babies’ Linger in Hospitals; Drug Users Abandon Their Infants,” 
Washington Post, 9/11/89. 
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pointed out that unlike the way methamphetamine was socially constructed, “crack 

using women are not afflicted with the compulsion to clean, work, or care for their 

children.”18 Crack cocaine, in concert with its racialization as a drug associated with 

African-American urban residents, rendered explicable to readers the mothers 

abandoning infants in the hospital after birth. Crack cocaine became a way to demonize 

young black women for their irresponsibility while the social conditions that contributed 

to the boarder baby phenomenon took a back seat.19    

Second, during the time the babies were boarding in the hospitals and other 

facilities, experts could track the aftereffects that were said to linger in the babies. This 

focused attention on drug damage limited the number of foster care homes willing to 

take them, exacerbating the boarder baby problem.20 One of the more frightening articles 

for future foster parents gave a bleak assessment and is worth quoting at length:  

Parents rearing drug-exposed children report experiences from bad but tolerable 
to anguishing and intolerable. All find it nearly impossible to engage baby sitters. 
Many cannot find doctors who will accept drug-exposed children into their 
pediatric practice—especially if they are on Medicaid. Most parents say they 
cannot take vacations, rest or even take a break. They say their children, in 
addition to being extraordinarily hyperactive, have ravenous appetites and 
thirsts, are often highly manipulative, and are often destructive, sometimes 
harming themselves and people around them without remorse.21 

 
Depictions like this may have deterred potential foster parents from taking a known 

‘crack baby,’ as they were falsely constructed in the media as peculiarly volatile and 

potentially dangerous burdens to foster parents.22 

                                                        

18 Campbell, Nancy. Using Women: Gender, Drug Policy, and Social Justice. New York: Routledge, 2000, p.3. 
19 “A Black Health Crisis,” Newsweek, 7/13/87. For example, pregnant black women smoking cocaine were 
blamed for the rising infant mortality rate in the US, rather than rising numbers of those without health 
insurance and prenatal care.  
20 “Ministering to the ‘Boarder’ Babies,” US News & World Report, 12/26/88-1/2/89; “Advocacy Group Fights 
Placement of Black Children in White  Foster Famlies,” CBS/ 60 Minutes, 10/25/92. 
21 “Adopting Drug Babies, A Special Report: Child-Rearing is Stormy When Drugs Cloud Birth,” NYTimes, 
5/19/90. 
22 See sociologist Marsha Rosenbaum’s “Blame Poverty for Their Learning Disabilities,” NYTimes (Letter to 
the Editor), 2/27/91, for a brief structural counter-narrative of the boarder baby crisis. 
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 The final burden threat that the boarder babies posed was that of their monetary 

cost to hospitals and the child welfare system. Dr. Ira Chasnoff’s original study on the 

impact of cocaine on fetuses estimated that 375,000 drug-exposed children were born 

every year, a figure that many news pieces quoted.23 The New York Times editorial page 

warned that 

If their plight is appalling, so are the costs. California now spends $178 million a 
year to care for such babies. Maryland spends $121 million. By one estimate, 
medical treatment and foster care in the first five years would total $500 million 
for just 9,000 drug-damaged babies born in 1989. The cost of special education to 
prepare them for school triples the amount, to $1.5 billion.24 

In the early days of the panic, pre-1990, news sources made a connection 

between babies born addicted to crack and babies born with AIDS, in that both were 

costly burdens to the state.25 The U.S. Surgeon General Everett Koop observed “some of 

my personal colleagues say that they cant even get a baby into the newborn ICU because 

is loaded down with AIDS babies and cocaine babies”26. Not only is the ICU “loaded 

down” with crack babies, burdened so that his own colleagues can’t reserve a spot for 

their patients, but crack babies are also associated with, what was at the time, a poorly 

understood disease. Public health education had only begun sorting AIDS facts from 

AIDS myths re transmission methods, and AIDS itself, as a moral panic, has been well 

documented (see literature review above). The taint of possible AIDS infection further 

stigmatized the “boarder babies.”27 Becoming de facto boarders at the hospital, crack 

                                                        
23 “How to Protect Babies from Crack,” New York Times, 3/11/91; “Cocaine and the Fetus,” Washington Post, 
5/14/86; “Rise in Cocaine Abuse Poses Threats to Infants,” New York Times, 2/3/86; Greene, Marcia Slacum. 
‘”Boarder Babies’ Linger in Hospitals; Drug Users Abandon Their Infants,” Washington Post, 9/11/89; 
“Generation of Innocents Carries Drug Abuse Scars,” Los Angeles Times, 5/14/91 and many others. 
24 “How to Protect Babies from Crack,” New York Times, 3/11/91. 
25 Crossover estimates varied somewhat, but in 1990 in Washington DC, 10% of boarder babies were testing 
positive for HIV at D.C. General Hospital (“Babies Offer Reminder of Crack’s Cruel Legacy: Congressmen 
Get Close Look at Suffering,” Washington Post, 5/4/90. 
26 “Surgeon General Koop: The Right, the Left, and the Center of the AIDS Storm,” Wash Post, 3/24/87 
27 “Sickly Babies Find a Grandmother: Children with AIDS and Drug Addictions Given a Home,” Los 
Angeles Times, 12/3/88. 
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babies became associated with “consuming scarce medical resources”28 as well as a 

frightening new disease.   

2.2.1.2 Schools  

Crack babies did not cease to be a menace to society once they were no longer 

infants; instead, they would morph into “crack kids” whose special needs would 

overwhelm public school budgets. According to news reports, crack babies threatened 

the public school system in several ways. Most significantly, they were constructed as 

subjects that would be using more than their fair share of money for schools, placing a 

heavy cost burden on public school systems. CBS Evening News showed an unidentified 

doctor equipped with brain scans of children, who said the boys whose brain scans he 

was examining “’will never be normal’” and “’may be damaged for life.’”29 Reports like 

these were used as evidence that crack babies would have learning disabilities requiring 

significant intervention by public schools. The cost overruns were projected, variously, 

in the billions of dollars.30 Politicians jumped on the bandwagon, with Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan addressing the issue: “As you know, we are just now seeing the first crack 

babies entering the school system” implying that these children were fundamentally 

different than other children requiring more resources.31 Elementary school teachers and 

developmental psychologists were quoted saying that crack babies were “causing major 

instructional and financial problems” and warning that “we have to educate people 

about what’s coming up, and it isn’t pretty.”32 Multiple Congressional hearings were 

held on the issue, often with outrageously alarmist titles, even when the expert 

                                                        
28 “Mothers’ Drug Addictions; Imperil Newborns Lives; Rise in DC Mortality Rate Predicted” Washington 
Post, 2/22/89 
29 “Growing Number of Crack Babies a Problem for Schools,” CBS Evening News, 4/5/90. 
30 “Drug-Exposed Children in the Schools: Problems and Policy,” Congressional Hearing, 7/30/91. 
31Moynihan, Daniel Patrick. “Crack Epidemic Deserves as Much of Our Attention as AIDS,” New York Times 
(Letter to Editor), 7/2/91. 
32 “Schools Trying to Cope with ‘Crack Babies,’” New York Times, 1/5/92. 



 

 35 

witnesses at the hearings themselves presented a far more nuanced picture of the future 

for these children.33 Some news reports were also similar in this regard, with a lead-in 

that affirms a burden narrative about cost, while denying in the report itself the notion 

of ‘crack kids’ or babies.34 Representatives entered news articles into the Congressional 

record that used the trope of crack babies to warn against the folly of public school 

“choice” (where parents choose the public school that their children will attend). 

Obviously, constituents would not choose crack babies to come to their school due to 

their perceived likelihood of “bringing down test scores.”35 While the article that Rep. 

Andrew Jacobs entered into the record was ironic, its irony depended on the audience 

assumption that crack babies would not perform well at school and would be a discredit 

to the learning environment.36  

2.2.2 Purity and taint 

This recurring theme of permanence was of particular importance in establishing 

the purity danger that crack babies both posed and were victimized by. A large portion 

of the moral salience of this panic was that children were tainted by exposure to cocaine 

by their mothers and this taint had no set expiration date.  Rather than acting to preserve 

their children’s innocence and purity—as good mothers are constructed as doing—

crack-addicted mothers contaminated their children thereby placing a burden onto the 

whole of society.   

As the moral panic gained momentum, the focus on taint in terms of doctors’ 

fears of cocaine induced physical and developmental problems morphed into 
                                                        

33 See “Cocaine Kindergartners: Preparing for the First Wave,” Congressional Hearing, 5/16/91 for an example 
of an alarmist title, but a less panicked portrayal by experts. A special education specialist, Dr. Diane Powell, 
and others, attempted to dispel the notion of  a biomedical underclass, but the title of the hearing betrayed 
this effort. See also “Drug-Exposed Kids: A Crisis in America’s Schools,” Congressional Hearing, 9/13/91, 
where the same expert testified to the same effect.  
34 ABC World News Tonight with Peter Jennings, 7/24/91. 
35 “Keep Schools Open to All,” Congressional Record (Rep. Andrew Jacobs), 3/19/92. 
36 See Ellsworth, Jerry. “Keep Schools Open to All,” Newsweek, 3/16/92. 
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speculations and pronouncements about these children’s moral character and humanity. 

Negative associations with the character and behavior of crack cocaine addicts began to 

be mapped onto the next generation.  A Houston schoolteacher says, “They operate only 

on an instinctual level. They eat and sleep, eat and sleep. Something has been left out”37.  

Dr. Judy Howard of UCLA Medical School says in the same article that, “it’s as if the 

part of the brain that ‘makes us human beings, capable of discussion or reflection,’ has 

been ‘wiped out.’”38 An angry letter-writer to the New York Times argues, “These babies 

evolve into illiterate, violent, miserable children who often commit crimes.”39 In an 

article on adopting drug babies, crack exposed kids are described as “often highly 

manipulative, and are often destructive, sometimes harming themselves and people 

around them without remorse”40. This description bears more than a passing 

resemblance to characteristics possessed by sociopaths, or anti-social personalities, who 

are similarly defined as callous, manipulative, and without remorse (cite DSM-IV here). 

It is worth noting that, as the pinnacle of societal representations of evil, the sociopath, 

too, is considered permanently flawed and irredeemable. 

 

2.3 Common themes 

2.3.1 Permanence and the biomedically unredeemable 

But, were there factors other than medical that made it easier for experts to 

construct crack babies as a doomed bio-underclass? Discourses of permanent 

contamination and burden proved impossible to separate from issues of race.  In the 

post-Civil rights era US, “color-blind” discourses that avoid direct negative talk about 

                                                        

37 “The Crack Children,” Newsweek, 2/12/90 
38 ibid. 
39 NYTimes, 12/30/89 
40 “Adopting Drug Babies: A Special Report,” NYTimes, 5/19/90 
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minorities tend to predominate.  While some few continue to directly address race, 

commentators will often use code adjectives instead, like “welfare,”  “urban,” or “inner-

city” to denote blackness: “The inner-city crack epidemic is now giving birth to the 

newest horror: a bio-underclass, a generation of physically damaged cocaine babies 

whose biological inferiority is stamped at birth”41.  This editorialist goes on to quote 

Douglas Besharov, former director of the National Center on Child Abuse now at the 

conservative Heritage Foundation, who is much more direct about race: “This is not 

stuff that Head Start [an early childhood education welfare program] can fix.  This is 

permanent brain damage. Whether it is 5% or 15% of the black community, it is there.”42  

Here, the solutions of the welfare state are held up to biological reality and found 

wanting, reminding the public of the uselessness of welfare programs when faced with 

the burden posed by the poor and black.  Other narratives ventured beyond a focus on 

welfare programs as ineffective, instead portraying them as a direct cause of the crack 

baby phenomenon. An officer of the court in Chicago, responsible for representing an 

abandoned crack baby, argued, “The Welfare system is a humungous failure. There’s-

there’s no question about that. The Welfare system condones having children and not 

being responsible for them.”43  

 

2.4 Material outcomes 

2.4.1 Racialized pregnancy policing 

The construction of crack babies as irredeemably contaminated burdens helped 

shift the search for solutions away from social services and into the realm of criminal 

justice.   Prosecutors used statutes that criminalized sale and/or delivery of drugs to 
                                                        
41 “Children of Cocaine,” Washington Post, 7/30/89 
42 ibid. 
43 “Whose Kids Are These?” ABC News 20/20, 2/11/94 
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hold women culpable for delivering drugs to their fetus through the umbilical cord. The 

burden of this enforcement fell disproportionately upon women of color who used 

public inner-city hospitals where testing infants for drugs was commonplace.  Race is 

highlighted in the case of a woman (described in the article as blonde) whose newborn 

was removed from her after an erroneous drug test.  Her infuriated lawyer complained 

to media, not about the erroneous results, but about the fact the test was even performed 

in the first place: “I’ve never heard of anything so outrageous before. We’re not talking 

about a welfare mother, here…if this is the type of treatment [county hospitals are] 

going to deliver to their private patients I can see why they don’t have any”44. Given that 

the obstetricians were not simultaneously delivering a newborn and perusing insurance 

papers, how were the doctors to know that the patient was not a “welfare mother”? 

Implicitly, this lawyer echoes the larger society’s associations with welfare, dividing 

women into two groups: those who are white and well-to-do, and may thus be spared 

the indignity of urine purity tests while in labor; and those dependent minorities whose 

submission to monitoring and invasion of privacy is to be expected, if not routine.  At 

the same time as pundits and experts declaimed the welfare state as failed, they hailed a 

tough law-and-order approach that criminalized pregnancy for poor black addicts.  

 To prevent their pregnancies from occurring at all, Governor Pete Wilson of 

California used crack babies as justification for potentially mandating Norplant 

implantable birth control for women who have given birth to a “crack baby”: “’I think to 

the extent you can prevent the birth of an addicted newborn, who can be terribly and 

irreversibly damaged, God knows you want to do that.’”45 Couched in the language of a 

war on child abuse (who could oppose that?), some judges offered much lighter 

sentences if the female defendant agreed to use the Norplant birth control implant; a 
                                                        

44 “Mother Kept From Baby Files Claim Over Drug Test,” LA Times, 2/13/86 
45 “Wilson Favors Use of Birth Control Implant” Los Angeles Times, 5/17/91. 
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sheriff in California defended judges’ reasoning, arguing, “We’re stopping some woman 

from delivering another crack baby.”46 

Moral discourse about women birthing a possibly permanently dependent child 

helped craft a place where judges felt they could ignore ordinary constitutional 

provisions about seizure of the person, ordering emergency detention in the case of a 

D.C. woman, Brenda Vaughan. Superior Court Judge Peter Wolf said, “She’s apparently 

an addictive personality and I’ll be damned if I let another baby be born that way.”47 In 

an explanation of his decision he considered the interests of the “taxpaying public” who 

would have “to pay for severe and expensive problems at birth and/or developmental 

and permanent” damage if the fetus’s mother repeated her cocaine abuse.48 The 

combination of the woman’s state of pregnancy and her concomitant drug use created 

what Georgio Agamben refers to as a state of exception: “The state of exception is not a 

special kind of law (like the law of war); rather, insofar as it is a suspension of the 

juridical order itself, it defines law’s threshold or limit concept.”(Agamben 2005, 4).49 

Discomfort with thresholds and liminal states50 helped make the woman’s body a 

battleground about which moral entrepreneurs constructed the fetus as at risk and the 

mother as subject to special emergency detention. In another noteworthy case, the state 

of Florida upheld a conviction for delivery of drugs to a minor through the umbilical 

cord.51 In these news items, the cost burden of caring for crack babies is used to justify a 

                                                        

46 “Birth Control May Be Required for Drug Addicts, Child Abusers,” CBS Evening News, 8/8/91. 
47 “DC Judge Jails Woman as Protection for Fetus,” Washington Post, 7/23/88; “Woman Jailed After Drug Test 
Released to Await Child’s Birth,” Washington Post, 9/15/88.  
48 “The Case of Brenda Vaughan; The Judge Explains His Decision,” Washington Post (Op-ed), 9/4/88. In an 
unusual move, the judge explained his decision in response to civil rights advocates. See also, “When a 
Fetus Has More Rights Than the Mother,” Washington Post, 7/23/88 and “Jailed Because She Is Pregnant: A 
Superior Court Judge Went Beyond His Duty,” Washington Post, 8/21/88. 
49see also Agamben, Georgio. Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1998.  
50 See Mary Douglas’ body of work for a full account; for an excellent account of pregnancy as a liminal state 
see Lupton, Deborah 1998.  
51 “Court in Florida Upholds Conviction for Drug Delivery by Umbilical,” New York Times, 4/20/91. 
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criminal policing of pregnancies, particularly of poor minority women. One prosecutor 

in South Carolina used a discourse of rights and fairness to dismiss pregnant drug users 

as feeling they are “owed” something while taking no responsibility.52  

 

2.4.2 Welfare state retrenchment 

We generally construct children as innocent and pure, but experts constructed 

the crack baby as permanently tainted by exposure to cocaine in utero.  The purity and 

fairness dimensions of the crack baby panic funneled into the harm/care dimension to 

further racialize and erode support for the US welfare system.  The purity dimension 

helped pit mother against baby: crack mothers became the folk devils who corrupted 

their infants and burdened the hospital, school, and foster care systems, necessitating 

policing of their pregnancies.  The burden of their infants, in turn, fed White racial 

anxiety over the equity of the social safety net. Who was it serving? For the White 

middle class, crack babies, while pitiable and deserving of aid, helped reinforce a 

perceived racial divide between those using the commons and those fiscally supporting 

it.  Fueled by anxieties over purity and fairness, the moral panic over crack babies 

further racialized the welfare system during the climate of “rollback” in the late 

80’s/early 90’s, when many conservative commentators were coming to blame the 

welfare state for creating the problems that it purported to solve.   

 

2.4.3 Drug legalization 

If it was difficult for politicians to take a pro-drug legalization/decriminalization 

stance before the crack baby panic, during the panic that policy position became even 

                                                        

52 “Cracking Down: Charleston SC Hospital Rescinds Policy Which Threatens Crack-Addicted Pregnant 
Women with Jail if They Refuse Treatment,” CBS News/60 Minutes, 11/20/94. 
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more problematic politically. While the panic raged, many moral entrepreneurs 

hardened their anti-legalization stance using the cultural trope of the crack baby. This 

happened two ways. First, the suffering of the crack baby was invoked. From tremors 

and seizures to mental retardation, the physical suffering of the infants was enough 

alone to justify continued drug prosecutions. DC Superior Court Judge Peter Wolf 

asserted, “‘You go down to the ward in DC Hospital where those babies are born. Once 

you do, you’ll never let a pregnant user out. It’s horrible.’”53 

                                                        

53 “Maternal-Fetal Conflict: Five Questions,” Washington Post, 12/13/88. 
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3.	  Undocumented	  Immigrants	  

3.1 A look at the data 
The illegal immigration panic of 2004-2006 allowed moral entrepreneurs to craft 

Mexicans (immigrants or otherwise) as moral risks to a neoliberal ethic of fairness, color-

blindness, and a limited state.  They achieved this partially through moral discourse 

constructing Mexicans and Mexican-Americans as costly criminogenic burdens to the 

welfare state who, while also posing a security risk, threatened the purity of the 

American culture and landscape.  

 

 

Figure 3: Moral discourse by source 
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I received the following ‘hits’ from a Lexis Nexis search of the terms “illegal 

AND immigration” between the dates of January 1, 2004 and December 31, 2006: Lou 

Dobbs Tonight = 641, NBC Nightly News = 116, CBS Evening News = 102, ABC World News 

Tonight = 101, US News & World Report = 96, Newsweek = 96, New York Times = 1909, 

Washington Post = 1699, Congressional Hearings = 61. After sampling between the dates of 

January 1, 2004 and December 31, 2006 my final article and transcript count was as 

follows: Lou Dobbs Tonight = 120, NBC Nightly News = 116, CBS Evening News = 102, ABC 

World News Tonight = 101, US News & World Report = 96, Newsweek = 96, Time = 65, New 

York Times = 178, Washington Post = 149, Los Angeles Times = 197, Congressional Hearings = 

61.1  

Moral discourse in this panic was more diverse than in the crack baby panic, 

which primarily centered around fairness and purity discourses. Here, as might be 

expected of a panic based on immigration, ingroup-loyalty discourses proved almost as 

prevalent as fairness discourse. Appeals to the moral authority of the law were also 

quite popular as pundits and politicians, even the most reactionary, attempted to 

differentiate documented immigrants from the undocumented. Overall, a strong 

presence of themes of security, border militarization, and war rhetoric were particularly 

pronounced in the data.  

                                                        

1 I reduced the large number of hits received for the New York Times, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, Lou 
Dobbs Tonight, and the Congressional Record by sampling the articles/transcripts from Mondays within the 
time frame indicated above.  Data from the LA Times and Time Magazine was retrieved through an archive 
search for “illegal AND immigration” on the web sites for those publications. 
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Figure 4: Themes by source 
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3.1.1 Timeline of the panic 

 

Figure 5: Moral discourse over time 
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Figure 6: Themes over time 

On January 7, 2004 President Bush announced a plan for comprehensive 

immigration reform that would provide a temporary program for guest workers and 

create a path to citizenship.  In December 2005, in a backlash to the Bush plan, House 

conservatives succeeded in passing an enforcement-only bill—H. R. 4437, the Border 

Protection, Anti-Terrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act—that made it a felony 

offense to be present in the US illegally, and made it a criminal offense to aid or abet 

those here illegally.  On May 1, 2006, in an unprecedented culmination of community 

organizing and mobilization, Latino human rights groups and others called for a ‘day 

without immigrants,’ which brought millions into the streets to protest the draconian 

measures in the House bill.  The Senate passed its own immigration reform bill in May 

of 2006—S. 2611 the Comprehensive Immigration Reform Act of 2006—that hewed 

closely to Bush’s original plan, but also provided for increased border and workplace 
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enforcement.  The two bills proved irreconcilable and both died in conference committee 

in January of 07.  During the course of the legislative battle, though, illegal immigration 

became a hot button campaign issue, with newspapers and television pundits across the 

US warning of a horde of unskilled—possibly criminal—individuals moving freely 

across the border.  The debate over immigration reform became a moral panic in the 

course of which think tanks, citizens’ groups, and pundits presented the undocumented 

not only as a direct threat to physical safety, but also as a more subtle risk to the moral 

and social order. Within the context of post-9/11 fears and increased globalization, they 

painted a portrait of the middle class and societal institutions as under attack from 

racialized Others below and greedy elites above.  The moral discourse used to paint this 

picture was deployed in an effort to encourage laws that, if passed, would help maintain 

and reproduce class and racial boundaries. 

The graphs above depict the instances of moral discourse and themes over time. I 

counted the most instances of moralized discourse in the months during and preceding 

the pro-immigrant marches of January-May 1, 2006. After the May 1st rallies, moral 

discourse dropped off precipitously as journalistic coverage of immigration as a hot 

button political issue waned.2 It is important to note at this point that my coding of 

moralized discourse included both “sides” in the debate, which helps explain the drop-

off of in-group discourse after the big immigration rallies, as the counter-assertion of 

belonging was no longer as forcefully present in the media.  

3.2 The role of morality in the illegal immigration panic 
 

                                                        
2 Just as journalistic sources reduced coverage of immigration issues, the Republican congress stepped into 
gear, holding provocatively titled hearings around the country to capitalize politically on a moment that had 
already passed.  
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3.2.1 Fairness and burden discourse 

The most popular discourse during the panic, by a very slim margin, discussed 

illegal immigrants in terms of fairness, both as an unfair competitive threat to low-wage 

workers3 and a burden to American taxpayers.4 It also characterized non-enforcement 

only policy prescriptions as rewarding bad behavior, an unjust amnesty.  For those 

opposed to the undocumented, fairness/equity based discourses did double duty, so to 

speak, which contributed to their prominence during the panic.  First, they enabled 

some speakers to assert color-blindness, and focus on economic issues as at root of their 

concern, rather than race.  But, they also allowed speakers to present immigrants as 

threats to the class position of working and middle-class citizens.  The deviance of the 

illegal immigrant consists not only of his/her status as a racial/ethnic or legal outsider, 

but also as a threat to fair play.  In this frame, undocumented presence represents an 

economic injustice to American workers.5 

Initially, as the case study involved immigration and citizenship, I expected 

ingroup/loyalty discourses to outweigh moral claims about equity by a large margin. 

Yet, in the post-civil rights era, fairness and justice discourses tend to take center stage, 
                                                        

3 See “Work Force: Illegal Immigrants Make Up Significant Percentage,” ABC World News Tonight, 4/10/06; 
“Congress and Housing,” New York Times (Letter to Editor), 6/20/05; “New Fed Crackdown on Illegal 
Immigrants Warning to Companies Tempted to Employ Them,” CBS Evening News, 4/20/06; “African 
Americans Joining with Minutemen to Protest Illegal Immigration,” CBS Evening News, 5/6/06; “Wal-Mart 
Agrees to $11M Settlement over Federal Charges of Hiring Illegal Immigrants,” NBC Nightly News, 3/18/05; 
“Temporary Guest Worker Proposals in the Agricultural Sector,” Congressional Hearing, 1/28/04; “A Battle 
Raging Against Illegal Workers in Idaho Has an Unlikely Driving Force,” New York Times, 5/30/05. 
4 “How Would Millions of Guest Workers Impact Working Americans and Americans Seeking 
Employment?” Congressional Hearing, 3/24/04; “What it Means for Your Wallet,” Time, 4/5/06; “Border Watch: 
Your Money,” ABC World News Tonight, 6/29/05; “Small Business Owners Say They Rely on Illegal 
Immigrants,” CBS Evening News, 4/10/06; “National Guard Troops May Be Deployed to Protect US-Mexican 
Border,” CBS Evening News, 5/12/06; “Gangs, Fraud, and Sexual Predators: Struggling with the 
Consequences of Illegal Immigration,” Congressional Hearing, 4/12/06; “Paying for College: Higher Education 
and the American Taxpayer,” Congressional Hearing, 9/1/06; “How Does Illegal Immigration Impact 
American Taxpayers and Will the Reid-Kennedy Amnesty Worsen the Blow?” Congressional Hearing, 8/2/06; 
“Porous Borders and Downstream Costs: The Cost of Illegal Immigration on State, County, and Local 
Governments,” Congressional Hearing, 8/14/06; “Field Hearings for Fiscal Year 2007,” Congressional Hearing, 
8/30/06; “Health Care Rationing Among America’s Hospitals,” NBC Nightly News, 2/24/04; “Dangerously 
Dependent,” US News & World Report, 2/19/04 
5 This frame of poor economic citizenship on the part of the undocumented was also observed by Robin 
Dale Jacobson in her excellent study of supporters of California’s Proposition 187 (Jacobson 2008: 66-86). 
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allowing journalists and pundits to discursively dissociate themselves with racism while 

focusing on rights issues.  In approximately 47% of the articles/transcripts, this narrative 

was present making it the most popular moral narrative for discussing illegal 

immigration and illegal immigrants. News stories, letters, and editorials employed 

fairness discourse to argue that illegal immigrants drive down wages for lower-income 

citizens, take more from the economy than they contribute through taxes, or are a 

burden on the public health and education systems. Because using a blatant 

ingroup/loyalty narrative leaves a speaker open to charges of racism, both sides often 

deployed fairness narratives in a conscious pro-active effort to combat accusations of 

xenophobia as being at the root of an anti-illegal immigration position. As Al Martinez, 

editorial columnist for the LA Times observes somewhat sarcastically when talking about 

the Minutemen border patrolling group, 

I realize that not all of those who join such crusading efforts are racist. For them, 
it’s a question of economics.  If California were on the border with Sweden and 
the Swedes were slipping in and taking away the jobs that Americans crave, such 
as pulling weeds, digging holes, busing dishes and cleaning houses, we’d feel the 
same about them6 

The class threat posed by the undocumented was frequently expressed through 

fairness discourse about the labor market.  In-group and fairness discourses combine 

here, demonstrating the importance of economic justice narratives in framing the 

undocumented as a moral risk.   A member of the Crispus Attucks Brigade, a black anti-

illegal immigration group, denied racism as a factor in his opposition, saying,“‘I don’t 

hate Hispanics…but I shouldn’t have to compete like this when my people fought and 

died for this country.  This is my birthright: to work, not to beg, for a living wage…I’m 

being undermined.’”7 The speaker portrays the right to a living wage as under threat 

from illegal border crossers. The presence of the employed -but -undocumented 
                                                        

6 “Arnold’s Endorsement Of Minutemen Borders on Lunacy,” Los Angeles Times, 5/16/05. 
7 “Immigration Forum Gets Intense,” LA Times 4/24/06 
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indicates a fundamental unfairness in the system.  Economic arguments that constructed 

the undocumented as a threat to the American worker employed fairness and justice 

frames that associated the undocumented—read Mexicans—with the theft of American 

jobs. 

In other versions of this narrative, the undocumented pose a threat to America’s 

generosity by taking advantage of goods and services available in the commons.  They 

become a burden to the functioning of the social safety net and a threat to the ability of 

Americans to access public services to which Americans see themselves as entitled. CBS 

Evening News showed graphs provided by the anti-illegal immigration think tank, the 

Center for Immigration Studies to assert, “while more than half of the undocumented 

workers do pay federal taxes, it’s not enough to offset there [sic] much bigger drain on 

the federal budget for services like Medicaid, healthcare, and food stamps”8 

In combination with in-group/loyalty rhetoric, narratives like these proved 

particularly powerful in debates over proper funding of the social safety net, as 

individuals who see a particular group as exploiting the public sector for its benefits 

may be less likely to support policies that fiscally strengthen it.  Representative Deal (R) 

TN, author of legislation to do away with birthright citizenship, justified his opposition 

to a bill that would have expanded Medicaid by remarking “what our opponents are 

advocating is that an illegal immigrant on Medicaid would almost certainly have a 

better healthcare benefits passage than what is available to most taxpayers who are 

paying for those benefits.”9  

Oftentimes conservatives justified opposition to the undocumented by appealing 

to populist arguments based on economic justice and worker exploitation.  

                                                        
8 “Debate in House and Senate…,” 3/27/06. 
9 “Examining the Impact of Illegal Immigration on the Medicaid Program and Our Healthcare Delivery 
System,” Congressional Hearing, 8/10/06.  
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Representative Blackburn (R) TN, proponent of enforcement only measures talks about 

both during a Congressional hearing, saying, “…the job will go to someone who is in the 

country illegally and is working for a lower rate. And then that individual that is 

working for that lower rate, who is here illegally, is not going to have other protections 

provided through the law”10.  More populist conservatives repeatedly made arguments 

like these, professing concern with wage depression that benefits elites. In other 

instances, elites in big business are often presented as being in cahoots with the 

undocumented to the economic detriment of the broader American public.  Lou Dobbs 

explores this connection, asserting “one of the most influential organizations in the 

illegal immigration debate is heavily backed by corporate America.  It’s called MALDEF, 

or the Mexican-American Legal Defense and Education Fund.  It’s a group that fights for 

the rights of illegal aliens in this country and has some very powerful backers.”11 

3.2.2 Authority and duty—the federal government 

Like discourse on fairness, rule of law rhetoric, too, permitted individuals 

opposed to illegal immigration to maneuver effectively around accusations of racism. A 

founder of the Minutemen—the civilian group who patrolled the southern border for 

border crossers—brushed off accusations of xenophobia: “It’s not about what language 

you speak or what color your skin is.  It’s about you’re breaking into our country.”12  

Rule of law provides a discursive moral tool for Simcox to argue his color-blindness. The 

mayor of Hazleton, PA—who attempted to usher in draconian ordinances against the 

undocumented in his town—concurred: “You know, illegal doesn’t have a race. Illegal is 

illegal.”13 But illegal does have a race.  As Robin Dale Jacobson observes in her study on 

                                                        

10 Congressional Hearing, 11/17/05. 
11 Lou Dobbs Tonight, 11/29/04. 
12 Chris Simcox, Lou Dobbs Tonight, 12/26/05. 
13 “A Closer Look: Zero Tolerance,” ABC World News Tonight, 6/21/06. 
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Proposition 187, “The undocumented are raced as Mexicans, and Mexicans become 

characterized as illegal, regardless of immigration status.  Central to the racialization of 

Mexicans in this country is the construction of illegality surrounding their presence…” 

(Jacobson 2008: 60).  While the undocumented are racialized as Mexican, colorblind rule 

of law narratives demand the denial of this.  Discursive moves like illegal is illegal are 

an attempt to forestall further moral argument that might challenge the colorblindness 

of the speaker.   

Even so, the importance of the moral authority of the law is important in its own 

right for these speakers.14  The very fact of illegality, read disrespect for the law, should 

trump other moral considerations in the mind of these speakers.  As Sen. Jon Kyl (R) AZ 

put it, 

So, the government pretends to have standards and criteria that everybody 
knows are violated…The people know that. They see it every day…So what does 
that tell them about laws? That some laws can be violated with impunity. That is 
the beginning of the end of society. It reminds me of the old Soviet thing: we 
pretend to work and they pretend to pay. We cannot let that happen here in the 
United States.15  

 For vocal opponents of illegal immigration, the original sin of an illegal border 

crossing cannot be expiated through paying back taxes, learning English, and having a 

clean criminal record—all things that were included in the Senate’s comprehensive 

immigration legislation to satisfy notions of fairness and in-group membership.  The 

enforcement-only bill, based on the authority of the law, reflects the moral concerns of 

its authors, requiring us to privilege the fact of illegality while minimizing questions on 

the justice of current immigration law. 

                                                        

14 See “The Minutemen Citizen Border Watch,” ABC World News Tonight, 4/3/05; “Free Speech: Mayor Lou 
Barletta From Hazelton, PA Talks About Immigration,” CBS Evening News, 10/17/06; “Eye on Politics—CA 
Leading Way Saying They Won’t Wait for Washington to Tell Them How to Handle Things,” CBS Evening 
News, 10/30/06; “The G-Men Hunt for a Polygamist,” US News & World Report, 5/22/06. 
15 “Evaluating a Temporary Guest Worker Program,” Congressional Hearing, 2/12/04. 
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The undocumented also pose a moral risk to the federal government in discourse 

on moral authority. An illegal presence is an affront to its moral authority, showing the 

government to be incompetent at best and complicit in the violation of its own laws at 

worst.  Professor Stanley Renshon views a large presence of illegal immigrants as “very 

corrosive to attachments to the American national identity.  When you have a 

government that either can not or will not protect the integrity of the community, you’ve 

really got a very serious problem.”16 For Renshon, the undocumented pose a moral 

threat in two ways. First, the blurring of the boundaries of citizenship directly challenges 

the importance of in-group distinctions themselves.   A large undocumented presence 

leads to a devaluing of citizenship.  Second, the undocumented come to symbolize the 

failure of the federal government to enforce the law, its dereliction of duty.  Chris 

Simcox, founder of the Minutemen, in a statement submitted for the record at a 

Congressional hearing, presents the material received by new Minutemen on joining.  

“You have debated, you have begged, you have pleaded with your government 

officials—public servants whom you trusted to stand by the oath they took when sworn 

into office to protect the United States from invasion by enemies foreign and 

domestic.”17 Illegal immigrants posed a visible challenge to the moral authority of the 

federal government at a time when law enforcement/defense remained one of the few 

spheres that supporters of limited government were willing to cede to the State. 

How does the language of morality operate to construct boundaries around race 

and class? In the case of the illegal immigration panic, it operated through discourses 

that appealed to fundamental notions of fairness, community, and rule of law. Overall, 

narratives constructed the undocumented as a moral risk to the Nation both directly and 

                                                        
16 Lou Dobbs Tonight, 12/26/05. 
17 Standard Operating Procedure for Minutemen Project, in “Securing Our Borders: What Have We Learned 
From Government Initiatives and Citizen Patrols?” Congressional Hearing, 5/12/05. 
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indirectly. Directly, as an in-group threat to White America, and also as a threat to 

economic justice for the middle and working classes.  Indirectly, as the presence of the 

undocumented came to represent, in the post 9/11 environment, a failure of the federal 

government’s authority and an abrogation of its duty to the Nation.  In the course of this 

moral panic, discourses which focused on notions of fairness and the in-group, and that 

emphasized the importance of authority and the rule of law proved instrumental in the 

public debate that prevented the passage of any legislation, reaffirming the status quo 

on immigration policy.   Discourses of fairness and rule of law helped to frame 

opposition to the undocumented as just by grounding it in colorblindness while, 

simultaneously, in-group discourses racialized the undocumented as Mexican Others.  

Even so, it’s too simple to say that the entirety of the panic was based on race.  In the 

context of increasingly globalized labor markets, class concerns played a large part, too, 

through the threat the undocumented posed to cherished notions of economic justice.  In 

this frame, the undocumented were burdensome tools the elite made use of in order to 

place downward pressure on wages and benefits. Moral discourse provided a discursive 

means for a segment of the White middle and working class to reaffirm its class identity 

as distinct from exploitative elites and the undocumented worker underclass, while 

preserving its racial identity as distinct from the “invading illegals.” 
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4.	  Conclusion	  

At the beginning of my research I asked two primary research questions. First, I 

asked whether moral panics differ in effect depending upon the moral foundations 

invoked. Second, I investigated how moral entrepreneurs used these foundations to 

construct subjects as risks to racial and class boundary maintenance. What, then, were 

the moral dimensions of the two panics considered in this dissertation, crack babies and 

illegal immigration?  Discourse about crack babies was constructed primarily around 

equity and purity narratives.  Equity was discussed mostly in terms of burden: the cost 

burden of crack babies, born by the taxpayers; the burden they placed on institutions 

such hospitals, the foster system, and schools; and the burden they represented for 

society in general as they aged into an anticipated antisocial adulthood.  The other major 

narrative surrounding crack babies, purity, centered on biological contamination from 

crack cocaine, passed from mother to child, as well as the moral turpitude that was 

constructed as a direct consequence of the physiological effects of crack cocaine (such as 

brain damage).  Furthermore, both the equity and purity narratives were amplified by a 

recurring theme of permanence and irredeemability.   

Discourse about illegal immigration, on the other hand, was constructed 

primarily around narratives of equity, authority, and to a lesser extent, loyalty.  Equity 

was the most prevalent type of rhetoric, and generally took one of three forms: economic 

unfairness in the form of increasing competition for jobs or driving down wages; 

burden, specifically on the public health and education systems, and by extension the 

taxpayers; and rewarding bad behavior by overlooking or failing to penalize the initial 

illegal border crossing.  Authority was discussed mostly in terms of respect for the rule 

of law, threats to the government's sovereignty, and the failure of government to fulfill 

its duty to the citizenry by enforcing the law.  Finally, because a straightforward loyalty 
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narrative left commentators open to charges of racism, loyalty rhetoric was most often 

deployed in conjunction with the other two, to strengthen or supplement the equity and 

authority narratives. 

The current research leaves as an open question whether an emphasis on 

particular moral foundations in discourse leads to different sorts of panics, although my 

data suggest that there is no definitive typology that can be created on this basis. How, 

then, did the language of morality work to construct boundaries around race and class? 

This question is more definitively answerable with the current data. In both panics, the 

moral risks were occasioned by objectionable behavior—consuming crack cocaine while 

pregnant and crossing the border illegally—which, in theory, anyone could engage in.  

However, in the course of inciting a moral panic, moral entrepreneurs linked the 

behaviors in question discursively with particular segments of society, such that crack 

babies came to be identified with urban, low-income African-American communities, 

and illegal immigration similarly became synonymous with low-income Mexicans, 

regardless of their actual immigration status.  Emphasizing behavior over essentialism 

allowed moral entrepreneurs to assert color-blindness, while at the same time appealing 

to neo-liberal notions of individual choice, and by extension, construe structural 

inequality as a product of choice in the aggregate.  Moral language thus supplants racial 

rhetoric while preserving race- and class-based stratification.  Likewise, the corrective 

measures endorsed by moral entrepreneurs, such as increased surveillance, cutbacks in 

the social safety net, workplace raids and deportations were ostensibly aimed at curbing 

the behavior of folk devils like the crack mother and the illegal immigrant, but 

disproportionately impacted low-income minority communities. 

Looking back on my research, there are some things that I would do differently 

in the future. Most importantly, over the next six months, I plan to recode my data such 
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that I take into account whether a particular type of discourse (e.g. equity discourse) is 

panic affirming or panic mitigating. This way, I can provide more information on 

resistant discourses, rather than the somewhat short shrift they received in the current 

study. I would also have a fellow sociologist act as a coding reliability checker, sampling 

50 articles/transcripts, 25 from each case to show that others would also produce results 

using my coding rubric similar to those I produced using it.  

4.1 Future research 
The current research is not the end of the story, and there are several avenues of 

research that may be particularly fruitful. The current research was necessarily limited 

in scope and done only on cases that involve racial minorities. Comparative research on 

the meth epidemic in contrast to the crack epidemic holds promise for examining the 

impact of race on the generation and maintenance of moral panics. Specifically, I hope to 

answer the question of why “meth babies” never became a cultural trope in the manner 

of crack babies.  Does White racial privilege act as a mitigating factor, lessening the 

impact of moral panic on folk devils? 

Another area where additional empirical research is needed is on the interface 

between ideology and discourse in moral panics. Specifically, how does the ideology of 

neoliberalism translate into the language, symbolic or otherwise, of panic?  Hier et al. 

(2002, 2008) called for research on this interface between ideology and discourse, and 

hopefully my current research provides a partial answer to this call. A more thorough 

investigation into alternative media sources may help further this research, as 

mainstream news sources may not be fully capturing the many discourses that run 

counter to those that contribute to the perpetuation of racial and class inequality in the 

US.  Furthermore, moving beyond news media only, into other areas of media depiction 

like film and advertising, may be another avenue for research. As I noted above, the 
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varied discourses in the panics I studied—the discourses that contributed to the 

“othering” of racial minorities—do not form the only narrative of these panics. 
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Appendix	  A	  

 

Figure 7: Coding sheet for crack baby panic	  
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Appendix	  B	  

 

Figure 8: Coding sheet for illegal immigration panic	  
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