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Despite its provocative title, this book is first and foremost an examination of how social 

facts, orthodoxies, and social control come into being and then get transformed and 

institutionalized. Jenkins, a premier scholar in the study of moral panics, offers a 

convincing analysis of how a single and seemingly self-evident social fact -- "that belief 

that children face a grave danger in the form of sexual abuse and molestation" -- has been 

organized throughout the history of modern America, as well as in the current moment. 

To do so, he traces the complex history of concepts that, in one way or another, reference 

the sexual maltreatment of children; at the same time, he offers a compelling analysis of 

why moral panics -- in this case around sexual threats to children -- emerge and take the 

form they do. In other words, this book is exemplary social history and sociology on both 

empirical and theoretical grounds.  

The empirical theme of this book is clearly summarized in the first paragraph of the last 

chapter, aptly titled "A Cycle of Panic." To use Jenkins's words, this book tells a story 

about how:  

Concern [about child molestation] has fluctuated wildly over the past century, both in the 

degree of fear apparent at any given time and in the direction from which threats were 

believed to come: the nature of sexual threats to children was perceived quite differently 

in 1915 than in 1930, and the child abuse issue was framed quite differently in 1984 than 

in 1994. Constructions of the molester have been equally fluid. Interpretations have 

sometimes favored a fairly benign model (the passive, rather than pathetic figure of the 

1960s), at other times a model diametrically opposed to the first (the sex fiend of the 

1950s or the serial pedophile of the 1990s)  

To document this fluctuation, Jenkins divides the bulk of the book into chapters that 

represent select time periods: "Constructing Sex Crime, 1890-1934," "The Age of the Sex 

Psychopath, 1935-1957," "The Liberal Era, 1958-1976," "The Child Abuse Revolution, 

1976-1986," and "The Return of the Sexual Predator in the 1990s." Combined, these era-

based chapters provide a detailed examination of the emergence and changing use of 

terms like pervert, pedophile, pederast, sex fiend, molester, defiler, psychopath, and 

predator.  

To situate the history of these terms, Jenkins first makes the case that "before the late 

nineteenth century, crimes involving sex were a commonplace part of the work of the 

criminal justice system, but there was no sense of the sex criminal as a distinct or 

especially menacing category of malefactor." With this as a starting point, he then 

skillfully details how the reframing of sex crime as something done by a distinct type of 



person -- a "degenerate," "homicidal sex fiend," or "pervert" -- was an outgrowth of a 

general reshaping of Western thought in the late nineteenth century (i.e., ideas of 

evolutionary science, industrial progress, eugenics, imperialism, etc.). For example, by 

the mid 1930s, the "sexual psychopath" began to play a powerful role in claims about 

sexual threats to children, owing in large part to new psychiatric insights. In the 1960s 

and 1970s, however, psychiatrists and scholars shifted their opinion and "acknowledged 

that sex offenders were symptoms of troubled personalities, but they dismissed the 

stereotype of the lethal sex criminal." This position contributed to and reflected larger 

trends towards decriminalization, decarceration, and deinstitutinalization. By the late 

1970s and mid 1980s, the liberal era had passed and the "child abuse revolution" was 

featured in public discourse about threats to children. At this point, feminists, 

humanitarian groups, and conservatives were in agreement that a public campaign against 

child abuse perpetrated within the confines of the family, as well as child pornography 

and prostitution rings in the public sphere, was long overdue. The result was the 

emergence of a "child-protection movement" that "was immensely successful in 

establishing its views as a component of social orthodoxy and winning acceptance from 

virtually all ideological campus." In the modem era, this movement continues to make 

claims about an array of threats to children, including everything from incest to satanic 

ritualistic abuse to cyberporn/stalking.  

Not content to simply inventory the changing vocabulary used to describe and impute 

meaning to sexual threats to children, Jenkins also demonstrates how the public 

willingness to accept claims about threats to children was intimately connected to the 

workings of the mass media, legislators, judges, medical and therapeutic experts, and 

criminal justice officials. Here is where the book gets most interesting precisely because 

it does what so many "social construction of" studies fail to do: connect the construction 

of social problems to the emergence, structure, and cyclical nature of social control 

regimes designed to ameliorate the problem. For example, in a chapter on "The Sex 

Psychopath Statutes," Jenkins does a masterful job of showing how a corpus of 

legislation emerged in response to one conception of the problem of threats to children. 

As he explains, Sex psychopath legislation built on the positivist precedent of the 

defective delinquent laws, which meant observing sex offenders in order to determine 

their mental condition and dangerousness and, where appropriate, committing perverts 

indefinitely to a special institution for dangerous defectives. [A]lthough individual 

statutes varied, all were based on the principle of the compulsive nature of psychopathy 

and the escalation theory of sexual offenses.  

Similarly, in a chapter on "The Road to Hell: Ritual Abuse and Recovered Memory," 

Jenkins persuasively argues that highly sensational cases -- like the famous McMartin 

case in California -- served to justify witch-hunts against those accused of child 

molestation. Such witch-hunts, he argues, followed on the heals of changes in the 

therapeutic community, which first embraced and then critiqued the usefulness of 

recovered memories as a valid source of evidence of wrongdoing (i.e., child abuse).  

Finally, in his most sociological mode, Jenkins devotes considerable attention to 

documenting and analyzing the cyclical nature of changing concepts connected to sexual 



threats to children. For example, he demonstrates how the "sexual psychopath" of the 

1930s resembled nineteenth century doctrines about moral insanity; how the child abuse 

revolution of the 1970s and 1980s harked back to the midcentury in its revived vision of 

predatory molesters; how current legislative efforts -- most notably sterilization laws, 

community notification laws, and "three strikes you're out" laws -- reflect and revive 

debates of the distant past; and how  

This [most recent] eruption of fear, which lead to federal legislation in 1995-96, is 

notable testimony to the protean quality of the child abuse ideas and its ability to adapt to 

changing political and technological environments. Today's sex crime panic is as fierce as 

the late 1940s, and it has given the predator a role in the national demonology that is 

quite as pronounced as that of his psychopathic predecessor. We have truly come full 

circle.  

To make sense of how we have come full circle, Jenkins concludes the book with a 

response to two core questions: "why has the public been so fickle in its fears? And, why 

have the claims made by different activists gained more or less public support at different 

points in time?" His answer will not surprise sociologists or historians: "Problems rise 

and fall, evolve and mutate, depending upon such intertwined factors as demographic 

changes, shifting gender expectations, economic strains, and racial conflicts as well as the 

social, political, and religious ideologies built upon these underlying realities." However, 

his formulation of the relationship between these factors surpasses those in the literature 

(e.g., the recent inventory of the causes and transmissions of moral panics). (See Jeffrey 

S. Victor, 1998, "Moral Panics and the Social Construction of Deviant Behavior: A 

Theory and Application of the Case of Ritual Child Abuse" in Sociological Perspectives 

41:541-65.)  

At the end of the day, this book is more than a study of changing views on sex offenders 

and sex offenses. Because this book has it all--fine historical detail, sophisticated 

sociological insight, and very important policy implications--it is an immensely valuable 

contribution to our understanding of both a social problem with which we are all too 

familiar -- sexual threats to children -- and how "the obvious facts of one generation 

become the arrant nonsense of the next, and viceversa." No small part of the book's value 

lies in Jenkins's impressive ability to contextualize our socially constructed familiarity, 

think clearly about the parameters of the problem and historic responses to the problem, 

and critique a history of policy reforms emanating from a cyclical -- but well-

institutionalized -- moral panic.  
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