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Abstract

The dramatic rise of the novel conspiracy theory known as 
QAnon had many observers wondering how a belief system 
so divorced from reality could gain traction in the modern 
networked era. This paper seeks to answer that question by 
comparing the QAnon movement with the Satanic Panic 
of the 1980s. Like QAnon, the Satanic Panic rallied its 
believers around baseless claims of cultic child abuse and 
murder. This paper argues that the recurrence of such a 
belief system is the byproduct of a profound shift in how 
citizens consume information, comparing the deregulation 
of television in the 1980s to the adoption of social media as a 
legitimate news source in the present day. In both cases, the 
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entrance of novel forms of media, which lacked sufficient 
regulatory standards, allowed ideologically and monetarily 
motivated individuals to enter the public sphere and peddle 
dangerously false information, eventually fomenting 
widespread moral panic. Hopefully, by looking towards the 
past for answers, this paper can help us understand why 
such panics occur and how the same media systems that 
helped to generate these panics can also stop them.

I n the 1980s, the United States was awash in a new 
sort of crime, Satanic Ritual Abuse (SRA). Satanic 
cults were rising  across the country, murdering and 

torturing thousands of children with impunity. Many 
Americans stood up to this threat, arresting the deviants, 
publishing the stories of their victims, and enacting new 
legislation. There was only one problem, SRA was not 
actually happening (Stidham et al., 2012). By the mid-
1990s, after hundreds of lawsuits and dozens of overturned 
convictions, this movement would earn the ignominious 
title of the “Satanic Panic” (Hughes, 2017).

Four decades later, an unidentified individual began 
posting on the imageboard 4chan. This person, dubbed 
“QAnon” for their supposed Q clearance credentials, 
began to slowly unveil a vast conspiracy involving a 
cabal of Satanic pedophiles. QAnon claimed that these 
conspirators, many of whom were preeminent members of 
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the Democratic Party, were asserting control of the U.S. 
government and the mainstream media to continue their 
nefarious crimes against children (Hannah, 2021). The “Q” 
worldview has expanded considerably since those first days 
in 2017, incorporating the core tenets of other conspiracies, 
including Covid-19 trutherism, anti-vaccine beliefs, and 
even alien “lizard people” stories into the canon (Hannah, 
2021). This dramatic dilation of scope has led journalist 
Mike Rothchild (2021) to dub QAnon “the conspiracy 
theory of everything” (p. 10).

Regardless of which specific tenets of the theory QAnon 
believers adhere to, they are all united by a core belief in 
the existence of a vast network of child abusers hiding in 
plain sight (Hyzen & Van den Bulck, 2021). This belief 
forms the core of the Satanic Ritual Abuse theory (Gunn, 
2005). Knowing this, it may benefit us to compare the two 
movements to determine what led to such strongly held 
beliefs in the absence of tangible evidence and investigate 
what forces may have driven the widespread adoption of 
such a worldview. 

This paper examines the media which amplified these two 
movements, which bred a deregulated media environment. 
From  1974 to 1978, a series of regulatory decisions designed 
to promote the growth of cable television transformed the 
media landscape by vastly expanding the viewing options 
available to the average American consumer (Besen & 
Crandall, 1981). This pattern of deregulation gained speed 
during the Reagan administration when FCC chair, Mark 
Fowler, dismantled many of the remaining regulations 
governing cable licensing. As chair, Fowler enacted 
multiple liberalizations that allowed long blocks of non-
informational content to be broadcast, paving the way 
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for new sensationalist genres such as “infotainment” and 
tabloid television. Local and national news networks were 
no longer restrained by FCC regulations, so they were now 
free to broadcast specials on topics with little to no factual 
basis, paving the way for the mass dissemination of the 
myth of Satanic Ritual Abuse (Hughes, 2017).

QAnon likewise grew and thrived in a permissive media 
habitat. QAnon initially took root in the dark corners of the 
social web, on chatrooms on 4chan, 8chan, and later 8kun, 
websites famed for their laissez-faire content moderation 
philosophies (Zeng & Schafer, 2021). As QAnon grew 
in popularity, the conspiracy theory migrated to more 
mainstream platforms, where they exploded into the 
public conscience (Bracewell, 2021). Under Section 230 of 
the Communications Decency Act (1996), all such sites 
are protected from liability for any user-generated content 
(Napoli, 2021). This situation permitted social media 
companies to manage the content posted to their platforms 
as they see fit. And so, these companies frequently adopted 
relaxed content-moderation standards to maximize user 
engagement and increase advertising revenue (Guilbeault, 
2018). With the threat of liability removed, social media 
platforms and content creators are free to create and promote 
whatever material engages their userbase, regardless of 
whether that material may be dangerously inflammatory 
and brazenly incorrect, like QAnon content.

This project examines predominant media in the US, 
comparing the  Satanic Panic in the 1980s with the QAnon 
movement of the present day in order to trace commonalities 
that may shed light on why these panics occur and recur, and 
what may be done in the future to stop such a recurrence. 
This paper uses the sociological concept of moral panic as 
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a framing device for these events, focusing on the media’s 
role as a moral panic amplifier, and examining how patrons 
of these ideas used deregulated media channels to spread 
their conspiratorial beliefs. This will be accomplished by 
comparing popular media content from both movements 
and their respective delivery mechanisms, namely the 
tabloid television of the 1980s and the online conspiracy 
influencers of the late 2010s and 2020s. This paper explores 
how one particular moral panic has metamorphosed over 
time and how morals manifest themselves in new ways in 
the networked era.

A Brief Introduction to Moral Panic 
Theory

The sociologist Jock Young first coined the term “Moral 
Panic” in 1971 when discussing public concern over 
statistics indicating a rise in drug use and the subsequent 
police crackdown. Young observed that during a period of 
moral panic, a spiraling effect is produced by interactions 
between the media, the public, various interest groups, 
and the legal system, where the furor cranks up over time 
(Thompson, 1998). Young’s colleague, Stanley Cohen, is 
credited with systematizing moral panic and setting its 
essential traits. In his classic book, Folk Devils and Moral 
Panics, Cohen (2002) declares:

Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to 
periods of moral panic. A condition, episode, person, 
or group of persons emerges to become defined as 
a threat to societal values and interests; its nature 
is presented in a stylized and stereotypical fashion 
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by mass media; the moral barricades are manned by 
editors, bishops, politicians and other right-thinking 
people; socially accredited experts pronounce their 
diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved 
or (more often resorted to); the condition then 
disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes 
more visible (p. 1). 

Cohen first used this framework to analyze the British 
public’s reaction to a series of street brawls in the late 
1960s. Cohen observed that the mass media used several 
isolated incidents of hooliganism to justify and generate 
fear around the novel subcultures known as the Mods and 
the Rockers, leading to a sustained moral crusade against 
their adherents (Cohen, 2002). Since the publication of 
Folk Devils and Moral Panics, the concept of moral panic 
has been used to explain many other instances of sustained 
public outrage (Thompson, 1998).

Sociologist Mary deYoung (1997) states: “the ritual abuse 
moral panic is a pristine example of a moral panic, if only 
because its putative threat to young children was wholly 
illusory and had to be discursively constructed out of 
strands of fundamentalist religious exhortations, popular 
culture representations, and therapeutic pseudoscience" 
(p. 124). QAnon is not quite so “pristine” as a moral 
panic, because while it constitutes a manufactured threat 
with explicit moral overtones, it differs in that for all its 
popularity, QAnon has yet to achieve true mainstream 
acceptance (Kaplan, 2021). This difference highlights the 
diffuse nature of contemporary media, for though belief in 
QAnon is relegated to a small portion of the population, 
it nonetheless represents an influential moral crusade 
with wide-ranging consequences for the rest of society 
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(Moskalenko & McCauley, 2021). This assertion reflects 
the thoughts of other contemporary moral panic scholars 
who argue that “since audiences are fragmented, disparate, 
and morally and ideologically scattered…moral panics 
burst forth over issues likely to enlist not the concerns 
of society at large, but those of smaller more specialized 
audiences" (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 2012). 

The Decline of Regulation and the Rise of 
Sensationalism

The breadth and duration of these panics would not have 
been possible without the emergence of media platforms 
that could sustain them. This does not mean that a rich 
media reaction is necessary to produce a moral panic. 
Most scholars of the phenomenon agree that episodes of 
moral panic occurred before the advent of mass media. 
One well-known example is the Salem Witch Trials, when 
accusations of witchcraft shook the small community of 
Salem, Massachusetts, in the late 1600s, leading to several 
executions (Reed, 2015). Rather, the media serves as an 
amplifier for moral panic rhetoric, enabling and accelerating 
their spread across disparate areas which may have otherwise 
been unaffected. Actors in the media lend their perceived 
legitimacy to the real-life events and outright fabrications 
make up a moral panic, intensifying pre-existing fear and 
resentment that members of their audience may already 
harbor towards certain people, practices, events, and other 
phenomena. Stanley Cohen (2002) remarked: “the media 
have long operated as agents of moral indignation in their 
own right: even if they are not self-consciously engaged in 



crusading or muck-raking, their very reporting of certain 
'facts' can be sufficient to generate concern, anxiety, 
indignation, or panic” (p. 7). The QAnon conspiracy 
theory and the theory of Satanic Ritual abuse both rose 
to prominence in the US when American media was 
undergoing a metamorphosis. The widespread adoption 
of novel technologies brought long-held beliefs about 
the media into question and allowed for the entry of 
new players onto the market, some of whom played a 
prominent role in fostering and sustaining these panics.

The Satanic Panic 

The 1980s marks an inflection point in the history of 
American television. Before this moment, Americans 
were limited to the shows catered by the three national 
broadcast networks, which were only shown once at certain 
times of day at hour or half-hour intervals. Television 
viewing was a “shared cultural experience” predicated on 
the assumption that Americans were watching the same 
(or highly similar) content at the same time of day. As a 
result, all programming, including the news, was designed 
to appeal to the broadest possible audience (Lotz, 2009). 

This status quo reflected the uniquely comfortable 
position broadcast providers were in throughout the 
fifties and sixties. They were shielded by strict FCC 
regulations installed in 1966, which only permitted the 
proliferation of cable television in rural areas where 
broadcast could not reach. In addition, the limited 
number of broadcasters allowed meant that the “Big 
Three” television networks, CBS, ABC, and NBC, were 
only subject to nominal competition (Besen & Crandall, 



38 • https://gnovisjournal.georgetown.edu/

Volume 22, Issue 1 • Spring 2022

1981). This order of affairs started to change in the early 
1970s with a series of FCC decisions that allowed for the 
spread of cable networks into new markets and into direct 
competition with broadcast channels, under the rationale 
that these channels were now well established enough 
to weather the competition from cable. The deregulation 
process intensified with the appointment of a new FCC 
chair, Mark S. Fowler, in 1981, by then-president Ronald 
Reagan. During Fowler’s tenure, the FCC eliminated 
“must-carry” requirements for local cable shows and 
allowed cable franchises to air long-distance signals, freeing 
up valuable airtime for nationally syndicated programs. 
The FCC also started to allow corporations to buy up cable 
stations in bulk, further intensifying the corporatization of 
the medium (Geller, 1987). The drumbeat of liberalization 
was reified by the Cable Communications Policy Act of 
1984, also known as the Cable Act, which codified much 
of this deregulation into federal law. The Cable Act made it 
easier for would-be cable franchisees to apply for licenses 
in local municipalities, bypassing the federal government. 
In turn, the Cable Act wrested editorial control from the 
cable operators and exempted them from liability, placing 
editorial control firmly in the hands of the media companies' 
hands. (Kelly & Ying, 2014). These developments made 
it easier for would-be television entrepreneurs to enter 
the field in direct competition with the major broadcast 
networks, greatly intensifying the battle for American 
eyeballs.

Once these changes to cable regulation were enacted, the 
dominant conservative wing of congress turned its attention 
toward broadcast news. All holders of broadcast licenses, 
including radio and television, were governed by the Fairness 
Doctrine. The Fairness Doctrine was a regulation enacted 
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in 1949, which required licensees to provide coverage of 
controversial issues of public importance” and to provide 
“a diversity of perspectives on these issues” (Napoli, 2021). 
At the time of its enactment, the broadcast was considered 
a “scarce public resource.” Hence, efforts had to made 
to ensure fair distribution. In 1987 the FCC eliminated 
the Doctrine, arguing that this regulation “was no longer 
necessary given the growth in the number of media outlets 
available, thanks to increases in the number of broadcast 
stations and the rise of cable television” (Napoli, 2021). 
In the wake of the Fairness Doctrine’s repeal, there came 
a dramatic increase in News and Talk programs on radio 
and television, many of which catered to partisan politics 
(Napoli, 2021).

Some of the primary beneficiaries of this newly deregulated 
media environment were religious broadcasters, specifically 
the increasingly powerful Evangelical bloc. At the time 
of these reforms, evangelical Protestants already had 
established a thriving alternative media system reinforced 
by privately-owned radio stations, newspapers, and 
magazines (Douglas, 2018). These media assets served the 
dual purpose of spreading God’s word and creating an 
alternate information ecosystem where their fundamentalist 
worldview would go unquestioned (Horsfield, 2015). 
Evangelicals had been making inroads on television since 
the establishment of the Christian Broadcasting Network 
by famed Baptist Minister Pat Robertson in 1961, but their 
efforts were hampered by existing regulations (Douglas, 
2018). The reforms of the 1970s and 1980s allowed 
Evangelical entrepreneurs to expand their cable holdings 
across the United States vastly. This development gave rise 
to a new generation of influential “televangelists,” who 
were now given greater leeway to air political and opinion 
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programming and a profitable infomercial and fundraising 
segments, with far less oversight. At the same time, the 
increased availability of these programs as a regular part of 
cable packages led to a boom in their viewership. By 1985, 
13 million Americans were regularly watching religious 
programming on television, most of it of the Evangelical 
variety (Hughes, 2017). The 1980s would later be considered 
a sort of golden age for televangelism, a moment when a 
friendly political and regulatory environment granted these 
Christian media entrepreneurs unprecedented political and 
socio-cultural power (Horsfield, 2015).

This incremental chipping away of norms and regulations 
birthed a novel news system. Once a staid affair that 
Americans watched on a once-nightly basis in proscribed 
hourly allotments, news became yet another commodity 
that media companies could leverage. The “Big Three” 
broadcasters still held the dominant position in the 
media landscape, commanding 70 percent of all television 
viewership. Still, this dominance was being seriously 
challenged by cable networks and newer broadcast options 
(Webster, 2014). New formats like talk shows, documentary 
specials, televangelist programs, and partisan opinion shows 
fell into a grey area between news and entertainment. These 
programs still possessed a patina of legitimacy in the eyes 
of their viewers, which were still used to a television system 
that adhered to strict legal standards and journalistic 
norms (Hughes, 2017). They looked like traditional news 
programming on similar sets, with similar graphics and 
journalistic language. Still, unbeknownst to their viewers, 
these programs were subject to far more lax entertainment 
provisions (Gunn, 2005). This sort of media would later be 
known as “infotainment” due to its hybrid nature. These 
infotainment programs, imbued with the moral authority 
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of traditional news providers, but freed from their legal 
and ethical obligations, would become the primary media 
propagators of the Satanic Panic (Hughes, 2017).

Before the panic took hold, lurid stories of sexual 
exploitation made for popular tabloid faire (Hughes, 2017). 
These stories were both salacious and emotionally stirring, 
making for a perfect talk show faire. These tales of sexual 
abuse and depravity were regarded as a clear manifestation 
of American society's moral decline and corruption, which 
originated in the moral anarchy of the 1960s (Victor, 1998). 
By the time these shows were airing, conservative voices 
were making a concerted effort to reassert their version of 
moral order. This helped set the stage for a moral panic, 
fomenting “a conflict between two or more competing 
moral universes …articulated by moral entrepreneurs 
who have been busy creating a public perception of the 
particular problem" (Klocke and Muschert, 2010). These 
efforts were aided by the novel therapeutic discovery of 
“recovered memories,” which made for popular talk show 
faire (Stidham et al., 2012). The concept of recovered 
memories became popular  in 1980 with the publication of 
the bestselling memoir, Michelle Remembers, coauthored by 
Michelle Smith and her psychiatrist, Lawrence Pazder, who 
would later become her husband (Victor, 1998). The book 
details how Pazder helped Smith, a distraught patient of 
his, slowly uncover the horrific abuse that Smith endured 
as a child, eventually discovering that Smith was raised in a 
Satan-worshipping, child-sacrificing cult. The book became 
a best-seller and was received with credulity for the most 
part during the first decade after its publication (Stidham 
et al., 2012). Pazder and other experts in memory recovery 
would become prominent figures on the talk show circuit 
(deYoung, 1996). Joshua Gunn (2005) suggests that “the 
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relative absence of documented cases of Satanic ritual abuse 
prior to 1980, and their subsequent appearance after the 
publication of Michelle Remembers and related television 
programs, marks the Satanic aspect of ritual abuse as a 
recent embellishment" (p. 174). The widespread acceptance 
of the elaborate Satanic rituals described in the book and 
subsequently recovered memory memoirs and television 
specials helped pave the way for the Satanic Ritual Abuse 
Panic.

What would come to be considered the most consequential 
case in the history of the panic, the McMartin Preschool 
case, started its life as yet another of these sensational news 
segments. In the summer of 1983, one mother had begun 
to suspect something was wrong with her son, a recent 
enrollee in a highly respected family-run daycare center, 
the McMartin Preschool, which had been operating in 
Manhattan Beach, California for almost thirty years 
(Beck, 2015). The woman eventually took her son to 
a doctor’s office to be examined for signs of abuse. This 
exam yielded inconclusive results, so she consulted another 
physician, who stated that her son showed signs of sexual 
abuse (deYoung, 1997). After a police report detailing the 
allegations went public, a local news reporter, Wayne Satz, 
broke the story on K-ABC TV, a local ABC affiliate, early 
in 1984, supplementing the unsubstantiated allegations 
with unnerving b-roll footage and emotional parent 
testimonials (Beck, 2015). In a lawsuit filed years later by 
Peggy McMartin Buckey, one of the accused stated that 
“Capital Cities/ABC wanted to sell a sensational story 
and was willing to go beyond the bounds of reasonable 
journalism to do so” (Hughes, 2017). Regardless of their 
original intent, this local news coverage served to legitimize 
the claims being made against the McMartins and their 
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business and spread these rumors to new audiences who 
were unfamiliar with the case and its context, setting 
the stage for a nation-wide, and later world-wide, panic 
(deYoung, 1997). 

After this television debut, the story exploded. A year 
after the first report, the original accusation at McMartin 
Preschool had snowballed into a case that charged seven 
preschool teachers with 321 counts of child abuse against 
48 of the children in their care (Stidham et al., 2017). On 
May 16th of that same year, the case received national 
television coverage for the first time on the popular news 
magazine program 20/20, in a segment titled “The Devil 
Worshippers” (Hughes, 2017). Jeffrey Victor (1990) remarks 
upon the critical role this show played in the history of the 
panic, stating that:

The central importance of this television program 
was that it lent credibility to what had previously 
been merely local rumors, by its presentation of 
supposed authorities on national television. The 
television program implied to skeptical viewers that 
this television news magazine was exposing some 
newly discovered, sinister influence at work in our 
society. It is frequently cited in newspaper reports 
about satanic cults, as being the first national "expose" 
of the satanic cult problem (p. 70).

This segment took a news story of local interest and 
transformed it into a nationwide issue, granting license 
for moral crusaders in disparate parts of the United States 
to persecute the perceived deviants in their communities. 
This meant that unlike moral panics of the past, this moral 
panic, based on the spurious evidence shown on television 
and deep-seated cultural anxieties, could quickly spread to 
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numerous communities in rapid succession (Gunn, 2005). 
Reports of Satanic Cults started to crop up across the 
United States before spreading into Canada and the U.K., 
ensnaring hundreds of potential offenders (Victor, 1990). 

After the 20/20 televised special other players in the media 
followed suit and began to produce their coverage of the 
Satanic Ritual Abuse (SRA) crisis. What resulted was a 
media “feeding frenzy” whereby rival talk shows and news 
shows competed for more in-depth coverage of the alleged 
crimes (deYoung, 1996). These shows invited a mélange 
of guests, including self-proclaimed SRA survivors, law 
enforcement professionals, and professional SRA experts 
like Dr. Lawrence Pazder, to substantiate these claims 
(Victor, 1998). Many of these guests cycled through the 
talk show circuit, appearing on popular programs such as 
Larry King Live!, The Oprah Winfrey Show, and Sally Jesse 
Raphael, drawing high ratings and new believers with each 
appearance (deYoung, 1996). 

Geraldo Rivera, a popular media figure whose coverage 
often straddled the line between news and tabloid 
television, would become one of the most prominent 
media boosters of SRA theories. Rivera featured many of 
the panic’s proponents on his popular syndicated CBS talk 
show, Geraldo, and would go on to air two documentary 
specials on NBC about Satanic Ritual Abuse (deYoung, 
1996). The second special, which aired in 1988, entitled 
"Devil Worship: Exposing Satan's Underground," earned 
NBC its highest ratings ever, reaching almost 20 million 
viewers, one-third of the viewers in its timeslot (Hughes, 
2017). 

The success of this program also revealed the growing schism 
in the media industry itself, exposing a divide between 
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traditional television journalists and this new breed of soft-
news peddlers. Many journalists disliked the exceedingly 
credulous coverage of these incidences, especially the wilder 
allegations involving supernatural events (Gunn, 2005). 
Tom Brokaw, the lead anchor on NBC, said the decision 
to air the specials “troubled him greatly.” other colleagues 
at The Today Show and NBS Nightly News refused to allow 
Rivera to promote his special on their shows. By the second 
special aired, advertisers took heed and abandoned the 
timeslot, leaving only 14 commercials of the 36 slots filled 
(Hughes, 2017). After the special, explicit discussion about 
Satanic Ritual Abuse would be relegated to the daytime 
hours where they aired to a smaller audience, with fewer 
advertising dollars at stake (deYoung, 1996).

These decisions reflected a growing wariness in the media 
around the SRA issue and an increasing awareness that 
many so-called crimes may have been outright fabrications. 
By the early nineties, many of the legal cases against these 
so-called Satanists were falling apart at the seams, none 
more publicly than the McMartin Preschool case. After 
years of law enforcement and civilian excavations of the 
school grounds, the prosecution had yet to find substantive 
physical evidence of abuse or occult activity (Beck, 2015). 
The case depended on the coerced testimony of the 
“victims,” preschool-aged children with little awareness of 
the events unfolding in the courtroom (deYoung, 1997). 
The resulting legal saga lasted seven years and cost the state 
of California 15 million dollars. It is the longest and most 
expensive trial in U.S. history (Hughes, 2017). In the end, 
much of the case seemed to hinge on whether one “believed 
the children,” despite all the contradictory evidence (Beck, 
2015). Ultimately, belief alone proved insufficient as only 
one of the accused, Ray Buckey (notably, the only male 
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defendant in the case), was convicted, and a resulting trial 
in 1990 led to the charges being dismissed. It is important 
to note that by this time Buckey had already spent five 
years in prison (deYoung, 1997). 

By this point, most mainstream media organizations had 
soured on the story. Several high-profile exposes of what 
was now being called a “Satanic Panic” was published in 
major newspapers. A journalist and critic for the Los Angeles 
Times, David Shaw criticized his employer for abdicating 
its duty to thoroughly investigate the McMartin allegations 
in a series of acclaimed columns that would go on to win 
the Pulitzer Prize. Television shows like 60 Minutes and 
Larry King Live!, which once gave airtime to SRA experts, 
now played host to their victims, including Ray Buckey. By 
1995, even the once strident Geraldo Rivera had backed 
away from SRA coverage, going so far as to issue an apology 
for his uncritical coverage of the panic (Beck, 2015).

Through the 1990s and early 2000s, mainstream media 
continued to turn against the original narrative put forth 
during the peak of the panic. The push against what was 
termed the “Satanic Panic,” intensified as several more high-
profile “Satanic” crime cases were found to be egregious 
miscarriages of justice. The most notable case was the 
West Memphis Three, where three innocent teenage boys 
ultimately served 18 years for the murder of three children. 
During the trial, the boys’ supposed “Satanic” leanings, 
expressed through their taste in metal music, goth attire, 
and horror novels, were used by the prosecution to prop 
up their dubious claims. Though this strategy succeeded 
in clinching the convictions and garnering praise from the 
local media, the response from national news sources was 
one of shock and disbelief. In a stark reversal of the pattern 
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seen in the McMartin case, the national media exposed 
the panic for what it was rather than amplifying it. The 
HBO 1996 documentary, Paradise Lost, drew mainstream 
attention to the case for the first time, leading to widespread 
condemnation of the prejudicial treatment the teenagers 
received. The case would go on to generate numerous 
articles, books, movies, and even a tribute album featuring 
popular musicians such as Iggy Pop and Ice-T. Though 
the outrage failed to free the boys for several more years, 
it nevertheless served as a crucial turning point regarding 
how such cases were covered by the media (Stidham et al., 
2012).

Despite the profound shift in how the mainstream media 
regarded Satanic Ritual Abuse, many members of the 
public continued to stand by their initial assertions. Even 
in 1994, when the panic was in steep decline, a Redbook 
survey still found that 70 percent of Americans believed 
that “at least some people who claim that satanic cults 
abused them as children…are telling the truth” (Victor, 
1998). The major difference was that the panic could 
never quite reach fruition without the imprimatur of the 
mainstream media system and the judicial system. The idea 
of a serious Satanic threat would instead be sustained by the 
alternative media ecosystem that had grown and flourished 
during the deregulation era, especially those affiliated with 
Evangelical Christianity (Hughes, 2017). The existence 
of Satanic cults eventually became an accepted part of 
conservative Christian discourse, incorporated into an 
Evangelical worldview that viewed any deviation from 
strict fundamentalist practice as “of the devil” ( Jenkins & 
Maier-Katkin, 2006). Many SRA experts simply migrated 
from the talk show circuit to the church circuit, where 
they peddled the same panic ideology, albeit to smaller 
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audiences (Victor, 1990). There, insulated from the prying 
eye of the secular press, this “good versus evil” worldview 
would continue to circulate, largely unquestioned by its 
audience ( Jenkins & Maier Katkin, 2006). It wouldn’t be 
until the late 2010s, with the development of new media 
vector, that this ideology would blossom into a full-blown 
moral panic once more. 

QAnon

By the time QAnon made its first post in 2017, the 
innovations which had transformed the cultural and political 
landscape of the 1980s had become just another component 
of the media establishment. The concept of a great 
American consensus had dissipated almost entirely, already 
thrown into question by the developments detailed above. 
During the forty years between the two panics, “increasing 
concentration of media ownership by corporations 
trying to increase their profits, and the development of a 
competitive 24-hour news cycle has made sensationalism 
more prominent" (Klocke & Muschert, 2010). Cable, the 
technology which revolutionized news in the 1980s, has 
had its heyday come and gone. Both broadcast and cable 
television have fared poorly since the advent of digital 
media. From 2015 to 2021, the percentage of households 
who subscribe to cable or satellite services has dropped 
from 76 percent to 56 percent, and the majority of those 
who do not use these services cite the availability of online 
content as the primary factor (Rainie, 2021). According 
to Pew Research, over half of all Americans name digital 
platforms as their preferred mode of news consumption 
(Matsa & Naseer, 2021).
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The widespread adoption of social media as a legitimate 
news source has meant that any interest group can mount its 
own awareness campaign without submitting to the scrutiny 
of traditional media figures. The social media companies 
have taken up this gatekeeping role, which typically use 
proprietary algorithms to determine newsworthiness 
(Mihailidis & Foster, 2021). The increasing importance 
of social media platforms in the news sphere has meant 
that even traditional news sources, such as newspapers and 
broadcast affiliates, have shifted their editorial practices 
to accommodate an algorithmic selection process that 
prioritizes the most sensational content (Mihailidis & 
Foster, 2021). This practice “pressures journalists to adjust 
and frame their coverage in ways designed to promote user 
sharing and engagement…[creating] a rush to report, which 
further increases the risk of sensationalism, exaggeration, 
and decontextualization” (Peck, 2020). Spectacular events, 
real or imagined, are picked up by small news organizations 
or interest groups, gaining traction in the community; this 
then piques the interest of larger media conglomerates 
and other prominent figures. Folklore scholar Andrew 
Peck (2020) argues that what is new about this sort of 
“fake news” is “how the affordances built into social media 
change how news informally circulates, gains visibility and 
becomes legitimated through widespread or mainstream 
acknowledgment” (p. 330). Social media allows everyday 
users to directly interact with media gatekeepers and moral 
entrepreneurs, blurring the roles of newsmaker and news 
consumer, fundamentally changing the news-making 
process. 

In many ways, these social media platforms are granted 
even more editorial discretion than their television 
counterparts. This is due to the unique privileges afforded 
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to social media companies under Section 230, a vital tenet 
of the Communications Decency Act (CDA) passed in 
1996. This legislation grants “interactive computer service 
providers,” a legal definition that covers any website that 
publishes third-party content without carrying out editorial 
or publishing duties and certain legal protections. The first 
protection, which US Senator Ron Wyden, one of the co-
authors of the original bill, likened to “a shield,” protects 
these services from being held liable for any third-party 
content; the second protection, which Wyden called “the 
sword” allows these same providers to moderate and censor 
any third-party content they view as violating their terms 
of service (Goodman & Whittington, 2019). Section 230 
was included in the CDA with the idea that allowing the 
nascent technology industry to carry out content moderation 
on websites without government oversight or fear of legal 
retribution would foster a free and open internet and 
allow for untrammeled expansion in this sector (Heldt & 
Dreyer, 2021). Section 230 has succeeded mightily, paving 
the way for social media enterprises and other businesses 
such as review sites and online marketplaces, which derive 
their business from third-party generated content. Because 
social media companies cannot face legal consequences 
for content their users' post, these websites have become 
welcoming environments for new media entrepreneurs 
(Goodman & Whittington, 2019). 

This permissive environment has led to a significant 
proliferation of new alternative news sources, many of 
which possess an anti-mainstream and anti-authority 
worldview, positioning themselves in direct opposition 
to older and more established forms of media, which 
they deem as suspect (Douglas, 2018). Evidence suggests 
that social media companies like YouTube and Facebook 
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have algorithmically prioritized this sort of potentially 
inflammatory content because it “circulates much faster 
and for much longer, thereby increasing user activity” 
(Guilbeault, 2018). Controversial views, which were once 
a liability, have now become one of the best ways to build 
and sustain an audience online.

The affordances provided by platforms such as Facebook and 
YouTube make these enterprises possible and potentially 
highly profitable. These miniature media empires would 
never have been possible in the mass media era, “where 
modes for the creation and distribution of information 
carried significant transaction costs” (Mihailidis & Foster, 
2021). Alex Jones, a famed alternative media proprietor 
whose byzantine conspiracy theories prefigured QAnon’s, 
made millions of dollars through his online media empire 
before he was deplatformed in 2018 (Rogers, 2020). At his 
height, Jones “attracted two million weekly listeners to his 
syndicated and streamed radio show, up to 1.3 billion views 
to his YouTube channels, and 20 million monthly visits 
to Infowars.com” (Hyzen & Van den Bulck, 2021). The 
success of figures like Jones convinced other conspiracy-
minded individuals to found their own media empires. 
This dream could only have been made possible through 
the affordances of these platforms (Mihailidis & Foster, 
2021). These media properties reflect the dynamic appeal 
of the venues which host them, creating an environment 
the viewers can directly interact with these claims makers, 
actively participating in the research and production of 
the stories. This interactive form of storytelling arguably 
reaches its apotheosis in the condition of QAnon. 

From the earliest days, QAnon has depended on media-
savvy conduits to spread its message (Reinhard et al., 2021). 
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The entity known as QAnon has been hosted by a variety 
of imageboards, beginning with 4chan before migrating 
to 8chan and later 8kun. Such imageboards are famously 
inhospitable to new users due to their anarchic moderation 
practices and counterintuitive interfaces (Hyzen & Van 
den Bulck, 2021). This means that for QAnon and its 
associated posts to achieve meaningful reach, true believers 
had to bring the message to mainstream platforms. 

One such early proponent was Tracy Diaz, a 4chan board 
moderator who became one of the first people to post about 
QAnon on YouTube. Diaz’s early adoption of the movement 
paid off as her channel garnered over eight million views 
before it was purged as a part of YouTube’s efforts to get 
QAnon off their site. Her videos decoding cryptic Q posts 
and explaining their hidden significance would become 
a blueprint for propagating the movement (Muirhead & 
Rosenblum, 2019). Like Satanic Ritual Abuse experts of 
the past, these QAnon influencers brand themselves as 
keepers of esoteric knowledge, possessed of an ability to see 
patterns where others could not. QAnon followers brand 
themselves as “bakers,” tasked with baking the inchoate 
“breadcrumbs” Q leaves them into decipherable messages. 
Q frequently encouraged their followers to “do [their] 
own research,” reminding them that “our ability to spread 
information across the digital battlefield and bypass their 
control is what they fear” (Hannah, 2021). In this way, the 
aspect that may baffle outsiders the most about QAnon, its 
everchanging, ever-expanding lore, may serve as its greatest 
strength, allowing the movement to change and grow even 
as its prophecies fail. 

Unsubstantiated stories about child trafficking rings had 
long been a part of internet lore before QAnon’s arrival 
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in the late 2010s. Like the tabloid stories of the 1980s, 
such tales of sordid deeds were an intoxicating mix of lurid 
speculation and righteous indignation. The most popular of 
these stories was Pizzagate, a labyrinthine conspiracy theory 
built around the idea that Comet Ping Pong, a popular 
pizzeria in Washington, DC, was a hub of sex trafficking 
and abuse catering to the Democratic elite (Bleakley, 2021). 
The legend of Pizzagate would later become an official part 
of QAnon lore, forming the backbone of its mythology 
(Kaplan, 2021). This component of the QAnon would gain 
serious traction after it was seemingly vindicated by the 
revelations brought out by the arrest of a well-connected 
financier and serial sexual predator, Jeffrey Epstein. This was 
because “the crimes Epstein was accused of were generally 
comparable to those at the core of the Pizzagate theory: 
while there was none of the more fantastical elements of 
Satanism…there was nevertheless claims that Epstein 
procured underage girls for sex on behalf of prominent, 
wealthy men” (Bleakley, 2021). Like the old story about 
Satanism proffered in the 1980s, the idea of a cabal provides 
a neat black-and-white explanation for egregious abuses of 
power. 

Like the movement against Satanic Ritual Abuse, QAnon 
appeals to individuals concerned for the safety of children 
and eager to take concrete actions to protect them. As a 
member of the online Q-community, every new post and 
share is part of a valiant effort to defeat an unspeakable evil. 
Most individuals who join QAnon do so with the promise 
that their affiliation will help bring about the fall of the 
cabal, an event that would save the lives of thousands, if 
not millions of children (Bracewell, 2021). This reflects 
a long-standing pattern present in moral panics wherein 
moral crusaders and entrepreneurs, “benefit from their 
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involvement in moral panics involving children because, 
since so many social problems seem intimately related 
to the question of children's safety, they can then gather 
support for their campaigns" (Krinsky, 2012). This desire 
to protect the young and vulnerable is a near-universal 
creed, which QAnon evangelists are happy to exploit. In 
the words of Marc-Andre Argentino, a foremost QAnon 
scholar, “everyone agrees that child trafficking is evil very 
bad, and the argument QAnon makes is, ‘If you’re against 
us talking about this, you’re in favor of child trafficking’” 
(Roose, 2020). This state of affairs became readily apparent 
when Donald Trump, the supposed savior of the United 
States according to QAnon, refused to denounce the 
movement in a live press conference, instead blithely 
replying, “is [QAnon] supposed to be a bad thing...If I can 
help save the world from problems, I'm willing to do it, and 
I'm willing to put myself out there” (Pettypiece, 2020). By 
portraying themselves as “digital soldiers” on the frontline 
of the war against child abuse, QAnon paints the world in 
Manichean terms of light and dark forces in a particularly 
stark display of the moralizing tactics at play during moral 
panics (Muirhead & Rosenblum, 2019).

The majority of QAnon followers who adopted the belief 
system in recent years likely never encountered its seedier 
incarnation as an imageboard thread (Reinhard et al., 2021). 
Instead, they encountered heaping servings of seemingly 
benign and aesthetically pleasing content about the threat 
posed by child traffickers posted to mainstream social 
media sites like Instagram (Bracewell, 2021). Marc-Andre 
Argentino coined the term “Pastel QAnon” to describe the 
distinct aesthetic features of this content (2021). This term 
has also been widely adopted by scholars studying QAnon 
to represent a demographic shift among QAnon believers. 



gnovis • 55 

QAnon and the Rebirth of the Satanic Panic in the Digital Age

Armed with well-designed content and well-honed 
rhetoric, QAnon spread into more “respectable” circles of 
society, gaining political and cultural capital along the way 
(Bracewell, 2021). 

“Pastel QAnon” content was particularly appealing to the 
conservative Christians who would go on to make up 
Q’s powerbase. The idea of a pro-Trump prophet held a 
particularly strong appeal for them as they attempted to 
make sense of Trump’s various moral failings (Crossley, 
2021). QAnon granted them a living text to study, not 
unlike the Bible, which allowed them to ground these 
conspiratorial beliefs and relate them to their faith, further 
strengthening their resolve (Hannah, 2021). QAnon is 
also radically empowering for these Christians as “they 
see themselves as taking up the fight against a ‘Luciferian’ 
media and blend QAnon’s apocalyptic desire to destroy 
society ‘controlled’ by the deep state with the need for the 
Kingdom of God on Earth” (Crossley, 2021). As we have 
already discussed, belief in the existence of Satanically 
aligned cults was already prevalent in Evangelical circles, 
so even the more radical aspects of Q’s prophecy did not 
seem quite so far-fetched ( Jenkins & Maier-Katkin, 2006). 
It is unsurprising that the faithful once again took up the 
frontline in the fight against the Satanic cabal. 

In another echo of the SRA movement, QAnon attempts 
to legitimize itself by styling itself as a movement for the 
protection of children. QAnon followers often post official-
sounding statistics to their feeds, lending an air of scholarship 
to their accusations. One popular post circulating on Q 
boards, boldly proclaimed that “916 children go missing 
per hour in the United States, a total of eight million per 
year,” a figure that if true would mean the annual loss of 
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ten percent of the entire United States juvenile population 
(Lavin, 2021). These statistical fabrications mirror those 
made by SRA proponents, who claimed tens of thousands 
of persons per year were being murdered by Satanists 
(Stidham et al., 2012).  These incidences illustrate that this 
sort of hard data, even if it is fake, serves as a potent means of 
legitimation (Hannah, 2021). This statistical inflation also 
reflects the out-of-proportion media coverage crimes such 
as child abduction and murder receive, further bolstering the 
truth of such statements in the readers’ minds (Moscowitz 
& Duvall, 2011). 

Much of QAnon’s success has come from latching on to 
the genuine issue of child exploitation and using it as a 
Trojan Horse to ferry in the more unsavory tenants of their 
philosophy (Bracewell, 2021). QAnon took this to a new 
level in 2020 by adopting the hashtag of an established 
children’s charity, “#SavetheChildren” as their own, leading 
to their propaganda being distributed under the banner of 
a well-known and well-respected nonprofit.  In addition to 
hijacking hashtags, QAnon followers have flooded the tip 
lines of anti-trafficking organizations with false information 
about the cabal and their nefarious activities. This situation 
has become so severe that some organizations, including 
the aforementioned Save the Children organization and 
the Polaris Project, have felt the need to issue pamphlets 
and posts denouncing QAnon and their efforts to “help” 
their cause (Roose, 2020).

The damage wrought by QAnon extends far beyond the 
online realm. QAnon has served as a motivating factor in 
multiple violent acts, including cases of assault, kidnapping, 
and even murder (Dugan, 2021). In January of 2017, a man 
armed with several rifles entered Comet Ping Pong, the 
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restaurant at the center of the Pizzagate conspiracy, intending 
to investigate the ritualistic child abuse occurring in the 
establishment’s basement. Comet Ping Pong didn’t even 
have a basement, illustrating just how divorced from reality 
the movement was (Bleakley, 2021). This episode heralded a 
spate of QAnon-influenced vigilantism which saw QAnon 
adherents often armed, threatening, or physically harming 
social service agents, politicians, and even family members, 
for supposed cabal affiliations (Rothschild, 2021). These 
high-profile events are the most dramatic manifestation of 
the profound alienation experienced by QAnon followers, 
who, siloed into insular QAnon communities online, find 
themselves increasingly disconnected from and hostile to 
the outside world (Klepper, 2021). 

If one looks beyond the disastrous effects the QAnon 
movement has had on so many lives, one can clearly see 
the despair underpinning these actions. Prior experience 
has taught us that moral panics can serve as an appealing 
coping mechanism during times of widespread social 
turmoil (Hier, 2021). Membership in 10 of the largest 
QAnon groups grew 600% from March to July of 2020, 
the first months of the Covid-19 Pandemic, reflecting a 
certain cathartic appeal (Kaplan, 2021). Lorna Bracewell 
(2021) writes, “the QAnon movement ministers to the 
anxiety [of its followers] …by providing them entrée into 
an alternative reality in which the Coronavirus is a hoax 
and the real threat to their children's health and safety, the 
deep-state cabal, is something they can do about" (p. 2). 
QAnon grants followers a semblance of control, something 
which they are severely lacking in their day-to-day lives.
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Discussion

This is not the first piece to take note of the striking 
resemblance QAnon and the Satanic Panic bear to one 
another (Lavin, 2020). This is due to the fact that both panics 
are arguably just the newest manifestation a dark myth 
which has hovered at the edge of European and American 
culture for centuries (Frankfurter, 2011). The myth bears 
many names but is most frequently known as “ritual 
sacrifice” or “blood libel” (Victor, 1990). The basic premise 
is that some “other” in society (a role played by Pagans, Jews, 
Catholics, and sundry other deviants throughout history) 
are kidnapping your children and performing bizarre ritual 
crimes with them, only to murder them to complete their 
rites (Frankfurter, 2011). These types of stories “usually 
arise at times when a society is undergoing a deep cultural 
crisis of values, after a period of very rapid social change has 
caused much disorganization and widespread social stress” 
(Victor, 1990). The myth endures because of the succor it 
provides its believers in times of strife. For all its visceral 
horror, this idea is easier to come to terms with than the 
profound uncertainty which afflicts those who are prone 
to buy into it. Doing so validates the believer’s prejudices, 
recasting them as sound judgments of a dangerous out-
group (Stidham et al., 2012). In the world this story 
posits, the issue of morality is stark and straightforward, 
with clearly a defined good and a clearly defined evil, and 
one can align themselves on the side of the good just by 
spreading the word.

People keep falling for this myth because of an abiding desire 
to keep their children safe and their society intact. Still, 
every time they do, they wind up sowing even more pain 
and confusion, harming the very groups and institutions 
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they claim to defend (Victor, 1990). The media can keep 
us from falling for our baser instincts by interrogating and 
critiquing them, or it can choose to feed them and, by 
doing so, sustain our rapt attention. In the age of waning 
newspaper readership, declining TV news viewership, and 
growing social media use, many media outlets and new 
media entrepreneurs choose to do the latter (Mihailidis & 
Foster, 2021). 

In recent years, American legislators and the American 
public have begun to reexamine the current state of affairs 
in media, turning their attention towards the major social 
media companies and the lax regulatory standards that 
protect them. Section 230 is under attack from both sides of 
the American political spectrum, with all parties conceding 
that the legislation has granted social media companies 
too much legal latitude in the content moderation process 
(Napoli, 2021). On October 1st of 2020, congressional 
members voted unanimously to subpoena the heads of 
three top technology firms, Facebook (now known as 
Meta), Alphabet (Google), and Twitter, with the goal of 
getting their CEOs to testify about Section 230 immunity 
(Starinsky, 2021). Both former President Trump and 
current President Biden have made statements disparaging 
the current state of regulation. President Trump went so 
far as to issue an executive order demanding that legal 
protections for such platforms be rolled back on account 
of their bias, leading the National Telecommunications 
and Information Agency to file a petition with the Federal 
Communications Commission seeking to “clarify certain 
provisions” of Section 230 protection. Ultimately the effort 
to repeal these protections ran aground during the chaotic 
transition period from the Trump administration to the 
Biden administration. (Napoli, 2021).   



60 • https://gnovisjournal.georgetown.edu/

Volume 22, Issue 1 • Spring 2022

These demands reached a fever pitch in 2021 when 
Americans and the world at large were faced with an 
unparalleled assault on the US Capitol. The insurrection 
made what was unfolding in YouTube comment sections 
and Facebook timelines viscerally and undeniably real in 
the eyes of many Americans. Jacob Chansley, the self-
appointed, “QAnon Shaman,” arguably became the face of 
the day’s events as his image, shirtless and bedecked in fur, 
marauding through the halls of the Capitol Building was 
splashed across front pages, news broadcasts, and Facebook 
feeds (Hyzen & Van den Bulck, 2021). Chansley, once a 
minor Q influencer, now stood at the Senate dais, where he 
denounced the “deep-state cabal” and told reporters that, 
“in order to beat this evil occultic force you need a light 
occultic force ... [you need] a force that is of the side of God, 
of love ... almost like on the side of the angels ... as opposed 
to the demons,” a statement which is a perfect distillation 
of QAnon rhetoric (Crossley, 2021). Examinations into 
the social media feeds of these insurrectionists allowed the 
public to see the radicalization unfolding in real time. In a 
stark illustration of just how fragmented our media system 
has become, many Americans first encountered QAnon 
ideology as they watched the chaos unfold (Moskalenko & 
McCauley, 2021).

Ultimately it only took a few days after this initial shock 
for the QAnon movement and other radical groups to be 
purged from all the major social media sites (Kaplan, 2021). 
In the subsequent months the US Congress, unsatisfied 
with the sites’ limited response, would summon the same 
three major technology CEOs to face questions about 
the role their technologies played in perpetuating this 
violence (Napoli, 2021). Then, just when the public regard 
for social media companies seemed as if it couldn’t get any 
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lower, a high-profile Facebook whistleblower went public. 
Frances Haugen carefully parceled a trove of internal data 
to trusted traditional news sources before testifying before 
Congress in early October of 2021 (Smith, 2021). These 
documents revealed widespread misconduct and violation 
of the company’s policies, including in-depth knowledge 
of how QAnon was spreading on the platform (Zadrozny, 
2021). 

A backlash against social media companies is underway, 
but it’s difficult to see how this process will play out in the 
current political environment. The two major parties agree 
that something is broken, but not on much else (Napoli, 
2021). In the meantime, ordinary citizens, sickened by the 
events of January 6th and saddened by the loss of loved 
ones to the lure of the QAnon have banded together 
against the conspiracy, often appropriating the same social 
media methods once used by Q adherents. “Anti-Q,” 
“Q-Anon Survivor,” and “QAnon Casualty” groups have 
taken the place of QAnon fan groups on major social media 
platforms (Klepper, 2021). Some prominent Evangelical 
Christian pastors have likewise bucked the trend to stand 
against the threat of QAnon, circulating a letter explicitly 
denouncing the movement and the “rise of violent acts by 
radicalized extremists using the name of Christ” (Kaleem, 
2021). Yet more followers have effectively deprogrammed 
themselves after witnessing the brutal acts committed by 
their fellow believers and coming to terms with the failure 
of Q's prophesies, most importantly Q’s assurance that 
Trump would win the 2020 election (Klepper, 2021). The 
movement endures, but it has been deeply fractured by this 
defeat. This is doubtlessly due, at least in part, to the radio 
silence of Q themself, who has not made any posts since 
December 8th of 2020. Various contingents of the QAnon 
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community are vying for the position of authority once 
held by Q, leading to a great deal of intracommunity strife 
(Alba, 2021). For now, it seems that the wave of QAnon has 
crested, but this doesn’t mean that the movement behind it 
or the rhetoric surrounding it doesn’t pose a severe threat to 
society at large. As we have seen, these sorts of blood-libel-
influenced rumors have extraordinary staying power in the 
Western imagination, and these and other forms of moral 
panic have been an enduring feature of human society 
(Victor 1990; Cohen, 2002). Knowing this, it would greatly 
benefit us to prepare for the next cycle of moral outrage 
before it escalates to the point of becoming a moral panic.

Conclusion

The example of the Satanic Panic illustrates how the media 
can choose to act as a mitigator rather than as an amplifier. 
The SRA panic only began to subside after powerful figures 
in the television industry started to push back against some 
of the more extreme coverage which had been pushed by 
their colleagues. When denied airtime and ad revenue, such 
stories began to dry up (Hughes, 2017). The effort to quash 
inaccurate and unsavory SRA coverage was complemented 
by an attempt to increase coverage focused on the stories 
of the real victims of Satanic Ritual Abuse: the individuals 
who had been falsely accused of these heinous crimes. This 
counterprogramming made the same appeals to pathos as 
the original SRA coverage, making it a potent weapon in 
the fight against misinformation (Beck, 2015). Efforts to 
counter QAnon programming similarly are less efficacious 
in the 2020s than they were in the 1980s due to the sheer 
number of media sources available to the average American 
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(Hyzen & Van den Bulck, 2021). Nevertheless, efforts 
to ban QAnon-related content on major social media 
platforms have succeeded in significantly reducing QAnon 
related traffic online (Alba, 2021). Old-fashioned appeals 
to common decency and common sense also have their 
place in the fight against misinformation, as illustrated by 
the many QAnon adherents who left the group after being 
exposed to “QAnon Casualty” and “QAnon Survivor” 
groups (Klepper, 2021). 

These efforts alone will not be enough to remedy this 
situation, as much of the power now lies with social media 
companies. They are the ones who design the algorithms 
and develop the moderation protocols that dictate the 
content their audience is exposed to. The Satanic Panic 
illustrates that while de-platforming and disincentivizing 
harmful information does not entirely solve the problem, 
it does help limit the spread and influence these dangerous 
ideologies have ( Jhaver et al., 2021). It is too early to 
predict how these companies will respond to the immense 
challenge which lies ahead of them. Still, some form of 
regulation is in order, whether it is internally adopted 
because of mounting pressure or externally imposed 
through Section 230 reform. If this does not occur QAnon 
and other toxic ideologies will endure on these platforms. 
History has shown us that as long as the pursuit of power 
and profit takes priority over the pursuit of the truth, panic 
will reign. 
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