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ABSTRACT 
 

Threatened Innocents and the News:  The History of a National Preoccupation 

Alexandra Meltzer Goldman  

 

 This dissertation traces the history of media coverage of the “Threatened Innocent” – a 

young, often female victim – who has been killed, kidnapped or otherwise endangered. Charting 

the evolution of this narrative through the centuries, it contends that these stories are rooted in 

the Puritan captivity narratives of the late 1600s, when the kidnapping of Europeans by Indians 

was not uncommon. From the establishment of child abuse and kidnapping for ransom as social 

problems in the nineteenth century, to the moral panic over child snatching in the 1980s and so-

called Internet predators in more recent years, this dissertation examines the stories that have 

created the template for the way we understand Threatened Innocents today.  

 This dissertation further argues that the power of these stories springs as much from the 

language with which they are told and the rhetoric with which they are surrounded as from the 

plot points themselves. Since the conservative capture of populism – a decades-long process 

completed in the 1980s – stories of Threatened Innocents have successfully yoked together this 

quintessentially American narrative with this quintessentially American rhetoric, resulting in a 

powerful discourse whose effects are as profound and as they are far-reaching. 

 Our fixation with stories of Threatened Innocents has, at every turn, wedded narrative 

tradition to a sense of national identity and civic responsibility. The overarching contention is 

that the stories we tell shape our lives personally and publicly, establishing a social reality that is 

often untethered to fact.  
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Chapter One:  Introduction 

 

We first produce the world by symbolic work and then take up residence in the 
world we have produced. Alas, there is magic in our self-deceptions. 

–James Carey1 

 

On May 6, 2013, Amanda Berry, Gina DeJesus and Michelle Knight were rescued from a 

dilapidated old house in Cleveland, where they had been held prisoner for over ten years. The 

story was first reported on May 6th, 2013, and during the initial weeks after the women’s rescue, 

it appeared in newspapers across the country and the world and on the front page of People 

magazine twice,2 and was a top news item on CNN and all of the major networks. NPR ran 

updates on the story every day for the week following the women’s rescue on its programs 

Morning Edition, All Things Considered and The Two Way.3 

Four years earlier in 2009, Jaycee Dugard, missing for eighteen years, was found alive 

while visiting the UC Berkeley campus with her abductor and two daughters born to her in 

captivity. Within days of her rescue, Dugard was entered into the pantheon of Threatened 

Innocents, a term I will use to denote the particular sorts of victims with which I am concerned in 

this dissertation. Other recent well-known victims such as Elizabeth Smart were often invoked in 

                                                 
1 James Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society, (New York: 
Routledge, 1992), p. 30 

2 People, “Amazing Escape!” May 11, 2013; People, “Inside Their New Lives,” July 10, 2013 

3 http://www.npr.org/templates/archive.php?thingld=182179099, accessed November 20, 2013 
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the coverage of the story, their expertise frequently called upon to analyze the story and to 

speculate on Jaycee’s emotional state.4 

 I first became interested in stories of Threatened Innocents in 2003, when, on the evening 

of November 9th, two made-for-TV movies, Saving Jessica Lynch and The Elizabeth Smart 

Story, competed for network audiences. With their young, white and attractive female 

protagonists and their strikingly similar plotlines, these movies vied for viewers by tapping into 

the same narrative traditions and appealing to the same cultural wellspring. Both attracted 

respectable audiences. Clearly this was something worth investigating. 

Stories of Threatened Innocents receive a tremendous amount of media attention, and not 

just during slow news weeks. In the week beginning January 14, 2007, the United Nations 

reported that there had been more than 34,000 Iraqi civilian deaths in the past year, and President 

Bush made the rounds on the interview circuit in order to sell to a disheartened electorate his 

“surge” plan to increase the number of troops sent to Afghanistan. According to the news index 

at the Project for Excellence in Journalism, these two Iraq-related stories combined filled just 

20% of the total newshole. The second place story, filling 8% of the total newshole, was that of 

the discovery and rescue of two missing Missouri boys, 15-year-old Shawn Hornbeck and 13-

year-old Ben Ownby. Cable news devoted 15% of total airtime that week to coverage of the 

story, second only to the Iraq policy debate, which received 18% of total airtime.5  

 The story of the boys’ rescue broke on January 12th. Ben Ownby had been kidnapped 

after getting off a school bus in front of his house in a rural Missouri town. Police followed up on 

                                                 
4 “AC360 Interview: Elizabeth Smart and Her Father, Ed,” Anderson Cooper 360, CNN. 
Accessed November 16, 2013, http://ac360.blogs.cnn.com/2009/08/27/360-interview-ed-smart-
and-his-daughter-elizabeth/ 

5 Project for Excellence in Journalism, News Coverage Index: Jan 14-19, 2007 
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a tip given by Ownby’s next-door neighbor, and four days later the boy was discovered alive at 

the apartment of a 40-year-old pizza shop manager named Michael Devlin. There, police also 

found 15 year-old Shawn Hornbeck, missing since October of 2002. Shawn had been held 

captive by Devlin for over four years, mere miles from his home in Richwoods, MO.  In the 

weeks that followed, new updates on the captor and the captive boys – and particularly Shawn 

Hornbeck – appeared on the CNN homepage on a daily – and sometimes even hourly – basis. 

Between January 12th and March 14th, there were 176 stories on the national news wires. The 

case was the subject of such talk shows as Larry King Live and Oprah, and was also People 

magazine’s cover story for its issue of January 29th with the emphatic headline “Found!” 

 The ongoing saga of Threatened Innocents has become so much a part of the fabric of our 

culture – the background buzz of anxiety over which we operate our everyday lives – that it is 

difficult not to take these stories’ continual presence on the national media radar for granted or to 

see their prevalence as somehow natural or unremarkable. And yet the emotional interest these 

stories generate is wildly disproportionate to the actual incidence of the crimes. 

 The question I want to ask is, why? What is it about this story that reaches beyond the 

victims’ families and immediate communities to have resonance with an entire nation? What 

happened to these boys was horrific, a nightmare and a tragedy for their families and friends and 

communities. But the truth is that terrible things happen to innocent people all the time. Innocent 

people are felled by accidents, epidemics and war, and we, as a nation, rarely hear about their 

individual stories – let alone become wholly immersed in them.  

 And yet, we are so familiar with Threatened Innocents. Laci, Elizabeth, Chandra, Jaycee: 

these are household names. We are fluent in the language of these stories, and with the named 
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legislation passed in their wake: Megan’s Law, Connor’s Law, Amber Alert.6 What is it about 

these stories that grabs us and holds our attention for weeks, months – and not infrequently – 

even years or decades at a time? Why do news organizations and their audiences find themselves 

drawn to one hazard rather than another? Why do we allot these tragic stories so much social 

space, while leaving little room for other sorts of victims? In short, why have stories of missing, 

kidnapped and threatened women and children become part of our consciousness in such an 

extraordinary way?  

 They may be shocking, but they are shocking in a way that is recognizable and known to 

us. This is a culturally comfortable genre. Stories of captive women have been a part of the 

American cultural landscape since before the nation’s inception. The genre of the American 

captivity narrative grew out of a Puritan New England tradition and the experience of that 

colonial population during the second half of the seventeenth century, a period marked by 

intense violence, religious fervor, cultural anxiety and the near constant risk of bodily harm. The 

New England region produced the greatest number of captivity narratives because this generally 

literate, deeply religious region stood at the center of hostilities between Indian tribes and land-

hungry English settlers.7 

 These were didactic chronicles that imparted to readers essential lessons about Puritan 

values in a form so engaging and accessible that many of the narratives – including that of Mary 

                                                 
6 Megan’s Law, named in honor of Megan Kanka, is an informal name for various laws requiring 
that law enforcement make public information regarding registered sex offenders; Connor’s Law, 
as will be discussed in chapter 6, was passed in the wake of the murder of Laci Peterson, and 
named in honor of the unborn son she planned to name Connor. The law makes it a double 
murder to kill a pregnant woman, recognizing a child in utero as a legal victim; Amber Alert is a 
child abduction alert system named in honor of Amber Hagerman, killed in 1996.  

7 For a vivid depiction of New England life in this era and one family’s experience with 
captivity, see John Demos, The Unredeemed Captive: A Family Story from Early America, 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1994). 
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Rowlandson – became some of the colonies’ first bestsellers.8 Originally published in 1682, the 

lengthily titled The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of His 

Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mary Rowlandson was 

reprinted over thirty times in the course of the ensuing century. Captivity narratives have proven 

to be enormously culturally malleable. They have been put to use again and again, mirroring the 

nation’s aspirations and addressing its anxieties within a familiar and culturally specific 

framework. 

 Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, the modern notion of childhood – 

that is, of a special, segmented period of life – began to really take hold. While the mid-

nineteenth century was a time of tremendous upheaval and geographic mobility, it was also the 

period in which Americans invented the idea of what Viviana Zelizer has called the “sacred 

child.” Children were to occupy a gentle and protected world, “regulated by affection and 

education, not work or profit.”9  

 In chapter three, in order to illustrate this important shift in the history of Threatened 

Innocents, I examine the story of Mary Ellen Wilson. This is the case that brought the 

maltreatment of children out of the privacy of the home and into the public sphere, and ignited a 

mass movement to eradicate child abuse.10 Variously reported as being six or nine years old, 

Wilson, or “Little Mary Ellen,” as she became widely known in the press, was living with her 

step mother in a tenement apartment in New York City’s Hell’s Kitchen in 1874 when a 

                                                 
8 Robert C. Doyle, Voices From Captivity: Interpreting the American Captivity Narrative, 
(Kansas: University of Kansas Press, 1994), p. 67-68 

9 Viviana Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children, 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985), p. 209 

10 Barbara J. Nelson, Making an Issue of Child Abuse: Political Agenda Setting for Social 
Problems, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986) 
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neighbor became aware of her maltreatment and reported it to city authorities. The case quickly 

made its way into the courts, with Mary Ellen testifying before a judge in a courtroom packed 

with reporters, including muckraking journalist Jacob Riis, who was well aware that he was 

witnessing a groundbreaking moment in children’s rights.11  

 This was the genesis of the classification of child abuse as a bona fide social problem, 

distinct from “sloth,” “pauperism,” and other general concerns of the moral reform movement.12 

Once a substantial number of people believe that an egregious situation exists, and agree that it is 

a remediable condition and that something must be done to fix it, then a social problem is born. 

Social problems are constructed, and, according to Spector and Kitsuse, must be understood as 

the outcome of deliberate claimsmaking activity.13  

 As children rose in sentimental value they became prey for kidnappers.14 In 1874, the 

very same year that Little Mary Ellen’s plight came to the attention of the city’s authorities and 

the newspaper reading public – leading to the establishment of the New York Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Children15 -- the story of Charley Ross, taken from his front yard in 

Germantown, Pennsylvania, brought kidnapping for ransom to the fore of public consciousness: 

it was the first abduction to become a nationwide media sensation. Charley Ross, who became 

                                                 
11 The New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, The Catalyst: 1870-1874, 
http://www.nyspcc.org/nyspcc/history/the_catalyst/, accessed November 20, 2013 (hereinafter 
“NYSPCC, ‘The Catalyst’”) 

12 Barbara J. Nelson, p. 53-54 

13 Malcolm Spector and John I. Kitsuse, Constructing Social Problems, (Menlo Park CA: 
Cummings, 1977), p. 73 

14 Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions: A Social History of American Family 
Life, (New York: The Free Press, 1988), p. 167 

15 NYSPCC, “The Catalyst” 
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widely (and even internationally) known as Philadelphia’s “lost boy”16 created the template with 

which subsequent stories would be formatted and understood by law enforcement, journalists, 

and the public alike. Indeed Paula Fass has argued that “the story of the Lindbergh baby, which 

today we assume to be the archetypal kidnapping and certainly the most notorious in fact 

occupied psychological and cultural space that had been delineated almost sixty years earlier.”17 

 Chapter four argues that the captivity narrative is a truly fundamental American narrative. 

The chapter explores the stories of two famous wartime damsels, Evangelina Cisneros, “rescued” 

by William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal during the Spanish-American War in 1897, and 

POW Jessica Lynch, shuttled out of an Iraqi hospital by Navy Seals in 2003. Both women were 

simultaneously lauded for their bravery and idealized for their femininity, and both stories 

blurred the line between creating and reporting news in interesting and provocative ways.  

 Melani McAlister has argued that the captive has, throughout history, embodied a people 

threatened from the outside. Often a woman, the captive “confronted dangers and upheld her 

faith; in so doing she became a symbol, representing the nation’s virtuous identity to itself.”18 

Hawking patriotism during times of anxiety and uncertainty, the stories of Cisneros and Lynch 

point to the ways in which captivity narratives have consistently operated as a sort of cultural 

shorthand between writer and audience, offering up, as Richard Slotkin has written, “a set of tacit 

                                                 
16 “Philadelphia’s Lost Boy,” Atlanta Constitution, July 24, 1874, p. 2 

17 Paula Fass, Kidnapped: Child Abduction in America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997), p. 22 

18 Melani McAlister, “Saving Private Lynch,” The New York Times, April 6, 2003 
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assumptions of the nature of human experience, on human divine motivations, on moral values, 

and on the nature of reality.”19 

 But there’s more to stories of Threatened Innocents than just rehashed Puritan 

 captivity narratives: the power of these stories springs as much from the language with which 

they are told and the rhetoric with which they are surrounded as from the plot points themselves. 

These stories derive their power as much from their style as from their substance. 

 Chapter five looks at the conservative capture of populism in the early 1980s and the 

concurrent emergence of a moral panic surrounding missing and kidnapped children. I contend 

here that stories of Threatened Innocents have successfully yoked together this quintessentially 

American narrative with this quintessentially American rhetoric, resulting in a powerful 

discourse whose effects are as profound and as they are far-reaching. 

 But just how far reaching? In chapter six I juxtapose two stories about murdered pregnant 

young women: Pearl Bryan, a small-town Indiana woman who was decapitated by her presumed 

lover in 1896, and Laci Peterson, murdered by her husband in 2002 and discovered weeks later 

in San Francisco Bay. Bryan’s story and the trial of her murderer were eagerly covered in 

newspapers both local and far-flung. In addition, several well-known ballads sprang up about her 

murder and the dangers of keeping company with slick, urban young men. Some of these ballads 

remained in circulation for many decades.20  

 At the time of her murder Laci Peterson was eight months pregnant with a boy she 

planned to name Connor. Though the trial of her husband, Scott, was not televised, millions of 

                                                 
19 Richard Slotkin, Regeneration Through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier 
1600-1860, (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1973), p. 20 

20 Anne B. Cohen, Poor Pearl, Poor Girl!: The Murdered-Girl Stereotype in Ballad and 
Newspaper, (Austin, Texas: American Folklore Society, 1973), p. 50 
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people turned on their televisions on November 10, 2004 to see the announcement of the verdict. 

Court TV drew a record-breaking audience, with nearly 2.7 million people tuning in for the 15 

minutes leading up to the announcement of the guilty verdict.21 Fox News did even better, 

pulling in 3.35 million viewers during the verdict reading.22 

 Even more significant than the incredible numbers of people who actively followed 

Laci’s story was the public policy outcome that resulted from this intense concern. On April 1, 

2004, President George W. Bush signed into law the Unborn Victims of Violence Act, which 

was nicknamed “Laci and Connor’s Law.” The law effectively made it a double murder to kill a 

pregnant woman. Abortion opponents applauded the bill, which passed 245-163 in the House 

and 61-38 in the Senate, as an important step toward recognizing the full personhood of “the 

unborn.”23  

 Chapter seven brings us to 2006, with an analysis of the short-lived but wildly influential 

Dateline NBC spinoff, To Catch A Predator, a series that focused solely on the issue of so-called 

Internet predators. NBC produced twelve episodes of the show, which hired actors (“decoys”) to 

impersonate minors in online chat rooms and entice grown men into flirtatious, and often 

shockingly profane, conversations. These unsuspecting men were then lured to a “sting house,” 

where host Chris Hansen was waiting to interrogate them and then deposit them into the waiting 

arms of police. It was during one of these routine sting operations (this one in Murphy, Texas) 

that Louis Conradt, Jr, an Assistant District Attorney, shot himself in the head after realizing that 

he had been a target of the sting.  

                                                 
21 D. Mason, “Millions view videoless verdict,” Ventura County Star, November 19, 2004, p. 5 

22 Richard Huff, “Inner Tube,” Daily News, November 16, 2004 

23 Adam Miller, “Bush inks Laci law – Killing fetus now a federal crime,” New York Post, April 
2, 2004 
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 The series became a true sensation, with impressive ratings that easily bested Dateline’s 

flagship program. 24 Reporting not on a problem that it had uncovered, but rather on a series of 

set-ups contrived to meet the needs of television, NBC successfully positioned itself as an arbiter 

of morality in the Puritan tradition. Chris Hansen became a respected expert on the issue of 

Internet predators, even testifying before Congress, reifying a problem whose legitimacy was 

based on statistics that are misleading at best.  

 A central argument in this chapter is that the theory of the moral panic is key to 

understanding the confluence of players and forces that have shaped both the nation’s 

preoccupation with Threatened Innocents more generally, as well the popularity of the To Catch 

A Predator series and the incidents that unfolded in Murphy, Texas more specifically. Developed 

by Stanley Cohen in 1964, the theory seeks to explain the mechanisms and conditions by which 

great numbers of people may become intensely concerned about a particular issue or perceived 

threat, regardless of rationality, over the course of a short period of time. According to Cohen, a 

moral panic is made possible by the participation and compliancy of five major players: the 

press, the public, law enforcement, politicians and legislators, and action groups. The 

phenomenal success of To Catch a Predator and the death of Louis Conradt, Jr., offer an ideal 

model of the way a moral panic develops.25 

 While I argue here that stories of Threatened Innocents have held a particularly 

prominent place in American literature and public life for centuries, and that there are significant 

historical and socio-political factors that have come together to allow these stories to flourish in 

American culture, I do not wish to suggest that these types of narratives exist only on American 

                                                 
24 James Parker, “Cultural Studies,” The Boston Globe, March 25, 2007 

25 Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics, Third Edition, (New York: Routledge, 2002) 
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soil, or that they are an exclusively American trope. Indeed there have been several high profile 

stories of missing and kidnapped women and children originating in other countries that have, in 

recent years, received tremendous international attention.  

 Perhaps the most well known of these is the story of Madeleine McCann, a British girl 

who was just nine days shy of her fourth birthday when she was taken from the hotel where her 

family was vacationing in Portugal in 2007.26 The story has attracted sustained international 

interest for nearly seven years, and the case continues to be covered not only in the UK, but all 

over the world, with new developments making front page headlines once again as recently as 

January 2014,27 when British authorities announced that they were following new leads in the 

case, and March 2014, when an additional suspect was announced.28 And news of the escape of 

Natascha Kampusch, who was abducted in Vienna at the age of ten in 1998, made headlines all 

over the world on August 23, 2006.29 Five years later, in 2011, the story inspired an opera, 

Bluthaus,30 and in 2013, a movie.31 

                                                 
26 “Parents Checked Sleeping Child Every Half-Hour But Still She Was Abducted,” The Times of 
London, May 5, 2007 
 
27 Steven M. Silverman, “Madeleine McCann Case: London Police Target Three Burglars,” 
People, January 14, 2014  
 
28 “British Police Search For Lone Intruder in Madeleine McCann Case,” Sydney Morning 
Herald, March 19, 2014 
 
29 “Austrian Woman Flees Captor, Claims to be 1998 Kidnapping Victim,” Edmonton Journal 
(Alberta), August 24, 2006 
 
30 Shirley Apthorp, “Bluthaus, Theatre Bonn,” Financial Times, September 28, 2011 
 
31 “‘3096 Days,’ Natascha Kampusch’s Hostage Tale, Is Now a Movie,” Huffington Post, 
February 26, 2013, accessed March 26, 2014, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/01/27/natascha-kampusch-austria_n_439420.html 
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 Certainly there are elements of narratives like these that are universally horrifying and 

enthralling. And yet, there likely are cultural features at play in each of these stories of which 

American readers may be unaware. What is the history of these sorts of narratives in England, 

Austria and elsewhere in Europe? While I have posited in this dissertation that life on the edge of 

the wilderness was a defining feature of Puritan life and in the advent of captivity narratives in 

this country, it would be interesting to see if the Puritans who remained in England – lacking the 

particular hardships and worldview that came with life on the frontier in the New World – had 

any sort of equivalent tales. Another useful investigation might look for any equivalent stories 

originating in other cultures with similar “frontier” traditions to America, such as Argentina and 

Australia. Though outside the scope of this particular project, there are clearly opportunities here 

for comparative study. 

 Beginning in the 1680s and working my way through the centuries, in this dissertation I 

look at the stories that created the template for the way we understand Threatened Innocents 

today. The overarching contention is that the stories we tell shape our lives personally and 

publicly, establishing a social reality that is often untethered to fact.32   

   

                                                 
32 Towards this end, this dissertation does not address some of the stories that may at first seem 
obvious for such a project: The case of Lindbergh baby and the kidnapping of Patty Hearst, for 
example are not included. While legendary today, these stories did not create new cultural space, 
and their notoriety means that much has already been written about them. Instead the focus is on 
stories that may be less well-known now, but were watershed moments in the history of this 
genre. 
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Chapter Two:  Smart, Rowlandson, and Jemison:  The Meaning of Captivity 

 

Elizabeth Smart:  The Present Illuminates the Past 

 

“I am the luckiest girl in the world! I’m home!” Elizabeth Smart inscribed on a large 

poster-board that was presented to the crowd of cheering well-wishers gathered in Salt Lake 

City’s aptly named Liberty Park on March 14, 2003. The New York Times reported the rescue of 

the Utah teenager on its front page: 

The return of Elizabeth set off celebrations and vigils across Salt Lake, as most 
everyone spoke of miracles and the power of prayer. In the back of many minds 
were the deep fears that the girl had been murdered, like others who were 
kidnapped across the country that same dark summer.1 

Discovered outside a Kinko’s in Sandy, Utah, only twenty miles from her home, after an 

exhaustive nine-month search, the account of the kidnapping and eventual rescue of Elizabeth 

Smart morphed quickly and seamlessly into the latest iteration of a true captivity narrative. 

Deeply rooted in this perhaps most-enduring of the American literary genres – and amplified by 

the nation’s post-9/11 anxiety, the fighting in Afghanistan and impending war in Iraq – the 

Elizabeth Smart story and the evolution of its framing point to the way in which history resonates 

in our daily news and popular culture.  

On the morning of June 6, 2002, news of 14-year-old Elizabeth Smart’s kidnapping rang 

out across the country. “Girl Abducted From Bedroom In Her Salt Lake City Home,” declared 

the New York Times. “Police Search For Girl Kidnapped By Gunman From Bedroom in Utah; 

                                                 
1 Dean E. Murphy, “Utah Girl, 15, Is Found Alive 9 Months After Kidnapping,” New York 
Times, March 12, 2003, p. A1 
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Authorities Are Looking At Family’s Computer For Clues In Case,” read the St. Louis Post-

Dispatch. 

Positioning the incident in the context of a string of kidnappings of young girls that had 

captivated the news media for months, many of the initial reports of the Smart case highlighted 

the alarm system that had only recently been put into place in Utah. “Kidnap Alarm System In 

Utah Was Sought For California,” read the headline of the San Francisco Chronicle. Focusing 

on the merits of this new emergency alert system, the article went on to state:  

When Elizabeth Smart was kidnapped Wednesday, Utah turned to its emergency 
alert system to spread the word – a simple procedure that California’s Assembly 
called for more than a year ago, but that has yet to be taken up…Utah officials 
said Thursday that the benefits of the alert could be seen in its first use. ‘They 
have had to turn people away from the search,’ said Paul Patrick, program 
director for Utah Bureau of Emergency Medical Services. ‘I think a lot of it is 
how quickly people found out.’2 

The emphasis here is not on the particulars of the Smart case, but on the implications for 

law enforcement procedures and the way in which the Chronicle’s home state of California is 

coming up short. In the months that followed the kidnapping, the Smart case often appeared in 

the papers in conjunction with coverage of the effort to pass the Amber Alert system – named in 

honor of 1996 kidnapping victim Amber Hagerman and already in place in 14 states – into 

national law. Almost five months after the kidnapping, and four months before she would finally 

be rescued, Salt Lake City’s Deseret News ran a story in which Ed Smart, Elizabeth’s father, 

called on lawmakers to pass a national Amber Alert Bill: “‘Everyone knows how critical it is in 

rescuing and saving lives,’ Smart said. ‘This is not a partisan issue but a family issue.’”3 

                                                 
2 John M. Hubbell, “Kidnap alarm system in Utah sought for California,” San Francisco 
Chronicle, June 7, 2002, p. A3.  

3 Pat Reavy, “Smarts mark birthday by urging alert passage,” Deseret News, October 29, 2002, p. 
B4. 
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If the dominant narrative frame of the Elizabeth Smart story before her March 2003 

rescue was the Amber Alert alarm system, another prominent frame centered around the wealth 

and social standing of the Smart family. Several of the initial articles covering the kidnapping 

noted that the Smart family’s seven-bedroom home in “the upscale Arlington Hills 

neighborhood” was “on the market for $1.19 million” and that police were “looking into whether 

a potential buyer toured the home and later returned.”4 The underlying message, that even the 

rich are vulnerable to tragedy, is one that was surely hit home on a national level on September 

11th, 2001.  

The Smarts were repeatedly depicted as a family whose impossibly idyllic existence had 

been suddenly shattered. Even the photograph that the television media leaned on most heavily 

in their coverage of the story, showing a blond and rosy-cheeked Elizabeth playing the harp, 

served to reinforce this message of deep foreboding and profound loss of innocence. “‘You could 

not imagine a more angelic girl,’” Tom Smart, Elizabeth’s uncle, reported to the New York 

Times. “‘She loves her parents and her grandparents, and she takes care of her brothers and her 

sisters.’”5 This perception of the Smarts as the perfect family with the enviable home would later 

play a key role in the life of the captivity narrative that the story was to become. 

The shift to epic captivity narrative began when information about the suspected 

kidnapper, Brian David Mitchell, appeared on an episode of America’s Most Wanted, and it was 

cemented just days later when Smart was discovered walking along a suburban street with 

Mitchell and his wife and accomplice, Wanda Barzee on March 12, 2003. Beginning with the 

                                                 
4 Rich Vosepka, “Hundreds join search for teen/Reward in case for girl taken at gunpoint reaches 
$250,000,” Houston Chronicle, June 7, 2002, p. 17  

5 Nick Madigan, “Girl Abducted From Bedroom In Her Salt Lake City Home,” New York Times, 
June 6, 2002, p. A18. 
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preliminary reports of her rescue, and escalating to a shriller and shriller dramatic pitch as the 

details of her captivity were made public, all of the essential elements of the traditional American 

captivity narrative were present in the Elizabeth Smart Story, including religious devotion, the 

acute hardships of life in the geographic and spiritual wilderness, the defilement of female purity, 

the threat of acculturation, and the sense of a “rebirth” upon restoration to the community. 

 

Deep Roots: The Narrative of Mary Rowlandson 

 

The genre of the American captivity narrative grew out of a Puritan New England 

tradition and the experience of that colonial population during the second half of the Seventeenth 

Century, a period marked by intense violence, religious fervor, and the near constant risk of 

bodily harm. In Voices From Captivity: Interpreting the American POW Narrative, historian 

Robert C. Doyle explains the conditions that gave birth to this archetypal American tale: 

Dating from King Philip’s War, New England produced the most colonial 
captivity narratives because New England was the center of hostilities between 
aboriginal Indian tribes and the land-hungry English. The ravages of the forest 
wars informed the captivities of Mary Rowlandson, Hannah Dustin…and many 
other Puritans who found themselves captured by tribal enemies…The New 
England Puritans understood their captivities as acts of God’s will in the strictly 
Calvinist sense. Their captivity narratives triangulated the crusade against 
infidels, the religious mandate of Calvinist Christianity (the struggle between God 
and Satan for the possession of a person’s individual soul), and the secular as well 
as religious European oral tradition.6 

New England’s earliest European immigrants embraced a “curiously active and self-

reliant Calvinism,” David Paul Nord has contended. “In the fist century of settlement, their 

theology, their church and civil polity, and their organization of family and social life all 

                                                 
6 Robert C. Doyle, Voices From Captivity: Interpreting the American Captivity Narrative, 
(Kansas: University of Kansas Press, 1994), p. 67-68 
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combined to make New England perhaps the most literate place on earth.”7 The captivity 

narratives were didactic chronicles that imparted readers with essential lessons about Puritan 

values in a form so compelling and accessible that several of the narratives became some of the 

colonies’ first “best sellers.”  

Certainly one of the most definitive narratives is that of Mary Rowlandson. It is 

considered a foundational work in American literature, and is more widely read than any other 

captivity narrative.8 Originally published in 1682, the lengthily titled The Sovereignty and 

Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of His Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of 

the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, was reedited and reprinted over thirty 

times in the course of the ensuing century. Organized as a series of twenty “removes…up and 

down the wilderness,” as Rowlandson is moved from camp to camp around the forests of New 

England and Quebec by her Indian-Catholic captors, the narrative depicts her eleven-weeks of 

physical and emotional suffering, and her spiritual resolve as she struggles to maintain her 

Puritan faith in face of the Indians’ heathenism and her own cultural isolation in the “vast and 

howling” wilderness. Of a moment of despair, she writes: 

When I was in the canoe, I could not but be amazed at the numerous crew of 
Pagans that were on the bank on the other side. When I came ashore, they 
gathered all about me, I sitting alone in the midst…Then my heart began to fail 
and I fell weeping; which was the first time to my remembrance that I wept before 
them; although I had met with so much affliction, and my heart was many times 
ready to break, yet could I not shed one tear in their sight, but rather had been all 
this while in a maze, and like one astonished; but now I may say as Psal. 137.1. 

                                                 
7 David Paul Nord, Faith in Reading: Religious Publishing and the Birth of Mass Media in 
America, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 14 
 
8 Jill Lepore, The Name of War: King Philip’s War and the Origins of American Identity, (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), p. 125 
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By the river of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered 
Zion.9 

As the wife of well-known minister Joseph Rowlandson and relative of prominent Puritan 

religious leaders Cotton and Increase Mather, Rowlandson was taken from the relative comfort 

and security of her home in Lancaster, Massachusetts, where she resided at the center of a 

tightly-knit community, to live in unimaginable spiritual and physical isolation. Though almost 

constantly under the watchful eye of her captors, Rowlandson was very much alone. It is this 

spiritual and physical struggle in the proverbial “wilderness” that forms the dual horrors of her 

narrative.   

Like Mary Rowlandson, Elizabeth Smart’s social connections in her own insulated 

community – in this case affluent and Mormon – played an important role in the mediated 

narrative of her captivity. A Denver Post cover story of March 16, 2003 reads: 

The Salt Lake district attorney’s office is expected to file aggravated kidnapping 
charges Monday against Mitchell and possibly Barzee. Police Chief Rick Dinse 
said last week that although police know whether Elizabeth was abused, they 
won’t talk about it. Her family has said repeatedly that they can’t bear to ask her 
what happened during her captivity. Dinse said investigators have not spoken to 
Elizabeth since an initial interview – during which she identified Mitchell and 
Barzee as her father and stepmother – the day of the return…‘The police have 
been a little strange in this whole process from the very beginning,’ said [Dean] 
May, a past editor of the Journal of Mormon History. ‘The Smart family is very 
well known and distinguished in Utah, and there might be a little extra 
protectiveness because they are a noteworthy family.’10 

Though the similarity in the statures of the Rowlandson and Smart families is significant, 

what is truly of note here is not merely the fact of this “extra protectiveness” having been 

                                                 
9 Mary Rowlandson, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of 
His Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 
Rowlandson, (Cambridge, MA: Samuel Green), 1682, reprint: Project Gutenberg, accessed 
November 12, 2013, https://archive.org/stream/narrativeoftheca00851gut/crmmr10.txt 

10 Sean Kelly and Gwen Florio, “Utah girl ‘did what she had to do,’ Smart family says,” Denver 
Post, March 16, 2003, p. A1 
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afforded to the Smarts, but just what was that being danced around or “protected.” Central to the 

entire captivity genre is the pervasive fear, lying just ever so slightly below the surface, of the 

sullying of the female captive’s purity. For the captor to take away the captive’s virginity would 

be the ultimate transgression.  

This notion of the innocent female captive’s virtue is an essential element of the captivity 

narrative. In 17th century Massachusetts as well as 21st century Utah, the implicit horror is the 

threat of rape, forced marriage, or even a consensual sexual relationship – the ultimate sign of the 

acculturation and therefore defeat of the captive’s entire community. On March 17, the Elizabeth 

Smart saga continued on the front page of the Denver Post, where, somewhat astoundingly, the 

child’s “purity” was addressed directly: 

No matter what happened during her nine-month abduction, Elizabeth Smart is 
‘pure’ in God’s eyes, her grandfather said Sunday. Charles Smart and more than a 
dozen members of the devoutly religious Mormon family on Sunday went to 
church for the first time since the girl’s return to thank their extended church 
family. Speaking to the congregation, the Smarts gave thanks and spoke of 
redemption. ‘Elizabeth is still as pure and still as wonderful and still as much a 
child of God as she ever was,’ Charles Smart said, proudly proclaiming that his 
granddaughter will mend with time. ‘Elizabeth has been through hell, and prying 
into these things isn’t something we want to do.’11 

Charles Smart announced to the community that, regardless of whether or not she had 

been raped (a fact that was later confirmed), Elizabeth was still virtuous and deserving of the 

congregation’s support and love. That the Smarts felt obliged to publicly address the issue of 

their daughter’s virginity speaks to the values of their religious community. That the Denver Post 

turned this declaration into a front-page news story speaks to the enduring nature of female 

purity as a fundamental component of the captivity narrative.  

                                                 
11 Sean Kelly and Gwen Florio, “Granddad: Elizabeth still ‘pure,’ Smarts thank church; assault 
questions linger,” Denver Post, March 17, 2003, p. A1 
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Charles Smart spoke of “redemption” and his granddaughter’s journey through “hell,” in 

much the same way that Mary Rowlandson conceived of her own experience in biblical terms. 

Elizabeth’s parents, Ed and Lois Smart, also employed such religious terminology in their book, 

Bringing Elizabeth Home: A Journey of and Faith and Hope, which was excerpted in People’s 

November 3, 2003 cover story. Lois relates the story of the three of them visiting the campsite – 

just three and a half miles from their house – where Mitchell and Barzee had held Elizabeth for 

the first several months of her captivity:  

‘I feel triumphant!’ Those were the words Elizabeth spoke the day she took us to 
see the campsite where she had been held captive…There were no tears – she 
certainly didn’t show any anguish. It was like a cleansing for her…It was a 
continuation of the rebirth of Elizabeth Ann Smart.12  

The notion of Elizabeth’s “redemption” and “rebirth” upon her return to the sanctity of 

her family and the Mormon community is particularly evocative of the original captivity 

narratives. Anthropologist Pauline Turner Strong has explained that, as a genre, the captivity 

narrative is particularly well suited to spiritual interpretation in general and notions of a sacred 

rebirth concurrent with the physical homecoming specifically: 

In captivity Rowlandson found herself stripped of the comforts of domestic and 
community life; isolated from her family and the supports of Christian existence; 
reduced to what she considered a near-bestial state, exemplified by her ‘wolfish’ 
appetite; and ‘enslaved’ by a ‘master’ and worse, a ‘mistress,’ who themselves 
served the Devil…When at last Rowlandson was ‘sold’ to her husband, she felt 
herself to be spiritually as well as physically redeemed.13 

                                                 
12 “A Family Once More,” People, November 3, 2003 

13 Pauline Turner Strong, Captive Selves, Captivating Others: The Politics and Poetics of 
Colonial American Captivity Narratives (Colorado: Westview Press, 1999), p. 98 
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Contemporary Resonances: Captivity Narratives and the Influence of Current Events 

 

And yet, one of the things that is so fascinating – and so timely – about the Elizabeth 

Smart story, is that not only was the innocent captive’s side of the story steeped in religious 

dogma, but so was that of the wicked captors. The religious and psychological journey of Brian 

David Mitchell and Wanda Barzee became one of the press’s favorite angles during the months 

following Smart’s safe return. A self-proclaimed prophet with an alleged history of inappropriate 

behavior toward young girls, Mitchell’s story was tied inexorably with fanaticism and heretical 

Mormonism. Mitchell and Barzee’s status as excommunicated Mormons turned fundamentalist 

delusionals became the accepted characterization of the captors. A feature in the March 31, 2003 

issue of People shows Mitchell to be a scary, sadistic predator, and a religious crank to boot: 

A dedicated student of Mormonism, [Mitchell] met Wanda Barzee, a down-on-
her-luck divorcee who had been hospitalized for a mental breakdown, at a group 
counseling session in the ‘80s. Before long, Mitchell became convinced he was a 
prophet and with Barzee’s help tried to persuade others of his divinity. 
‘Everybody in life was sinners except for them,” says Barzee’s daughter LouRee 
Gaylor, 27, who lived with them for three years starting when she was 12. Gaylor, 
who alleges Mitchell inappropriately kissed her, claims he was abusive in other 
ways: He killed her pet rabbit Peaches and served it to her for dinner. ‘He said it 
was chicken,’ she says. ‘The next day I realized my pet rabbit was gone.’14 

A feature in Time entitled “The Missing Nine Months” focuses more on the couple’s 

complete disconnect from modern society and their precipitous fall from relative normalcy: 

He spoke often of visitations by angels and cornered his stepchildren with 
impromptu sermons…The couple claimed to have received divine direction to sell 
off all their belongings. At one point, Mitchell and Barzee were both 
excommunicated from the Mormon church, possibly for promoting polygamy, 
which is outlawed…Sometime in the late 1990s, Mitchell and Barzee became 
fixtures on the streets of Salt Lake. They kept a high profile, dressing in robes and 

                                                 
14 Alex Tresniowski, “Miracle Girl,” People, March 31, 2003 
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wheeling their possessions around in an elaborate handcart Mitchell had crafted. 
The stained-wood vehicle, clearly modeled on the carts pushed by the early 
Mormon pioneers, had a sloping canopy and rested on bicycle wheels. In the fall 
of 2000 Mitchell received a second revelation, telling him to gather “seven young 
wives.” Mitchell later detailed the vision in a 27-page religious tract, ‘The Book 
of Immanuel David Isaiah,’ in which he extolled the ‘blessing’ of polygamy and 
called himself a ‘just and mighty’ deity.15 

With their stained-wood cart and long white robes, Mitchell and Barzee flaunted an 

“otherness” born out of a desire to return to a spiritually upright past. This behavior continued 

even after the couple had snatched 14-year-old Elizabeth from the safety of her bedroom. After 

several months spent hiding out in the mountains just behind the Smarts’ house, the threesome 

began living out in the open – often in the middle of Salt Lake’s Liberty Park (the same park 

where Elizabeth’s welcome home party was held) and in the city streets. The Time article goes 

on to remark that they seemed to “flagrantly court attention,” with their “eccentric dress” of long 

robes made out of bed sheets and with Barzee and Smart adorning their heads with “burqa-like 

coverings.”  

Amid news of the bombings of terrorist training camps in Afghanistan and the beginnings 

of war in Iraq, it is significant that Time described Elizabeth’s head covering as being like a 

burqa, an article of clothing that was much-discussed in the media at that time. Mitchell and 

Barzee’s “otherness,” and their rejection of mainstream, modern life, and embrace of religious 

fanaticism, all echoed the coverage of Islamic extremists that was so prominent in the social 

problems marketplace in the post-9/11 news media.  

A March 14, 2003 New York Times article reported that Mitchell, Barzee and Smart were 

often seen eating for free at a Souper Salad restaurant in Midvale, Utah during August 2002, 

although no one realized who the group was: “A supervisor at the restaurant, Lindsey 

                                                 
15 Jodie Morse, “The Missing Nine Months,” Time, March 24, 2003 
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Dawson…went up to the table to talk to the three people in white robes. ‘It was creepy, because 

all you could see was her eyes,’ said Ms. Dawson, referring to Elizabeth.”16 The article goes on 

to quote a man who saw Mitchell, Barzee and Smart at a Salt Lake City block party around that 

same time: “‘I went up to Mitchell and asked, ‘How come she can’t even look at people?’ said 

Ron Lewis, 37…‘I said, ‘What’s up with a religion that won’t even let women speak?’’  

Witnesses reported having seen the two veiled women walking “single file behind”17 

Mitchell on the street and in the supermarket, where they neither spoke nor touched any of the 

merchandise. A March 14, 2003 Deseret News article quotes the supervisor from Souper Salad 

saying of the two women, “‘The masks just made me feel like they were being totally controlled 

and oppressed by him.’” The article continues, “The women didn’t remove their veils to eat. 

They simply leaned forward so the covering would fall away from their faces.”18 The echoes of 

the media’s reactions to the images and stories of Afghani women are unmistakable.  

The intense scrutiny of Elizabeth Smart’s nine months in captivity and the creation of a 

national narrative based on the events of her ordeal grew out of a centuries-old narrative 

tradition, but spoke to a distinct set of contemporary events and anxieties. Much like the original 

interpretation of Mary Rowlandson’s “removes up and down the wilderness” in 1682, Elizabeth 

Smart’s own “remove” from her community was informed by the rhetoric of faith, prayer and a 

benign providence.  

                                                 
16 Timothy Egan, “End of an Abduction Ordeal; In Plain Sight, a Kidnapped Girl Behind a Veil,” 
The New York Times, March 14, 2003, p. A1 

17 Sean Kelly and Gwen Florio, “Utah girl ‘did what she had to do,’ Smart family says,” Denver 
Post, March 16, 2003, p. A1 

18 Angie Welling, “Fort Union Eatery knew pair all too well,” Desert News, March 14, 2003, p. 
B8 
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Culturally malleable, captivity narratives have evolved over the years to take on new 

meanings and significances. Scholar Greg Sieminski has shown, for example, that Rowlandson’s 

narrative saw a marked surge in popularity nearly a century after its initial printing. During the 

years leading up to the American Revolution, Rowlandson’s captivity by the Indians was seen as 

an allegory for the colonists’ “captivity” by Britain. The captivity narrative, already familiar, 

flourished as a means of expressing anxiety over the national condition, even as those conditions 

had evolved.19 

With an estimated minimum sale of 1,000 copies in 1682,20 Mary Rowlandson’s narrative 

was, like Elizabeth Smart’s, a broadly accessible story heavy with religion, politics, and 

wrenching drama, all linked together via a complex relationship between clergy, publishers, and 

a public who devoured the story.  

While we do not have specific details regarding precisely where and when Rowlandson 

wrote her narrative, evidence suggests that she wrote it within several years of her May 1675 

release. As has been the case in so many narratives in this genre, Rowlandson’s narrative was 

encouraged and facilitated by a male editor. Several scholars have argued that Increase Mather’s 

role in the narrative was elemental, and that he likely provided Rowlandson with the initial 

encouragement to tell her story, penned its preface and sponsored its publication.21 Certainly, 

                                                 
19 Greg Sieminski, “The Puritan Captivity Narrative and the Politics of the American 
Revolution,” American Quarterly, Vol. 42, No. 1, (March 1990), p. 35  

20 Frank Mott, The Golden Multitudes: The Story of Best Sellers in the United States, (New York: 
RR Bowker Co, 1960), p. 20 

21 David A. Richards, “The Memorable Preservations: Narratives of Indian Captivity In the 
Literature and Politics of Colonial New England, 1675-1725,” Honors Thesis, Yale College, 
1967 p. 20-30; David Minter, “By Dens of Lions: Notes on Stylization in Early Captivity 
Narratives,” American Literature 45 (1973-74) p. 341; Kathryn Zabelle Derounian-Stodola, ed., 
Women’s Captivity Narratives, (New York: Penguin Books, 1998), p. 240 
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Mather was already well-acquainted with Rowlandson’s story even before her release, as Joseph 

Rowlandson had asked Mather to help redeem his wife and children from captivity.22  

Indeed, Mather had been pursuing a related literary project of his own at the time of the 

publication of Rowlandson’s narrative. In 1681, he had begun sorting through providential 

accounts concerning New England for a collection eventually published by his son, Cotton, in 

1702. Rowlandson’s narrative was likely among the accounts he viewed at this time. But, several 

scholars of the era, including Derounian-Stodola have argued that Mather may have suggested 

that Rowlandson publish her account in a separate volume, “owing to its length, local currency, 

and intrinsic merit.”23 Mather, it seems, had a very good sense of just what the people of 

Massachusetts Bay Colony would like to read. 

 

Rowlandson and the Public 

 

Rowlandson’s narrative was first published in 1682. Within that first year, it saw three 

additional printings, and sold upwards of 1,000 copies. Given that the entire population of 

colonial Massachusetts was, as of records of 1680 was just over 46,000, this is a remarkable 

figure.24 The book became the first prose “best-seller” in the North American colonies.25 Even in 

the early 1680s, the population of the New England colonies was a highly literate one. David D. 

Hall has noted that a broad-based reading literacy was in fact legislated by a “series of laws in 

                                                 
22 Derounian-Stodola, p. 241 

23 Ibid. 

24 Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington D.C.: U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Part 2) p. Z 1-23 
 
25 Lepore, p. 125 
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the colonies of Massachusetts, Connecticut, Plymouth and New Haven.”26 Passed in 

Massachusetts in 1642, the earliest of these laws laid out the expectation that children, servants 

and apprentices should all acquire the “ability to read & understand the principles of religion & 

the capitall lawes of this country” and empowered the selectmen of each town to ‘take account’ 

of whether this was happening.27  

While remarkable in its trajectory, Rowlandson’s narrative followed the conventions of 

her English literary contemporaries. In her preface is included a demurral that was standard at a 

time when authorship was considered gauche and unbecoming, particularly for an individual of 

social standing, and most especially for a woman. Several years earlier, in 1678, John Bunyan 

included in the preface to his astoundingly popular The Pilgrim’s Progress, a two-hundred and 

thirty-five line long apology, in which he insisted that he never set out to write a proper book – 

let alone a bestselling allegory: 

When I first took my pen in hand 
Thus for to write; I did not understand 
That I at all should make a little Book 
In such a mode; Nay, I had undertook 
To make another, which when almost done, 
Before I was aware this I had begun. 
 

Not only did Bunyan never intend to write the book, but, once it was completed, he 

further protests that he never intended it for public consumption: 

…but yet I did not think 
To shew to all this World my Pen and Ink 
In such a mode; I only though to make 
I know not what: Nor did I undertake 
Thereby to please my Neighbor; No not I; 

                                                 
26 David D. Hall, “Readers and Writers in Early New England,” The Colonial Book in the 
Atlantic World, eds., Hugh Amory and David D. Hall, (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), p. 119 
 
27 Mass. Recs. 2:6-7, 203, in Amory and Hall, p. 120 
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I did it mine own self to gratifie 28 
 

Rowlandson employs this same convention when, in the preface to her narrative, she (or, 

likely, Increase Mather) writes: 

The Sovereignty and goodness of GOD, together with the faithfulness of his 
promises displayed, being a narrative of the captivity and restoration of Mrs. 
Mary Rowlandson, commended by her, to all that desires to know the Lord’s 
doings to, and dealings with her. Especially to her dear children and 
relations…Written by her own hand for her private use, and now made public at 
the earnest desire of some friends, and for the benefit of the afflicted. Deut. 32.39. 
See now that I, even I am he, and there is no god with me, I kill and I make alive, 
I wound and I heal, neither is there any can deliver out of my hand.29 

Here, like Bunyan, Rowlandson contends that her story was originally intended for 

private circulation, not public consumption. But, in the end she was persuaded to share her story 

as a sort of public service.  

Rowlandson further deflects any accusations of her presumptuousness by expressing her 

story through scripture. Throughout her narrative, she draws on scripture no fewer than eighty 

times. Citing bible passages lets the reader know that Rowlandson’s experience is to be 

interpreted typologically; she is a symbol of and for the Puritan people. Rowlandson “views her 

captivity broadly, as a type of Puritan experience in the New World, and as an emblem of the 

soul victimized by Satan.”30  

                                                 
28 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, (London: Nath, Ponder and Peackock, 1678), reprint, 
New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., 1939. 

29 Mary Rowlandson, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of 
His Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 
Rowlandson, (Cambridge, MA: Samuel Green, 1682), reprint: Project Gutenberg, accessed 
November 12, 2013, https://archive.org/stream/narrativeoftheca00851gut/crmmr10.txt 

30 David Downing, “‘Streams of Scripture Comfort’: Mary Rowlandson’s Typological Use of the 
Bible,” Journal of Early American Literature, 15:3 (1980/1981: Winter), p. 252 
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Rowlandson’s capture was the most significant event to occur within a war that was itself 

the most defining experience of the New England Puritans thus far. Mary White Rowlandson 

was a daughter of John and Joan White – wealthy, land-owning pillars of the community – and 

wife of minister Joseph Rowlandson, the only Lancaster resident to be allowed the prestigious 

title of “Mister” rather than “Goodman.” When she was captured by Narragansetts during the 

1675 attack on Lancaster, one of the most brutal incidents of King Philip’s War, she became the 

war’s most prominent political prisoner, the captive the colonial authorities tried hardest to 

redeem, and the first to be released.31 Increase Mather and the rest of Puritan leadership 

recognized the war as the most serious threat to Puritan life thus far, and saw the Indian uprising 

as a sign that God was displeased with the decline in orthodoxy of the Puritan people.32  

The Puritans viewed their destiny through the lens of the safe deliverance of the Hebrews 

out of the wilderness and into the Promised Land. Just as captivity in the Old Testament is 

viewed as a means of testing and chastisement, so is it presented as such by Rowlandson. 33 

Throughout her narrative, Rowlandson identifies her struggle with that of Old Testament figures 

– particularly Job – and often qualifies her own personal observations with, “And now may I say 

with Job.” Of meeting her son Joseph, a fellow captive, by the river, she writes: 

We asked of each other’s welfare, bemoaning our doleful condition, and the 
change that had come upon us. We had husband and father, and children, and 
sisters, and friends, and relations, and house, and home, and many comforts of 
this life: but now we may say, as Job, ‘Naked came I out of my mother’s womb, 

                                                 
31 Derounian-Stodola, p. 3 

32 Downing, p. 254 

33 Ibid., p. 255-256 
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and naked shall I return: the Lord gave, the Lord hath taken away, blessed be the 
name of the Lord.’ 34   

Rowlandson’s frequent use of Biblical passages serve to link quite explicitly her personal 

experience as a captive with the fate of her people as a whole. Of her third “remove,” she writes: 

So I took the Bible, and in the melancholy time, it came into my mind to read first 
the 28th chapter of Deuteronomy, which I did, and when I read it, my dark heart 
wrought on this manner: that there was no mercy for me, that the blessings were 
gone, and the curses come in their room, and that I had lost my opportunity. But 
the Lord helped me still to go on reading till I came to Chap. 30, the first seven 
verses, where I found, there was mercy promised again, if we would return to 
Him by repentance; and though we were scattered from one end of the earth to the 
other, yet the Lord would gather us together, and turn all those curses upon our 
enemies. I do not desire to live to forget this Scripture, and what comfort it was to 
me.35 

Rowlandson shifts seamlessly between her own words and scripture, and between the 

personal “I” and the collective “we.” Hers is a personal narrative whose meaning is made clear 

only within the context of the group – of the community. Her story is one of personal struggle, 

but it is also a classic Puritan jeremiad: the Puritan people are being punished for failing to live 

up to their role as God’s chosen people. The popularity of this story, June Namias has argued, 

came from a fascination with the other and the self. “One’s own culture, one’s own family, one’s 

own gender, that whole complex of Anglo-American culture one inherited by being raised on the 

American continent, was brought into relief.”36 

This tension between individual experience and collective meaning is intrinsic to 

mythogenesis – the developmental process of myth-making. Slotkin has argued that “the 

                                                 
34 Mary Rowlandson, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of 
His Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 
Rowlandson, (Cambridge, MA: Samuel Green, 1682), reprint: Project Gutenberg, accessed 
November 12, 2013, https://archive.org/stream/narrativeoftheca00851gut/crmmr10.txt 

35 Ibid. 

36 June Namias, White Captives, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993), p. 11 
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evolution of the American myth was a synthetic process of reconciling the romantic-

conventional myths of Europe to American experience.” He has further contended that “it is a 

significant comment on our characteristic attitudes toward ourselves, our culture, our racial 

subgroupings, and our land that tales of strife between native Americans and interlopers, 

between dark races and light, became the basis of our mythology.”37  

The exploration of new lands and the sense of exile from European culture were 

fundamental aspects of frontier life, as was the eternal presence of native people of the woods 

just beyond the border of white civilization. Distinct narratives with their own formal 

conventions grew up around each of these problems – with the threat of captivity inexorably at 

the heart of it all. Because the New England colonies were founded in an age of print, and by an 

intensely pious and highly literate people, these true experiences of captivity and redemption 

became stories which recurred in the press with “rhythmic persistence” and, once in literary 

form, functioned as a vehicle for “justifying philosophical and moral values which may have 

been extrinsic to the initial experience but which preoccupied the minds of the reading public.”38 

As these narratives were repeated over and over again, they became formulaic. Eventually, the 

story of the white captive, her suffering and redemption, developed into a sort of cultural 

shorthand between writer and reader.  
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Rowlandson’s Narrative as Literary Product 

 

Rowlandson’s book is further connected with Bunyan’s in that it was first promoted by 

Boston publisher Samuel Green, Jr. in the pages of the original American edition of The 

Pilgrim’s Progress, in 1681: 

Before long, there will be published two Sermons…by Mr. Increase Mather and 
Mr. Samuel Willard. 

As also the particular circumstances of the Captivity, & Redemption of Mrs. Mary 
Rowlandson; and of her Children. Being Pathetically written with her own 
Hand.39 

Mott has defined a “bestseller” as a book with sales figures that have reached one per 

cent of the total population of the continental US for the decade in which book was published. 

This criteria cleaves out from ten to twenty-five of the highest selling books of each decade. 

“The screen provided works very well,” he writes. “Though the number of best sellers is 

naturally low in the Colonial Period, after the 1780s it falls below 10 in only four decades and 

rises above 25 in only three.”40 Of the first dozen bestsellers, The Pilgrim’s Progress may be the 

first “great classic,” though it was not initially regarded as such, but was instead scoffed at by 

critics, all the while reaching dizzying levels of popular success: “But at long last the critics also 

took it up; they named the virtues that its humbler readers had only felt, and enthroned it. By that 

time it had sold hundreds of thousands of copies.”41  

                                                 
39 Robert K. Diebold, “A Critical Edition of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity Narrative,” Diss. 
Yale Univ., 1972, quoted in Derounian-Stodola, p. 244 

40 Frank Luther Mott, The Golden Multitudes: The Story of Bestsellers in the United States (New 
York: Macmillan Co., 1947), p. 7 

41 Ibid., p. 19 
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Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Rowlandson’s Narrative saw mirror opposite 

publishing trajectories. Bunyan’s book was first published in England in 1678. Three years later, 

the first North American edition was published in Boston by Samuel Green.42 (Benjamin 

Franklin has credited the book with beginning his long career of book collecting.43) 

Rowlandson’s narrative, on the other hand, was first published in Cambridge, Massachusetts in 

1682, and, more unusually, soon made its way across the Atlantic in the other direction, in 1684. 

In England, notice of Rowlandson’s book appeared in The Term Catalogues under the heading of 

History: 

The History of the Captivity of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, a Minister’s Wife in New 
England; with her cruel and inhumane Usage amongst the Heathens for eleven 
Weeks, and her Deliverance from them. Written by her own Hand, and now made 
publick: with a Sermon annexed, of the possibility of God’s forsaking his 
Children.44  

Notably, the advertisement for the London edition (the fourth edition of the Narrative to 

be released) is longer and quite a bit more sensational than the notice appearing in the Boston 

editions. In the London edition, Rowlandson’s captors are not Indians, but “Heathens,” and their 

treatment of her is “cruel and inhumane.” Even the title under which the narrative was published 

was different. The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of His 

Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 

Rowlandson, which highlighted the narrative’s spiritual and moral content, was traded in for The 

History of the Captivity of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, a Minister’s Wife in New England, which 
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instead highlighted the narrative’s historical content, with a clear emphasis on the most dramatic 

elements.45  

Looking at the title page that appeared in the second and third editions (both published in 

Massachusetts), God comes first: “The Sovereignty and Goodness of God,” and the specifics of 

Rowlandson and her story second: “Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. 

Mary Rowlandson.” The London edition, however, privileges the story over the lesson. “The 

History of the Captivity of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, A Minister’s Wife in New England,” comes 

first, and is followed by mention of “Reverend Rowlandson’s ‘Last Sermon,’” which is clearly of 

secondary importance to the main narrative of his wife.46  

 

Pious Devotion and Secular Interests in Early New England Crime Literature 

 

The movement away from positioning the volume as a narrative of piety and redemption 

and toward more of a human-interest story presages the pattern of development described by 

Daniel A. Cohen in his study of early New England gallows sermons. Crime and punishment 

were sources of endless fascination for colonial and early national New Englanders. The 

turbulent lives and deaths of criminals and sinners were recorded, examined and expounded upon 

in hundreds of books, pamphlets and broadsides issued between 1674 and 1860, with execution 

sermons, conversion narratives, dying verses, last speeches, trial reports, crime novels, romantic 

biographies, and newspaper stories all covering similar and overlapping territory.  
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Early execution sermons, delivered at the gallows to the condemned as well as the large 

crowds that gathered to watch, were very effectively marketed and distributed. They sometimes 

appeared in pamphlet form within only one to two weeks of the hanging, much less than the one 

to two months it often took to print less newsworthy sermons.47 Indeed, the astounding size of 

the crowds gathered at one of these public hangings – during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 

centuries crowds could number well into the thousands – speaks to the high level of interest in 

these civic events that so deftly combined a stern moral warning with a fascinating brush with 

the illicit. 

Like the captivity narrative, the publication of execution sermons in stand-alone volumes 

was unique to the New England Puritans. “Although discourses to condemned prisoners were 

frequently delivered in early modern England and were frequently synopsized in other crime 

publications, they were rarely if ever published as separate books or pamphlets.” 48 Even the 

early eighteenth century execution sermons given by Cotton Mather were published with quasi-

journalistic case histories attached, reflecting the growing acceptance of including information of 

interest to readers, regardless of spiritual significance. As ministers and printers began publishing 

the sermons with accompanying eyewitness accounts and confessions, they established many of 

the conventions that would endure throughout centuries of crime reportage.49  

The Seventeenth and Eighteenth centuries saw a bifurcation of reading practices, as the 

scope of the reading public expanded. According to David D. Hall, reading practices in this era 
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48 Ibid., p. 3 
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can be roughly divided between the “intensive” and the “extensive” modes. The intensive, or 

traditional, readers were fed by a stream of “steady sellers” with unchanging formulas, whereas 

the extensive readers were supplied by texts that catered to a desire for just the opposite – 

freshness and a sense of modernity:  

In effect two major rhythms crisscrossed in the marketplace: one of change, the 
other of repetition. A constant recycling of tried and true literary products 
accompanied the publication of new styles and genres.50  

The early American bestsellers, including Rowlandson’s narrative, were so successful 

precisely because they combined elements of both intensive and extensive reading practices, and 

were therefore able to reach a broad audience of varied social strata on both sides of the 

Atlantic.51 It is this ability to straddle tradition and novelty, piety and sensationalism, the eternal 

and the newsworthy, which has made stories of Threatened Innocents such perennial 

“bestsellers” for century upon century.  

The very idea of news – both what is reported and how – is, according to David Paul 

Nord, deeply rooted in this religious culture of seventeenth century New England: 

In seventeenth century New England…the defining elements of news were shaped 
by the belief that everything happened according to God’s perfect plan. News 
was, in a word, teleological. The teleological order was not only divine but also 
patterned, recurrent, meaningful, and intelligible. It was not only meaningful: the 
meaning was social and public. And that meaning was not only intelligible but 
also self-evident. Thus, New England generated a kind of news that was oriented 
to current events, yet conventional, patterned, and recurrent in subject matter. It 
was religious and public in importance and subject matter, yet directly accessible 
to individual people. It was controlled and reported by public authority, yet was 
simple, plain, and empirical in form.52  
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News is about occurrences – about what happened, and to whom, and where. But not all 

occurrences are news. Which are newsworthy and which are not is a social decision, a result of 

negotiation. News is of course a social construction, a cultural product of the era and place in 

which it is produced. “News is about current events,” notes Nord, “but not in any simple sense. 

Though particular news events may be new and unique, they are rarely novel or unconventional; 

news is usually current in the sense that it is recurrent.” 53  

Perhaps more so than other time periods, the majority of publications in seventeenth 

century New England were oriented to events. The belief that history is the unfolding of God’s 

plan makes reporting on life’s events an important task. “Because they believed that the meaning 

of an event was embedded within the event itself,” recording and publishing accounts of 

occurrences – of news – was a meaningful project for the guidance and sustenance of the 

community.54  

 

Mary Jemison: Acculturation and “Going Native” 

 

While Mary Rowlandson may have been the ur-Threatened Innocent, it is the story of 

another Mary, Mary Jemison, that illuminates many of the deeply held fears that undergird 

Elizabeth Smart’s story and have sustained its prominent place on the national stage for so long. 

Narratives of transculturation, a sub-genre of which Jemison’s story is a fundamental example, 

focus on those captives (almost always women) who express an unwillingness to return to white 

society. These stories speak to prevailing cultural and racial anxieties on two levels. First, and 
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most obviously, they narrate the overwhelming sense of worry about losing one’s European, 

white identity in the midst of the vast Indian wilderness. On another level, the presence of a male 

narrator or mediator often reveals an interesting tension between the narrator’s intended message 

and the protagonist’s reality.  

Mary Jemison was born in 1743 aboard the ship William and Mary as it made its way 

across the Atlantic from Northern Ireland to the colonies. Upon arrival in Philadelphia, the 

Jemisons headed west, settling in what is now central Pennsylvania, but was at that time the 

western frontier, a territory under the control of the Iroquois Confederacy.  In 1758, as the Seven 

Years War raged all around them, Jemison was taken captive by six Shawnee and four 

Frenchman, her parents and siblings killed and scalped. The Shawnee eventually gave Jemison to 

two Seneca women, who adopted her in the place of their slain brother, and renamed her 

Dehgewanus, the “white woman of the Genessee.” Jemison eventually married a Delaware 

named Sheninjee:  

Sheninjee was a noble man; large in stature; elegant in his appearance; generous 
in his conduct; courageous in war; a friend to peace, and a great lover of justice. 
He supported a degree of dignity far above his rank, and merited and received the 
confidence and friendship of all the tribes with whom he was acquainted. Yet, 
Sheninjee was an Indian. The idea of spending my days with him, at first seemed 
perfectly irreconcilable to my feelings: but his good nature generosity, tenderness, 
and friendship towards me, soon gained my affection; and, strange as it may 
seem, I loved him! To me he was ever kind in sickness, and always treated me 
with gentleness; in fact, he was an agreeable husband, and a comfortable 
companion.55 

After Sheninjee’s death, Jemison married a Seneca warrior named Hiakatoo. Jemison 

remained with the Seneca for the rest of her extremely long, productive life, eventually bearing 

eight children, owning her own farm on the Buffalo Creek Reservation, and living to the 
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extraordinary age of ninety. Her story was taken down in 1823, when she was eighty years old, 

by the minister and doctor James Everett Seaver, and was first published in 1824 under the title, 

Narrative of the Life of Mrs. Mary Jemison. It was reprinted in twenty editions between then and 

1918, and by 1969 the children’s book Indian Captive: The Story of Mary Jemison had appeared 

in more than twenty printings.56  

Seaver constructs an elaborate set of structural devises around the narrative, seemingly to 

lend a sense of legitimacy to the project, including an “Author’s Preface,” which includes his 

thoughts on the nature of biography: 

The following is a piece of biography, that shows what changes may be effected 
in the animal and mental constitution of man; what trials may be surmounted; 
what cruelties perpetrated, and what pain endured, when stern necessity holds the 
rains, and drives the car of fate. As books of this kind are sought and read with 
avidity, especially by children, and are well calculated to excite their attention, 
inform their understanding, and improve them in the art of reading, the greatest 
care has been observed to render the style easy, the language comprehensive, and 
the description natural…The line of distinction between virtue and vice has been 
rendered distinctly visible; and chastity of expression and sentiment have received 
due attention. Strict fidelity has been observed in the composition: consequently, 
no circumstance has been intentionally exaggerated by the paintings of fancy, nor 
by fine flashes of rhetoric…Without the aid of fiction, what was received as 
matter of fact, only has been recorded.57 

In viewing the narrative as a didactic tool, Seaver is keeping up the tradition of captivity 

narratives as engines for the moral, cultural – and, according to his statement – literacy/academic 

education of the population, and especially of children. The language and style of the narrative 

are indeed quite simple and straightforward. The many references to scripture in Rowlandson’s 

narrative are nowhere to be found here. Instead, the story is presented in an unadorned, matter-

of-fact style. 
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Derounian-Stodola notes that while Seaver, who was hired to take down Jemison’s story, 

did editorialize throughout the biography, it “retains surprising instances of Jemison’s textual 

manipulation.” Throughout the narrative, Jemison repeatedly relates her unwillingness to return 

to white society, explicitly resisting any sort of white rescue. Several of the events and anecdotes 

she relays serve to ennoble the Senecas, and to draw attention to the hardships brought upon 

them by whites, rather than to highlight the trauma experienced by Jemison at the hands of the 

Indians.58 Indeed, it is in large part this conflict between what seems to be Seaver’s intended 

message and Jemison’s own lived reality that makes this narrative so fascinating.  

In his introduction, Seaver first explains his role in the project, and the reasons for 

recording Jemison’s story in the first place: 

Those who settled near the Genesee river, soon became acquainted with “The 
White Woman,” as Mrs. Jemison is called, whose history they anxiously sought, 
both as a matter of interest and curiosity. Frankness characterized her conduct, 
and without reserve she would readily gratify them by relating some of the most 
important periods of her life. Although her bosom companion was an ancient 
Indian warrior, and notwithstanding her children and associates were all Indians, 
yet it was found that she possessed an uncommon share of hospitality, and that 
her friendship was well worth courting and preserving…Many gentlemen of 
respectability, felt anxious that her narrative might be laid before the public, with 
a view not only to perpetuate the remembrance of the atrocities of the savages in 
former times, but to preserve some of the historical facts which they supposed to 
be intimately connected with her life, and which otherwise must be lost.  

Forty years had passed since the close of the Revolutionary war, and almost 
seventy years had seen Mrs. Jemison with the Indians, when Daniel W. Banister, 
Esq. at the instance of several gentlemen, and prompted by his own ambition to 
add something to the accumulating fund of useful knowledge, resolved, in the 
autumn of 1823, to embrace that time, while she was capable of recollecting and 
citing the scenes through which she had passed, to collect from herself, and to 
publish to the world, an accurate account of her life.59 
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Seaver and his publisher spent three days in a house in Castille, New York with Jemison 

and her “protector,” Thomas Clute. There, he took down her narrative. Like Increase Mather had 

done for Mary Rowlandson, Seaver convinced Mary Jemison to tell her life story as a sort of 

public service. Only here, the reasons were less about spiritual guidance and moral foreboding, 

and more about historic preservation and just plain old curiosity.  

Jemison, at eighty years old, was already a relic from another era, a reminder of a 

colonial America where the howling wilderness was just through the trees and the survival of 

European culture a tenuous prospect. Mary Jemison had been captured and taken from a frontier 

world that no longer existed, and for seventy years she had refused white rescue from a world 

that was fading away just as quickly. 

Seaver clearly struggles with the concept of biography and with his own role in the 

telling of Jemison’s story. In his early description of Jemison’s physical appearance and 

demeanor, he is conflicted:  

Her appearance was well calculated to excite a great degree of sympathy in a 
stranger, who had been partially informed of her origin, when comparing her 
present situation with what it probably would have been, had she been permitted 
to have remained with her friends, and to have enjoyed the blessings of 
civilization.  

In stature she is very short, and considerably under the middle size, and stands 
tolerably erect, with her head bent forward, apparently from her having for a long 
time been accustomed to carrying heavy burdens in a strap placed across her 
forehead. Her complexion is very white for a woman of her age, and although the 
wrinkles of fourscore years are deeply indented in her cheeks, yet the crimson of 
youth is distinctly visible. Her eyes are light blue, a little faded by age, and 
naturally brilliant and sparkling. Her sight is quite dim, though she is able to 
perform her necessary labor without the assistance of glasses. Her cheek bones 
are high, and rather prominent, and her front teeth, in the lower jaw, are sound 
and good. When she looks up and is engaged in conversation her countenance is 
very expressive; but from her long residence with the Indians, she has acquired 
the habit of peeping from under eye-brows as they do with the head incline 
downwards. Formerly her hair was of a light chestnut brown – it is now quite 
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grey, a little curled, of middling length and tied in a bunch behind. She informed 
me that she had never worn a cap nor a comb.60 

Seaver’s determination to be an accurate reporter seems to be at odds with his cultural 

belief system. His first instinct is to declare that Jemison’s appearance warrants “sympathy.” She 

would have been in better shape had she remained in white society – in “civilization.” Yet, he 

goes on to describe a remarkably spry woman of eighty with a fine complexion, strong teeth, and 

competent eyesight. Surely, in 1823, this was a remarkably good condition for woman of such 

advanced age. Seaver is troubled by the duality of Jemison: she looks strong, healthy and “very 

white,” but she acts decidedly like an Indian. Her mannerisms reflect her adopted Indian 

heritage, and her rejection of white dress is a particular source of consternation:  

Her dress at the time I saw her, was made and worn after the Indian fashion, and 
consisted of a shirt, short gown, petticoat, stockings, moccasins, a blanket and a 
bonnet…Such was the dress that this woman was contented to wear, and habit had 
rendered it convenient and comfortable. She wore it not as a matter of necessity, 
but from choice, for it will be seen in the sequel, that her property is sufficient to 
enable her to dress in the best fashion, and to allow her every comfort of life.61 

Over and over, Seaver drives home the point that this is the clothing, and the life, that 

Jemison has chosen. She has rejected whiteness, and this goes beyond her dress. She could have 

afforded to wear “the best,” but she has chosen not to. Not only has she renounced white fashion, 

she has renounced the entire white mindset.  
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A Timeless and Timely Narrative 

 

On March 12, 2003, two witnesses recognized kidnap suspect Brian David Mitchell 

walking down a street in Sandy, Utah accompanied by two veiled women. His picture had 

appeared on America’s Most Wanted earlier that month, and Mitchell was quickly stopped by 

police and apprehended. Bystander John Ferguson witnessed the arrest: 

FERGUSON: Around 1:15 this afternoon, I was leaving my place of work, I was 
heading northbound on State Street and noticed that there was a group of people 
actually heading northbound on the side of the road walking as the police pulled 
them over and I was able to see that there were four or five police cars and about 
five to seven police officers and actually what turned out to be Elizabeth Smart 
with two other people, one male, one female and they actually had the male on the 
ground with his legs crossed in what appeared to have handcuffs. He did have a 
beard. It actually looked like they were more Muslim or Israeli type people 
because of the clothing they had on.  It looked like a veil that they were wearing 
and very grungy, baggy clothing.62 

That evening, just hours after Smart was reunited with her parents, the cable news 

channels began their breathless and exhaustive analysis of the rescue. On the consecutive 

evenings of March 12 and 13, 2003, CNN commentator Larry King hosted lengthy panel 

discussions on the case. Offering a snapshot of the conventions and meanings that have taken 

root around stories of Threatened Innocents, King was joined by, among other guests, America’s 

Most Wanted host John Walsh; Elizabeth’s uncle, Tom Smart; David Hamblin, the Smart 

family’s bishop; victims’ advocate Marc Klaas, whose daughter was abducted and killed in 1993; 

former prosecutor and Court TV personality Nancy Grace; celebrity attorney Mark Geragos; and 

infamous kidnap victim Patty Hearst. The transcripts of these programs showcase the 

convergence of God and patriotism that has made these stories so powerful: 
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WALSH: Well, I think, I would like to say it’s a miracle. I would say it’s luck, 
but you know something, Larry? The American public has been incredible. I 
know the Smarts have joined the bandwagon. We talked a lot about the AMBER 
alert. We’ve gotten back almost 25 missing children because of the AMBER 
alert…That’s because the American public cares. They keep their eyes open. I 
don’t say it was luck. I say it was two wonderful women who saw this guy’s 
picture somewhere and said something was wrong and made that call. God bless 
them.63  

MSNBC also devoted a significant portion of its March 12, 2003 programming to 

coverage of the Elizabeth Smart story. The network ran a clip of Ed Smart discussing the rescue 

and his daughter’s kidnapper, who had briefly worked on odd jobs around the Smarts’ home 

before abducting Elizabeth: 

SMART: You know, when I was out there on the roof with him, I never could 
have guessed. He was so soft spoken, he was so – so quiet. I would never have 
guessed that such an animal could exist behind a person that looked so reasonable. 
I thank my heavenly Father, I know that he was there. I know that he saw her 
family through so many things, through so many issues. I have a stronger 
testimony than ever that He lives, that He cares about each one of us. This is a 
miracle. This is an absolute miracle. He has brought her back, and it has been 
because of prayers, because of love, because of a joining together across all lines, 
across all lines. And I’m just absolutely indebted to all of you for your love and 
support and your help in this case.64  

These succinct statements from a bystander, a moral entrepreneur, and the victim’s 

father, all epitomize the particular sort of cultural currency that has given power and meaning to 

this story. Their words delineate the way in which the Elizabeth Smart story and other stories of 

Threatened Innocents have come to do several things: to speak to anxieties surrounding current 

world events, (Mitchell, Barzee and Smart looked like “Muslim or Israeli type people”); to 

reiterate a faith in God; and to affirm an ardent belief in the virtue and competence of the 

American public. Additionally, the media-savvy of Walsh and Smart, and the vital role in the 
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story played by Larry King and other television news personalities, speaks to the central role of 

mass media in the life of these stories.  

Patty Hearst, trotted out to appear on “expert” panels when stories such as this one rise to 

the fore, was of course herself the protagonist in perhaps the most infamous captivity narrative of 

the last half century. The daughter of publisher Randolph Apperson Hearst and granddaughter of 

newspaper baron William Randolph Hearst, Patricia Campbell Hearst came as close to royalty as 

one can in American society. 

In her autobiography, Every Secret Thing, Patty Hearst recalls her early life as one of 

ease in every sense:  

I grew up in this affluent and sheltered environment sublimely self-confident. I 
thought that I knew best what was wrong for me. Most things came easily to me, 
sports, social relationships, schoolwork, life. I had only to apply myself to them 
and I found I could do them well, to my own satisfaction. I knew, or at least I 
thought I knew, who I was…Without false modesty, I considered myself perfectly 
healthy, reasonably pretty with a slim, athletic figure and long, blond hair, and of 
more than average intelligence.65 

Hearst’s story is so well-known and has been so exhaustively covered that I will not 

discuss it in much detail here. But it is certainly worth noting that her captivity fits into the 

pantheon of the eternal captivity narrative – and stories of Threatened Innocents more broadly – 

not only because she was a rich white girl kidnapped by Others, but because her story expressed 

something of the anxieties and uncertainties of the 1970s by way of the eternal sorrow of the 

captivity narrative: 

Patty Hearst’s 1974 kidnapping provided a useful metaphor for the struggles of 
the mid-1970s over oil, power, and gender. In the popular media, she became the 
central figure in an allegorical war over innocence, in which the ‘good guys’ (the 
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police and the wealthy) battle with the ‘bad guys’ (the poor, the black, the 
sexually ‘liberated’) over the body of a young, white woman.66 

Like Mary Jemison, who took on the name Dehgewanus when she crossed over into her 

new identity as a Shawnee, and Elizabeth Smart, who was renamed Augustine by her fringe 

Ladder Day Saints captors, Hearst also underwent a name change. As a member of the 

Symbionese Liberation Army, her captors’ self-styled left wing revolutionary group, Hearst’s 

new, assumed name was Tania, after the “nom de guerre” of Tamara Bunke, a secret agent for 

Che Guevara’s campaign in Bolivia who was killed in a bloody ambush in 1967.  

Like Jemison before her and Smart decades later, Hearst’s captivity functioned as a sort 

of Jeremiad – a national lament over the state of society’s corruption. In stories of young women 

snatched away from their communities – and acculturated willingly or unwillingly into the lives 

of their captors – we see the incredible power of this genre. These narratives are at once timely in 

their articulation of contemporary anxieties and timeless in their sorrow. 

                                                 
66 Christopher Castiglia, Bound and Determined: Captivity, Culture-Crossing and White 
Womanhood, from Mary Rowlandson to Patty Hearst, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1996) p. 88 
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Chapter Three:  Nineteenth Century Childhood 

 

In order to understand the current moral panic about Threatened Innocents, we first need 

to understand the foundation for this panic. A key piece is the firm establishment of child abuse 

and child kidnapping as a persistent social problem. The recognition of these two phenomena as 

social problems requiring formal institutional responses was predicated on important shifts in 

thinking about childhood and childrearing that occurred in the 19th century. Two cases prove 

essential in these efforts: that of the abused and neglected Mary Ellen Wilson, and of Charley 

Ross, kidnapped for ransom. Both stories unfolded in the very same year, 1874.  

 Before the mid-19th century, American childhood was virtually unrecognizable compared 

to what it is today. Foreign visitors remarked on the precocity of American youth, noting the lack 

of a defined transition from young childhood to adulthood. In 1834, Alexis de Tocqueville 

observed that “in America there is, in truth, no adolescence. At the close of boyhood, [the young 

American] is a man and begins to trace out his own path.”1  

 The path to adulthood was haphazard, with little systemization or regulation. The 19th 

century was a time of tremendous upheaval, and nostalgic and idyllic images of children gliding 

seamlessly toward adulthood are particularly mistaken in this era.2 Rates of geographic mobility 

spiked sharply, and growing numbers of young people left the farms and villages of their parents 

for larger towns and growing cities as the nation lurched toward a more urban future. At the 

same time, a dramatic reduction in the birthrate towards the beginning of the century meant the 

advent of a different sort of family life. At the start of the 19th century, the average American 

                                                 
1 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, quoted in Steven Mintz, Huck’s Raft: A History 
of American Childhood (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1984), p. 87 

2 Mintz, p. 75 
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woman bore seven to ten children. By 1850 the average number of children per family was five, 

and by 1900 it had dropped to just three.3 

 And yet it was this very upheaval that gave birth to the modern notion of childhood. That 

is, the time of tremendous uncertainty, disorder and change pushed Americans to cultivate a 

stage of life that was the antithesis of all of those things: one that was calm, ordered and 

protected. For the new urban middle class, childhood became a time of both idealized 

playfulness and structured learning. Childhood dependency and formalized schooling were 

extended, and the process of childrearing was regarded with a much greater intensity than it had 

been in several generations. Increasingly, urban middle class parents came to regard their 

offspring more as “social capital” and less and less as sources of labor and future security.4 

Parenting became more of a self-conscious activity than it had been in recent centuries.  

 Between the years of 1870 and 1930, Viviana Zelizer has argued, the emergence of the 

“economically worthless” but “emotionally priceless” child created the essential condition of the 

modern childhood.5 Decades earlier, a child in 18th century rural America was viewed in much 

more economic terms, as a future laborer and source of security for the parents later in life.6 

Certainly in much of the world today this is still the case.  

 

                                                 
3 Ibid., p. 77 

4 Ibid. 

5 Viviana A. Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children, 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985), p. 3 

6 Ibid., p. 5 
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Notions of Childrearing: Puritan Roots 

 

The active focus in the mid to late- nineteenth century on childrearing was not so much a 

novel concept as it was a renewal of sorts. New England’s earliest Puritan settlers were intensely 

focused on parenting. The Puritans believed that even newborn babies were the embodiment of 

sin, and that their earthly and celestial livelihoods depended on producing loyal, dutiful servants 

of God. The family was the primary educational, religious and economic body in Puritan society. 

For the Puritans, raising children properly meant teaching them to read and to catechize them in 

scripture and law. The Puritan family was the “main unit of production in the economic system,” 

explain Mintz and Kellogg. There was no notion of privacy, no belief that households should 

operate free from the prying eyes and criticism of the larger community. 7   

 In Puritan towns and villages, individual family members were related by birth or 

marriage to a great many of their fellow townspeople. The 155 families in Chatham, 

Massachusetts, for example, shared only 34 surnames among them. These kinship ties played a 

central role in developing commercial trade networks, and in growing the economy.8 “Unlike the 

contemporary American family, which is distinguished by its isolation from the world of work 

and the surrounding society,” write Mintz and Kellogg, “the Puritan family was deeply 

embedded in public life.”9 Safeguarding that each household functioned properly was vital to the 

survival of the community as a whole. Indeed, this concern was formally legislated when, in the 

1670s, the Massachusetts General Court ordered individual villages to appoint “tithingmen” to 

                                                 
7 Mintz and Kellogg, p. 6-7 

8 Ibid., p. 5 

9 Ibid., p. 6 
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oversee every dozen or so households, in order to ensure that marital relationships were 

harmonious and that parents were properly teaching and disciplining their children.10 

 In Puritan New England, English settlers sought to create a family life that would 

conform very strictly to the teachings of the bible. Yet, the growth of the population in the New 

World, combined with readily available land and rapid geographic expansion, all demanded that 

the household units evolve to accommodate the changing world around them. By the time of the 

American Revolution, families exhibited less parental control over their children’s marriages, 

more complex differentiations across social classes, and changing ideas about childhood and 

childrearing and how to mold successful citizens. 11   

  

I. Mary Ellen Wilson: Child Abuse Becomes a Social Problem 

 

 By the second half of the 19th century, the economic worth of children had shifted from 

their utility as laborers to their education as determinant of future marketplace worth. Children 

were no longer considered security for their parents. Rather, the parent-child relationship had 

been flipped around, and parents were now expected not only to provide for their offspring in 

childhood, but to save for their future security as well.  

 This was the invention of the “sacred child,” the idea that middle class children, at least, 

were to occupy a special and separate world, “regulated by affection and education, not work or 

profit.”12  

                                                 
10 Ibid., p. 7 

11 Ibid., p. 17 

12 Zelizer, p. 209 
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The economic role of the child, however, did not disappear but was profoundly 
transformed…Child work and child money became defined primarily in 
educational not instrumental terms. A child was now entitled to an allowance; 
after all, how else could he or she learn to become a proper consumer? Children’s 
token participation in household work was justified as moral training, seldom as a 
real labor contribution.13 
 

 As children’s sentimental value skyrocketed and became the central focus of childrearing, 

their economic value not only plummeted but indeed became a distasteful, uncomfortable and 

nearly taboo subject: money-making children, such as models and actors, are to this day a touchy 

subject, and the choice to allow one’s child to work in such a manner is considered an 

uncomfortable exception by many.14 

 The contours and textures of Romanticism, the prevailing intellectual movement of the 

era, came to reshape and elevate childhood to a sacred place: 

The newest and most influential conception of childhood was a Romantic vision, 
which viewed children as symbols of purity, spontaneity, and emotional 
expressiveness, who were free from adult inhibitions and thus required to parents 
who would ensure that their innocence was not corrupted. At a moment when the 
preindustrial social order was breaking down, Romantics idealized children as 
emblems of wholeness and intuitive thinking…Rather than a condition to be 
passed through as rapidly as possible, childhood was a stage of life to be enjoyed 
and prolonged. Childhood became life’s formative stage, a highly plastic period 
when character and habits were shaped for good or ill.15 
 

 For Romantics, childhood became a life stage that was to be cultivated in the privacy of 

the home, and, if need be, fiercely protected in the courts. Indeed, the most significant watershed 

moment in the development of modern childhood was the landmark child abuse case of Mary 

Ellen Wilson, the case that brought the maltreatment of children out of the privacy of the home 

and into the public sphere. 

                                                 
13 Ibid., p. 210 

14 Ibid., p. 4 

15 Mintz, p. 76 
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 This was the case that ignited a mass movement to eradicate child abuse. Mary Ellen 

Wilson, variously identified as being six or nine years old, had been raised for many years in 

New York City by an abusive woman whom some sources reported to be her stepmother, others 

her foster mother. In the spring of 1874, The New York Times and The New York Tribune 

reported that the little girl had been chained to her bed and whipped daily with a rawhide cord.16   

 Etta Angell Wheeler, a missionary in New York’s Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood, found 

out about Mary Ellen’s plight from the girl’s elderly and invalid neighbor, who had heard her 

screams through the tenement apartment’s thin walls. Wheeler took it upon herself to interview 

other neighbors about the little girl, and she became increasingly distressed by what she learned. 

She informed police about the gravity of the situation, reporting that the girl was forced to sleep 

on an old piece of carpet on the floor, that she had no shoes or stockings, was covered in bruises, 

and was forbidden to play with other children.   

 When she was unsuccessful in persuading the police to get involved in what was widely 

considered a strictly private matter, Wheeler approached Henry Bergh, president of New York’s 

Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. The legend goes that Bergh declared, “The 

child is an animal. If there is no justice for it as a human being, it shall at least have the right of 

the cur in the street…It shall not be abused.”  

 

Roots of Concern About Children: Henry Bergh and the SPCA  

 

 A staunch supporter of the free north and an outspoken opponent of slavery, the wealthy 

and well-connected Bergh was appointed to the post of Secretary of the American Legation in St. 

                                                 
16 Barbara J. Nelson, p. 54  
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Petersburg, Russia in 1863. By the time he was approached by Wheeler, he was well into his 

seventh year as founder and president of the SPCA. His resolve to lead the fight against animal 

cruelty is described as a true light bulb moment and an almost religious conversion: 

One day, as Henry rode in the legation carriage, he saw a droshky driver beating 
his horse unmercifully with a whip. As Bergh ordered his driver to stop the 
carriage, the droshky driver did not even bother to look up. Bergh leaned forward, 
dressed in his diplomatic lace and gold braids, and told the driver, “Tell that 
fellow to stop!” 
 
The coachman, using fluent Russian, barked the command. The startled peasant 
looked up to the gorgeous carriage, threw his whip aside, and began to bow. 
Bergh ordered his driver onward, satisfied and a bit surprised.  
 
In weeks and months to come, Bergh ordered his driver down alleys and side 
streets, looking for more cruelties practiced on animals. While the Legation staff 
was astonished by Bergh’s actions, he said, ‘At last I’ve found a way to utilize my 
gold lace – and about the best use that can be made of it.’17 
 

 From his gilded carriage, ensconced in the comforts afforded by his official post, Bergh 

traversed the alleys and side streets of St. Petersburg, seeking out instances of animal cruelty. 

Though this is a cause Bergh stumbled upon accidentally, it is one that he took up passionately, 

and with a sense of civic duty.  

 In a lengthy piece published for Scribner’s in 1879, Bergh is portrayed as an exemplar of 

rectitude and virtuousness, a righteous leader of moral perfection: 

It may be said of Henry Bergh that he has invented a new type of goodness, since 
invention is only the perception and application of truths that are eternal. He has 
certainly laid restraining hands on a fundamental evil, that blind and strangely 
human passion of cruelty, the taint of barbarism that lingers through the ages of 
refining influences…Henry Bergh is a stalwart hero, a moral reformer worthy of 
an enlightened and practical epoch. This is easily said and maintained now that a 

                                                 
17 Eric A. Shelman and Stephen Lazoritz, The Mary Ellen Wilson Case and the Beginning of 
Children’s Rights in 19th Century America, (North Carolina and London: McFarland & 
Company, 2005), p. 30 
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denial of the beneficence of his work would be accepted by most persons as a 
confession of moral turpitude…18 
 

 Bergh himself seemed to view his cause through a Christian lens – or at the very least to 

recognize the benefit of aligning his cause with the church. In 1874, he wrote to the Episcopal 

Convention, meeting that year in New York, to encourage them to recognize the problem and to 

take up the cause of cruelty to animals in their national agenda, noting diplomatically that the 

Church of England has already done so: 

It is hardly necessary for me to do more than call your attention to the fact that the 
ceaseless object of our society is to urge the plea of mercy and kindness toward 
the defenseless brute; that this object has ever merited the unanimous approval of 
Christendom; and that in its moral influence the cause engenders love for the 
Christian religion, and exerts a humanizing effect on public morals in every 
community.   
 
The Church in England annually recognizes these facts in sermons preached by its 
ablest divines on the subject…Will you pardon the suggestion which I now make, 
with great diffidence, to so learned and reverend a body as yourselves, that a 
notice of the subject in your next pastoral letter…would be of great good to the 
smallest and humblest of the creation of Almighty God, who are powerless to 
plead on their own behalf.19 
 

 The Episcopal Convention readily agreed, responding to Bergh’s request with a pastoral 

letter to every Episcopal church in the country that implored parishioners to heed the call to 

protect innocent animals and to stop turning a blind eye to their abuse.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 Scribner’s Magazine, 1879, in Shelman and Lazoritz, p. 33 

19 “The Protestant Episcopal Convention and Mr. Bergh,” The New York Times, November 4, 
1874 
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Little Mary Ellen and The Cruelty to Children Label 

 

 After being presented with the information about Mary Ellen Wilson from Etta Wheeler, 

Bergh immediately brought the case to a judge of the Supreme Court of the state of New York: 

Upon this petition, Judge Lawrence issued, not an ordinary writ of habeas corpus, 
but a special warrant, provided for by section 65 of the Habeas Corpus act, 
whereby the child was at once taken possession of and brought within the control 
of the court. Under authority of the warrant thus granted, Officer McDougal took 
the child into custody, and produced her in court yesterday. She is a bright little 
girl, with features indicating unusual mental capacity, but with a care-worn, 
stunted and prematurely old look. Her apparent condition of health, as well as her 
scanty wardrobe, indicated that no change of custody or condition could be much 
for the worse.20  
 

 The Times went on to publish Mary Ellen’s own official statement to the court, in which 

she stated that, in addition to being physically beaten and having insufficient clothing, she had 

been emotionally neglected: 

I have no recollection of ever having been kissed by any one – have never been 
kissed by mamma. I have never been taken on my mamma’s lap and caressed or 
petted. I never dared speak to anybody, because if I did I get whipped...I have no 
recollection of ever being on the street in my life.21 
 

 Mary Ellen’s statement (much abridged in the above passage), is striking for several 

reasons: If Mary Ellen wrote it herself, she was a remarkably self-possessed child, though it 

seems more likely this statement was written by an adult wishing to convey specific information 

about Mary Ellen’s welfare in order to bring about an outcome favorable to their case. It 

furthermore highlights a lack of maternal affection that seems particularly indicative of the 

concerns of the Romantic era. 

                                                 
20 “Mr. Bergh Enlarging his Sphere of Usefulness,” New York Times, April 10, 1874 

21 Ibid. 
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 A mere forty-eight hours after the petition was first presented to the judge, Mary Ellen 

Wilson and her stepmother, Mary Connolly, appeared before a justice of the New York Supreme 

Court. Connolly was sentenced to a year of hard labor in a penitentiary for the assault and battery 

of Mary Ellen.22  

 Also present at the trial that day was muckraking journalist and social reformer Jacob 

Riis, who understood, even as it was unfolding before him, the historical significance of the case: 

I was in a courtroom full of men with pale, stern looks. I saw a child brought in 
…at the sight of which men wept aloud. And as I looked, I knew I was where the 
first chapter of children’s rights was written…for from that dingy 
courtroom…came forth the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children with all it has meant to the world’s life.23 
 

 The dramatic manner in which Etta Wheeler came to be involved in Mary Ellen’s rescue 

– as a dying woman’s last wish – would later be echoed in emotional timbre by the New York 

newspapers’ treatment of the case and the ensuing public outcry: 

In his statement of the case to the court Mr. Elbridge T. Gerry, who appeared as 
counsel for Mr. Bergh, said the child’s condition had been discovered by a lady 
who had been on an errand of mercy to a dying woman in the house adjoining, the 
latter asserting that she could not die happy until she had made the child’s 
condition known.24 
 

 The Romantic world-view is clearly evidenced in the local newspapers’ coverage of the 

case. On April 11, 1874, The New York Times published an article entitled “Waifs and Strays”:  

There is not in the whole range of fiction so harrowing a story as the touching and 
terrible chapter of real life which comes out in the evidence about the treatment of 
Mr. Bergh’s waif, the little Mary Ellen. No novelist would have dared to invent 
such a monster as Mrs. Connolly, on the testimony of her neighbors, is declared to 
be…The wanton, and unremitting cruelty of the woman Connolly, who had the 
courage to come on the stand and brazenly defend her inhumanity, forms an awful 

                                                 
22 Mintz, p. 167-68 

23 NYSPCC, “The Catalyst” 

24 “Mr. Bergh Enlarging his Sphere of Usefulness,” New York Times, April 10, 1874 
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revelation of the barbarism that lurks amid our Christian civilization. The terrible 
suffering that was crammed, in the case of Mary Ellen, into six years of what we 
call “happy childhood,” makes us shudder over the possibilities of infantile 
sorrow that attend the career of the little waifs of our City population. For there is 
nothing to lead us to conclude that this is an isolated case.25  
 

 On the same day, The New York Tribune published its own impassioned account of the 

Mary Ellen case, entitled “An Urban Mystery”: 

We are apt to conclude that the stories of lost or stolen children which form so 
large a staple of the English romancers are mere conventional fictions, or at least 
are impossible in this country and time. But the half-starved and shamefully 
maltreated little waif who was thus rescued from the hands of her keepers and 
brought for the first time into the light and under the protection of the laws of her 
country, is the center of a mystery as deep as ever puzzled the readers of Mrs. 
Radcliffe, and the heroine of a story of suffering as pathetic as even the pen of 
Dickens could have framed…If she were an enchanted princess given over for a 
time into the hands of wicked fairies, she could not have been subjected to more 
singular and capricious cruelties.26  
 

 The crossing between fiction and nonfiction and the use of literary tropes to frame the 

story points to this era’s penchant for drama, emotion and deep concern for the afflicted. And 

yet, this is also an enduring trait of tales of Threatened Innocents across time. For this is the 

genre’s enduring mythic quality – it is a narrative that has consistently relied on archetypal 

characters of good and evil in order to express cultural anxieties and to impart lessons and 

morals.  

 

The Moral of Mary Ellen 

 

 Bolstered by the emotionalism that was so typical of the era, the 19th century brought a 

heightened sense of anxiety and deeply felt civic responsibility regarding the protection of the 

                                                 
25 “Waifs and Strays,” New York Times, April 11, 1874 

26 “An Urban Mystery,” New York Tribune, April 11, 1874 
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innocent from physical harm and moral corruption. The Tribune article ends in an explicit 

lesson: 

But at all events, her pitiful story has its lesson for all of us, surrounded as we are 
by a network of unsuspected crimes and sorrows, and the thanks of the 
community are due to Mr. Bergh for making it his business to interfere with his 
neighbors’ private affairs, so far as to bring into the sunshine of life a child who 
was dying for lack of it.27 
 

 The lesson of Mary Ellen Wilson presages the explicit moralizing and calls to action that 

we will see surrounding the television series America’s Most Wanted and To Catch A Predator. 

The moral, it seems, is that when it comes to the welfare of an innocent, it is one’s civic and 

moral duty to stick one’s neck out and intervene. The divide between the private sphere of the 

family and the public sphere of the state is, in these instances, unsealed. And yet it is important 

to note that this boundary breaking was less a novel development than a restoration of sorts: 

Recall the “tithingmen” in 1600s New England, tasked with overseeing groups of households 

and ensuring that families were operating morally and harmoniously.28 

 “Little Mary Ellen,” one of several ballads written in the immediate wake of the case, 

eloquently expresses the Dickensian wretchedness that was a favorite angle of the press, as well 

as the renewed sense of a moral obligation to intervene in family matters when the welfare of a 

child was at stake. Interestingly, in these verses, Mary Ellen is referred to as a captive:  

                                                 
27 Ibid. 

28 Mintz and Kellogg, p. 7 
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 Why should this poor sin-less creature, Pine in sor-row ev-‘ry hour? 
 Ling-ring on till death, a cap-tive To her heartless ruler’s pow-er? 
 Are there none with hearts of pit-y, Who will shelter her with love? 
 Who will save her from de-struc-tion, Bear-ing mercy from a-bove? 
 Who will help this lit-tle or-phan, Left on earth without a friend? 
 Who will help this lit-tle or-phan, Left on earth without a friend? 
 Who will shel-ter and pro-tect her? Who will peace and mercy send?29 
 

 The significance of the Mary Ellen story is twofold: it so clearly articulated changing 

ideas about childhood; and it directly led to the enshrinement of child abuse as a leading social 

problem. The social problem that was established at this time laid the foundation, in turn, for the 

current moral panic over missing and kidnapped women and children, and even the so-called 

Internet predators that have dominated the social problems marketplace in recent years. “It is fair 

to say,” Nelson has argued, “that without media coverage of the Mary Ellen case, child 

protection might never have become institutionalized as a social problem distinct from the 

Scientific Charity movement’s more general interest in reducing sloth, pauperism, and 

dependence on the public purse.”30  

 An update on the case, published in the New York Times on December 27, 1874, more 

than eight months after the child’s rescue from the abusive Mary Connolly, states, in the lede:  

Judge Lawrence yesterday decided that the relatives not having been found, the 
child should be sent to “The Sheltering Arms.” It was the case of Little Mary 
Ellen which led to the formation of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children.31 
 

 The New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was not born in a 

vacuum. It was a culminating event in a wave of reform that swept the city in reaction to the 

                                                 
29 “Little Mary Ellen,” Words and music by Henry P. Keens, 1876, in Shelman and Lazoritz, p. 
227-229 

30 Barbara J. Nelson, p. 53-54 

31 “Little Mary Ellen Finally Disposed Of,” New York Times, December 27, 1874 
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tremendous cultural and economic changes of 19th century life. The industrial revolution, Civil 

War, and massive tide of immigration in New York City brought a seven-fold population 

increase between the years of 1820 and 1870.32  Half of the city’s residents were now foreign-

born, and many were destitute. They city’s patchwork of public and private services were 

overwhelmed. The movement toward the systemized protection of the innocent had been 

simmering since at least1866, with the founding of the American Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Animals. Considerable concern was expressed that animals were now being afforded 

greater protection than children: 

While so much has been accomplished, there yet remains room for a vast 
improvement upon this prevention-of-cruelty movement. We refer to the cases of 
infantile distress and misery, of abject destitution, of fearful cruelty endured by 
hundreds of little beings who are the more to be noticed and cared for that they 
have souls within those poor little bodies. Alas! Who has not seen these miserable 
children (animals we might call them) in their degraded, suffering ignorance and 
vice…There are, it is true, houses of refuge and asylums; but these are places of 
charity; let there be a lawful interference in this matter; in short let us have a 
legally constituted and organized “Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children.”33 
 

 Why should animals be the beneficiaries of institutionalized protection, while children – 

who after all have souls, it was argued – remained at the mercy of assorted charities? The New 

York Ledger ran a story entitled “Cruelty to Animals: Also to Wives and Children” on August 3, 

1867: 

The man who wantonly misuses a horse, or a dog, or any other animal, is prima 
facie a brute, and should be punished for his brutality [but]…Perhaps it would not 
be amiss to suggest…that the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
should extend the sphere of its labors so as to include a few classes of ill-used 
bipeds – such as children who are unmercifully whipped and starved by their 

                                                 
32 NYSPCC, “The Catalyst” 

33 H.A. Delille, “A Word for the Children,” Home Journal, June 20, 1866, reprint: Shelman and 
Lazoritz, The Mary Ellen Wilson Case and the Beginning of Children’s Rights in 19th Century 
America, (North Carolina and London: McFarland & Company, 2005), p. 52 
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brutal parents; poor sewing girls who are swindled out of their hard earnings by 
soulless employers; broken-spirited wives who are habitually cuffed and kicked 
by drunken husbands, and the like. Nobody interferes to prevent such cruelties as 
these; and except in a few flagrant cases that force themselves upon the attention 
of the authorities, they are perpetrated with entire impunity.34 
 

 While newspaper stories such as this one do invoke the phrase, we find the first 

systematic and widespread use of “cruelty to children,” in the extensive press coverage of the 

Mary Ellen story. “Little Mary Ellen” was the story that created the label, which served to ally 

seemingly disparate incidents into a single cohesive entity and elicited the formal institutional 

response that made “cruelty to children” a bona fide social problem: 

Of course, the Mary Ellen case was not the first instance of cruelty to children to 
receive newspaper coverage. The bizarre brutalization of children and public 
horror over it always received a modicum of attention in the press. The 
significance of the Mary Ellen case rests with its label – cruelty to children – 
which like the later labels unified seemingly unrelated cases, and in the fact that it 
precipitated the formation of an organization whose purpose was to keep this 
issue alive.35   
 

 The label is, in this sense, a framing device – a way of understanding, categorizing and 

easily referencing a more complicated set of events.  

 

II. Charley Ross: The Lost Boy 

 

 As children rose in sentimental value they became prey for kidnappers.36 Indeed the very 

same year that the Mary Ellen case ushered in the advent of the label of Cruelty to Children and 

sensitized the public to the issue child abuse, another important story in the history of Threatened 

                                                 
34 “Cruelty to Animals: Also to Wives and Children,” The New York Ledger, August 3, 1867 

35 Barbara J. Nelson, p. 54 

36 Mintz, p. 167 
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Innocents was unfolding. Charley Ross, a 4-year old boy from Philadelphia, was kidnapped from 

his front yard along with his older brother, Walter. One of the first kidnapping cases to become a 

nationwide media sensation, the Charley Ross story created the template with which subsequent 

stories would be formatted and understood by law enforcement, journalists, and the public alike.  

 The Charley Ross case was one of the best known and emotionally wrenching stories of 

childhood of the era. Charley’s name and photograph became firmly cemented into the popular 

lexicon, where they seemed to take on even greater cultural meaning as the years went by. This 

is the story that came to define public perception of child kidnapping for many years to come. 

Indeed Fass has argued that the “story of the Lindbergh baby, 37 which today we assume to be 

the archetypal kidnapping and certainly the most notorious in fact occupied psychological and 

cultural space that had been delineated almost sixty years earlier.”38  

 On July 1, 1874, brothers Walter and Charley Ross, ages five and four, respectively, were 

playing in the front yard of their upper-middle-class house in Germantown, Pennsylvania, when 

two men took them away in their horse and buggy. The men were not complete strangers – they 

had stopped by several times that week to offer the boys candy and toys. When they returned to 

the Ross home on July first, they agreed to take the boys to buy firecrackers for the upcoming 

July Fourth holiday. As they came to the store, Walter was given twenty-five cents and sent 

inside to buy the firecrackers. When he came out, the carriage carrying the two men and Charley 

                                                 
37 While the Lindbergh case is not discussed in this dissertation (for reasons delineated in chapter 
1), a comprehensive history can be found in Lloyd Gardener, The Case That Never Dies: The 
Lindbergh Kidnapping, (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2004). 

38 Paula Fass, Kidnapped: Child Abduction in America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997), p. 22 
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was gone. Walter was later found crying outside the store and escorted home. Charley was never 

found.39  

Twenty-three letters were exchanged between Charley’s kidnappers and his father, 

Christian Ross. The police urged Christian not to pay the ransom, even though several 

benefactors stepped forward and offered him the money, because they feared that acquiescing to 

the kidnappers’ demands would encourage more abductions. Eventually, Ross decided to pay the 

ransom, but arrangements to deliver it failed, and communication with the kidnappers eventually 

ceased altogether.40  

 Newspapers across the country followed every twist of the case, printing the letters 

exchanged between the kidnappers and Mr. Ross, and reflecting on the horror of the crime, as in 

The Chicago Daily Tribune, on July 19: 

Up to the latest, four letters have been received by Mr. Ross. Besides so much of 
their purport as we have already given, they further say: 
  
 We know you are not worth much money, but we are aware that you have 
rich friends of whom you can borrow. If you love money better than your child, its 
blood be on your head.  
 Any attempt to ascertain the child’s hiding-place will result in its entire 
annihilation. We will turn the child up on our own terms. We know our business, 
and we are going to fight it out. 
  
In the meantime the father and mother are enduring agonies for their child. It is 
impossible to conceive of a more distressing condition than that in which they are 
placed…The success of this abduction will encourage the repetition of the crime, 
not only in Philadelphia, but everywhere else. Any child may be picked up in the 
street of any town, village or even city, and an enormous price placed on its 
return. Let parents take warning. As for the wretches who have stolen Charley 
Ross, they should be taken over to Delaware, the State which has nobly adhered 
to the whipping-post, and flogged within an inch of their lives. They evidently 

                                                 
39 Ibid., p. 21 
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belong to that class of desperadoes to whom nothing but extreme physical pain 
has any terrors. 41 
 

 The national appetite for details about the case seemed unwavering. Five months after the 

kidnapping, the Long Island, New York house of Judge Charles Van Brunt was burglarized by 

two career criminals, Bill Mosher and Joe Douglas. Mosher was shot during the burglary by the 

homeowner’s brother, and died instantly. Douglas was mortally wounded, but before expiring, 

reportedly confessed to the abduction of Charley Ross. He did not reveal Charley’s location 

before he died. Charley’s brother Walter was brought up to New York to view the bodies of the 

two burglars to see if these were the men who took the boys on the carriage ride. Walter insisted 

that Mosher and Douglas were indeed the culprits, and declared Mosher particularly identifiable 

due to a distinctively malformed nose.42 

 

Creating Another Label Under the Threatened Innocents Umbrella 

 

 The story of Charley Ross did for the issue of kidnapping what the Mary Ellen story did 

for “cruelty to children”: it created a label. In his disappearance, Charley Ross became famous 

across the nation as the “lost boy.”43 Newspapers across the country regularly referred to Charley 

as “Philadelphia’s Lost Boy.”44 While this label was used to refer to Charley Ross specifically, it 

is a term that had important resonances in 19th century life, with many teenagers leaving country 

                                                 
41 “The Abduction of Charley Ross,” Chicago Daily Tribune, July 19, 1879 

42 Christian Ross, The Father’s Story of Charley Ross, the Kidnapped Child, (Philadelphia: John 
E. Potter, 1876) p. 33 

43 Fass, p. 23 

44 “Philadelphia’s Lost Boy,” Atlanta Constitution, July 24, 1874, p. 2 



 
 

64 
 

homes to seek fortune in the city away from their families, and so-called orphan trains 

transporting children from crowded orphanages in big cities to foster homes across the country.  

 The term also has clear literary associations. The image of the lost waif was a mainstay in 

such works as Dickens’ Oliver Twist and Great Expectations. Later, in 1906, Scottish author 

J.M. Barrie would publish Peter Pan, the story of a gang of “lost boys” who are whisked off to 

Neverland. The “lost children” tag lent the issue abducted children a sort of romantic, sad yet 

dreamy air, helping to elevate its status among the array of issues vying for public space in what 

that Joel Best has called the “social problems marketplace.”45 Christian Ross himself used the 

term “Lost Boy” in the title of the book he authored about the ordeal of losing his son. Fass 

contends that it “was just this merging between Charley Ross’s specific identity as ‘the lost boy’ 

and the fact that the description ‘lost child’ was a more general nineteenth-century theme…that 

captures some of the power the story had at the time and its ability to evoke broader social 

issues.”46 

 Within weeks of the initial reports of Charley’s kidnapping, newspapers began reporting 

on the story in conjunction with other missing children, grouping multiple cases under one 

headline. The Baltimore Sun ran the front page headline, “A Chapter of Kidnapping Cases” on 

July 18, 1874. The article begins with several paragraphs on the ongoing investigation into who 

took Charley, concluding that are “no new developments in the child-stealing case to-night.” But 

then, offering no transition, the next paragraph goes on to detail a story out of Syracuse, NY, in 

which a girl was reported missing from her home: 

Last night, between 8 and 9’oclock, a little girl, named Eve Jane Whaley, aged 
about 9 years, residing with her parents near Whisky Island, was kidnapped from 
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her home by some unknown parties, since which time no trace has been seen of 
her. She had been left at home by her mother while she was away at Greenway’s 
hop yards at work, and on her return she heard the child screaming for her mother 
to come. Mrs. Whaley hurried to the house, but no trace could be found. The 
screams of the child were heard by the neighbors, but no trace could be found of 
her.  
 

 The third and final paragraph goes on to detail the story of two sisters reported missing 

while attending a traveling circus in Nicholson, PA: 

On Monday last the Oriental Circus exhibited at Nicholson, Wyoming county, 
Pa., and after it had left there a Mrs. Robinson discovered that her two daughters, 
aged twelve and fourteen years, who had gone to see the show, were missing. On 
Wednesday Mrs. Robinson caught up with the circus at Dunmore, where it was 
exhibiting, and inquired for her children. She was almost crazed with anxiety. To 
her horror she learned that the men who had abducted her daughters had been 
discharged the day before, and no one knew whither they had gone. The police of 
Scranton are tracking the miscreants.47 
 

 While neither of these two cases involve or even directly reference the Charley Ross 

story, they certainly do echo its anxious, haunting mood. And, by grouping these missing 

children cases under the Charley Ross rubric, The Baltimore Sun was effectively turning a single 

horrific incident into something much wider – an ongoing saga – creating an atmosphere of fear 

and foreboding. 

 Even decades later, at the close of the 19th century, widely varying cases of missing 

children continued to be tagged with the Charley Ross name. The Washington Post reported the 

following story from Youngstown, Ohio in February 1891, under the headline, “Youngstown’s 

Charley Ross”: 

The mysterious disappearance of Wright Sexton, aged thirteen years, son of 
James Sexton, bids fair to be a repetition of the Charley Ross case. On December 
15th he started to go a few hundred yards on an errand and disappeared as 
thoroughly as though the ground had opened and swallowed him. By reason of 
paralysis the lad was crippled so that walking was difficult. Mr. Sexton has 
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traveled hundreds of miles, hearing that a boy answering his description had been 
found, but only to be disappointed.48  
 

 Clearly, this story made inroads into the public consciousness in a very meaningful way. 

The intense level of concern for Charley Ross had remarkable staying power – even as new cases 

of missing children received publicity and widespread public attention, they did so often within 

the context of Charley and his unsolved kidnapping.  

 Charley Ross was never found. Yet, for upwards of fifty years after the death of the 

alleged kidnappers and the fading of the case, newspapers across the country people across North 

America and even Europe regularly claimed either to have seen him or to in fact be him. In 

January of 1892, for example, nearly eighteen years after his disappearance, The Baltimore Sun 

reported that a man in Columbus, Ohio claimed to be “Lost Boy” Charley Ross, and that he had 

given a statement to the Columbus Chief of Police:  

“I am the identical Charley Ross stolen from Philadelphia so many years ago. The 
first thing I remember was when I was about four years of age, and I was then 
standing at the corner of South Union and Stevens streets, Nashville, Tenn., with 
E.P. Walpole and wife, whom I was ever taught to believe were my father and 
mother…I first learned that I was Charley Ross when about twelve years old. A 
song had been written on the abduction and one evening a number were singing it, 
when one of the men turned to me and said, ‘I don’t suppose you know that you 
are Charley Ross, do you?’ It made no impression on me at the time, and I drifted 
away from Nashville…[Years later] …two men were on the train, when one of 
them looked at me and then said to the other: ‘He is a brave man, and if he ever 
reaches his father there is a great future before him.’ I began then to think and am 
now satisfied that I am Charley Ross, and when I get to Philadelphia I can prove it 
in two hours.”49 
 

 Some stories of men claiming to be Charley Ross were reported with more incredulity 

than others. The New York Tribune ran a somewhat terse – though nonetheless prominently 
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placed, front page – article in 1915, “Thinks He’s Charley Ross: Brooklyn Man Backs Claim 

with Clippings and Records”: 

White haired and wrinkled, William R. Coleman, of 1198 Carroll Street, 
Brooklyn, claims to have discovered in himself the long lost Charley Ross, for 
whom the entire nation searched more than forty years ago. To support his 
assertion he produces a pile of age worn clippings, photographs and records…Mr. 
Coleman possesses a picture he says is of Christian K. Ross, father of the missing 
boy. Also, he points to an old picture of Charley Ross and to one of his own son, 
taken at the same age, as bearing marked resemblance.50  
 

 Coleman, like each of the many other men who claimed to be Charley Ross, faded away 

as quickly as he appeared. Yet, the report of his “pile of age worn clippings” points to the way in 

which the story of Charley Ross became an emotional touchstone – and even obsession – for so 

many, across geography and time. The Washington Post reported in 1911 that a farmhand from 

Sebec, Maine had been “driven mad” by the Charley Ross case and committed to an asylum: 

The man is apparently a monomaniac on the subject of the long missing Charley 
Ross, whom he claims to be. He shows a strawberry mark on his chest, a wart 
under his ear, and a peculiar formation of one of his fingernails, which he claims 
ought to prove his identity. His pockets were full of clippings about the 
kidnapping of Charley Ross, and many written notes about the doings of the 
“Black Hand,” which, he says, spirited him away in 1874.51 
 

 For upwards of five decades after the death of the alleged kidnappers and the case going 

cold, newspapers across the country continued to provide regular updates on the Ross family, 

dutifully noting their major life passages. “Recalls Charley Ross Case,” read the headline in The 

Los Angeles Times on April 26, 1913. “Brother of Kidnapped Boy Whose Fate Was Never 

Learned Is To Wed.”52 The death of Charley’s mother was also widely reported. “Mother of 

Charley Ross Dies,” reported The Chicago Tribune: 
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Sarah Anne Ross, mother of Charlie Ross, who was kidnapped thirty-eight years 
ago, died at her home here tonight, aged 78 years…The fate of Charlie Ross, who 
was stolen when he was 4 years old, has never been learned, although numberless 
clews from all sections of this country and Europe were followed by detectives 
employed by the distracted parents.53  
 
 
 

Parents as Activists and Authors 

 

 Charley Ross’s father, Christian, released a book about the ongoing investigation in 1876, 

two years after the kidnapping: The Father’s Story of Charley Ross, the Kidnapped Child: 

Containing a Full and Complete Account of the Abduction of Charles Brewster Ross from the 

Home of his Parents in Germantown, with the Pursuit of the Abductors and their Tragic Death: 

the Various Incidents Connected with the Search for the Lost Boy; the Discovery of Other Lost 

Children, Etc, Etc, with Fac-similes of Letters from the Abductors, The Whole Carefully 

Prepared from his own Memoranda, and from Information Obtained from the Detective Police 

and Others Engaged in the Search. In the usual manner of Victorian titles, this one advertises in 

some detail the topics one can expect to be covered in the book.  

 The introduction to the book, written by Charles P. Krauth, a professor of theology and 

vice provost of the University of Pennsylvania, presents quite a dramatic and emotional 

summation of the Charley Ross story’s significance: 

The story is already familiar in various degrees of fullness and accuracy to 
millions of sympathetic hearts. The vanished angel of the home, ‘the frolic and 
the gentle,’ has given to the firesides of Christendom a household name, and the 
children of continents whisper of their little lost brother in play. It is a worldwide 
story, every detail of which has been eagerly sought, and in enlarging which 
unscrupulous invention has found its account.54 
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 Krauth makes the case not only for the importance of the telling of this kidnapping story, 

but for Christian Ross’s role as author and advocate: 

Yet now, for the first time, is it told with entire accuracy in all its details, by the 
hand which has proved itself the most competent to do it justice. It needs but a 
glance at the strange, mournful history, which lies in the hand of the reader, to see 
that love and grief have united with the hope long deferred, yet refusing utterly to 
die, and have given to the father in this pathetic chronicle, an inspiration which 
imparts to the book a wonderful power. It is a power which no merely literary 
skill or tact could have imparted to it…It is a people’s book, simple, true to life – 
a book in which heart touches heart.55  
 

 There is a distinctly populist tone here, one that echoes that of earlier tomes in the 

Threatened Innocents genre56 and presages the books of more contemporary advocates of 

Threatened Innocents, many of them parents.57 Christian Ross’s book is worthy of the public’s 

time, Krauth is arguing, because of its accuracy, simplicity, and, above all else, authenticity. It is 

“a people’s book” because the author isn’t a real author, he’s just a man thrust into writing by 

the circumstances of tragedy. Indeed, both Krauth and Ross offer up the seemingly obligatory 

assertion that the book was written under duress, and only after much prodding, from supportive 

friends and an eager public. Krauth asserts, in his introduction: 

The reader will rejoice that Mr. Ross, contrary to his modest judgment of his own 
abilities, was induced, by the urgent representation of friends in whose judgment 
he confided, to prepare the work himself.58  
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 Ross begins the book’s preface not with his own words but rather with a letter from a 

“gentleman of high society” in Germany, in which Ross is implored to write the book: 

‘Your daily experience must be most remarkable since this great sorrow overtook 
you. The day will come when the public will demand, in book form, a complete 
history of this most extraordinary case. Such a book, containing all letters, 
testimony, photographs, etc., etc., will be of never-failing interest, especially to 
the young. If the boy should be alive, in after years, a perusal of such a book 
might recall his early experience, and ultimately be the means of his restoration. 
We all know that stranger things have happened.’59 
 

 Thus, the book is providing an important service – to the eager public of course – but 

potentially to Charley himself, should he ever be found and “restored,” in the manner of Mary 

Rowlandson before him, to his community. Writing of the widespread interest in his story, Ross 

explains that his son’s kidnapping for ransom represented a new kind of horror: 

The public interest which has been so universally manifested since the abduction 
of my little son, and which ever and anon shows itself whenever a rumor is 
circulated appearing to relate, however remotely, to the dark secret, is due to the 
fact that a new crime was attempted to be inaugurated in our country, and to the 
insecurity felt by every family for their own children, lest they should meet a loss 
similar to that which has befallen our own. The feeling is everywhere spread over 
our country; it has extended to Europe and to South America, as shown in the 
many letters received; and as I am credibly informed, it has reached the 
furthermost parts of Asia. Kidnapping a child for the purpose of extorting money 
for his release, and holding his life contingent on the payment of the ransom, is so 
atrocious a crime that no apprehensions were felt that it would ever be 
perpetuated among us.60  
 

 Concern for Charley became a true phenomenon – there was the sense from the 

beginning that this was a watershed story, a unique and new sort of crime whose effects were far-

reaching and profound. The Mothers Magazine, a nineteenth century periodical whose very 

existence surely points to changing attitudes toward children and childrearing, placed the 

Charley Ross story within the context of parenthood, and, more broadly, citizenship: 
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The name of Charley Ross is familiar to every household. His form, his pretty 
features, his curling locks, his winsome expression, known to us by pictures and 
photographs, would be recognized at a glance if he could anywhere be met 
outside of his secret hiding place – the little pet, for whom so many prayers 
continuously ascend. What mother’s heart is not touched? What parent does not 
feel almost as though the sorrow were his own? And what citizen is not affrighted 
at such a precedent of new and heinous outrage, and the inefficiency of laws?61 
 

 The Charley Ross story became an emotional touchstone. In reporting on the story for so 

many decades, the press kept it alive. Charley Ross came to symbolize loss and innocence and a 

deep fear of modernity in the same way as other Threatened Innocents, both before and after 

1874. Was Mary Ellen Wilson the first child to be beaten and abused? Of course not. Was 

Charley Ross really the first child to be kidnapped for ransom? Perhaps. Their images and stories 

became, as in the manner of all collected memory, shared possessions. The taking of the Lost 

Boy Charley Ross – and the restoration of Little Mary Ellen that same year – made a community 

out of the people who shared in those stories.
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Chapter Four:  Cisneros and Lynch:  Wartime Damsels 

 

In 1897, as tensions mounted between Spain and the U.S. over colonial control of Cuba, 

18-year-old Evangelina Cisneros was living with her father, a Cuban separatist who had been 

banished to a penal colony for political dissidents on the Isle of Pines, when she was accused of 

the attempted murder of a Spanish colonel, and sent to a Havana prison. A New York Journal 

reporter who was touring the prison and looking for a good story discovered the young, beautiful 

Cisneros awaiting trial and likely deportation to Morocco. Within weeks the story of Evangelina 

Cisneros had blossomed into a romantic tale of epic proportions. The story would dominate the 

Journal’s front page for much of the summer and fall, and become a lightning rod in the public 

debate about the war.  

In the hands of New York Journal reporters and editors, Cisneros was skillfully molded 

into the role of a falsely imprisoned maiden. Defending her honor against the lustful advances of 

the Spanish colonel Jose Berriz, Cisneros came to symbolize bravery, patriotism and the 

feminine ideal, just as the telling – and creation – of her story came to symbolize the essence of 

Hearst’s “new journalism.”1 Upon the discovery of the imprisoned Cisneros, Journal reporters 

published a quick succession of articles, adjusting the plot and framing the story a bit differently 

each time, before arriving, on August 23, 1897, on a formula that “crammed as many romantic 

conventions into the reportage as possible.”2  
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“Cuba’s Jeanne D’Arc,” blared the headline of August 4th, 1897. “Pretty Evangeline [sic] 

Cisneros to Face 20 Years in African Dungeons.” Even the spelling of her name, it seems, was in 

flux in this early coverage. “Not unlike Joan of Arc, she answered the call of her hardened 

country,” reported the Journal.3 By August 23rd, the tone of the coverage had taken on a more 

urgent tone. No longer merely reporting on Cisneros’s situation, the Journal had begun to 

assemble a public relations and diplomatic campaign to free her and bring her to America. 

“Womanhood to the Rescue. Women in Every Station, From Many States, Join the Journal’s 

Crusade to Save Miss Cisneros from a Living Death,” splashed the headline across the front page 

in enormous type.4  

The Cisneros story is a key example of Hearst’s commitment to branding the New York 

Journal as a newspaper that actively participated in – and in many cases created – the news. Of 

particular significance in the Cisneros case are 1) the use of literary conventions to frame the 

story in a way that rendered it more like a novel than a typical news story, 2) the role of the 

Journal and Cisneros herself in crafting and maintaining the saga, and 3) the way in which the 

story functioned as a political call to action, a moral treatise, and romantic crowd-pleaser 

peppered with archetypal characters all at once. With each of these functions, the story of 

Evangelina Cisneros and the New York Journal (for the paper itself is as much a character in the 

story as any) established itself as an important link in the pantheon of tales of Threatened 

Innocents, with echoes and reverberations stretching from 1676 to 2006.  
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Journalism That Acts 

 

The story of Evangelina Cisneros is the product of two wars: the one being waged in New 

York City between Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst for the eyes and dollars of 

newspaper readers, and the one being fought in the Caribbean between Spain and the United 

States over Cuba’s independence. 

At the time of the Cisneros story, William Randolph Hearst had been at the helm of the 

New York Journal for only a year. Before his entry into the ultra-competitive New York dailies 

market, where he competed directly with chief rival Joseph Pulitzer, Hearst had brought west 

coast readers a taste of his journalistic style in the pages of the San Francisco Examiner. The son 

of a wealthy miner, Hearst went into the newspaper business determined to create a journalism 

that, beyond merely reporting on what had already happened, was an active player in world 

events.  

Hearst is widely regarded as the least scrupulous of all of the New York editors at that 

time. Fixated on boosting circulation numbers, seemingly at any cost, he was not noticeably 

concerned with fidelity to the facts.5 Indeed, Hearst’s commitment to this “new journalism” 

stemmed not so much from a sense of civic duty or journalistic gusto, but rather from a fierce 

ambition to turn the New York Journal into a smashing financial success that would the blow the 

competition (namely Pulitzer’s successful New York World) out of the water. In casting the 

Cisneros saga in the way that he did, Hearst was consciously crafting a story that he hoped would 

strike a chord with the reading public, and entice ever increasing numbers of New Yorkers to 

buy the Journal to read all about it.  
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Hearst positioned his “journalism that acts” as a fresher, more modern alternative to the 

“old” journalism of Pulitzer’s New York World. In fact, the sort of journalism that was being 

practiced at the World, and at other New York dailies, was in 1896 itself a relatively recent 

phenomenon. Michael Schudson has argued that what we think of as “news” is a commercial 

product that grew out of changes in the newspaper business and the birth of the penny press in 

the 1830s: 

We have so completely identified the concept of ‘news’ with the penny press that 
it may be difficult to understand how dramatic a change the penny press 
represented. Until the 1830s, a newspaper provided a service to political parties 
and men of commerce; with the penny press a newspaper sold a product to a 
general readership and sold the readership to advertisers. The product sold to 
readers was ‘news’ and it was an original product in several respects. First, it 
claimed to represent, colorfully but without partisan coloring, events in the world. 
Thus the news product of one paper could be compared to that of another for 
accuracy, completeness, liveliness and timeliness.6  

Formally independent of political parties, the penny papers focused much less on 

editorial and much more on current issues and events – on “news.” Paid reporters and far-flung 

correspondents actively sought out reports about the world both near and far: 

The penny press was novel, not only in economic organization and political 
stance, but in its content. The character of this originality is simply put: the penny 
press invented the modern concept of ‘news.’ For the first time the American 
newspaper made it a regular practice to print political news, not just national but 
local; for the first time it printed reports from the police, from the courts, from the 
streets, and from private households. One might say that, for the first time, the 
newspaper reflected not just commerce or politics but social life. To be more 
precise, in the 1830s the newspapers began to reflect, not the affairs of an elite in 
a small trading society, but the activities of an increasingly varied, urban, and 
middle-class society of trade, transportation, and manufacturing.7 

Before we can begin to address the place of the Cisneros story in the pantheon of 

captivity narratives, we must engage with the long-running debate over the truthfulness of the 
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story. Ever since the initial news of Cisneros’s plight, a great many journalists and critics have 

doubted the validity of the facts of the case, and have regarded Cisneros as a flagrant example of 

Hearst’s audacity and influence. Rather than a triumph of journalism, the story has been widely 

regarded as a great hoax whose fundamental purpose was to sell newspapers.  

Calling it a “massive farce,” Willis J. Abbot, a journalist who was working as a reporter 

at the Journal at the time, has asserted that Evangelina Cisneros came to Hearst’s attention when 

Americans’ interest in a possible war with Spain was beginning to wane: 

The tales of Spanish cruelty to patriotic Cubans were beginning to pall; 
Americans were wondering whether the [Spanish general] Butcher Weyler was 
quite so terrible a character after all, and Hearst’s men in Cuba were sending 
grumbling telegrams that there would be no war and they wanted to come home. 
One night the eye of the “Boss” lighted upon the item in a newspaper that this 
young girl had been arrested by Weyler and was held for conspiracy. Instantly the 
machinery of a magnificent propaganda was put in motion.8 

Abbot contends that the New York Journal’s elaborate rescue of Cisneros was almost 

certainly unnecessary, as the prison guards had already been paid off. Nonetheless, Journal 

reporters and their Cuban accomplices proceeded with the dramatic nighttime rescue plan, 

knowing that it would make for irresistible front-page intrigue. 

Evangelina Cisneros was “the one dominating, all-compelling issue of the moment for 

him and he brooked no difference on the part of his employees, most of whom in his absence 

cursed the whole thing for a false bit of cheap sensationalism.”9 As a major proponent of the war, 

Hearst recognized in Cisneros the potential for an epic story around which Americans could 

congregate and rally.  Along with chief rival Pulitzer, Hearst saw great sales potential in a war 

over Cuba, and seemed to feel personally invested in it: 
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Notwithstanding the number and power of his allies, Hearst was accustomed to 
refer to the war, in company with his staff as ‘our war’, and his famous cable to 
Remington, when the artist wearied of life in Cuba and pleaded for recall on the 
ground that there would be no war, emphasized this sense of personal 
proprietorship. ‘You furnish the pictures; I’ll furnish the war.’10 

But Abbot’s assertions that the story was a hoax, published as part of the journalist’s 

memoirs in 1933, certainly were not the last word on the subject. As recently as 2002, W. Joseph 

Campbell has resurrected the debate by arguing that the Cisneros story represents a genuine 

journalistic triumph, with great diplomatic significance. He addresses Abbot’s claims directly, 

calling them “thin on documentation and short on logic” and disputes the level of Abbot’s inside 

knowledge of Hearst’s operations at the time of the jailbreak.  

Campbell writes extensively on U.S. diplomatic personnel’s ongoing knowledge of the 

Journal’s rescue plan as it unfolded, and argues that these government officials simply would not 

have bothered had the story been a hoax. “It is implausible that they would have taken such risks 

had the rescue been a farce or sham,” he argues. “The Cisneros case was far more complex, and 

far more important to U.S. diplomatic officials in Cuba, than previously understood.”11 While 

Campbell is likely correct in challenging the truth of Abbot’s oft-quoted old anecdote about the 

exchange between Hearst and Remington, his contrarian’s diatribe falls flat against Abbot’s 

more persuasive first-hand account. And yet, the very fact of Campbell’s recent contribution to 

the debate demonstrates the continued relevance of the Cisneros story to the contemporary 

conversation about journalism and narrative.  

Perhaps the most important character in the Evangelina Cisneros story was the Journal 

itself. The Journal worked carefully to craft this character, and then anticipated, acknowledged 
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and defended its role in the rescue. In each new piece of reportage the Journal was front and 

center, and, particularly in the spate of stories about Cisneros’s arrival in New York, the 

language could hardly have been more self-congratulatory.  

The Journal was not modest. “Cisneros’s Rescue Without a Parallel Since Mary Queen 

of Scots,” trills an article from October 11.12 “Hearts of the People Stirred by Rescue,” reads a 

headline of October 17. “They Warmly Praise the Journal’s Enterprise, That Freed a Girl and 

Baffled Weyler’s Hate.” In the body of the article is printed correspondence from notable 

Americans who have written in to praise the Journal’s bravery and express their relief that 

Cisneros has been freed.13  

The Journal was, above all, enterprising. It was the embodiment of can-do American 

spirit. It was the scrappy David to the seemingly impenetrable yet ultimately foolish Goliath 

composed of both Spain’s imperialism and America’s lamentable bureaucratic inaction. 

“Evangelina Cisneros Rescued by the Journal,” was the headline splashed across the October 10 

issue in a font so large it nearly dwarfed the masthead at the top of the page. And, in only slightly 

smaller type, “An American Newspaper Accomplishes at a Single Stroke What the Red Tape of 

Diplomacy Failed Utterly to Bring About in Many Months.”14  

The Journal’s high level of attentive craftsmanship extended to its up-front and repeated 

assertions of the truth of its reporting of the Evangelina Cisneros story, and in its defense of its 

active role in creating the story on which it was reporting. Beneath the headline, “News Gatherer 

Says Well Done,” the Journal defends its “new journalism” approach to news. “Melville E. 

                                                 
12 “Murat Halstead To The Journal,” New York Journal, October 11, 1897, p. 3 

13 “Hearts of the People Stirred by Rescue,” New York Journal, October 17, 1897 

14 “Evangelina Cisneros Rescued by the Journal,” New York Journal, October 10, 1897 
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Stone, Head of the Associated Press, Says Within the Province of a Newspaper to Make News as 

Well as to Print it.” What follows is a list of reasons why the Journal’s actions are plainly 

justified, as written by Governors around the nation: 

Sanctions The Liberation of Patriots: Vigorous Ex-Governor of Missouri Fully 
Indorses the Course of the Journal in the Cisneros Case. 

Her Liberation was Plainly Justifiable: Such is the View Taken By the Governor 
of Montana After Taking into Consideration the Fate That Awaited the Girl. 15 

Old Love of Liberty Still Exists: “Resistance to Tyrants Is Obedience to God,” 
Quotes the Patriotic Governor of the State of Washington. 

There is a circular argument here – the Journal’s conduct is justifiable because people 

have written in to say so.  

The truthfulness of the Evangelina Cisneros story was another major theme of the story’s 

coverage, and was addressed explicitly and repeatedly over the course of several months. In a 

profile of Karl Decker appearing on the October 15, 1897 front page (and later incorporated into 

the Decker/Cisneros book), Julian Hawthorne, upon meeting Decker’s ship after its arrival in 

New York from Havana, wrote: “This is such an enchanting story that one feels a little bit shy 

about writing it, in this matter of fact age. From time to time, as the hours went by, I had to 

remind myself, ‘This is true; it is all real.’”16 

Within the year of her rescue, Cisneros and Decker released a book, The Story of 

Evangelina Cisneros, Told By Herself  (1897), based on the reports that had appeared in the 

Journal.  Julian Hawthorne, son of novelist Nathaniel, wrote the introduction with an 

exhilaration that matched the tenor of the Journal’s own reporting: 
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Nothing in modern history can be exactly compared with this story; and few 
things in orthodox fiction either – if Realism be orthodox. Mr. Anthony Hope 
might have imagined it; and possibly he is regretting that he did not. We are 
indeed accustomed to finding truth stranger than fiction; but it is a new sensation 
to find it also more romantic – more in the fashion of the Arabian Nights and the 
Gothic fairy-tales of Mediaeval ages. 

Hawthorne’s introduction offers a positively ebullient assessment of Decker and 

Cisneros, whom he declares the very essence of bravery and honor, and of the superlative quality 

of their storytelling: 

With the telling of the story the present writer, of course, has nothing to do; it is 
told by the protagonists as only they could do it. But I may be permitted to 
observe that in its setting and background, it its dramatis personae, in its dash, 
intrigue, and cumulative interest, it is almost ideally perfect.  The desirable 
component elements are all present. A tropic island, embosomed in azure seas off 
the coast of the Spanish Main; a cruel war, waged by the minions of despotism 
against the spirit of patriotism and liberty; a beautiful maiden, risking all for her 
country, captured, insulted, persecuted, and cast into a loathsome dungeon. None 
could be more innocent, constant and adorable as she; none more wicked, 
detestable and craven than her enemies. All is right and lovable on one side, all 
ugly and hateful on the other. As in the old Romances, there is no uncertainty as 
to which way our sympathies should turn. The opposition is as clean and clear as 
between black and white. Such was the preliminary situation as the Journal found 
it.17 

Karl Decker arrived in Havana in late August of 1897.  The Journal’s campaign to free 

Cisneros was already well underway. Notable American women such as Julia Ward Howe, the 

author of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” and Varina Jefferson Davis, widow of the President 

of the Confederacy, had penned impassioned pleas directed to Queen Regent Maria Cristina of 

Spain and Pope Leo XIII. Howe called on the “good men and true women of America” to “make 

this girl’s cause their own.” The Journal published her appeal: 

The deplorable events of the Cuban war seems [sic] to have reached their climax 
in the arrest and probably condemnation of one innocent young girl, Evangelina 
Cisneros. The niece of a prominent conspirator, but guiltless herself of any act of 
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rebellion against the Government of Spain...How can we think of this pure flower 
of maidenhood condemned to live with felons and outcasts, without succor, 
without protection, to labor under a torrid sky, suffering privation, indignity and 
torment worse than death? Public opinion, it is said, cannot avail against this act 
of military vengeance – vengeance to be wreaked upon an innocent victim. To 
what and to whom, then, shall we appeal? To the sense of justice of the civilized 
world; to all good men and true women; to every parent to whom a child’s honor 
is dear; to every brother who would defend a sister from outrage.18 

According to Decker, some twenty thousand American women signed petitions directed 

at the Queen Regent and the Pope calling for Cisneros’ release.19 “Greater activity by the women 

of this country has not been shown since the spring of Fort Sumter set their willing fingers at 

work, both North and South, preparing the flags that should float over fathers and brothers in 

battle, hastily stitching together the few home-made articles that could be carried in the soldiers’ 

backpacks,” boasted an article of August 23rd.  

While the Pope did eventually advise Spain to release Cisneros, she was still imprisoned 

at the end of the summer. By this point, the Cisneros story was a regular feature on the front 

page, and one that the paper couldn’t afford to let fade away or, worse, to admit as a failure of 

the efficacy of Hearst’s new journalism. The Journal decided to step up its efforts to free her and 

to become, as the principles of Hearst’s “new journalism” demanded, an active player in world 

affairs, to do what the government would not. Hearst demanded that his writers actively develop 

the “plot” and urged them to insert themselves into the work as the “heroes and heroines of a 

morality play within a play.”20  

                                                 
18 Decker and Cisneros, p. 40-41 

19 Ibid., p. 47 

20 David Nasaw, The Chief: The Life of William Randolph Hearst, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
2000), p. 77 
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Part of the New York Journal’s mission was to declare war on “old journalism” – and 

rival Pulitzer – and to promulgate a journalism that “does things.”21 Hawthorne heartily approved 

of this mission in his introduction, praising the Journal for accomplishing what conventional 

diplomatic channels could – or would – not. “There is nothing precipitate about the newspaper’s 

action,” he said, seemingly anticipating criticism. “Fortunately for Evangelina Cisneros, the 

proprietors of the Journal would rather make a good thing real than debate whether or not so 

good a thing as Evangelina’s rescue would be a probable incident.”22  

In his chapter on the rescue of Cisneros, Decker recalled a conversation with an editor 

before he left for Cuba:   

“We have promised the women of this country and England that this girl shall be 
freed by the Journal’s efforts,” said the managing editor, summing up the 
situation. “So far we have been unsuccessful. We must now resort to other 
means.” Turning to me, he said: “I want you to go to Havana, get this girl out of 
the Recojidas and send her to the United States.”23 

In fact, the cause of Evangelina Cisneros was not the first story about a mistreated Cuban 

woman that Hearst had hoped would gain traction. Earlier that year, the Journal had run a three-

column drawing by the illustrator Frederic Remington that depicted a “Cuban girl in a steamer 

stateroom, stripped to the skin, while three brutal and lascivious Spaniards were searching her 

garments for treasonable documents.”24 With the accompanying headline, “Does our Flag Protect 

Women?” the story could hardly have been more provocative.  

                                                 
21 Roggenkamp, p. 94 

22 Decker and Cisneros, p. 19-20 

23 Ibid., p. 62 

24 Abbott, p. 213 
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No sooner had Congress begun looking into the matter than the World produced an 

interview with the alleged victim herself, who said nothing untoward at all had happened, and 

that she had in fact been searched by a “discreet matron in a private room.” According to Abbott, 

Richard Harding Davis, who had written the Journal article, later “pointed out that his copy 

nowhere charged that the search was conducted by men” and that Remington had “averred as the 

story did not say that women were the officials, he was entitled to suppose that men were 

involved.”25  

With the story of Cisneros, the Journal was able play into the same sorts of emotions and 

anxieties, but this time with total control over the story, since the rescue was of its own creation.  

And so it was that Karl Decker, working under the nom de plume Charles Duval, set out to 

mastermind a plan to rescue Cisneros from the “wretched squalor” of her Havana prison and 

squire her back to safety and celebrity in the United States. This would be the second time 

Cisneros was rescued in the course of her ordeal, and the second time her beauty was indicated 

as both cause of her plight and reason for her rescue. 

Beauty, appearance and race are all central components to the story of Evangelina 

Cisneros. Karl Decker, whom Hawthorne clearly holds in very high esteem, is lauded not only 

for his bravery and resourcefulness, but for the fact that he looks the part, too:  

You might pass him in the street without noticing that he was anything more than 
tall and good-looking; but a man must be a great deal besides that before he can 
perform such a feat as that which stands to Karl Decker’s credit…He is, in fact, a 
young American of best and oldest strain, with the Constitution in his backbone 
and the Declaration of Independence in his eyes. In spite of his quietness and 
modesty, his face shows boldness to the verge of rashness, and perhaps a little 
beyond that verge, upon occasion; but tempered with an abiding sense of humor 
and sterling common sense and sanity.26  

                                                 
25 Ibid., p. 214 

26 Hawthorne, in Decker and Cisneros, p. 23-24 
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To Hawthorne, Decker’s appearance affirmed his strength of character, and announced 

his very Americanness. Indeed, in one of the numerous illustrations by Frederic Remington, 

Decker is shown to be an even-featured, broad-shouldered man with a trim moustache and a 

serious look about him.27 This idea of outward appearances matching inward fortitude seems to 

be of particular importance to Hawthorne. He writes at some length about Cisneros’s looks, and 

of his “anxiety” that she would prove less attractive than the Journal had made her out to be: 

I must allege that one anxiety haunted me from the first: I was afraid that 
Evangelina would turn out to be less beautiful than had been alleged. In 
newspaperdom all women are presumed to be beautiful until they have been 
proved ugly; and it seemed to me that precisely because the ideal had been 
realized in all other respects there would be a break at this point, and that our 
heroine would outwardly at least fail to come up to the fairy-tale standard. Such 
was my lack of faith; and I did not deserve, therefore, to be so delightfully 
disappointed. No fairy princess could be more lovely than this fairy-like little 
Cuban maiden; her features have the delicate refinement only given by her race; 
her eyes are liquid darkness, her smile flashes like light, expressions vibrate over 
her vivid face like the play of colors on the humming-bird; her movements are all 
grace and charm. She is a heroine worth daring an army of ogres for, even for her 
own sake.28 

Hawthorne’s message, clearly, is that journalists might reasonably go ahead and bend the 

truth this way and that to make the story fit the mold of the ideal romance, but writing about a 

woman who isn’t truly beautiful would be beyond the pale! 

In Cisneros’s section of the book (the fourth out of five sections), she recalls the day 

trouble first started brewing with Colonel Jose Berriz, who became governor of the Isle of Pines, 

the penal colony where she was living with her political prisoner father: 

The first time I saw him was one morning when I was standing in the doorway 
with Carmen, my sister. Among the political prisoners was a Cuban, who was 
secretary to the new military governor. It was not considered dishonorable for him 
to take that position, for the prisoners must do the best they can. This man’s name 
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was Felix Arias Sagrera….This morning Sagrera passed our little house; in his 
company was a short, ugly, dark, little man with bushy hair and black whiskers on 
his cheeks…As they passed the house he glanced up at me. “Heavens,” I 
exclaimed to Carmen, my sister, “what awful green eyes.” Sagrera came back 
alone in a little while and asked us if we had noticed his companion. “that is 
Berriz,” he said. “Don’t you think he is a beauty?”29  

Right away we are told several important things: Berriz is terribly unattractive, which 

means he is an evil villain, and he has taken notice of Cisneros’ beauty. Her beauty has put her in 

danger: 

The next day Sagrera was back again. “Evangelina,” he said, “you have made a 
conquest. The governor is in love with you already.” “He may keep his love, for 
all of me; the old Green Eyes,” I answered. That same day Berriz passed the 
house on horseback. He looked up at me and said out loud: “There is the prettiest 
little rebel of the war.”30 

Cisneros goes on to recount how, a few days following this encounter, Berriz returned to 

her house and, while her father and sister were away, tried to force himself upon her. She 

screamed and neighbors came rushing over and bound and subdued Berriz: 

Then I hardly know what came to pass; only it seemed that of a sudden men 
poured in through the outer door, through the little window of my room; there 
were shouts and oaths; I heard Carmen crying out for me to come to her; I was 
pushed aside by the crowd of men that swarmed out upon Berriz and, for a 
moment, I knew only that I was saved.31 

After recounting this violent episode, Cisneros asks one of her rescuers, Pablo Superville, 

to recall his impressions of the incident: 

“His sword dangled by his side, and his breast was a mass of military orders and 
decorations, that, together with the gold lacings, and straps and buttons of his 
uniform, made him look as if he had adorned himself for dress parade. He is a big, 
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powerful-looking man, and the mere slip of a girl struggling to free herself from 
his grasp made my blood boil, as I needed no one to tell me what it all meant.”32 

The following morning, two soldiers came and took Cisneros to Recojidas prison in 

Havana. It was here, months later, that Decker and the New York Journal would orchestrate the 

heroic escape that would make her a star and sell record numbers of newspapers. 

In his chapter on the rescue of Cisneros from her Havana prison cell, Decker writes 

extensively about the conditions he found there, and about the “wretches” with whom Cisneros 

was being held: 

The Recojidas itself is past description. No pen could describe the hideous 
squalor, the fearful odors or the querulous cries which came from the lean, half-
clad or wholly naked children wailing in the patio…About the walls of the inner 
court lounged and squatted half a hundred black wretches, their torn and tattered 
dresses draped about them seemingly with no intention of concealing their scarred 
bodies. Many of these blacks were murderesses, convicted of the most villainous 
crimes, and from time to time revolts occurred in which they tore and wounded 
each other in animal-like fashion. Among these wretches Evangelina Cisneros had 
lived for more than a year.33  

Decker describes a prison that was as difficult to infiltrate, as it was filthy: 

A dozen times in half as many hours I passed through this crooked alley trying to 
find the solution of a problem that would not be solved. Recojidas was apparently 
inaccessible; its huge thick walls towered far in the air, topped by a high, thick 
parapet. The only windows to be seen from the alley were about thirty-five feet 
from the ground, and were protected by massive bars.34 

Together with Cisneros, to whom he was able to smuggle several notes, Decker settled on 

a plan of extending a ladder from a house across the alley over to the roof of the prison, and 

sawing down the bars on the window. Cisneros came up with many of the plan’s details on her 

own: 

                                                 
32 Ibid., p. 174 

33 Ibid., p. 66 

34 Ibid., p. 70-71 



 
 

87 
 

Three of you come and stand at the corners. A lighted cigar will be the signal of 
alarm for which I may have to delay, and a white handkerchief will be the agreed 
signal by which I can safely descend. I will only bring with me the necessary 
clothes tied around my waist. This is my plan; let me know if it is convenient.35 

Decker and his two accomplices successfully executed the plan – which could hardly be 

more vividly described (or more Cuban, with the lighted cigar as their signal!) – in the dead of 

night: 

From the point where we reached the roof to the window is perhaps thirty-five or 
forty feet, and we quickly traversed this space, passing as quietly as cats in our 
stockinged feet. As we reached the window we saw Evangelina standing just 
within the window, her face drawn and white from the strain of suspense under 
which she labored…She reached out her hands to us with many little glad cries, 
rippling out in whispered Spanish sentences, terms of endearment and friendship, 
and calling multiplied benedictions down upon our heads for our efforts to save 
her. “It’s easy enough to say be still,” she murmured indignantly. “You haven’t 
been locked up in here for a year.” It was almost impossible to keep her quiet, and 
it was not until Hernandon sternly bade her cease talking that she became silent.36 

Cisneros, once safely in the care of her rescuers, comes across in Decker’s description as 

child-like and emotional. Falling safely from her jail cell into Decker’s waiting arms, she gave “a 

little moan and dropped to the floor” in relief. Despite having survived for a year in prison, and 

despite her instrumental role in hatching the plan that ended up leading to her freedom, Cisneros 

is portrayed for the remainder of the narrative as a sort of naïf, sweetly persevering and 

following the directions of her male guardians, but always one breath away from exposing them 

all to the Spanish authorities.  

Once she is a safe distance away from the prison and bound for the ship that would take 

her to the United States, it is decided that Cisneros must travel under deepest cover – as a man: 

We sauntered along the principal streets of Havana, watching and guarding. The 
greatest fright of the entire occasion occurred as Miss Cisneros came out of the 
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house in which she had been hiding. She was dressed as a young “Marinero,” with 
blue shirt, flowing tie and a large slouch hat. Her hair was plastered under the hat 
with cosmetics. As she stepped out into the street a swift swirl of wind caught the 
hat and whirled it from her head. For a moment our hearts ceased to beat. Every 
man gripped his gun and waited. Quickly she caught the hat from the ground, 
jabbed it down on her head and started off jauntily and nonchalantly down the 
street.37 

Cisneros arrived in New York a few days later and was greeted with parades and much 

fanfare. On October 16 1897, she was feted by thousands at a Journal-sponsored reception at 

Madison Square Garden. British novelist Anthony Pope – whom Hawthorne had speculated 

might have dreamed up a story so dramatic as this – was in attendance, the Journal happily 

reported.38  

Once she arrived safely in New York, the Journal worked to develop two key aspects of 

Cisneros’s character: patriotism and femininity. “Miss Cisneros Renounces Allegiance to Spain,” 

reads the caption beneath a drawing of Cisneros taking an oath, right hand on the bible.39 In an 

article recapping her rescue and celebrating her arrival on American soil, Cisneros is quoted at 

length praising American women and expressing her aspiration to join their ranks: 

I saw the petition to the Queen that those great American ladies sent and a girl 
who knew English read it to me about the Pope and how he tried to save me. Ah, 
the Queen didn’t get me out of prison. I was of her blood, but she cared nothing 
for me, while the American ladies merely out of their kindness, tried to save me. 
‘I would rather be an American lady that such a queen.’40 
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39 New York Journal, October 16, 1897  

40 “Miss Cisneros’s Father Weeps for Joy At His Daughter’s Rescue, While Weyler, Baffled, 
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By October 16th, the Journal was reporting that Cisneros, who had “herself suggested” 

becoming an American citizen, could “hardly wait to go through the formality.” A desk where 

she could sign the papers was quickly set up at the courthouse:  

They hung the office flags above it, put a bunch of flowers next to the inkstand 
and put on it new blotters, pens and pencils, all of which were eagerly fought for 
later as souvenirs. Mr. Loos kept the pen with which she signed the declaration 
and he was the envy of all his colleagues.41  

Cisneros is a bona fide celebrity, her story so laden with meaning that even the objects 

associated with it have become symbolic tokens.  

Already a patriotic American at heart, her citizenship is only a “formality,” a ceremony 

confirming what the Journal had been arguing all along – Evangelina Cisneros is a symbol of and 

for the people.  

In the crowd that said almost as one man, ‘By jove, she is a charming little girl, 
isn’t she?’ were Judge Giegerich, Judge Truax, General Ward…Officer Michael 
Griffin allowed only a privileged few in the offices bureau, and they were indeed 
privileged, for they saw a prettier picture than it could be believed this too modern 
day could produce. They say this pretty little woman, with cheeks aflame and 
eyes alight with excitement and happiness grasp eagerly the Bible as Mr. Loos 
repeated to her the oath and hold one end of a silken American flag thrown over 
shoulder to her lips as she listened to first the clerk and then the interpreter. They 
heard her almost shout as she said ‘Si, Si,’ and then they sighed enviously as she 
kissed the Book, then the flag, then Mrs. Foster and then the flag again. She took 
with a charming grace the flowers presented to her by the clerks, but she would 
not pin them to her corsage until she had seen her certificate signed and stamped 
and had kissed it also.42  

Her patriotism and femininity are linked. Cisneros is the picture of virtue, but with just 

enough sex appeal to make following her story a thrill. The Journal even explicitly remarked 

that, as she “trembled with unusual excitement” while shopping for fashionable new dresses, 
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Miss Cisneros is “as much a woman as she is a Patriot.”43 During her first few days in New 

York, there was an intense focus on chronicling the minutiae of Cisneros’s new life. “How Miss 

Cisneros Spent Yesterday; What She will Do To-Morrow,” read a headline from October 15, 

1897. The article covered Cisneros’s activities from the very moment she awoke in the morning 

in her plush room at the Waldorf: 

‘Preciosa! Lindisimo! Elegantissimo!’ Evangelina Cossio y Cisneros was awake. 
The hour? It was 6:30 a.m. to the second. In a moment her dark eyes had traveled 
over the scene of her surroundings. She jumped from her bed with a little cry of 
joy.44  

The article goes on to report on Cisneros’s excitement over receiving a package at the 

hotel. She is so impatient to see what is inside, she cannot wait until a scissor is located to unseal 

the box: 

‘Oh I cannot wait! I cannot wait! I have not had a package in so long!’ Evangelina 
bent her pretty head and snapped the cord with her firm, white teeth. A dainty 
little gown of muslin and lace and ribbons was disclosed. Her eyes became like 
saucers. Suddenly she picked it up and hugged it to her breast, she fondled the 
ribbons, she caressed the lace, she danced and she giggled. She couldn’t get it on 
fast enough. She was no longer patriot lady – she was just a little girl with a new 
toy.45 

 

A Metafiction 

 

According to Swanberg (1961), the process by which Cisneros was freed from the 

Recojidas was in fact far less hair-raising than the Journal reported. Provided with ample bribes 

by the Journal, the guards were “conscientiously looking the other way,” during the nighttime 
                                                 
43 “Miss Cisneros to Be a U.S. Citizen,” New York Journal, October 15, 1897. 

44 “How Miss Cisneros Spent Yesterday; What She Will Do To-Morrow,” New York Journal, 
October 15, 1897, p. 2 
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escape.46 The bars on the prison windows were sufficiently loose that Decker did not require the 

use of a saw, but could simply pull them apart. In other words, the conditions were such that 

Cisneros might have walked out of the jail with impunity. But of course this would not have 

made for such extraordinary storytelling. “Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer’s needless ‘rescue’ of 

captive Jim at the end of Huckleberry Finn (1850) – itself a spoof on medievalist melodrama – 

inevitably comes to mind,” writes Roggenkamp. “The truths that reporters bent and placed 

within the adventure story framework underscore the extent to which writers used fictional 

elements in creating the Cisneros story.”47   

Hearst sought both a stronger American involvement in Cuba and a sensational story that 

would blast Pulitzer and his other competitors out of the water.48  He predicted to his editorial 

board that running the Cisneros story would “do more to open they eyes of the country” to the 

situation in Cuba than would “a thousand editorials or political speeches.”49 Hearst’s utter 

devotion to the Cisneros story is clearly evidenced by looking at the amount of space the Journal 

devoted to it, in comparison to other New York newspapers. While Hearst allotted 375 columnar 

inches to the story, Pulitzer’s World gave twelve, and The New York Times only ten. Further, 

much of this space in rival newspapers was devoted not to straight coverage of Cisneros, but 

rather to debunking the Journal’s account of the events.50  
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49 James Creelman, On the Great Highway, (Boston: Lothrop, 1901), p. 180 
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The New York World, for the most part, paid only passing attention to the Evangelina 

Cisneros story – a paragraph here and there within larger pieces devoted to the political tensions 

brewing over Spain’s control of Cuba. The World’s most extensive coverage of Cisneros 

appeared in the October 14, 1897 issue, albeit buried on page twelve. “Miss Cisneros on Free 

Soil,” the headline read. “From a Hard Cot in Prison to a Bed at the Waldorf.” The article makes 

no mention at all of the Journal or of the role of Karl Decker: 

It was on the night of Wednesday last that Evangelina Cisneros escaped. Gold did 
it. The Spanish could not withstand its glitter. It oiled the palms of turnkeys and 
guards, of officers and civilians. Miss Cisneros’s friends had it aplenty. And so 
she got out of her cell while her jailers looked the other way.51 

Obviously, the “friends” referred to here are Hearst, Decker and the rest of the Journal. 

The point is clear: this was no heroic feat, this was a simple pay-off.  

The World article primarily focuses on Cisneros’s journey by ship into New York harbor, 

rather than on her deliverance from prison. Indeed, the word “rescue” is never used. The World 

instead refers repeatedly to her “escape” from Havana while in disguise. “It was in the disguise 

of a man that this young girl escaped, and alone. There was no strong man by her side, no 

woman to give her sympathy and comfort.”52 The focus is on the failure of the Cuban police 

detectives who were in charge of patrolling the ship as it sat in Havana’s harbor to realize that 

Cisneros was on board. Like the guards at the prison, they were easily bribed: 

But it was very pleasant down in the cabin, particularly as someone had brought 
out a fat bottle of fine old cognac. So they all had a drink to Weyler and success 
to the Spanish arms and then another and another. Then the Chief of Police came 
back and they all had to have another sip of that cognac. Really, it was very 
good.53 
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The World seemed to mostly do away with the carefully crafted romantic details of the 

Journal’s reporting, focusing instead on the buffoonery of the Spanish officials, and using a 

conversational, almost snarky, tone. While it celebrated Cisneros’s will to survive and her arrival 

in New York, the dramatic rescue – and the dashing rescuer – were nowhere to be found.  

The romantic elements of the Journal’s storytelling, Roggenkamp has argued, are what 

made the supposed facts understandable and somehow more relatable, yet still as thrilling as any 

novel. The Journal’s heavy reliance on literary tropes served to amplify the story’s emotional 

power and political impact: 

Simultaneously and paradoxically, the framing of the story with fictional elements 
reinforced not the adequacy or importance of literature but the triumph of the real 
over the imaginary. Here was the stuff of real life, looking an awful lot like the 
stuff of imagination – yet readers could not forget it was real, or so the Journal 
said, and thus even more impressive than romance.54 

In the story of Evangelina Cisneros’s captivity and rescue the Journal created a 

metafiction: Cisneros was linked quite explicitly with the captivity narrative, a genre that was 

continuing to flourish at the time not only in the traditional first-person narrative, but also in 

popular works of fiction.  

Indeed, by the late nineteenth century, captivity fiction was nothing new. The first 

captivity novel, The History of Maria Kittle by Ann Eliza Bleeker, was published a century 

earlier, in 1797. This epistolary novel, written in the form of a series of letters to Miss Susan Ten 

Eyck, was peppered with vivid and quite gory scenes of savage Indians inflicting horrific 

violence on white settlers: 

An Indian, hideously painted, strode ferociously up to Comelia…and cleft her 
white forehead deeply with his tomahawk. Her fine azure eyes just opened, and 
then suddenly closing forever, she tumbled lifeless at his feet. His sanguinary soul 
was not yet satisfied with blood; he deformed her body with deep gashes; and, 
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tearing her unborn babe away, dashed it to pieces against the stone wall; with 
many additional circumstances of infernal cruelty.55 

Dated December 1779, the letters describe the captivity of Maria, born in 1721, and her 

brother, Henry. Writing in 1797, Bleeker has situated her victims in a past that already seemed a 

more wild and feral memory. Taken from their home to a western wilderness, Maria and Henry 

were soon forced into a savage-like state themselves: 

Arriving at Lake Champlain, they raised a wigwam on the bank, expecting the 
coming of Indians from the opposite shore to carry them over. Here our 
unfortunate captives were stript [sic] of their habits, already rent to pieces by 
briars, and attired each with remnants of old blankets. In this new dress Mrs. 
Kittle ventured to expostulate with the savages, but it was talking to the stormy 
ocean; her complaints served only to divert them; so retiring among the bushes, 
she adjusted her coarse dress somewhat decently, and then seating herself silently 
under a spreading tree, indulged herself in the luxury of sorrow.56 

Bleeker “delights in gruesomeness,”57 and in what she has called “the luxury of sorrow.” 

She has expressed many of the classic components of the Indian captivity narrative – the anxiety 

of life on the edge of civilization, the savagery of the Indians, and finally, the restoration to one’s 

former life – within the stylistic parameters of her time, the eighteenth century novel of 

sensibility.58  

Over the course of the ensuing century, many more tales of captivity continued to span 

the full spectrum from autobiographical narrative to novel, with the majority falling somewhere 

in between. These stories appeared in pamphlet, ballad, book and newspaper form. From 
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religious confessional to visceral thriller,59 the stories articulated something of the anxiety and 

thrill of the frontier, and of the unique sort of horror of being caught in a world that was not your 

own. 

The story of Evangelina Cisneros, then, constitutes a nineteenth century equivalent: a 

captivity narrative that articulated the cult of the frontier within the stylistic parameters of its 

time. By the close of the nineteenth century, the formula of captivity and redemption that is so 

central to the captivity narrative began appearing frequently within the context of the romantic 

literature that was currently in vogue.60  

In this way the tale of Evangelina Cisneros gained a kind of power in legitimacy: Here 

was a story that was easy to digest and to care about, because, ultimately, it was a well-crafted 

version of a story that was already well established and familiar. It filled a space that had been 

carved out long ago. The saga of Decker and Cisneros is an important nineteenth century 

iteration of an archetypal American narrative, one that serves to connect the original Indian 

narratives of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as well as the more fictionalized versions 

such as Maria Kittle, with the contemporary kidnapping stories – both real and fictional –  that 

play such a prominent role in our news and entertainment today.  
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The Closing of the Frontier 

 

In 1893, just four years before Cisneros was rescued, Frederick Jackson Turner published 

his famous Frontier Thesis, in which he argued that the great Western frontier, so fundamental to 

the United States’ economic development and sense of national identity, had officially closed: 

In a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for 1890 appear these 
significant words: “Up to and including 1880 the country had a frontier of 
settlement, but at present the unsettled area has been so broken into by isolated 
bodies of settlement that there can hardly be said to be a frontier line. In the 
discussion of its extent, its westward movement, etc., it can not, therefore, any 
longer have a place in the census reports.” This brief official statement marks the 
closing of a great historic movement. Up to our own day American history has 
been in a large degree the history of the colonization of the Great West. The 
existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of 
American settlement westward, explain American development.61 

The crux of Turner’s argument is that, with each push westward, a new frontier was born, 

and with it a renewed cycle of development. This continually recurring process of expansion and 

evolution has been the distinguishing feature of American life:  

This perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expansion westward 
with its new opportunities, its continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive 
society, furnish the forces dominating American character. The true point of view 
in the history of this nation is not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great West.62 

The constant emergence of a new, further frontier has defined the American sense of 

progress and purpose. Frank Norris, the nineteenth century novelist, penned an essay entitled 

“The Frontier Gone at Last,” (1902) in which he wrote of the idea of the frontier in the American 

(and stretching much further back, Anglo-Saxon) imagination:  
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Until the day when the first United States marine landed in China we had always 
imagined that out yonder somewhere in the West was the borderland where 
civilization disintegrated and merged into the untamed. Our skirmish-line was 
there, our posts that scouted and scrimmaged with the wilderness, a thousand 
miles in advance of the steady march of civilization. And the Frontier has become 
so much an integral part of our conception of things that it will be long before we 
shall all understand that it is gone. We liked the Frontier; it was romance, the 
place of the poetry of the Great March, the firing-line where there was action and 
fighting, and where men held each other's lives in the crook of the forefinger. 
Those who had gone out came back with tremendous tales, and those that stayed 
behind made up other and even more tremendous tales.63 

With the frontier now officially closed, Americans would need to find new territories in 

which to live out their Wild West dreams, Norris reasoned:  

To-day we are the same race, with the same impulse, the same power and, 
because there is no longer a Frontier to absorb our overplus of energy, because 
there is no longer a wilderness to conquer and because we still must march, still 
must conquer, we remember the old days when our ancestors before us found the 
outlet for their activity checked and, rebounding, turned their faces Eastward, and 
went down to invade the Old World. So we. No sooner have we found that our 
path to the Westward has ended than, reacting Eastward, we are at the Old World 
again, marching against it, invading it, devoting our overplus of energy to its 
subjugation.64 

Cuba, struggling to break free from Spain, fit the bill perfectly in this regard. In rescuing 

the beautiful, petite and fair-skinned Evangelina Cisneros from her wretched Havana prison, the 

Journal was carrying on an age-old mission. Every effort was made to show how admirable, yet 

relatable, Cisneros was. The message was that here was a young woman who was practically 

American, for all intents and purposes. How could she be left to languish in a prison filled with 
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“half a hundred black wretches?”65 Cisneros was consciously crafted into a symbol of a Cuban 

people who were being threatened by an outside, menacing force.  

It is worth noting that the illustrator Frederic Remington – renowned for his depictions of 

the American frontier, and in particular of cowboys, the U.S. Cavalry and American Indian life – 

was hired by Hearst to serve as a war correspondent in Cuba during the Spanish-American war. 

From his post in Havana, Remington provided the illustrations for the Cisneros saga as it 

unfolded in the Journal, as well as in the book that followed. That Remington, an artist so 

closely associated with the Western Frontier, was able to transition smoothly from his depictions 

of cowboys and Indians to the sinister villains, swashbuckling heroes and angelic maiden 

Cisneros, is indicative of the tremendous influence of the frontier ethos on this story. 

Like the frontier itself, constantly evolving and repeating its own cycle of struggle and 

rebirth, the captivity narrative offers its own cycle of repetition. Slotkin (1973) has argued: 

On the whole, the development of narrative literature in the first two hundred and 
fifty years of American history is one of the best guides to the process by which 
the problems and preoccupations of the colonists became transformed into 
‘visions which compel belief’ in a civilization called American. Repetition is the 
essence of this process. Certain instances of experience consistently recurred in 
each colony over many generations; translated into literature, these experiences 
became stories which recurred in the press with rhythmic persistence. At first 
such repetition was the result of real recurrence of the experiences…Once in 
literary form, the experience became available as a vehicle for justifying 
philosophical and moral values which may have been extrinsic to the initial 
experience but which preoccupied the minds of the reading public.66 

While the captivity narrative was initially repetitive in that the act of Indians kidnapping 

white settlers was fairly commonplace, it was the narrative’s viability as a vehicle for both 

religious and commercial endeavors that ensured its repetition for centuries to come. The 
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captive, notes historian Melani McAlister, embodied a people threatened from the outside. An 

ordinary, innocent individual – often a woman – the captive “confronted dangers and upheld her 

faith; in so doing, she became a symbol, representing the nation’s virtuous identity to itself.”67 

Once the conventions of the genre were well enough established, they became a sort of cultural 

shorthand between writer and audience, a “set of tacit assumptions on the nature of human 

experience, on human and divine motivations, on moral values, and on the nature of reality.”68 

 

Eerily Similar: The Story of Jessica Lynch 

 

In the spring of 2003, more than a century later, a hauntingly similar story began 

unfolding in the pages of the Washington Post. Pfc. Jessica Lynch, a nineteen-year-old Army 

supply clerk from Palestine, West Virginia, severely injured and laid up in an Iraqi hospital after 

her convoy was involved in an accident that killed her fellow soldiers, was rescued by Navy 

SEALS. The whole operation was perfectly staged and captured on video. Lynch instantly 

became a symbol of the war, and even patriotism itself, as her story was picked up by 

newspapers, magazines and TV news programs across the country. Like Cisneros more than a 

century earlier, Lynch – through the story of her captivity and rescue – came to embody a larger 

set of ideas about virtue, femininity and American ideals.  

On April 13, twelve days after Lynch was plucked from an Iraqi hospital near Nasiriya 

and airlifted to safety by Navy SEALS, the front-page of the Cleveland Plain Dealer rang out: 

For many Americans, and certainly in this part of the country, the face of Gulf 
War II will forever be the smiling young woman under the camo-colored Army 
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cap against the background of an American flag. It belongs to rescued POW 
Jessica Lynch. It’s the face of a hero, America’s hero, folks around here say.69 

The image of Jessica Lynch in her military cap, lying on the stretcher and being pulled 

into the helicopter, is a complex picture of American cultural phenomena and journalistic 

convention coming together under the rubric of one young woman. To untangle the story – the 

myth – of Jessica Lynch, is to attempt to extricate deeply held notions of gender, virtue and 

nationhood from what rapidly escalated into a media sensation. Like Evangelina Cisneros a 

century before her, Jessica Lynch became symbolic of heroism, patriotism and femininity all at 

once. And, as in the case of Cisneros, the political significance of Lynch was noticed and seized 

upon right away. 

The Jessica Lynch news event began on April 1, the evening of her rescue from Saddam 

Hospital, when the image of a frail, grateful Lynch, her injured limbs draped in an American 

flag, began flooding the 24-hour news networks. In the midst of what had become increasingly 

negative and muddled coverage of the war, with the pundits and talking heads questioning 

whether the American forces had underestimated the numbers and stamina of the Iraqi soldiers, 

Lynch’s image appeared like a mirage in the desert. Here was a story out of Iraq that was 

heartening and hopeful. According to Christopher Hanson, contributing editor to the Columbia 

Journalism Review, the story offered journalists – and the public, a welcome respite from weeks 

of frustrating war coverage:  

As the Lynch rescue story broke, the press was preoccupied with such questions 
as, Where is Saddam? Where are his weapons of mass destruction? And why 
didn’t our generals anticipate guerrilla-style Iraqi attacks? But Jessica, the plucky 
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supply clerk, drew attention away from those disturbing matters as news media 
instantly elevated her to the status of cultural icon.70  

By April 2, the story of Jessica Lynch and the bravery and skill of the men who had 

rescued her was on front pages across the country. The press was off to the races, often letting 

journalistic standards fall by the wayside for the sake of capturing a great – and familiar – story. 

The early versions of the Lynch story described both her capture and rescue in the most dramatic 

of terms, using emotional language that is evocative of the New York Journal’s account of the 

rescue of Evangelina Cisneros.  

On April 3, a front-page story in the Washington Post entitled “She Was Fighting to the 

Death” attempted a rendering of the events without the use of any named sources, American or 

Iraqi, with the lone exception of Pentagon spokeswoman Victoria Clark, who is quoted as saying 

that Lynch was “in good spirits and being treated for her injuries.”71   

Though the Post was self-conscious enough about the lack of sources to include a sort of 

warning message in the fourth paragraph (“Several officials cautioned that the precise sequence 

of events is still being determined…Pentagon officials said they had heard “rumors” of Lynch’s 

heroics but has no confirmation.”), they nonetheless made the decision to use a piece of the most 

tenuous information – regarding the events leading up to Lynch’s capture – in the headline. The 

article starts off with a bang, so to speak: “Pfc. Jessica Lynch, rescued Tuesday from an Iraqi 

hospital, fought fiercely and shot several enemy soldiers after Iraqi forces ambushed the Army’s 
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507th Ordnance Maintenance Company, firing her weapon until she ran out of ammunition, U.S. 

officials said yesterday.”72  

In the convention of news writing, where it is assumed that most readers will not proceed 

further than the headline and opening paragraph or two, the most pertinent information is placed 

at the very the beginning. And so it is significant that The Washington Post places its caveat 

where it does. Clearly, the lack of corroborating sources is not what the reporters wanted readers 

to take away with them. Rather, it was the dramatic and uplifting story of a young girl from West 

Virginia who Beat The Odds.73 

The Washington Post’s front-page story, along with a follow-up story on the subsequent 

day’s front page that focused on the heroics of Mohammed Rehaif, the Iraqi man who risked his 

own life and that of his family in order to inform U.S. troops of Lynch’s location, “appear to 

have been the genesis of a spate of stories that accepted the Post sequence of events.”74 In fact, it 

seems that even after updated reports were released disputing that Lynch had fired her weapon or 

had been shot herself, many news organizations continued to choose the more cinematic, but 

significantly less well-sourced, (and now outdated) take on the events.  

Case in point is the April 14, 2003 issue of Newsweek, which ran a photograph of Lynch 

on its cover along with the headline “Jessica’s Liberation.” The article quotes the commander of 

the hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, where Lynch was treated, as stating, “She was not stabbed; 

she was not shot.” Then, in the next sentence, the magazine refutes that statement, citing Lynch 

family spokesman Dan Little’s declaration that Jessica’s “wounds were ‘consistent with low 
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velocity small arms.’” The article continues with several paragraphs of speculation about what 

might have happened to Lynch, positing that the “unpleasant implication was that she might have 

been shot after she’d been captured, rather than wounded in combat.” The underlying story here 

is, like the ferocious, murderous and unrepentant Indians in Maria Kittle, Iraqis are savage and 

‘other.’ 

During the ensuing weeks, it became clear that many news outlets were very much 

invested in a theatrical, mythic version of the events. And though the Washington Post published 

an article on April 15 refuting many of the details of its own account of April 3, this new 

information did not seem to stick in the same way as the earlier story. The article, which called 

into question the necessity of the American forces’ “dramatic rescue” of Lynch from a hospital 

which was later revealed to be occupied only by doctors and patients and with no Iraqi military 

presence, was not placed on the front page, as the original account had been. It was buried on 

page A17.75 

Young, blonde and slight, Lynch was the ideal embodiment of the female war heroine – a 

survivor who nonetheless needed rescuing. Nearly all of the numerous accounts of her rescue 

paint her in innocent, child-like terms. The Newsweek article begins, “She was hiding in her bed 

just after midnight when the Special Ops team found her, in a room in the first floor of Saddam 

Hospital in Nasiriya. A soldier called her name and without answering, she peeked out from 

under the sheets.” The article later continues, “As her chopper took off, she grabbed the hand of 

the army doctor and pleaded, ‘Don’t let anybody leave me.’”76  
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With two broken legs, where else would Lynch have been found, if not in her bed? Was 

she “hiding” or merely immobilized? Whether her face was indeed beneath the sheets or not, the 

gist is clear. The underlying crux of the story is that Lynch may have survived, but she really 

shouldn’t have been there in the first place. The article goes on to refer to President Bush’s 

paternal concerns over the fate of female soldiers in Iraq: “The possibility of mistreatment had 

been very much on the mind of President Bush, who, according to a senior administration 

official, had frequently raised concerns about American women’s falling into Iraqi hands.”77  

First and foremost, Lynch is a woman, her honor vulnerable to violation by the enemy. 

As with Cisneros, Lynch is simultaneously honored as a hero, fretted over as a victim, and 

condescended to like a child. Even her bravery is feminized.78 The Washington Post’s seminal 

article of April 3 quotes Kansas Senator Pat Roberts’ exclamation, “Talk about spunk! She just 

persevered. It takes that and a tremendous faith that your country is going to come get you.” It 

seems doubtful indeed that a male POW would ever be described with such language.  

Cisneros was described in similarly childlike terms. Like Lynch, she became, for a time, 

America’s Sweetheart. She wasn’t so much admired for her bravery or stoicism as she was 

adored for her pluck and overall girlish charm. Recall Decker’s description of her journey to the 

ship that would take her to America, dressed in drag: “Quickly she caught the hat from the 

ground, jabbed it down on her head and started off jauntily and nonchalantly down the street.”79 

Like Cisneros dressed as a sailor, there is a frisson of sexual ambiguity associated with the petite 

Lynch all dressed in camo, her feminine vulnerability draped in the clothing of masculine daring. 
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Lynch, Cisneros and the Populist Glint of the Frontier Ethos 

 

Both the Cisneros and Lynch stories reflect a Western frontier ethos, each with a heavy 

dusting of populist rhetoric. Appearing on NBC’s Meet the Press on March 16, 2003, Vice 

President Dick Cheney responded to criticism of President George W. Bush’s “cowboy” 

mentality: 

I look at President Bush and I see…his setting a whole new standard about how 
we’re going to deal with terrorist-sponsoring states. In the past, many of our 
friends in Europe and elsewhere around the world, when they see a state that’s 
sponsored terror, frankly was willing to look the other way, not to hold them 
accountable for the fact that they were providing sanctuary for people who were 
out there in the world doing evil things. After we got hit on 9/11 the President 
said no more and enunciated the Bush doctrine that we will hold states that 
sponsor terror, that provide sanctuary for terrorists to account, that they will be 
treated as guilty as the terrorists themselves of whatever acts are committed from 
bases on that soil. That’s a brand- new departure. We’ve never done that before. It 
makes some people very uncomfortable, but it’s absolutely essential…for ending 
the terrorist threat that the United States has been forced to deal with over the 
years. So the notion that the president is a cowboy—I don’t know, as a Westerner, 
I think that’s not necessarily a bad idea. I think the fact of the matter is he cuts to 
the chase. He is very direct and I find that very refreshing.80 

Two years earlier, just days after the attacks of September 11th, President Bush had 

employed cowboy rhetoric quite extensively. Of the terrorists, he declared, “We’re going to 

smoke ‘em out of their caves.”81 And, even more explicitly, “I want justice. And there’s an old 

poster out West…I recall, that said, ‘Wanted, Dead or Alive.’”82  
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As described by Cheney, the Bush Doctrine may be seen as akin to Hearst’s “journalism 

that acts,” in that both expressed a sort of frontier ethos that held to a belief in a diametrically 

opposed good and evil; advocated swift, decisive and often vigilante-style action; and scorned 

excessive intellectualism, adherence to protocol or attention to nuance. Abbott, explaining 

Hearst’s devotion to the Cisneros story, wrote: 

What Hearst really saw was a chance to fill his columns with the same sort of 
fighting news that had characterized them during the Bryan campaign. But more. 
The opportunity was offered to aid a comparatively few men struggling to throw 
off the yoke of one of those ‘effete monarchies of Europe’ which had long 
aroused his hostility.83 

Jessica Lynch, for her part, appeared before the House Committee on Oversight and 

Government Reform in 2007, testifying that the “story of the little girl Rambo from the hills who 

went down fighting” was untrue. “I am still confused as to why they chose to lie and tried to 

make me a legend when the real heroics of my fellow soldiers that day were, in fact, legendary,” 

she said.84
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Chapter Five:  Threatened Innocents and Right Wing Populism 

 

It has been our fate as a nation not to have ideologies but to be one. 

       —Richard Hofstadter1 

 In a previous chapter, we saw the breathless coverage of the Elizabeth Smart story, and 

the way in which that story grew out of a centuries-old tradition of North American captivity 

narratives. In this chapter, I will show how this narrative history has been married to an evolving 

populist strain in American politics to create a storyline that is deeply entrenched in the 

American psyche and that has come to play in important role in our civic life and national 

discourse.  

 

The Conservative Capture of Populist Rhetoric 

 

 Paula Fass has written that well-publicized child abductions often become a means for 

defining the critical social issues of a particular cultural moment. Changes in how these crimes 

have been portrayed provide us with a valuable gauge of who we are and how we have changed 

– or not changed – over the years.2 In the telling and retelling of narratives about marauders close 

to home, we confirm our basic commitment to family and we reiterate the need for law and 

order, rules, standards and moral values.  

                                                 
1 Richard Hofstadter, quoted in Michael Kazin, “The Right’s Unsung Prophets,” The Nation, 
February 20, 1989, p. 242 

2 Paula Fass, Kidnapped: Child Abduction in America, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997), p. 257 
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 While concern for children is of course nothing new – Zelizer notes that the 

“sacralization” of childhood began in the 19th century3 – the issue’s success in the social 

problems marketplace did not begin in earnest until about forty years ago. The early 1960s 

brought claims about battered-child syndrome, followed by runaways and Halloween sadism. In 

the 1970s, claimsmaking turned toward sexual abuse, child pornography and child snatching.  

 But the 1980s is really when serious and prolonged media attention became focused on 

the phenomenon of children kidnapped and abused by strangers. It marks the start of a powerful 

wave of media coverage and public concern, and the beginning of the classification of missing 

children as a leading social problem.4 By the mid-80s, images of missing children could be found 

on grocery bags and milk cartons across the country.  

It was around this time that the Republican Party completed a decades-long process that 

historian Michael Kazin has called “the conservative capture” of populist rhetoric: 

[Conservatives] learned to harness the same mass resentments (against federal 
power, left-wing movements, the counterculture, and the black poor) for which 
George Wallace had spoken but was unable to ride to victory. The Grand Old 
Party turned itself into a counter-elite and a welcome home for white refugees 
from the liberal crack-up. As Liberalism crumbled, astute minds in the party 
recognized that the defense of middle class values – diligent toil, moral piety, 
self-governing communities – could now bridge the gaps of income and 
occupation that the GOP had been unable to cross since the Great Depression.5 
  
With this new focus on values, working and middle class populism became almost 

wholly divorced from the issues of wealth and economics. What the conservative capture of 

                                                 
3 Viviana Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child, (New York: Basic Books, 1985), p. 54 

4 Joel Best, Threatened Children: Rhetoric and Concern About Child-Victims, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 17 

5 Michael Kazin, The Populist Persuasion: An American History, (New York: Cornell University 
Press, 1998), p. 245-46. 
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populism did, then, was to fashion an ideology that placated and gave voice to the hostilities of 

what Richard Nixon termed the “silent majority” of Americans.6  

Populism is the basic idiom of American culture. It is to ideology what tales of 

Threatened Innocents are to narrative; there’s no need for an explanation, we all just get it. 

Indeed, the power of these stories is that they have – and this is particularly true in the last 

several decades – yoked together the fundamental American narrative to the fundamental 

American rhetoric. Thus, stories of Threatened Innocents communicate with us on a basic and 

intuitive level. Stories of Threatened Innocents represent a perfect storm of story and style. The 

result is a powerful discourse whose effects are profound and surprisingly far-reaching.  

It would be difficult to overstate the centrality of populism and populist rhetoric in 

American culture and politics. While Populism (with a capital P) originally referred to the late 

nineteenth century reform movement, in the decades since, “small p” populism has come to 

signify not a formal political party, but a particular style of public communication. From the 

beginning, this was a flexible mode of persuasion with dual but related strains of vision: The first 

was a religious and moralistic impulse stemming from the Protestant Reformation, bolstered by 

several “great awakenings” and the creation of new churches, all with the shared belief in the 

idea of a personal God unmediated by spiritual authority; the second, Enlightenment’s secular 

faith in the rationality of ordinary people.7 We have seen this unwavering belief in God and in 

the competency and goodness of the American people in the creation of the Elizabeth Smart 

story. In fact, these core beliefs lie at the crux of the entire Threatened Innocents genre.  

 

                                                 
6 Richard Nixon, November 3, 1969, accessed November 14, 2013, 
http://watergate.info/1969/11/03/nixons-silent-majority-speech.html 

7 Kazin, Populist Persuasion, p. 10 
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With a Capital P: The Roots of Populism 

 

In the last decade of the 19th century, the formation and remarkable growth of the 

Populist Party became the largest political insurgence in American history. Challenging the two-

party system, the Populist Party’s platform offered a bold reform program, including government 

ownership of railroads and opposition to the gold standard. Although it seemed to many on the 

East coast that Populism came out of nowhere, Ronald Formisano has argued that it was, in both 

style and substance, many decades in the making:  

Since at least the early nineteenth century, populism has been a central element 
of, if not the dominant theme of, the political culture of the United States. Since 
the 1820s and 1830s, when electoral politics became permeated with an 
egalitarian ethos, even candidates for office born on plantations have preferred to 
present themselves to the electorate as born in rude log cabins and have played 
upon their ties to and sympathies for the common man.8 

The kind of rural, agrarian anger and resentment that fueled the rise of the Populist Party 

had been brewing ever since the economic changes of post-Civil War America began to take 

shape. With the rise of big business and rapid industrial expansion, the nation had undergone 

what was perhaps its most fundamental transformation. Farming families in rural areas of the 

South and West, long isolated physically and culturally, soon found themselves connected in 

new and not always welcome ways as the railroads expanded into remote corners of the country.9  

Wolfgang Schivelbusch has argued that the advent of rail travel in the nineteenth century 

(in the case of his study, in Europe), proved profoundly disorienting: 

‘Annihilation of space and time’ was the early-nineteenth-century characterization 
of the effect of railroad travel. The concept was based on the speed that the new 

                                                 
8 Ronald Formisano, For The People: American Populist Movements from the Revolution to the 
1850s, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), p. 3 
 
9 William F. Holmes, American Populism, (Massachusetts: DC Heath and Co, 1994) p. xiii 
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means of transport was able to achieve. A given spatial distance, traditionally 
covered in a fixed amount of travel time, could suddenly be dealt with in a 
fraction of that time; to put it another way, the same amount of time permitted one 
to cover the old spatial distance many times over.10 
  

 Trains could now cover distances at roughly one-third the rate of stage -coaches, 

encouraging the disconcerting feeling that the space between points had suddenly been shrunk or 

destroyed. At the same time, railroads across Europe and North America were opening up rural 

areas once isolated from the cultural centers of the metropolis. Thus, the impact of the arrival of 

railroads encompassed two sides of the same process, simultaneously expanding accessibility of 

rural lands and destroying the space between destinations. Heinrich Heine, writing in France in 

1843, called the beginning of rail travel a “providential event,” comparable to gunpowder and the 

printing press, “which swings mankind in a new direction, and changes the color and shape of 

life.”11  

But perhaps the most tangible changes brought about by the expansion of the railroads 

were economic: complex market relations between commodities dealers, merchants and the 

railroads meant the advent of a new sort of commercial agricultural system. Soon a number of 

agricultural groups sprang up to support the many farmers who had lost their lands and been 

forced into working as laborers and tenants due to these upheavals in the agrarian markets. 

Populism drew much of its ideology and much of its core membership from these existing 

groups, such as the Farmers’ Mutual Benefit Association and the Patrons of Husbandry.12   

                                                 
10 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization and Perception of Time 
and Space, (California: University of California Press, 1987), p. 33 

11 Heinrich Heine, “Lutezia,” in Schivelbusch, p. 37 

12 Holmes, p. xiv 
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Populism was a movement of the West and South. But historian the James Turner argued 

that no one has yet plausibly explained why, within a given geographic region, some people 

voted Populist and others continued to vote Democratic. Focusing on Texas, Turner found that 

the People’s Party had the strongest hold in those counties that were more rural and less 

developed than those in which the Democrats maintained their dominance. “One suspects,” he 

writes, “that in Texas, as elsewhere, Populism prospered outside of the social and economic 

mainstream.”13 The Populist regions tended to be more sparsely serviced by the railroad; 

consequently they were less integrated into the cotton economy, and tended toward a greater 

degree of economic self-sufficiency.14  

Turner did not find that the Populists were necessarily poorer than their Democratic 

neighbors. In fact, his research suggests that in many counties the Populists may have been better 

off economically than the Democrats.15 But, geographically and socially, they did seem to live 

“on the outskirts” of Texas. Perhaps more than any other factor, isolation shaped the flowering of 

the Populist Party: 

Isolation meant, among other things, rather limited contact with other human 
beings. Populism appealed to farm families starved for social life – thus the camp-
meeting political rallies, the picnics, the incessant fraternizing that characterized 
it…Populism resulted specifically from the ‘ending of the frontier’ – not in 
[Frederick Jackson] Turner’s sense of the drying up of free land, but in a wider 
sense of the curtailment of social isolation.16 
 

                                                 
13 James Turner, “Understanding the Populists,” in American Populism, William F. Holmes, ed., 
p. 48 

14 Ibid., p. 48 

15 Ibid., p. 49 

16 Ibid., p. 49-52 
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 As small towns across the nation became more closely linked to each other and to large 

cities, national chain stores began to spring up, and mail-order catalogs and mass-circulation 

magazines brought a taste of the cosmopolitan life to rural citizens accustomed to fewer choices 

and a more prescribed way of life. The counties that went Populist were disproportionately those 

that remained on the fringe of this expansion of metropolitan culture. “Tantalizing tastes of the 

wider culture they certainly had; real participation they did not.”17 On the whole, these people 

maintained their distance from the cultural sea change, even as the economic upheaval that went 

with it provided the initial impetus for the forming of the People’s Party. 

While he has been widely critiqued in recent years,18 the historian John D. Hicks, one of 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s most well-known students, offered another geo-cultural explanation 

for the rise of Populism that laid important groundwork for the study of the Populist Party. 

Heavily influenced by Turner’s Frontier Thesis,19 Hicks accounted for the rise of Populism in the 

western plains as a response to the closing of the frontier:   

Flight to a new frontier could no longer avail, for the era of free lands was over. 
The various agrarian movements, particularly the [Farmers’] Alliance and the 
Populist revolts, were but the inevitable attempts of a bewildered people to find 
relief from a state of economic distress made certain by the unprecedented size 
and suddenness of their assault upon the West and by the finality with which they 
had conquered it.20 

                                                 
17 Ibid., p. 52 

18 See especially Charles Postel, The Populist Vision, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009)  
 
19 Historian Frederick Jackson Turner wrote an essay, “The Significance of the Frontier in 
American History,” in which he argued that American democracy was formed by the frontier, 
and by the process of continually moving the frontier line further and further west. As available 
land in the West dried up, Turner speculated that this closing of the frontier would change 
something essential about the American character. 

20 John D. Hicks, The Populist Revolt: A History of the Farmer’s Alliance and the People’s 
Party, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1931, Second Ed. 1955), p. 2. 
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 Hicks contended that the building of the trans-continental railroad, pushed forward with 

“unseemly haste,” played a pivotal role in the changes that brought about Populism: 

Never deliberate, the advance of the frontier now became a headlong rush. It took 
a century and a half for the frontier to reach the Appalachians; it took a good half-
century for it to move from the Appalachians to the Mississippi, even though in 
this second West the rivers generally solved the problem of transportation by 
flowing the right way; but it took only another half century to annihilate the 
frontier altogether, in spite of the vast mountain and desert spaces that blocked the 
way in the trans-Mississippi West.21 
 

 This rapid movement of people and infrastructure from east to west was accompanied by 

the rapid westward migration of capital, as well. Yet the vast majority of this capital was not 

brought by the overwhelmingly impoverished pioneers. Millions of dollars of outside capital was 

necessary to settle the new lands and allow these settlers to succeed. In the prosperous years of 

the 1880s, most of this outpouring of capital came from eastern investors. 

 Charles Postel, in his recent book The Populist Vision, has challenged the entire 

“Turnerian historical scheme,” in which the primitive frontier formed the wellspring of 

America’s democratic ethos, and the Populists were “but one step from those frontier 

beginnings.” Since Turner’s time, Postel contends, the word “‘traditional’ and similar adjectives 

have replaced the word primitive, but the essential narrative endures.” What has changed 

dramatically, he writes, is the “assessment of what the ‘primitive’ or ‘traditional’ in Populism 

signified. Was it a source of good or potential evil? Was it a motor of progress or opposition to 

progress?”22  

 In Postel’s view, it is both overly simplistic and historically inaccurate to understand the 

Populist movement as anti-intellectual or anti-modern: 
                                                 
21 Ibid. 

22 Charles Postel, The Populist Vision, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
p. 6 



 
 

115 
 

The men and women of the Populist movement were modern people. The term 
modern does not mean “good.” Nor is it a value judgment across the political 
spectrum from right to left. Moreover, to say that the Populists were modern does 
not imply that they were more modern than, say, their Republican or Democratic 
opponents. Nor does it imply that all rural people shared the Populists’ modern 
sensibility. On the contrary, the Populists understood that the transformations they 
sought required the uprooting of rural ignorance, inertia, and force of habit. 
Across much of America’s rural territory, Populism formed a unique social 
movement that represented a distinctly modern impulse.23 
 

 Postel paints a vision of a Populist Party that is much more sophisticated and dynamic 

than the Turnerian view allowed. He contends that it is not especially meaningful to evaluate the 

Populists through a contemporary lens of what is progressive or reactionary thinking. Arguing 

that the Populists embraced the notion of progress, and used it as a weapon of reform to fight the 

inequities arising out of rapid commercial development, he cites the railroad as an example: 

[Before] the Civil War the railroad represented unimagined progress, but by the 
late 1880s and 1890s it increasingly symbolized abusive economic power. This 
shift, however, must be qualified. For the Populists, the railroad rarely symbolized 
the destructive machine, the nature-devouring octopus. The concepts that linked 
railroads to unimagined progress continued to fire their imaginations. They were 
convinced that with new laws and regulations railroads would indeed deliver on 
their promise of faster, cheaper, and more equitable access to global markets. 
Hence they fused progress with reform.24 
 

 Modern and traditional, progressive and reactionary, big P Populism and the sentiments it 

expressed constitute an important piece in understanding the roots of the current rhetoric and 

expanding activist movement surrounding Threatened Innocents.  

 The remainder of this chapter will continue to chip away at the primary question that this 

dissertation poses – what can account for our current preoccupation with these particular stories 

and these particular victims? – by arguing that the populist rhetoric surrounding these stories has 

been key to their success in the social problems marketplace.  

                                                 
23 Ibid., p. 9 
 
24 Ibid., p. 11 
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Putting It All Together: History, Rhetoric and Social Problems 

 

If stories of Threatened Innocents are yoked to the fundamental American epic (captivity 

narratives) and the fundamental American rhetoric (populism), they are also, by extension, a 

product of America’s relationship to the wilderness and to the idea of the frontier. As we have 

seen, the captivity narrative arose at the opening of the frontier, when all of Colonial America 

was dangling on the precipice of wilderness. The genre was, among other things, a response to 

the great challenges and uncertainties of life on the edge of a new, vast and untamed land. And 

populism – which has provided stories of Threatened Innocents with the rhetorical heft that has 

allowed them to remain relevant for over three centuries – is a flexible and enduring ideology 

that was spurred on in part by the closing, more than two-hundred years later, of this very same 

frontier.  

A “deep-lying vein of anxiety”25 has shown through populist thinking since the 

beginning.  The sense that the world is a terribly immoral and out-of-control place is a constant 

undercurrent in populist thinking and rhetoric. It is a language of anguish, urgency, and above 

all, of ruin. The Populist Platform of 1892 states:  

We meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political, and 
material ruin. Corruption dominates the ballot-box, the Legislatures, the 
Congress, and touches even the ermine of the bench…26  
 

 Of course this sense of loss and impending moral bankruptcy was not an invention of the 

Populist Party, or even of the nineteenth century. As we have seen in our examination of Mary 

                                                 
25 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, (New York: Knopf, 1955) p. 66 

26 Holmes, p. 161 
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Rowlandson’s narrative, the Puritan Jeremiad over two hundred years earlier was similarly 

focused around such feelings of anxiety and imminent disaster.  

Over one hundred years later, the Populist Party is long gone, but the language of ruin it 

so deftly employed is still very much a part of “small p” populist rhetoric. Populist rhetoric 

remains the common language of discontented citizens or those wishing to court their votes. It 

speaks to those who feel marginalized or ignored at the same time that it ennobles. Populist 

rhetoric tells us that ordinary Americans can accomplish anything, and that they are, in fact, 

better equipped than elites. 27  

Examples of this are readily apparent on both the right and left, from George W. Bush’s 

cowboy style locution (“We’re going to smoke them out,” he famously said of Afghan terrorists 

in the days following 9/11)28 to the rallying cry of Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign, 

“Yes, we can!” Less a formal ideology than a popular idiom made up of its own particular tropes 

and expressions, populism is a malleable rhetorical tool that may be employed by almost any 

group. “Almost every politician in modern America pretends to be a populist,” the columnist 

Paul Krugman has written. “Indeed, it’s a general rule that the more slavishly a politician 

supports the interests of wealthy individuals and big corporations, the folksier his manner.”29   

Throughout American history, populist movements have tended to be amalgams of 

progressive and reactionary tendencies.30 Localist defense and the fear of outside concentrated 

power – core tenets of populist movements – can lean left or right, and entirely progressive or 

                                                 
27 Kazin, Populist Persuasion, p. 2-11. 

28 Brian Knowlton, “Terror in America/ ‘We’re Going to Smoke Them Out’: President Airs His 
Anger,” The New York Times, September 19, 2001 

29 Paul Krugman, “For the People,” The New York Times, October 29, 2002 
30 Formisano, p. 1 
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reactionary movements are rare.31 In fact, Ronald Formisano notes that even the position of the 

original People’s Party’s along this left-right spectrum has been open to re-evaluation over the 

years: 

It is instructive to recall that the political party that gave the language the word 
“populist” has itself gone through cycles of interpretation that have swung from 
progressive to reactionary to progressive again. The People’s Party of the 1890s 
was viewed originally as a precursor of the Progressive Era and its democratic 
reforms, but forty years ago, many historians viewed “capital P” Populists as 
illiberal nativists and intolerant precursors of McCarthyism. Since the 1970s, 
however, interpretations of the Populists have brought them into line with [legal 
scholar Richard D.] Parker’s definition of a populist sensibility: a widespread 
movement of ordinary people, men and women, encouraging political 
engagement and energized by what political scientists would call a sense of 
efficacy, or hope.32 

The language of American public life has long been caught in a sort of push and pull 

between the refined and the rough. Dating back to the mid-nineteenth century, American rhetoric 

has been characterized by this duality. Kenneth Cmiel has written that populist rhetoric – which 

he calls “middling styles” – has its roots in the Jacksonian era, when “vulgarity was often a 

prerequisite to participation” in public debate: 

Issues of linguistic vulgarity and refinement cut through social divisions. Course 
stump speaking and ‘vulgar’ conversational informality were part of meeting the 
demos on their own terms, and not only did men and women of middling culture 
engage in such behavior, so too did many refined ladies and gentleman.33 
 

 By the early decades of the nineteenth-century, the usage of “lady” and “gentleman” had 

broadened to include all adults, regardless of class. And by the mid-nineteenth century, the mass 

                                                 
31 Ibid., p. 10 
 
32 Ibid., p. 5 
 
33 Kenneth Cmiel, Democratic Eloquence: The Fight Over Popular Speech in Nineteenth-
Century America, (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1990), p. 56   
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commercial democracy that was epitomized by popular newspapers necessitated a new kind of 

rhetoric, one in which old divisions between high and low were not so neatly separated as before: 

Extraordinarily complex mixtures of cultural styles defined middling culture. 
There was a fluid movement between the high and low, refined and vulgar. 
Speakers might shift from the formal to the folksy as the situation demanded or 
they might merge refined and unrefined behavior in a single moment.34 
 

 The intertwining threads of small-p populism – focusing on the morality and the 

competence of ordinary Americans, and expressed in a folksy, plainspoken style – are clearly a 

big part of the contemporary conversation surrounding the concern for Threatened Innocents. 

Moral rectitude and a common sense of wisdom in the face of immoral criminal behavior and 

bureaucratic ineptitude are indeed the dominant motifs in the reporting of the Elizabeth Smart 

story. They are the central themes in the political communication surrounding this and other 

stories of Threatened Innocents and in the way in which the public has rallied around these 

victims and their stories.  

  During an appearance on the Larry King show on the evening of Smart’s rescue, victims’ 

advocate Marc Klaas praised King and Elizabeth’s parents for their determination: 

KLAAS: You know, Larry, one of the things the Smarts did an incredible job with 
was keeping this out in the public, in the public forum and quite frankly, the two 
of you, John Walsh and Larry King are two of the great missing persons 
advocates of this world. And by joining your forces and giving people an 
opportunity to tell their stories and to show the pictures and to talk anecdotally 
about their missing people, keeps the public invested. I think we’ve come to think 
of Elizabeth Smart as our child just as we think now of Laci Peterson as our 
daughter. And by getting out into the public and keeping the pressure on these 
cases, law enforcement has to continue working. So what you have is this 
symbiotic relationship between media, between law enforcement and between the 
public and certainly between the families that are what brought this case to a 
resolution. It wasn’t luck, it was – it was a lot of dogged determination by an 
awful lot of people and what a wonderful outcome for Elizabeth.35  

                                                 
34 Ibid., p. 58 

35 CNN, Larry King Live, March 12, 2003, transcript 
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Speaking to the relationships between moral entrepreneurs, media, law enforcement, the 

public, and even disparate cases of missing children and young women, Klaas succinctly 

illuminates one of the primary arguments of this dissertation: that contemporary stories of 

Threatened Innocents represent a complex cultural product whose construction and maintenance 

has been born out of a set of relationships both historically derived and socially maintained. 

 

Nancy Grace 

 

One of the strongest and most divisive voices to emerge from the Threatened Innocents 

movement is that of former prosecutor Nancy Grace. To her fans, Grace is an outspoken, tell-it-

like-it-is crusader for justice and victims’ rights whose rise above her own personal tragedy 

serves as inspiration. To her detractors, she is a hotheaded bully who epitomizes cable news’ 

embrace of the legal shout-fest. But either way, she clearly personifies the conservative populist 

style in which stories of Threatened Innocents have been steeped. She gives voice to many of the 

sentiments that have resonance in the conservative capture of populism, including anti-

government, anti-bureaucratic outlooks, and the sense that American immorality is spiraling out 

of control. 

The mythology of Nancy Grace has been integral to her prominence as a key figure in the 

saga of Threatened Innocents. Her triumphant creation story has resonated with viewers across 

the country and catapulted her to CNN superstardom. As Grace tells it, she was a nineteen-year-

old college student in small-town Georgia when her fiancée, Keith Griffin, was shot and killed 

by a 24-year-old thug with a lengthy criminal record during a mugging outside a convenience 

store. Grace testified at the trial, and while the verdict came back guilty after three days of 
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deliberations, the man was spared the death penalty and sentenced to life in prison. A long string 

of appeals commenced. Grace reports that her time as a witness in the courtroom was a horrible 

experience, and that she never felt that justice was served.36 This was the seminal experience of 

her life, and one that soon drove her into law, and, ultimately, into a career as perhaps America’s 

most famous – and notorious – “snarling southern belle.”37  

While her critics dispute many of the salient facts of her story, Grace has indisputably 

tapped into something very powerful in the American psyche. From her perch behind the anchor 

desk, she affirms a particular set of values and concerns. Like Fox News’ Bill O’Reilly or CNN’s 

Lou Dobbs, she “speaks from the gut.” When a handful of critics questioned the accuracy of her 

account of the trial of Keith Griffin’s killer in her bestselling book, Objection! How High-Priced 

Defense Attorneys, Celebrity Defendants, and a 24/7 Media Have Hijacked Our Criminal Justice 

System, Grace was unapologetic – and seemingly unconcerned – about getting the facts exactly 

right:  

Asked if she had checked her memory against the official documents before 
writing the book and giving the interviews, Ms. Grace said, ‘I wrote about 
everything with the knowledge I had.’38  
 

 There is a whiff of “truthiness” about Nancy Grace.39 Coined by television comedian 

Stephen Colbert in 2005 to describe and satirize the appeal to emotion over logic that 

characterizes much of contemporary political discourse, “truthiness” gets at the privileging of 

                                                 
36 Rebecca Dana, “Did Nancy Grace, TV Crimebuster, Muddy Her Myth?” New York Observer, 
March 5, 2006 

37 Brian Montopoli, “Riding a Wave of Contempt,” Columbia Journalism Review, June 15, 2005 

38 Dana 

39 Named word of the year for 2005 by the American Dialect Society, and for 2006 by Merriam-
Webster, “truthiness” is defined as a “truth” that a person claims to know intuitively “from the 
gut” without regard to evidence, logic, intellectual examination or facts.  
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“gut feeling” over fact that is indicative of Grace’s show, and, on a broader level, emblematic of 

the populist rhetoric – of which the ongoing saga of Threatened Innocents is but one branch in a 

very large tree – in general.  

 Nancy Grace operates with the particular freedom that comes from the ceding of even the 

pretense of traditional journalistic objectivity. “I never pretend I don’t have an opinion,” Grace 

has said.40 “She’s a victims’ rights activist in the position of an anchor,” Court TV’s CEO Henry 

Schleiff has concurred, “and I have no problem with that.”41  

The mythology surrounding Grace’s journey from the Atlanta courtroom to television 

news stardom is as ubiquitous as that of her journey from victim to prosecutor. She amassed 

nearly 100 convictions and no losses, and earned a reputation for being extremely tough on 

criminals, always seeking the maximum sentence.42 Grace became known in local legal circles 

for her unorthodox courtroom behavior, such as thumbing through a bible while one of her 

witnesses was being cross-examined by the defense, or provocatively leaning over the jury box 

while wearing a low-cut blouse.43  

Her aggressive courtroom style made a big impression on Steven Brill, the founder of 

American Lawyer magazine and creator of Court TV. At his behest, so the myth goes, Grace 

moved to New York in 1996 with “two suitcases, a curling iron, and $200 in savings” to co-host 

                                                 
40 Steve Murray, “Full of Grace; Host of CNN Legal Show Always Speaks Her Mind,” Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution, April 25, 2005 

41 Jason Zengerle, “Trial by Fury,” The New Republic, March 14, 2005  

42 Lola Ogunnaike, “As Court TV Gets Ever Bolder, So Does Its Star,” New York Times, 
December 2, 2004 

43 Zengerle 
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Cochran and Grace, with Johnnie L. Cochran Jr.44 Why a successful prosecutor would possess 

only $200 in savings is unclear, yet the gist of the story is obvious: Grace is a self-made woman; 

she’s a relatable, down to earth crusader for justice who started out with nothing. An Erin 

Brokovich for the cable news world, Grace combines a brash everywoman demeanor, street 

smart, been-there grit, heartland godliness, and a dash of blonde bawdiness.  

Cochran and Grace failed, but Grace’s fiery persona was a hit. Soon she was at the helm 

of two new shows, Court TV’s Swift Justice, and the eponymously named CNN Headline News 

program, Nancy Grace. In 2005 she co-wrote a book, Objection! How High-Priced Defense 

Attorneys, Celebrity Defendants, and a 24/7 Media Have Hijacked Our Criminal Justice System.  

Grace’s core convictions – that the criminal justice system is failing crime victims, that defense 

attorneys are to blame, and that the country is crawling with predatory criminals, have remained 

at the fore (often, according to her detractors, at the cost of any sense of journalistic integrity) 

throughout all of her broadcast endeavors.  

 In her crusade for victims’ rights, Grace has shown a surprising level of contempt for the 

justice system that she represented for so many years as a prosecutor. Since her show began in 

2005, the presumption of innocence has “found a willful enemy in the former prosecutor turned 

broadcast judge-and-jury.”45 During the coverage of the Elizabeth Smart story, for example, 

Grace concluded early on that Richard Ricci, an early suspect in the kidnapping case, was guilty. 

When Elizabeth was found walking the streets of Sandy, Utah with Brian David Mitchell and 

Wanda Barzee on March 12, 2003, months after Ricci had died in police custody, (having never 
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45 David Carr, “TV Justice Thrives on Fear,” New York Times, May 22, 2011 
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been charged with this particular crime), Grace continued to stand up for the validity of her 

accusation. That evening on Larry King: 

KING: Nancy, do you feel a little funny about all the racks we took at Mr. Ricci 
on this show? 
 
GRACE: No, I don’t. I’m happy for Mrs. Ricci that her husband has apparently 
been cleared. I’m very happy for her. But if you take a look at the evidence – and 
that is what trained trial lawyers are trained to do. That’s what we’re trained to do. 
The police were pretty much dead on. The perp was not a stranger. It is someone 
that knew the victim, intimately knew the detailing and the layout of that house. It 
was a white male and someone with a motive to take the girl. 
 
KING: But on this program, Mr. Ricci got racked around and it wasn’t him. 
 
GRACE: Yes, I know it wasn’t him, but I don’t think police… 
 
Later, a caller’s question causes King and his other panelists to engage – albeit very 

briefly – with one of the biggest problems inherent in the legal shout-fest format. Yet, Grace 

alone remains steadfast: 

CALLER: Yes, I’m wondering if there’s a way that the media can cover these 
types of stories without convicting people like the Ricci’s on air? I mean these 
people come across as having been guilty and I think it’s happened to many other 
people.  
 
KING: This came with 24 hour news, CNN, the others. We are all 
(UNINTELLIGIBLE). We are all in conjecture.  
 
GERAGOS: Exactly right…It’s taken off since 1998, and the competition 
between networks that have now developed. And this idea that you’ve got to be 
on the air and you’ve got to be saying stuff and you’ve got to focus [on] an 
instantaneous suspect. You have to convict that instantaneous suspect. It’s awful.  
 
GRACE: Wait a minute. Wait a minute! That’s not what happened.  
 
GERAGOS: Nancy, I have reserved any kind of comments tonight because you 
have been all along in this story, one of the worst perpetrators of convicting 
people… 
 
GRACE: …I’m not going on a guilt trip and I’m not letting you take the police 
with me on a guilt trip because Ricci was a convicted criminal in the home 
and…considering him as a suspect is not unthinkable.  
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KING: The danger was not, Nancy, that he was a suspect. It’s that sometimes, 
don’t you think we tend to go a little overboard and make him the culprit… 
 
GRACE: Well, we’re not a jury. We don’t have the power to convict… 
 
GERAGOS: But we do have the power to influence them.46  
 

 King and Geragos readily acknowledge one of the key dangers of the legal shout-fest: the 

format of legal justice shows such as Larry King and Nancy Grace first create, and then fill, a 

need for instant justice. When Grace sets her sights on a likely “perp,” she provides, more than 

anything else, an emotional experience for her viewers.  And this is what Nancy Grace is all 

about: an instant emotional response, instant clarity, instant judgment. While it may be 

entertaining and emotionally satisfying for many viewers, it is inconsistent with the “frame of 

mind of deliberation that’s necessary for real justice.”47  

 Yet, Grace’s approach is wholly consistent with the particular sort of binary, black and 

white, us-versus-them mentality that is central to both the populist and Threatened Innocents 

rhetorics: 

This is what I know…there is a very real struggle going on in our world today – 
the age-old struggle between good and evil. Maybe it sounds simplistic, but it is 
true nevertheless. We must stand up and fight for what is right, even when we 
know we could very well lose. I find my sharpest sword to be the truth and I use it 
whenever I can…Herein lies the truth as I see it. I’m on the inside of the struggle 
for justice, calling out to all who will listen. This is what I see and what I know, 
regardless of whether it is politically incorrect or disturbing or tastes bitter going 
down. The battle of good against evil is real and palpable and is being waged in 
your local courthouse.48 
 

                                                 
46 Larry King Live, CNN, March 12, 2003, transcript 

47 Zengerle 

48 Nancy Grace, Objection! How High-Priced Defense Attorneys, Celebrity Defendants, and a 
24/7 Media Have Hijacked Our Criminal Justice System, (New York: Hyperion, 2005), p. 4 



 
 

126 
 

 For Grace, the world is divided neatly into two: evil and good. The evil side is populated 

not only by the immoral criminals she profiles daily – she has a particular interest in stories of 

missing white females – but also the defense attorneys who defend them. Indeed, much of 

Grace’s vitriol has been reserved for defense attorneys, whom she regards with as much scorn as 

the people they represent. She writes in her book:  

‘I was just doing my job.’ That’s the tired excuse offered up by every defense 
attorney whenever they’re asked how they do what they do – how they pull the 
wool over jurors’ eyes to make sure the repeat offender they’re defending walks 
free. I’ll never know how they can look in the mirror when their client goes out 
and commits yet another crime, causing more suffering to innocent victims. I’ve 
heard, ‘I’m just doing my job – it’s the Constitution,’ too many times to count. 
Just doing their jobs. They make it sound like they’re making doughnuts, drawing 
the yellow line down the street with a spray gun, or manning a toll booth on the 
freeway, nothing personal, just doing their jobs. In response, I agree with 
Dickens: ‘If that’s the law, then the law is an ass.’49 
 
Going even farther, in an interview with USA Today, Grace likened defense attorneys to 

Nazis:  

‘What they do is entirely acceptable under the Constitution and the court of law, 
but I just don't personally like it,’ Grace says. She quickly notes that her best 
friend is Renee Rockwell, a defense lawyer and regular on Nancy Grace. But, she 
adds, ‘when people say defense lawyers are just doing their jobs and are necessary 
for our system, you could say that about a lot of people who claim they're just 
doing their jobs. You could say that about the guards at Auschwitz.’50 
 

 Whether refreshing or abrasive, Grace’s salt of the earth, combative approach carries an 

important sort of value.  “It’s a form of niche journalism,” Kelly McBride, ethics group leader at 

the Poynter Institute, has observed. “It’s an appeal to a certain type of viewer who perhaps 
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50 Peter Johnson, “When It Comes to True Crime, Nancy Grace is on the Case,” USA Today, 
February 19, 2006 
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doesn’t see his own views mirrored in the media as often as he would like.”51 To her fans, Grace 

fills a real void: “We desperately need a voice like Nancy Grace because people do not write 

about the victims,” the President of Crime Victims of California, Harriet Solarno, has said. “She 

brings in the other side of the picture. Nancy tells our stories. She understands our suffering and 

sticks up for us.”52 

 But the dogged, obsessive pursuit of these stories can at times appear crass and even 

wildly inappropriate. Elizabeth Smart appeared as a guest on Nancy Grace in 2006 in order to 

talk about a bill she was trying to get passed that would create a national registry for convicted 

sex offenders. Instead of focusing on the bill, Grace pushed relentlessly for details of Smart’s 

captivity:  

GRACE:  Elizabeth, I Remember when you first went missing and literally hundreds of 
people were out looking for you. Now we know you were being held captive not very far 
away from your home at all. Did you ever hear people calling out your name, trying to 
find you? 
 
ELIZABETH SMART: There was one time. 
 
GRACE: At that moment, did you want to scream out, here I am, help me? 
 
ELIZABETH SMART: I mean, of course. Who wouldn’t? 
 
Grace continued to push Smart to discuss her captivity, even as Smart continued to 

deflect her questions and attempted to steer the discussion back to the proposed legislation: 

GRACE: Did your kidnappers tell you they would hurt you or your family if you 
tried to get away? 
 
SMART: You know, they did. And I really am here to support the bill and not to go 
into what -- you know, what happened to me, what the whole –  

                                                 
51 Steve Murray, “Full of Grace; Host of CNN Legal Show Always Speaks Her Mind,” Steve 
Murray, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, April 25, 2005 
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like, what is in my past because I`m not here to give an interview on that. I`m here 
to help push this bill through. 
 
GRACE: And I want you to push the bill through and I want people to hear your 
voice. When we take a look back, there’s a shot of Elizabeth Smart, and here she is, 
four years later. And frankly, it’s a miracle that she was ever found. You know, a 
lot of people have seen shots of you wearing a burqa. How did you see out of that 
thing? 

SMART: You know, I’m really not going to talk about this at this time. I mean, 
that’s something I just don’t even look back at. And I really – I really – to be 
frankly honest, I really don’t appreciate you bringing all this up.  

GRACE: I’m sorry, dear. I thought that you would speak out to other victims. But 
you know what? I completely understand. A lot of victims don’t want to talk about 
it and don’t feel like talking about it.53 

 
Grace is relentless in her pursuit of the sensational details of Smart’s ordeal, asking 

leading questions and obviously fishing for an emotional response. When Smart calmly deflects 

her attempts and quite adeptly calls her on her behavior, Grace immediately shifts into 

condescension mode, cloaking her prying and presumptive questioning in a concern for 

“speaking out” to other crime victims.54 As she does in her coverage of other victims, Grace uses 

the veil of advocacy to disguise a true preoccupation with the unseemly. While certainly not in 

the way Grace had hoped for, it all made for great – and illuminating – television.  

 But why trouble ourselves with Nancy Grace? What place does such an analysis have in a 

discussion of Stories of Threatened Innocents and populist rhetoric? Just as she veiled her 

attempt to extract juicy tidbits from Elizabeth Smart behind a veneer of advocacy, Grace’s entire 

agenda involves thinly cloaking her own emotional vitriol in expert legal commentary. Grace’s 

show provides an emotional experience as viewers follow her not only as an authority on 
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criminal trials, but even more importantly, as a crime victim herself. The imbalanced result, 

Jason Zengerle of The New Republic has argued, is a public that is increasingly pro-prosecution 

and anti-defense:  

It is notable that the heroic lawyers of popular culture were once Atticus Finch 
and Perry Mason, who defended the rights of the unjustly accused, while today 
they are attorneys like Law and Order’s Jack McCoy, who goes after the always-
guilty bad guys. And, as those attitudes take root, broad support for fundamental 
tenets of our legal system – such as the presumption of innocence – are gradually 
eroded so that, in the minds of many, arrest eventually becomes tantamount to 
guilt.55 
 

 This is a recurrent theme in the Threatened Innocents arena, one that we will see again 

quite vividly in the discussion of America’s Most Wanted and To Catch A Predator. There is the 

sense that police and the state are the “people.” The accused, and the defense attorneys who 

represent them, are the “other.” Grace expresses her views through the logic of television, where 

legal shout-fests “create a habit of mind that almost seems to generate instant justice. That’s what 

TV shows are all about: You get instant emotional response, instant clarity, instant judgment. 

That’s inconsistent with the frame of mind of deliberation that’s necessary for real justice.”56  

  

                                                 
55 Zengerle 

56 Ibid. 
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Social Problems, Moral Panics, and the Saga of Threatened Innocents 

 

 The abducted children movement emerged in 1981, following the intense media coverage 

of the 1979 abduction of Etan Patz, the 1981 murder of Adam Walsh, and a series of murders of 

children in Atlanta in 1979-1981.57 Two key pieces of federal legislation ushered in the 

movement. The Missing Children’s Act, signed into law on October 12, 1982, resulted in the 

creation of the Unidentified Person File (UPF), which retains records of unidentified deceased 

individuals and the location of missing persons, including children.58 

 The Missing Children’s Assistance Act, introduced by Senators Spector and Hawkins on 

October 27th, 1983, and signed into law the following year, established the National Center for 

Missing and Exploited Children and authorized the development of a formalized system to assist 

local and state authorities in searching for missing children. Both of these acts sailed through the 

House and the Senate with ease. These bills faced little to no substantive opposition, and with the 

absence of debate, the legislative process galloped along at a remarkable pace. Why was this the 

case? What mechanisms allowed for the issue of abducted children to emerge as a leading social 

problem whose perceived severity and urgency required swift passage of major federal 

legislation?  

                                                 
57 Cynthia Gentry, “The Social Construction of Abducted Children as a Social Problem,” 
Sociological Inquiry, Vol. 58 Issue 4, 1988, p. 414 

58 
http://www.ncmec.org/missingkids/servlet/PageServlet?LanguageCountry=en_US&PageId=161
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 Cynthia Gentry has argued that the very emergence of abducted children as a leading 

social problem was just as swift and dramatic as the passage of laws aimed to remedy this 

perceived crime epidemic. An examination of the Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature, 

beginning in 1970, reveals that in 1981 and 1982, articles centering on single case scenarios of 

stranger abductions first began to appear. By 1983, a separate heading for “Missing Children” 

appeared in the Guide.”59 

 Best, Goode and Ben-Yehuda, and Spector and Kitsuse have presented theoretical models 

that help to illuminate the means by which a particular issue may rise from relative obscurity to 

become a bona fide social problem. Within the study of social problems, there are two main 

scholarly approaches: objectivism and constructionism.  

 For the objectivists, what defines a social problem is simply the presence of an 

objectively given condition that harms or endangers human well-being. This model sees social 

problems solely as a product of a violation of societal norms – that is, of a deep discrepancy 

between what is and what ought to be. 60  Any condition that harms people must be categorized 

as a social problem, and the ultimate arbiter of such conditions is the expert, who, armed with 

empirical evidence and statistics, is considered better equipped to evaluate these matters than is 

the general public. 

 On the other hand, the constructionists take a much more subjective view. 

Constructionists argue that what turns a given phenomenon into a social problem is the degree of 

felt public concern.61 At issue is not the condition itself, but the collective interpretation of the 

                                                 
59 Gentry, p. 416   

60 Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda, Moral Panics: The Social Construction of Deviance, 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1994), p. 87 

61 Ibid., p. 88 
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condition. A condition becomes a social problem only when it is felt to be severe enough to be 

defined as such. Spector and Kitsuse explain:  

To the constructionist, social problems do not exist ‘objectively’ in the same 
sense that a rock, a frog, or a tree exists; instead they are constructed by the 
human mind, called into being or constituted by the definitional process.62 
 

 This argument evokes Searle, who has explained the different types of facts that buttress 

what he calls the “invisible structure of social reality.”63 Searle divides facts into two categories 

– brute facts, which are independent of human agreement, and institutional facts, such as 

marriage, which are “true” only because we have used communication to render them as such.64  

 Of course, the idea that reality is called into being through language is well-covered 

territory. In his work on the ritual view of communication, Carey argued that it is through the 

process of communication that we continually work to create the world around us: 

We first produce the world by symbolic work and then take up residence in the 
world we have produced. Alas, there is magic in our self-deceptions…Our 
attempts to construct, maintain, repair, and transform reality are publicly 
observable activities that occur in historical time. We create, express, and convey 
our knowledge of and attitudes toward reality through the construction of a 
variety of symbol systems: art, science, journalism, religion, common sense, 
mythology.65  
 

 Once a substantial number of people believe that an egregious situation exists, and agree 

that it is a remediable condition and that something must be done to fix it, then a social problem 

is born. Goode and Ben-Yehuda cite the illuminating example of infanticide: 
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65 James Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society, (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1989), p. 46 



 
 

133 
 

During much of human history, infanticide, or the killing of unwanted babies, was 
widely practiced and was hardly ever considered a problem; in that sense, to the 
constructionist, infanticide was not a social problem. Today, it is widely 
considered a problem, and in all nations of the world, it is a crime, punishable by 
law. To the objectivist, to the extent that it results in the loss of human life, killing 
unwanted babies has always been a social problem; to the constructionist, killing 
unwanted babies became a social problem only when it was recognized, and 
action was taken against it.66 
 

 Conversely, the persecution of so-called witches in Renaissance Europe and Colonial 

New England demonstrates that a given objective condition doesn’t even need to exist in the first 

place to become a social problem.67  

 Joel Best has explained that social problems may be understood as an outcome of 

organized claims-making activity: 

We can approach claims-making in terms of its culture, as well as its 
organization. All claims emerge within a cultural context…The language adopted 
by claims-makers is meant to be persuasive. Claimants want to convince others 
that their concerns about particular social conditions deserve attention, that their 
assessments of those conditions are correct, and that their proposals offer 
solutions that should be adopted as social policy…Claims-makers need to 
convince the media that their concerns merit coverage, potential members that the 
cause is worth joining, the public that the issue deserves attention, and 
policymakers that action should be taken. Interests, resources, even ownership are 
not enough; claims need to be compelling if they are to be successful.68  
 

 How do we measure success in the social problems marketplace, and how have claimants 

in the missing-children movement achieved so much within a relatively short time span? How do 

we know when a social problem has really “made it?” Spector and Kitsuse posit that the 

construction process of social problems typically passes through four distinct stages: 
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1) Define the condition as undesirable and publicize the claim; need to document claim 

with “facts” and defend against others who might contradict claims-makers’ 

arguments; 

2) If initial efforts successful, next stage is official recognition that claims are legitimate; 

reform efforts commence; the problem becomes “domesticated and routinized by 

some agency that develops a vested interest in doing something about the 

complaints”; 

3) A social problem may continue into a third stage – the reemergence of claims 

expressing dissatisfaction with the established reform measures; and 

4) May lead to 4th stage of social problem development which is marked by the 

development of alternative responses to the previously established procedures.69 

 Looking at stage one, the missing children movement was, from the outset, defined very 

broadly. “Claims-making about missing children involved the creation of a new domain,” Best 

has argued. “The term was intended to be broad, inclusive, to encompass several misadventures 

that might befall children.”70 The term “missing children” was coined in 1981. It encompassed a 

constellation of three distinct phenomena: runaways (children – most often adolescents – who 

chose to leave home and usually returned within a few days); child snatching (children taken by 

one parent without the permission of the custodial parent); and stranger abductions.71 

 The importance of publicity in stage one is clearly illustrated in the issue of abducted 

children, where the media have been of crucial assistance: 
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 Given the media attention on abducted children, which was repeatedly noted in 
committee hearings, politicians and public relations personnel were presented 
with a valence issue that would meet with acceptance from peers, constituents, 
and customers ranging from the far left to the far right.72 
 
By the time the congressional subcommittee met to debate the proposed legislation, the 

issue of abducted children had already begun bounding toward moral panic status.73 Heightened 

media attention on abducted children was an acknowledged presence in committee hearings, 

pointing to the crucial role of mass media in the construction of Threatened Innocents as a social 

problem, and aptly illustrating the complex relationship between the public, mass media, and 

legislators.  

 Legislators were effusively supportive. Senator Paula Hawkins (R, FL), a key backer of 

both of the Acts, stated, “President Reagan and you and I ran on the slogan of the family, home, 

neighborhood, peace, and freedom. This [Missing Children’s Act] strengthens all aspects of that 

pledge.”74 Her comment succinctly expresses the concept of the valance issue within the populist 

style that so dominates stories of Threatened Innocents.  

 Valence issues are defined by their lack of specificity and their attempt to reaffirm the 

ideals of civic life: 

To the extent that a policy issue involves only one widely held ideal…it will be a 
valence issue. It is important to remember that politicians almost always carry an 
explicit or implicit solution for any problem they recognize…Thus, when we 
speak of a valence policy issue, both the problem and its preferred or intended 
solutions must invoke a more or less uniform, single-position affirmation of a 
civic ideal. Of course, the valence-issue/position issue distinction is best thought 
of as a continuum. The political culture of America supports a variety of often 
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contradictory ideals, making the unambiguous, uniformly affirmed valence issue 
relatively rare.75 
 

 In the parlance of electoral politics, a valance issue is one that elicits a fairly uniform and 

very strong emotional response, without any adversarial quality. (Position issues, on the other 

hand, elicit multiple and often conflictual responses.) According to Nelson, valence issues have 

long been overlooked in agenda setting research, which tends to emphasize the conflictual nature 

of interest groups in setting domestic policy.76  

 In the following chapter, we will see the public policy that resulted from the intense 

concern surrounding another story of a Threatened Innocent, Laci Peterson. The story was very 

much played out on the political stage, and during a presidential election year.  
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Chapter Six:  Murdered Pregnant Girls:  Formula, Fandom, and Politics 

 

The Story of Laci Peterson 

 

[The Peterson trial] doesn’t have any inherent significance. It’s just a tabloid 
tale. And we get more of them not because our appetite for them has grown but 
because the media that depend on them have grown in the last 20 years.  

–Tom Rosenstiel, director of the Project for Excellence in Journalism1 

 

The disappearance of a young, pregnant wife on Christmas Eve. The recovery of the 

woman’s decomposed body and that of her fetus in San Francisco Bay. The entrance of a blonde, 

massage-therapist mistress as the star witness for the prosecution. The subsequent trial, 

conviction and sentencing of the victim’s husband. All of these elements came together to make 

for a gripping, salacious, real-life soap opera that resonated with vast swaths of the public in a 

remarkable way and that managed to remain at the fore of public consciousness for over two 

years, from 2002 to 2004.2  

The Laci Peterson story is indeed “a tabloid tale.” But it is also a story with deep roots in 

American history. Stories of murdered pregnant girls have represented an important strain of the 

American captivity narrative for centuries. The story of Laci Peterson, her murder and the trial of 

her husband are deeply entrenched in this American literary tradition. Further, the archetypal 
                                                 
1 John Ritter, “California crime becomes nationwide fixation,” USA Today, November 15, 2004, 
p. 4A 

2 The story received the most concentrated media attention between the discovery of the murder, 
in December 2002, and the conclusion of Scott Peterson’s murder trial and sentencing, in March 
2005. However, the case is still mentioned in the press in conjunction with coverage of other 
missing persons and murder cases. CNN interviewed Laci’s mother, Sharon Rocha, following 
the mass shooting in a Newtown, Connecticut elementary school. The story ran on cnn.com on 
December 23, 2012. 
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structure of this story, and others like it, allows it to become a widely accessible forum for public 

discussion, political debate, commercial gain, social bonding, group formation and self-

identification. For these reasons, the story of Laci Peterson – and her nineteenth century 

predecessor, Pearl Bryan – are deserving of our attention.   

But Laci’s story is more than just another iteration of the Puritan captivity narrative. Her 

story has also harnessed the patterns and conventions of another American storytelling tradition, 

the “murdered-girl stereotype.” Anne B. Cohen has used this term to describe the archetypal tale 

of which Pearl Bryan is a key example. It describes the tale of an innocent young girl – often 

from the country, and therefore assumed to be naïve – duped into romance with a scheming city 

slicker and ultimately led down a broken path to her early demise.3 Like the rescued Jessica 

Lynch and Elizabeth Smart and the murdered Chandra Levy before her, Laci Peterson was 

young, white, attractive, and middle-class. Her seemingly ideal existence was suddenly cut short 

on the day, in this case Christmas Eve 2002, that she was killed by her husband, her body 

dumped into San Francisco Bay.  

While the Laci Peterson Story lacks a few of the standard components of the traditional 

captivity narrative, such as a focus on overt religious deviance, the hardships of life on the run 

and the threat of acculturation, it nonetheless fits the general pattern set up by the stories of Mary 

Rowlandson in the 17th century and Mary Jemison in the 18th century, and constantly reiterated 

with such stories as Patty Hearst in 1974 and Elizabeth Smart in 2003.  Ripped from the comfort 

and security of a conventional suburban life, and officially “missing” for 40 days before the 

reclassification of the case to a homicide, the Laci Peterson represented, from the outset, not so 
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much as a stand-alone story, but the latest chapter in the ongoing saga of missing girls and young 

women.  

In those initial weeks, before the body was found, Peterson’s name was frequently 

mentioned in conjunction with the stories of other recent victim-heroines, particularly that of 

Chandra Levy, who, by strange coincidence also hailed from Modesto, and Elizabeth Smart, 

whose own disappearance coincided with Peterson’s. Several talk shows – on both television and 

radio – were explicit in their linkage of the Smart and Peterson stories. Larry King and Bill 

O’Reilly each conducted shows dedicated jointly to updates on the Smart and Peterson cases, 

with Marc Klaas, father of slain kidnapping victim Polly Klaas serving as expert commentator. 

To get a sense of the vast numbers of people who paid active attention to this story, 

consider these statistics: Ten days before the verdict in the Scott Peterson double murder trial, 

during the closing arguments, Court TV made what the network’s executives described as an 

“unprecedented move,” supplanting its regular full-day schedule with nonstop Peterson coverage 

and analysis.4 And, though the trial was not televised, millions of people turned on their 

televisions on November 10, 2004 to see the announcement of the verdict. Court TV drew a 

record-breaking audience, with nearly 2.7 million people tuning in for the 15 minutes leading up 

to the announcement of the guilty verdict.5 The cable network’s ratings were trumped only by 

Fox News Channel, which pulled in 3.35 million viewers during the verdict reading.6 

                                                 
4 Verne Gay, “CTV now Peterson-TV,” Newsday, November 1, 2004, p. A12 

5 D. Mason, “Millions view videoless verdict,” Ventura County Star, November 19, 2004, p. 5  

6 Richard Huff, “Inner Tube,” Daily News, November 16, 2004 
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Pearl Bryan and the Murdered-Girl Stereotype 

 

But the story of Laci Peterson’s murder and her posthumous embrace by the public is 

also echo what Anne B. Cohen has called the “murdered-girl stereotype.” In Poor Pearl, Poor 

Girl: The Murdered-Girl Stereotype in Ballad and Newspaper, Cohen explores the evolving 

attitudes surrounding the case of Pearl Bryan, a twenty-three year old Indiana woman who was 

found murdered and decapitated in Cincinnati in 1896. The story, which received steady 

newspaper coverage around the entire lower mid-western region for over a year, was quickly 

dubbed “The Crime of the Century.”7 The story is instructive here in that it illuminates the 

legacy of murdered pregnant women in the Threatened Innocents storytelling tradition as well as 

the various modes through which these stories have become important public texts. 

Initial reporting on the Pearl Bryan story by the Cincinnati Enquirer on February 2, 1896 

described the victim as “a woman of the town,” and “of not more than middle age,” who was 

found wearing clothing “of the cheapest description.” Both the police investigating the crime and 

the newspapers reporting on it made the assumption that the victim was “of low class and ill 

repute because her body was found near a fort and because she was not a virgin.”8 But on 

February 3, the coroner in the case revealed that Bryan had been five months pregnant: 

At once, from an abandoned woman of not more than middle age, she became “a 
young and trusting girl, whose only offense was having loved too well.” 
Moreover, it was now certain that “she was murdered by the man, or at the 
instigation of the man responsible for her shame.”9 

                                                 
7 Anne B. Cohen, p. 10 

8 Cincinnati Enquirer, February 2, 1896, cited in Anne B. Cohen, p. 12 

9 Anne B. Cohen, p. 11  
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The victim and her attackers became stock characters – the angelic and the wicked – 

acting out an archetypal plot. The pregnancy turned Bryan into a sort of Virgin Mary, the 

embodiment of all that was good in an agrarian America and that was rapidly slipping away. 

“Not only were events adjusted to conform to formula,” writes Cohen, “but the individuals 

involved were also perceived as stereotypes.”10  

No longer a woman to scorn, Bryan was now mourned and pitied in newspapers as well 

as in an extensive array of ballads that sprang up to eulogize her death and to act as a stern 

warning to other naïve, country girls: 

  Pearl Bryan left her parents 
  On a dark and gloomy day 

 She went to meet the villain  
 In a spot not far away 
 
 She thought it was her lover’s hand  
 That she could trust each day 
 Alas! It was a lover’s hand  
 That took her life away 
 
 Young ladies now take warning 
 Young men are so unjust 
 It may be your best lover 
 But you know nor whom to trust 
 
 Pearl died away from home and friends 
 Out in that lonely spot 
 Take heed, take heed, believe this girls 
 Don’t let this be your lot.11 
 
Recorded in 1926, this ballad makes an example of Pearl’s untimely death, warning girls 

everywhere of the dangers of leaving the security of their families. A full three decades after her 

                                                 
10 Anne B. Cohen, p. 12 

11 Anne B. Cohen, p. 50 (as sung by Vernon Dalhart under the pseudonym of Jep Fuller on 
Vocalion 5015, recorded October 5, 1926, and released in 1927) 
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murder, Pearl Bryan’s story was still widely known, and had become a part of the cultural 

lexicon.  

Before the news of her pregnancy, Pearl Bryan was just another victim. After, she was 

the victim, the central figure in a centuries-old American Tragedy. Before, she was an outsider. 

Now, she was a cherished member of the community, forever lost to dark forces from the 

encroaching city. With this new information in hand, Pearl’s life – at least before being ensnarled 

in a doomed love affair – was reported to have been one of comfort and happiness. The Bryan 

family lived in a “colonial mansion” on the highest hill in town. Pearl was pretty and very well 

liked.  “Beautiful in form and features, highly accomplished, well educated, with a dotting [sic] 

father and mother, well provided with this world’s goods, and with whom she was a favorite 

daughter, Pearl Bryan had much to live for.”12  

The story gripped the region – and then the nation – in a remarkable way, and the name 

Pearl Bryan came to symbolize the sort of anxieties for which captivity narratives had always 

stood, while also capturing contemporary concerns about a fragile social order that pitted the 

rural against the urban, the wholesome, traditional and genuine against the slick, new and 

unscrupulous.  

An anonymously written book on the murder, published that very year and extensively 

titled The Mysterious Murder of Pearl Bryan, or, The Headless Horror; a Full Account of the 

Mysterious Murder Known as the Fort Thomas Tragedy, from Beginning to End; Full 

                                                 
12 Anonymous, The Mysterious Murder of Pearl Bryan, or, The Headless Horror; a Full Account 
of the Mysterious Murder Known as the Fort Thomas Tragedy, from Beginning to End; Full 
Particulars of all Detective and Police Investigations; Dialogues of the Interviews between 
Mayor Caldwell, Chief Deitsch and the Prisoners, (Cincinnati: Barclay and Co., 1896), p. 21, 
reprint: Harvard University Library Virtual Collection, accessed November 16, 2013, 
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HLS.Libr:1036937 
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Particulars of all Detective and Police Investigations; Dialogues of the Interviews between 

Mayor Caldwell, Chief Deitsch and the Prisoners, describes the public reaction: 

To re-call such deeds of horror to the minds of the people of a highly civilized 
nation at the close of the nineteenth Century by the actual commission of a similar 
deed, struck horror to the hearts of the people, and they were worked up to a pitch 
that had never been witnessed in this country before. Telephones and telegraph 
were called into service, and the finding of the headless body of a young and 
doubtless beautiful woman in a sequestered spot near Fort Thomas, was flashed 
around the world. So shocked was the country over this ghastly find that the 
metropolitan papers from one end of this country to the other informed their 
representatives in the Queen City to wire full particulars of the horrible deed, 
without any limit to the words to be used.13  

Though her head was missing, she was nonetheless deemed a “young and doubtless 

beautiful woman.” In other words, the narrative dictated that she must, indeed, be beautiful. The 

trifecta of youth, innocence and beauty were the prerequisites that legitimated the obsessive 

coverage of the case by newspapers across the nation. Indeed The New York Times reported on 

the murder investigation from beginning to end, publishing this concise summary of the case 

from Newport, KY following the execution of the two men in early 1897:  

On Jan. 27 Pearl Bryan left her home ostensibly to visit some friends at 
Indianapolis, but instead came directly to this city to meet Scott Jackson, a student 
at the Ohio College of Dental Surgery. Jackson failed to keep his appointment 
with the girl, and after wandering about the city she went to the Indiana House 
and registered under an assumed name. The next day Jackson called at the hotel to 
see her. On Wednesday, Jan. 29, she left the Indiana house with Jackson and a 
fellow-student named Alonzo Walling, and from that day until her body was 
found at Fort Thomas nothing is positively known as to the movements of the 
trio.14 

These are the bare bones specifics, but the story of Pearl’s murder was laden with 

meaning and symbolism that extended well beyond the sparse facts of the case.  Even Pearl’s 

clothing went through a remarkable sort of transformation following the discovery of her 

                                                 
13 Mysterious Murder of Pearl Bryan, p. 20   

14 “Jackson and Walling Die,” New York Times, March 20, 1897 
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identity. Garments that had been described as “cheap” and offered as markers of Bryan’s 

shameful and sadly inconsequential life when it is was believed she was a prostitute, were now 

imbued with sentimentality and offered instead as evidence of Pearl’s close relationship with her 

upstanding family. The New York Times reported: 

Heartrending Scene as the Dead Girl’s Mother Identified her Clothing 
…One by one garments last worn by the dead girl were shown to the mother and 
as she identified each particular piece the scene was one to appall the stoutest 
heart…With pathetic anguish she hung over the dead girl’s dress. It had been 
worn by another daughter, Jennie, who died last June.15 

One week later, the Star-Press also reported on Pearl’s clothing: 

Mrs. Stanley [Pearl’s sister]…came into the courtroom clad in deep mourning, 
and when she threw back her veil she revealed a countenance of extraordinary 
refinement and intelligence…Her eyes filled with tears as she handled the 
clothing of the dead girl, and said, “I know this was my sister’s dress, for I helped 
to make it.16 

Evoking small village America, the dress stands as a sacred artifact from a life that many 

feared to be swiftly slipping away. As we have seen so clearly in the narrative of Mary 

Rowlandson and the many stories of Threatened Innocents that followed in its footprint, the story 

of Pearl Bryan is a Jeremiad. Pearl Bryan’s murder was, from the discovery of her pregnancy on, 

a tale of lament, and a requiem for a more righteous, innocent time.  

 

Pearl Bryan: The Trial of Jackson and Walling 

 

Soon after Pearl Bryan’s headless body was discovered, police arrested 26 year-old Scott 

Jackson and 19 year-old Alonzo Walling, both students at the Ohio Dental College, and charged 

                                                 
15 Cincinnati Enquirer, April 19, 1896, cited in Anne B. Cohen, p. 19 

16 Star-Press (Greencastle, Indiana), April 25, 1896, cited in Anne B. Cohen p. 20 
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them with Pearl’s murder. Jackson, who had lived briefly in Pearl’s hometown of Greencastle, 

Indiana, was the alleged father of the baby. Walling was his roommate at dental school. The 

establishment of these two young men as deceitful rogues was integral to the archetype of the 

story, allowing the tale to transcend time and geography and to endure in print and ballad for 

more than fifty years. 

Jackson, in particular, was seen as the consummate swindler, seemingly the sort of person 

who, fifty years earlier, would have been a loyal consumer of the flash papers:  

Jackson entered the dental college at Indianapolis, and Wood [Pearl’s cousin, 
William Wood, a friend of Jackson’s] being of a rather reckless disposition would 
go to Indianapolis to see Jackson, and together they would have a big time in the 
city. Both being fond of ladies’ company, they spent much of their time together 
in the company of women of loose moral character and were in several very 
unsavory escapades, escaping notoriety however under assumed names, which 
prevented their friends and family at Greencastle from hearing of them.17 

Counterfeit and deceit were integral to the characterization of the villains in this story: 

Belonging to an excellent family, [Jackson] was outwardly a man whom any 
father would be proud to have his daughter associate with. With dimples on his 
chin and cheeks, a childish smile on his lips, frank, beautiful, violet-blue eyes, he 
had a most winsome countenance. But behind the angelic front was hidden a very 
demon. Jackson was a monstrosity if you will, a whited sepulcher, and one of the 
unaccountable freaks of nature. To those not knowing his habits, a handsome, 
affable, pleasing man of fine form and features; to those who knew him truly, a 
villain of the deepest dye, a very demon in human shape.18 

The discovery of Pearl Bryan’s body generated tremendous interest and excitement. 

Before the two Cincinnati detectives assigned to the case had even had a chance to complete 

their examination of the crime scene, “hundreds of persons from the three cities, and every 

                                                 
17 Mysterious Murder of Pearl Bryan, p. 24 

18 Ibid., p. 25 
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soldier stationed at Fort Thomas, who could possibly get away,” had already traipsed around the 

field and peered under the bushes.19  In death, Bryan became an immediate celebrity: 

Relic hunters were out in great numbers and they almost demolished the bush 
under which the body was discovered, breaking of [sic] branches upon which 
blood spots could be seen…Anything that had a blood spot upon it was seized 
upon eagerly, and hairs of the unfortunate young woman were at a premium, men 
and boys, and even young women, examining every branch and twig of the bush 
in the midst of which the struggle took place, in the hope of finding one.20  

Bryan’s instant fame was matched by the sudden infamy of Jackson and Walling. As 

soon as word spread that the two prisoners were at the Newport city hall, crowds began to gather. 

Kentucky Governor William O’Connell Bradley determined to put the entire state militia at the 

disposal of the Newport sheriff, in order to protect the accused men from “violent deaths at the 

hands of a lawless mob.”21  

Both the facts of the murder and the individuals involved were adjusted and edited to fit 

more neatly into the mold of the murdered-girl plot. Bryan, her family, the young men who 

committed the crime and the police all became stock characters acting out a familiar and tragic 

plot.22 The Cincinnati Enquirer seemed particularly invested in shaping the story of Pearl Bryan 

around the murdered-girl plot formula, and infused its reporting with great emotional flourishes. 

A year after Pearl’s murder, on the day following Jackson and Walling’s hangings, the Enquirer 

summarized the case to which it had devoted so many columnar inches over the previous year: 

Lured from her Peaceful Country Home 

To Her Death in the Dark Mazes of the City – The Crime of the Century: 

                                                 
19 Ibid., p. 35 

20 Ibid. 

21 Ibid., p. 91 

22 Anne B. Cohen, p. 12  
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This is the story of the greatest crime of the century. It is the story of a tragedy 
that had its inception in the whispered words and sweet caresses of love far away 
from the noise and smoke of the city in the quaint old country town of 
Greencastle, Ind.; a tragedy that ended for a beautiful, trusting girl amid the bleak 
hills of the Kentucky Highlands; a crime that was expiated yesterday by her 
betrayer and his friend upon the scaffold.’23  

The city-country dichotomy is explicit here. Bryan was beautiful, trusting and 

fundamentally good, the product of a “quaint old country town.” Jackson, a recent transplant 

from Jersey City, New Jersey, was polished on the outside, but his good looks belied his cold and 

wicked core. In all of the coverage of Pearl’s murder, and of the trial of Jackson and Walling, 

there is the sense that this crime was understood not merely as a violent act perpetrated against 

one pregnant young woman, but rather as an affront to an entire community, and to good people 

everywhere. Pearl Bryan’s innocence was sullied, but so was Greencastle, Indiana’s.  

 

Laci Peterson, Tabloid News and the Public Texts 

 

The story of Laci Peterson closely adhered to the blueprint of Pearl Bryan’s story. Like 

Pearl’s, the narrative of Laci’s murder and her posthumous embrace by the public echoes the 

archetype Anne B. Cohen called the “murdered-girl stereotype.” Coverage of the investigation 

and trial relied heavily on formula, and Laci’s story quickly became an occasion for public 

mourning and a forum for a surprisingly powerful political debate over abortion rights. 

In For Enquiring Minds, S. Elizabeth Bird argues that tabloid stories have always relied 

heavily on formula. Of William Randolph Hearst’s Daily Mirror, launched in 1924, she writes: 

The tabloid style was in full flower at this time; it has not changed that much 
since. The style draws on the same stock of commonplace formulae as nineteenth-
century ballads and mass-circulation newspapers. Murder stories continued to use 

                                                 
23 Cincinnati Enquirer, April 19, 1896, cited in Anne B. Cohen, p. 19 
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formulae drawn straight from balladry, the classic murder saga always involving 
the same elements: ‘Discovery, Chase, Trial, Death Cell, Punishment.’24  

Because the Laci Peterson story is, at its essence, a “tabloid tale” and therefore heavily 

formulaic, it is widely accessible and easily translatable across social and ethnic divides. The 

story and the characters require no explanation – we all just get it. From the most down-market 

supermarket tabloids to the mainstream People Magazine to the New York Times and across 

mediums to network newscasts, CNN and the burgeoning blogosphere, – all became forums for 

the telling and retelling of Laci’s murder, each version of the story constituting its own slice of 

the public sphere.  

According to Jurgen Habermas’s original conception, the public sphere is a strictly 

prescribed discursive space in which private people come together to openly debate public 

matters in a manner that is rational-critical, rather than personal, emotional, or any of the other 

words that might be used to describe the conversation around Laci Peterson’s death. Habermas’s 

The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, makes a normative argument about the 

nature of democratic discourse, but it also makes an historical argument about a particular 

segment of society (bourgeois men) in a particular place (Coffeehouse Europe) and at a 

particular juncture in time (the seventeenth through mid-twentieth centuries).25 While 

Habermas’s conception serves as the foundation for any serious work in the field, it provides for 

an understanding of the public sphere that some scholars find too restrictive. 

                                                 
24 S. Elizabeth Bird, For Enquiring Minds: A Cultural Study of Supermarket Tabloids, 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1992), p. 20 

25 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1962 trans 1989) 
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In his essay, “The Mass Public and the Mass Subject,” Michael Warner argues for a more 

modern, more expansive view of a contemporary public sphere largely constituted by the public 

discourse of mass media:  

When the citizen (or noncitizen – for contemporary publicity the difference hardly 
matters) goes down to the 7-Eleven to buy a Budweiser and a Barbie Magazine 
and scans from news headlines to the tabloid stories about the Rob Lowe sex 
scandal, several kinds of publicity are involved at once. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to speak of all these sites of publicity as parts of a public sphere, insofar 
as each is capable of illuminating the others in a common discourse of the 
subject’s relation to the nation and its markets.26 

With all of these various sites of publicity falling under this expanded purview of the 

public sphere, Barbie Magazine – or US Weekly, The New York Post, or Court TV – each become 

discursive spaces with a public utility. They are places (a telling linguistic construction, i.e. 

Where did you hear that? On TV, In The Times, etc.) where – as in Habermas’s historical account 

– “the public held up a mirror to itself” as it “read and debated about itself.”27 

As places of public reflection and identification, these media – even tabloid media – must 

be understood as public texts and public images.28 They “address no one in particular” at the 

same time that they invoke a palpable sense of Benedict Anderson’s conception of an “imagined 

community” of unknowable individuals linked together by their participation in a common print 

culture.29 Indeed, it is this idea of community – iconic and consumerist, virtual and physical – 

that is at the heart of this first route that the Laci Peterson story has followed as it has made 

inroads into the public sphere and public consciousness.  

                                                 
26 Michael Warner, The Mass Public and the Mass Subject, in Habermas and the Public Sphere, 
Craig Calhoun, ed. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), p. 386 

27 Habermas, p. 43 

28 Warner, p. 378-79 

29 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, (London and New York: Verso, 1983) 
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Laci and the Public Sphere: The Kitchen Table Community 

 

The more you come, the more you somehow feel emotionally involved, like you’re 
a part of it. I know it’s probably a warped sense of self-importance…I try to keep 
that in check, that it has nothing to do with me. It’s all about the families. I try to 
keep in mind that it’s a tragedy and not a social scene, but it’s hard sometimes. 

     –Ginger Hood-Akers, 49, Shadow Juror30 

 

For want of a better name, I will use the term Kitchen Table Community to refer to the 

network of Laci followers that sprang up around the nation, and even around the globe. It was a 

network of individuals – predominantly, but not exclusively, female – that formed out of a 

common interest in the Peterson murder trial and all things related to the life and death of Laci 

and her unborn baby. This network, which maintained an online presence for more than six 

years, epitomized the blurry convergence of the rhetoric of community, religion, and identity-

branding that is endemic to the pseudo-intimacy of what Warner has called the “collective 

witnessing” of the public discourse of the mass media. 31 

Perhaps no individual personified the multiple dimensions of the Laci Peterson Kitchen 

Table Community better than Valerie Harris, a 51-year-old owner of a publishing company from 

Mountain View, California.32 By the time she was profiled in an Associated Press article on 

December 4, 2004, Valerie Harris had been in the courtroom of the Scott Peterson murder trial 

132 times. She was, for 6 months, a member of the “shadow jury” of Peterson-watchers that 

                                                 
30 Lisa Leff, “Devoted trial-watchers take Peterson case personally,” Associated Press, December 
4, 2004. 

31 Warner, p. 386 

32 Garth Stapley, “The Real thing is hard to resist,” The Sacramento Bee, February 22, 2004 
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gathered outside the Redwood City courthouse each morning at 7:30 am in the hopes of 

obtaining a pass to watch that day’s proceedings.33 Dubbed “Queen of the Trial,” by a local 

newspaper,34 Harris was interviewed 14 times by various media outlets, and, from May 12 2004 

to March 17, 2005, she wrote the definitive blog about the trial, petersonblog.com. 

A Sacramento Bee article of December 11, 2004 declared that “about twenty or so 

ordinary folk are as much a part of the Scott Peterson trial scene as the media and the 

commentators.” A few of these shadow jurors professed to be primarily interested in getting an 

up-close look at how a high-profile criminal trial worked, and only secondarily interested in the 

particular story of the Peterson family. “Inquiring minds want to know,” said shadow juror Mike 

Estrella, invoking the motto of the popular tabloid, The National Enquirer. “I get to see it 

firsthand. It’s neat to see the process.”35 Others began following the Laci Peterson story from the 

first reports of Laci’s disappearance, and felt a strong pull toward this particular case and a sense 

of kinship with the victim:  

Though she lives in Colorado, McLaughlin is not nearly as interested in the 
nearby Kobe Bryant rape trial. She identifies more closely, she said, with Laci 
Peterson – a mother-to-be with a seemingly ideal life, before it was snuffed out.36 

For many of the women who gathered daily outside the courthouse, it was not the legal 

process but Laci herself who constituted the draw. Like Pearl Bryan more than a century before 

her, Laci was a relatable, if idealized, everywoman – a peer – and attending the trial on a daily or 

near-daily basis was a way of making this person who felt emotionally familiar literally so. 

                                                 
33 Lisa Leff, “Devoted trial-watchers take Peterson case personally,” Associated Press, December 
4, 2004 

34 Elizabeth Johnson, “Curious turn out just to watch,” The Sacramento Bee, December 11, 2004 

35 Ibid. 

36 Garth Stapley, “The real thing is hard to resist,” The Sacramento Bee, February 22, 2004 
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Indeed, one of the most important things about the shadow jury is the extent to which 

they became a part of the fabric of the trial and, more broadly, the Laci Peterson Story itself. 

Like rock band groupies, they showed up to support their heroine, and like groupies, they 

themselves became a key element of the spectacle, crowding television shots of the courthouse 

and exchanging pleasantries with the lawyers, the television reporters and even Laci Peterson’s 

family members. “I know more people at this trial than I do on my own street,” said Robert Lee, 

a 42-year-old Web site developer who is working on a documentary about his fellow shadow 

jurists.37 Toward the end of the trial, many of the shadow jurists had already begun to talk about 

how they would “fill the void when it ends,” and had discussed scheduling a reunion for the 

following year.38  

 

Prayerful Fandom 

 

Genuine as the community of shadow jurists may have been, the trial itself seems to have 

retained a curious sense of fiction. For Amie Barnes, a home-schooled 16-year-old who attended 

the trial regularly while her mother was at work, the distance between reality and fiction was 

sometimes difficult to gauge. “It seems like a big fictional story,” she said in an interview with 

the Sacramento Bee. “But then you realize that he’s a real person, just 40 feet away. It’s kind of 

creepy.” 39 While it was the excitement of an actual criminal trial that may have lured some to the 

Redwood City courthouse, the realness of the case is not readily apparent in the manner in which 

                                                 
37 A Google search for Lee’s documentary turned up no hits. 

38 Leff, Associated Press 

39 Garth Stapley, Sacramento Bee, February 22, 2004 
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the trial-watchers discussed it, with many identifying favorite “players” or “characters” in the 

trial:  

Andy, who declined to give his last name but said he works in sales, keeps a 
picture in his wallet showing himself, another trial watcher and defense attorney 
Mark Geragos. ‘Nancy Grace – she’s the nicest,’ he said, referring to the Court 
TV commentator.40  

Amie Barnes and her friend and trial-watching companion, Robin Hellyer, were also 

“most impressed” by defense attorney (and famed O.J. Simpson lawyer) Mark Geragos, but 

“don’t think he’s that good of a guy.” Marilyn, a public relations executive from Palo Alto, 

predicted that the young jury foreman, a firefighter, was headed for stardom. “He’s 

attractive…He is going to be one of the good surprises.”41 Kathleen McLoughlin, the housewife 

from Colorado, was an admirer of the victim’s mother, Sharon Rocha. “I love Laci’s mom. She’s 

got guts; she’s got class.”42  

A sort of prayerful fandom was one of the most dominant modes of discourse on the 

“official” website “owned and operated by the family and friends of Laci Peterson,” 

www.lacipeterson.com.43 On March 18, 2005, two days after Scott Peterson was sentenced to 

death for the murders of Laci and Connor, the guestbook was inundated with messages, many of 

them addressing the victim’s family directly. The message left by Rachel Fish of New Orleans, 

Louisiana reads: 

I am so sorry for the loss of your beautiful daughter Laci. I can not even begin to 
imagine the pain and emptiness in your hearts. I have been following the case 
since the first time it aired here on TV. I have read all the books that have been 

                                                 
40 Elizabeth Johnson, The Sacramento Bee, December 11, 2004 

41 Ibid. 

42 Garth Stapley, The Sacramento Bee, February 22, 2004 

43 As of 2009, the site has been on a hiatus, having fallen “victim to the economy.” 
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published. I have sat and cryed while watching the TV and reading the books. My 
best friend lives next door to me and he is 4 months pregnant and I could not 
imagine not having here in my life. I hope that the sentence scott received brings 
some peace to you and your family to know that the person that done this to your 
daughter will pay. Please know that the entire Rocha family is and always will be 
in my thoughts and prayers. [sic]44 

Corrie, of Roseville, CA wrote: 

My thoughts and prayers go out daily to your family and friends. The strength 
you've shown helps others who have or who are going through difficult times.... 
thank you.  

God will show you every day a sign of Laci and Conner... embrace it and know 
there love is in your heart. [sic]45 

Todd Gitlin has argued that being a fan is a way of navigating the non-stop “torrent” of 

mass-produced images and sounds that have become so central to our lives. “Whether we watch 

or listen, individually or in groups, we know we are not alone. We are always in touch with an 

invisible crowd.”46 As fans of something or someone, we become linked to other fans, part of a 

community of likeminded admirers and aficionados: 

So fandom is one way of feeling our way out of the churn of the torrent and 
joining something more definite – a ‘community’ where fans follow the lives of 
their particular celebrities, debate the merits of their latest work, their characters 
and values, express appreciation and scorn…Some committed fans devote 
themselves so zealously to a team as to take on a sort of identity from the 
attachment – for example, Cleveland’s Dawg Pound Dawgs and Green Bay’s 
Cheeseheads…. The fan aspires to cut through the torrential foam – to replace 
thoroughly disposable feeling with something more powerful.47 

                                                 
44 http://lacipeterson.com/guestbook/, accessed November 18, 2013 

45 Ibid. 

46 Todd Gitlin, Media Unlimited: How the Torrent of Images and Sounds Overwhelms Our Lives, 
(New York: Owl Books, 2002), p. 131 

47 Ibid., p. 132 
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In the torrent of images and sounds, stories like that of Laci Peterson seem to offer a sort 

of emotional foothold. With fear, despair and, finally, hope (Gitlin has called hope “the feeling 

of feelings”)48 fans can make order – and meaning – out of chaos.  

More than a foothold, the identity-forming aspect of fandom is also something that 

clearly came through on the “official” Laci Peterson website. In addition to posting messages of 

support and admiration for Laci’s family and each other, the website provided avenues for 

identity branding. Visitors to lacipeterson.com could send away for Laci and Connor tribute 

ribbons and tribute teddy bears, both created by fans and both offered free of charge. The ribbon 

makers explained: 

People would always ask me about my ribbon. I would explain the yellow ribbon 
was for Laci and the Blue for her baby Connor, and the rhinestone was a symbol 
of hope and that we would never give up on our angels. Then they would ask us to 
make them one in Honor of Laci and Connor. We made them for everyone in the 
community that loved the Rocha's, Laci and Connor. 

Once Laci and Connor were brought home by our good lord, We thought people 
would not continue requesting and wearing the ribbons, but we were wrong!  

At Laci and Connor's memorial we gave out as many ribbon's as we had { about 
200}, to people in line that wanted them. Needless to say~ EVERYONE ~ wanted 
one and we didn't have enough with us! 

I then posted on the Guestbook an offer, to anyone that was at the memorial that 
did not get a ribbon that wanted one, to email us and we would send one to 
them.49 

The drive to display one’s affiliations, whether they are to a football team or to a murder 

victim, remains essentially the same. “Labels affirm membership,” writes Gitlin. “In an era of 

ever-renewed self-reinvention, when religion, region, and trade fail to provide deep identities, a 

                                                 
48 Ibid., p. 135 

49 http://lacipeterson.com/tributeribbon.html, accessed November 20, 2013 
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brand can be a declaration, like a preprinted greeting card.”50 While a Laci and Connor tribute 

ribbon is not a corporate label, like a campaign button it sends a message about group 

membership and personal values.  

But what is the import of a fandom rooted in a real life case that involves death? Is being 

a fan of a woman whose fame grew out of her murder qualitatively different from being a fan of 

the New York Knicks or Reese Witherspoon? It is interesting to note that Valerie Harris herself 

came to be involved in the Laci Peterson Story through her affiliation with another cultural 

phenomenon – the hit television reality series American Idol. The San Francisco Chronicle 

reported that a mutual interest in American Idol contestant Clay Aiken led to an e-mail friendship 

between Harris and Sacramento Bee sketch artist Laurie McAdam, who was at the time covering 

Scott Peterson’s preliminary hearing.51 Harris was able to shift her allegiances, to refocus her 

fandom from the drama of a television talent contest to the drama of a real-life murder trial.  

Fandom can serve different purposes, uncomfortably blurring the boundaries between fiction and 

reality, entertainment and tragedy.  

 

Everybody’s An Expert  

 

The guest books and message boards of the many websites devoted to the Laci Peterson 

story were also a place where supporters and trial-watchers were able to exercise a level of 

expertise, as they tested out their theories about what may have happened to Laci. In an early 

                                                 
50 Gitlin, p. 69-70 

51 Peter Hartlaub, “Peterson trial brings out coterie of observers,” San Francisco Chronicle, 
March 1, 2004 
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lacipeterson.com guestbook entry from just days after Laci was reported missing, a woman 

shared what she believed to be a prophetic dream: 

First Name :    Kayla 
City  :    Los Angeles 
Message  :    I had a dream that Laci was holding up a sign in a car that said Help. 
Everyone, be aware of cars around you, at the gas station, etc.!52  

But it was the Court TV website that proved a particularly fertile environment for fans’ 

speculations on just how the grisly murder may have happened.53 On the Court TV site, the 

message board was organized by subject thread, and under each contributor’s screen name was 

listed the number of posts they have provided. At 119 posts between July 2004 and April 3, 

2005, Laurie39 of Clinton Township, Michigan was, remarkably, one of the less frequent 

contributors: 

The more I think about it, the more convinced i am that he drowned Laci in the 
pool. I also remember several accounts about hearing that there was a strong smell 
of bleach in the house... chlorine... also, the rug was bunched up at the entrance 
door coming back in, he may have dragged her body back into the house after he 
drowned her to prepare it for transfer to his truck, then to the warehouse.... Its so 
creepy to imagine seeing him actually doing it, as he looks so much like your 
average nice guy next door. I think that is why this case fascinates me… Its 
something you just don't want to believe, and are trying constantly to find some 
proof or some other way Laci disappeared... BUT He did it, the son of a bitch did 
it.54  

This opportunity to speculate and to theorize with fellow Laci fans all seems rather 

innocent today, when juxtaposed with the recent episodes such as the frenzy on social media site 

Reddit to identify the Boston marathon bombers. Reddit is essentially a much more advanced 

                                                 
52 http://www.lacipeterson.com/oldguestbook/guestbook118.html, accessed November 20, 2013 

53 In 2008, Court TV was rebranded TruTV. 

54 
http://boards.courttv.com/showthread.php?s=1d11c4ac84fad5a83352fe9bb1223409&threadid=2
13370 (CourtTV boards no longer active) 
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version of the electronic message boards many Laci fans were using. On Reddit, registered users, 

can “post a comment or a link on a topic deemed worthy (subjects vary from pornography to cat 

tricks to science). Users can then vote the posts up or down as they add their own 

commentary.”55  

In the days following the horrific attacks at the Boston marathon, several Reddit 

members, called Redditors, followed the investigation obsessively. An article in Time quotes one 

such Redditor: “I’ve been sleeping three or four hours a night because I’ve been spending so 

much time looking at photos and reading theories online.”56 A few of these amateur sleuths 

ended up incorrectly identifying innocent people as the bombers, as the site went from “a font of 

crowdsourced information” to a “purveyor of false accusations.”57  

After the FBI released pictures of the bombers (who would later be identified as the 

Tsarnaev brothers) some Redditors singled out a Brown University student named Tumil 

Tripathi, who had been missing for over a month, as the “white cap” bomber. Tripathi was soon 

exonerated, and his body was found in the Providence River four days later. “Without the filter 

that news organizations have traditionally used to sort good information from bad, or the ability 

to confirm facts with reliable law-enforcement officials, Reddit’s hive mind is often abuzz with 

misinformation.”58 

As we look back at the online musings of Laci followers in 2004-2005, certainly the 

consequences were less dire, but the gist was the same. Both stories, aided by innovations in 

                                                 
55 Leslie Kaufman, “Bombings Trip Up Reddit In Its Turn In the Spotlight,” The New York 
Times, April 28, 2013 

56 Kate Pickert, “Inside Reddit’s Hunt for the Boston Bombers,” Time, April 23, 2013 
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digital media, gave the reading and cable-news-watching public a chance to comment, to 

conjecture, and even to become a part of the story themselves.  

Notably less reverential in tone than contributors to lacipeterson.com, the posters to 

Laci’s Court TV site tended to be more confrontational with each other. Beyond consoling one 

another, posters sought to flaunt their level of expertise in the case. There was less solemnity and 

less civility, but there was also a remarkable rate of return contribution, with many of the posters 

having posted well over one thousand messages to the board.  In quick rebuttal to Laurie37, 

RadioF1yer, at 1,427 posts, admonishes: “The drowned in pool scenario has been debunked so 

many times it should have it's own zip code. And there was no smell of bleach in the house!!! 

Step away from the tabloids.”59 

 

Going Public: A Shadow Juror’s Blog 

 

Valerie Harris’s blog – PetersonBlog.com – chronicled the proceedings of the Scott 

Peterson murder trial, often down to the most extraordinary minutiae. The blog’s very basic 

homepage featured a photo collage of the various people involved in the case, each person’s 

picture cut out into silhouette. Most prominent was a beaming headshot of Laci, taken from one 

of the photographs that had become most iconic. The rest of the page was filled with pictures of 

the victim’s and the defendant’s families, along with Scott Peterson’s former mistress and star 

witness for the prosecution, Amber Frey, the judge, celebrity defense attorney Mark Geragos, 

several television reporters, and Harris herself. The feeling was like that of a scrapbook or a high 

                                                 
59 http://www.lacipeterson.com/oldguestbook/guestbook118.html, accessed November 20, 2013 
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school yearbook, of a collection of photographs and keepsakes gathered and presented with great 

care in order to document a personal experience.60 

But as a relatively early blogger, Harris was indeed engaging in an important public, and 

political, act. Taking it upon herself to document the case, adding links to evidence such as 

phone records and transcripts, and providing a timeline of the case – from Laci’s disappearance 

on December 24, 2002 to Scott’s sentencing on March 17, 2004 – Harris was not only acting as 

an aggregator of information, but as a journalist and historian, shaping, interpreting, and 

including or excluding facts as she saw fit. She is telling history. She is taking ownership of the 

story. But in what way may we call Harris’s meticulous recording of the Peterson trial public? 

How do we define the word?  

Part of what John Searle has called “the invisible structure of social reality,” the terms 

“public” and “private” have long been conceived as problematic. As we have seen, Searle 

divides reality into two basic categories, brute facts and institutional facts. Brute facts are 

objective truths, their existence free from reliance on personal evaluations or moral attitudes. 

Institutional facts, in contrast, arise out of some kind of human agreement, and “require human 

institutions for their existence.”61  

In their essay, Four Models of the Public Sphere In Modern Democracies, Feree, 

Gamson, Gerhards and Rucht issue a stern warning: 

The tendency to forget the socially constructed nature of such categories as public 
and private – that is, to treat them as natural categories describing the world – 
blinds us to their potential for exclusion…Public and private have a gendered 
subtext in which the public realm is a male sphere and its norms and practices 

                                                 
60 For those interested in owning their own souvenirs of the Peterson trial, Harris provided links 
to several items available on eBay, including press passes.  

61 John R. Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, (New York: Simon and Schuster Inc., 
1995), p. 2 
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reflect this in subtle (and often not so subtle) ways to exclude “feminine” modes 
of participation.62 

Proponents of the participatory liberal theory of the public sphere contend that the style 

of detached, reasoned civility that has long been regarded as a normative standard is only one 

culturally specific method of presenting ideas. In the participatory liberal model, a variety of 

styles are acceptable for the public expression of ideas. Some participatory liberal theorists argue 

that style is intertwined with empowerment, and that emotional slogans can “foster a more 

inclusive public sphere and indirectly lead, through greater participation, to a more politically 

competent and knowledgeable public.”63 Advocates of the constructionist model argue that 

assumptions about the way that discourse should be conducted can have the effect of limiting 

participation. Particularly concerned with the inclusion of women’s voices in public discourse, 

constructionists argue that the normative ideal of deliberation and formal argument in public 

discourse have the potential to silence entire segments of the population, including women, racial 

minorities, and the working class.64 In particular, the constructionist model privileges the use of 

narrative form:  

Narrative is one preferred mode of the ‘non-expert’ who can at least speak from 
her own experience in this form…The issue here is not the inability of some 
groups to provide rational arguments for their beliefs, but that narrative and other 
preferred modes may be unfairly devalued and the ‘impartiality’ of technical 
expert discourse may conceal an unacknowledged political agenda.65 

                                                 
62 Myra Marx Feree, William A. Gamson, Jurgen Gerhards, and Dieter Rucht, “Four Models of 
the Public Sphere in Modern Democracies,” Theory and Society, Vol. 31, No. 3 (June 2002) p. 
312 

63 Ibid., p. 298 

64 Ibid., p. 307 

65 Ibid., p. 311 
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Most of the dialogue in the Kitchen Table Community was indeed in the form of 

narrative. In relating the death of Laci to their own experiences, and incorporating the drama of 

the trial into their daily lives, members of this community – both in the real world of the 

Redwood City courthouse and in the virtual world of the message boards, guest books and blogs 

– were immersing themselves in a public narrative.  

It was quite common for contributors to the lacipeterson.com guest book to express their 

condolences over the loss of Connor first, and Laci second.  Even though they were not being 

explicit, there is a tacit understanding among this group that an 8 month-old fetus is a person, in 

possession of individual rights. To invoke Searle’s model of social reality, there was, among the 

Kitchen Table Community, an acceptance of Connor’s full personhood as uncontested, brute, 

biological fact. Indeed, if one were unfamiliar with the case, and read only the messages posted 

on the various websites, one might never know that Laci’s baby had not yet been born.  

 

Laci and the Rhetoric of Political Elites 

 

Certainly one of the most readily apparent ways that the Laci Peterson Story entered into 

the discourse of the public sphere was through legislation and political rhetoric. On April 1, 

2004, President George W. Bush signed into law the Unborn Victims of Violence Act, which 

was nicknamed “Laci and Connor’s Law.” Abortion opponents applauded the bill, which passed 

245-163 in the House and 61-38 in the Senate, as an important step toward recognizing the full 

personhood of “the unborn.” A New York Post article from April 2 provides details of the bill 

signing:  

The emotional family of pregnant murder victim Laci Peterson joined President 
Bush at the White House yesterday as he signed into a law a fetus-rights bill 
dubbed ‘Laci and Connor’s Law.’ Flanked by Laci’s mother, Sharon Rocha, and 
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stepfather, Ron Grantski, Bush inked the history-making legislation, which makes 
it a crime to harm a fetus during an assault on a pregnant woman. “His little soul 
never saw light, but he was loved, and he is remembered,’ Bush said of Connor, 
Laci’s unborn child.66  

Conservatives and anti-abortion activists contend that the murder of the eight months-

pregnant Laci Peterson helped to galvanize supporters by “putting a human face on unborn 

children.”67 When Scott Peterson was charged with the crime of killing his pregnant wife, he was 

also, under provision of California state law, charged with killing her fetus, a boy whom Laci’s 

family says the couple had planned to name Connor. While California and twenty-nine other 

states have their own versions of the law (at least four of them passed in the wake of the Peterson 

case), conservatives had been pushing for federal legislation for over 5 years, and the Peterson 

case helped provide the momentum to overcome the bill’s opposition.68 

On July 9, 2004, the Bush-Cheney campaign premiered a 30-second commercial 

invoking Laci Peterson’s name as part of a blitz of new advertisements leading up to the 

Democratic National Convention. The ad begins by stating that, while campaigning for the 

presidency, Senator John Kerry had missed over two-thirds of the Senate’s votes. “Yet, Kerry 

found time to vote against the Laci Peterson law that protects pregnant women from violence.” 

The ad concludes by imploring viewers, “Kerry has his priorities. Are they yours?”69 Whether or 

not you accept the statement of Bush-Cheney campaign officials that this ad was part of “a 

                                                 
66 Adam Miller, “Bush inks Laci law – Killing fetus now a federal crime”, The New York Post, 
April 2, 2004 

67 Tina Susman, “Abortion in the crosshairs,” Newsday, February 9, 2005 

68 Ibid. 

69 Marc Sandalow, “Bush ad bashes Kerry over Peterson law; Bill made it 2 crimes to kill 
woman, fetus,” The San Francisco Chronicle, July 9, 2004 
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dialogue about the priorities of American families,”70 the political fodder provided by the 

Peterson murder case is significant in and of itself. 

While activists and politicians on both sides of the issue readily acknowledged that Laci 

and Connor’s Law had become a “flashpoint in the abortion debate by recognizing the fetus as a 

separate victim,”71 the family of the victim has taken a more conflicted stance on the issue of the 

bill’s role in what is arguably the nation’s most passionate ongoing ideological schism. Sharon 

Rocha, Laci Peterson’s mother, has contended that the bill has nothing to do with abortion 

politics. She released this statement in 2003:  

What I find difficult to understand is why groups and senators who champion the 
pro-choice cause are blind to the fact that these two-victim crimes are the ultimate 
violation of choice.72 

Interestingly, while Rocha expresses bewilderment at the notion that some would see 

Laci and Connor’s Law as having any connection to abortion, she simultaneously employs the 

very language of that debate.  

 

Pulling It All Together 

 

Far from throwing it into sharp relief, the rhetoric of political elites surrounding the Laci 

Peterson story was remarkably similar to the conversation among members of the Kitchen Table 

Community, with both groups privileging emotion over reason, and invoking the language of 

religion and family. Like the balladry devoted to the death of Pearl Bryan, the discourse 
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72 Maggie Gallagher, “The real John Kerry stands up,” The Daily Review (Hayward, CA), March 
31, 2004 



 
 

165 
 

surrounding Laci Peterson functioned as a sort of Jeremiad – as a yearning for some lost age of 

safety, decency and old-fashioned American values. There is the sense that Laci and her unborn 

son are somehow symbolic of a larger, more intangible sort of loss. So negligible are the 

differences between the dialogue of politicians and that of the fans, any distinction that we 

attempt to draw between the two ultimately feels artificial. The point here – the one that Tom 

Rosenstiel’s comment seems to miss – is that the brand of communication that is fostered by 

“tabloid tales” such as this one are emblematic of the idiom in which discourse carries itself out 

in the 21st century. 

The Laci Peterson Story has strong popular-political appeal, but it is the story’s psychic-

human and historical-cultural resonances that have enabled it to flourish and to endure. These are 

the qualities that have allowed the story to be exploited for commercial gain by such outlets as 

Court TV and CNN and for political gain by such groups as the Bush-Cheney campaign. 

Similarly, Pearl Bryan’s story remained a cultural force, long after Jackson and Waller were 

convicted and hanged in 1897. As recently as 2010, the Travel Channel’s Ghost Adventures 

produced an episode about Bobby Mackey’s Music World, a nightclub in Wilder, Kentucky that 

is believed by many to be haunted by the ghost of Pearl Bryan.73 
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Chapter Seven:  To Catch A Predator and America’s Most Wanted 

 

To Catch A Predator:  Fear, Shame and Justice in 44 Minutes Flat 

 

It was November 5, 2006, the end of a long day of taping during a routine sting operation 

in the town of Murphy, Texas. Twenty-four men had been arrested so far, including a Navy 

veteran, a retired doctor and a school teacher. These men had all shown up at a spacious, 

suburban house rented by NBC’s weekly newsmagazine Dateline that had been specially 

outfitted with hidden cameras. Several actors were on hand to impersonate minors. Volunteers 

from an Oregon based self-appointed watchdog group called Perverted Justice had spent weeks 

preparing for this day by chatting online and on the phone with hundreds of men in the area who 

believed they were communicating with young teenagers. 1 

One of those men who had made contact online was Louis Conradt Jr., an assistant 

district attorney in the nearby town of Terrell. Using the screen name “inxsoo” Conradt had been 

engaging in sexually explicit exchanges in an Internet chat room with a so-called “decoy,” whom 

he believed to be a thirteen-year-old boy. Conradt was not among the twenty-four men who took 

the bait and showed up at the Dateline sting house that day. But, under a 2005 Texas law, it is 

considered a second-degree felony to engage in such communications with someone under the 

age of fourteen even if no actual sexual encounter takes place.  

 When Conradt failed to appear at the sting house, Murphy police officers obtained a 

search warrant and went to his house to arrest him. Accompanying the police that day were the 

Dateline camera crew, host Chris Hansen, and Xavier Von Erck, the founder and director of 

                                                 
1 Douglas McCollam, “The Shame Game,” Columbia Journalism Review, Vol. 45, Issue 5, 
(January/February 2007), p. 28 
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Perverted Justice. When Conradt didn’t answer his phone or his front door, officers forced their 

way into the house, where the prosecutor was standing in a hallway holding a gun. “I’m not 

going to hurt anybody,” he reportedly said, before shooting himself in the head.2 

 

High Anxiety, High Drama: How the Show Works 

 

 An intense feeling of unease and foreboding pervades virtually every moment of To 

Catch a Predator. Hundreds of men pursuing a clandestine and perhaps illegal sexual experience 

with a minor became unwitting television stars on the hit show, which aired on NBC from 

November 2004 to December 2007. “No hug for me?” deadpans the square-jawed host, greeting 

the men who roll up one after the other at the sting house. “I’m Chris Hansen, from Dateline 

NBC,” he says in measured tones, as the hidden cameramen, laden down with microphones, 

lights and lenses creep silently forward and reveal themselves. It is this palpable sense of 

urgency that is To Catch a Predator’s signature emotion, and as each new transgressor is taken 

down by local law enforcement and whisked off into the waiting arms of justice, the feeling 

grows more and more intense. 3  

 All of this made for riveting, can’t-look-away television, and it was a ratings boon for 

both NBC and MSNBC, which aired the repeats. During the 2006-2007 season, the series’ 11 

episodes brought in an average of 7 million viewers, easily besting Dateline’s other programs, 

which attracted about 6.2 million viewers.4 Of all the pop culture hits of the last two decades 

                                                 
2 Leonard Doyle, “Reality TV Goes One Step Too Far, As Judge Turns Gun on Himself,” The 
Independent (London), June 30, 2007 

3 James Parker, “Cultural Studies,” Boston Globe, March 25, 2007 

4 Ibid. 



 
 

168 
 

centered around a theme of Threatened Innocents (Law and Order SVU, Without a Trace and 

Nancy Grace’s Swift Justice on CNN are a few recent examples), none has achieved the water 

cooler status of this Dateline NBC spin-off series. Each episode was staged in a new town, and 

carefully orchestrated by a coalition of players that included the Dateline crew, the actors paid to 

impersonate minors (the so-called decoys), local law enforcement and the Perverted Justice 

group. 

 To Catch a Predator was riveting, provocative, and extremely popular television. But 

was it really journalism? And does it matter? The series trades in the same emotions and 

historically entrenched narratives that have fueled our national preoccupation with Threatened 

Innocents for centuries. At the same time, its contentious status as a news program helps to 

illuminate evolving standards and conventions surrounding the relationship between journalists 

and the public and the way that mass mediated images and stories help to shape our perception of 

reality. 

 To Catch A Predator lays bare questions and distinctions central to the debate 

surrounding what we should rightfully call news and what we should not, including the 

difference between covering and creating a story, and between paying a consultant and paying a 

source for information; about what ought to be the nature of the relationship between journalists 

and law enforcement, and about issues of legal and journalistic entrapment; about the deliberate 

exploitation of fear and the padding of statistics for commercial gain; about the tenuous line 

between this sort of “journalism” and reality TV, and about their common focus on humiliation 

and titillation.  
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What Happens in Murphy Stays in Murphy?  

 

Given the high profile of the program and its host, Conradt’s suicide elicited surprisingly 

little mainstream press coverage. A Lexis-Nexis search for the terms “Conradt” and “suicide” 

reveals that only seven major U.S. and world news outlets covered the story in the initial twelve 

months that passed after the suicide.5 The only real in-depth reporting on Conradt’s death came 

from a piece by Douglas McCollam in The Columbia Journalism Review, far from a mainstream 

publication, and one that likely has little crossover with To Catch A Predator’s core viewership. 

 While their comments received little public attention, a few people did express concern 

over the way the events leading to Conradt’s death unfolded as well as the way Dateline 

constructed its investigations more generally. Why did police force their way into Conradt’s 

home that night, rather than waiting to confront him at his place of work the following morning, 

as was customary in these sorts of arrests? (After all, since he was an assistant district attorney, 

police knew where he worked.) Why did the Dateline crew and Perverted Justice leader Xavier 

Von Erck accompany law enforcement to the home? Galen Ray Sumrow, the criminal district 

attorney of Rockville County, Texas, and an outspoken critic of the program, reports that an 

investigator told him the police were in a rush that day because they knew the Dateline crew had 

plane tickets back to New York that evening, and they wanted to be sure to get the arrest on 

tape.6  

 Marsha Bartel, a former Dateline producer, brought a suit against ABC seeking $1 

million in damages, claiming that she was summarily fired for speaking out against what she 

                                                 
5 www.lexisnexis.com (results retrieved August 2, 2013) 

6 McCollam 
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called the program’s “unethical production practices.”7 Bartel contends in part that Perverted 

Justice, which NBC paid a “consulting fee” of one hundred and fifteen thousand dollars per 

episode,8 did not keep accurate, verifiable transcripts of its web and phone conversations with 

potential predators. “The line between what journalists do and what law enforcement officers do 

got fuzzy,” Ms. Bartel’s lead lawyer has argued.9  

 Al Tompkins, who teaches ethics at the Poynter Institute for Media Studies, has asserted 

that the job of the journalist is to cover what law enforcement does, not to enable or become a 

participant in the enforcement. “In this case, there would not have been a crime if there wasn't a 

deception when they set these stings up. Journalists should be very reluctant to deceive.10 It 

should be a last resort, not the first. And it ought to be rare.” Indeed the Society of Professional 

Journalists, in its widely followed but legally unenforceable code of ethics, ardently discourages 

this sort of deception: “Avoid undercover or other surreptitious methods of gathering information 

except when traditional open methods will not yield information vital to the public. Use of such 

methods should be explained as part of the story.”11    

 For its part, NBC freely admits that over the course of several of these sting operations, 

local sheriffs’ departments went so far as to deputize members of Perverted Justice so that they 

                                                 
7 Brian Stelter, “‘To Catch a Predator’ Is Falling Prey to Advertiser’ Sensibilities,” New York 
Times, August 27, 2007 

8 Information comes via Perverted Justice Foundation’s application for tax-exempt status, 
approved by the IRS in September 2008, as published by Radar Online, “Perverted Payday,” 
October 27, 2008 

9 Stelter 

10 http://www.org/ethicscode.asp, accessed November 18, 2013 

11 Ibid. 
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could use the evidence that the group had gathered.12 NBC paid Perverted Justice a fee to send 

their “decoys” into online chat rooms and entice so-called “Internet predators” into committing a 

crime, and then local law enforcement allowed these “decoys” to stand in place of police, so that 

the evidence gathered could be used legally. Thus, NBC was in fact partnering quite explicitly 

with law enforcement. The lines between press, police and activist groups (also referred to as 

“moral entrepreneurs”) are smudged so aggressively here that they cease to exist at all.   

 NBC executives have acknowledged that the idea of doing a show about Internet 

predators was initially explored in 2004, but that it was a “tough sell” for news magazines 

because, according to host Chris Hansen, “images of people typing on keyboards and video of 

computer monitors did not make especially compelling TV.”13 However, once executive 

producers hit upon the idea of staging face-to-face conversations with the would-be predators 

and of teaming up with Perverted Justice, an unequivocally compelling television program – one 

in which the public was implored to watch, to judge and to act – was born. 

 

The Concept of the Moral Panic 

 

 The theory of the moral panic goes a long way towards an understanding of the 

confluence of players and forces that have shaped both the nation’s preoccupation with 

threatened innocents more generally, as well the popularity of the To Catch A Predator series 

and the incidents that unfolded in Murphy, Texas more specifically. It is a theory that seeks to 

explain the mechanisms and conditions by which great numbers of people may become intensely 

                                                 
12 Matea Gold, “Dateline too close to cops? The newsmagazine’s ‘To Catch a Predator’ series 
alarms many journalism ethics experts,” New York Times, April 26, 2006 
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concerned about a particular issue or perceived threat, regardless of rationality, over the course 

of a short period of time.  

 In 1964, Stanley Cohen, then a graduate student at The London School of Economics, 

developed the theory of the moral panic in order to describe and understand an event that was 

much in the news at the time. On Easter Sunday of that year in the seaside village of Clacton, on 

England’s eastern coast, a scuffle broke out between two factions of young people, the so-called 

Mods and Rockers, after a bartender refused to serve several of them: 

Youths on motorcycles and scooters roar up and down the street. A starter’s pistol 
is fired into the air. The windows of a dance hall are smashed; some beach huts 
are destroyed…The police, unaccustomed to such rowdiness, overreact by 
arresting nearly 100 young people, on charges ranging from ‘abusive behavior’ to 
assaulting a police officer.’14  
 

 The next day, a series of sensationalistic news items appeared in nearly every national 

newspaper, and the country became gripped by a sudden, overwhelming, and seemingly 

irrational anxiety about the state of its youth culture.  

 According to Cohen, a moral panic is made possible by the participation and compliancy 

of five major players: the press, the public, law enforcement, politicians and legislators, and 

action groups. The phenomenal success of To Catch a Predator and the death of Louis Conradt, 

Jr., provide a near-perfect illustration of the way in which a moral panic unfolds in the press and 

enfolds the public in fear.  

 Press involvement in a moral panic is characterized by an exaggerated “over-reporting” 

of the events, distortion, and stereotyping. In the case of the seaside disturbance in Clacton and 

the series of other disturbances that followed, the press repeatedly used such phrases as “riot,” 

“orgy of destruction,” and “battle” to describe the incidents. The scene was depicted as being 

                                                 
14 Stanley Cohen, p. 29  
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“smeared with blood and violence.” One story stated that the windows of  “all” the dance halls 

were smashed, when in fact the village only contained a single dance hall.15  

 In the days, weeks, and months following the original Mods and Rockers incident in 

Clacton, the press played an important role in the key process that Cohen has termed 

“sensitization,” even as it sensitized itself to the new preoccupation with youth deviance:  

Any item of news thrust into the individual’s consciousness has the effect of 
increasing the awareness of items of a similar nature which he might otherwise 
have ignored. Psychological cues are provided to register and even react upon 
previously neutral stimuli. This is the phenomenon of sensitization which, in the 
case of deviance, entails the reinterpretation of neutral or ambiguous stimuli as 
potentially or actually deviant…Sensitization to deviance…involves not only 
redefinition but also the assignment of blame and the direction of control 
measures towards a specific agent thought to be responsible.16 
 

 Following the original incident in Clacton, intense treatment was given to any and all 

types of rule breaking that might remotely resemble hooliganism, and each of these new 

instances was promptly classified as being a part of the larger Mods and Rockers problem. 

According to Cohen, this build-up of reports in the Mods and Rockers dossier is perfectly 

analogous to the sort of build-up that informs the initial stages of mass hysteria. “The point is 

that whether or not the incidents happened, public sensitization of the sort that occurs in mass 

hysteria, determined the way they were reported and, indeed, whether they were reported at 

all.”17  

 In a similar vein, James Gilbert has argued that juvenile delinquency became an 

important public issue beginning in the early to mid 1940s not because of any real uptick in 

actual criminal activity, but because so-called juvenile experts, stressing the changes wrought by 

                                                 
15 Ibid., p. 19 

16 Ibid., p. 59 

17 Ibid., p. 60 
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increased geographic and social mobility and the rise of working mothers, began warning that 

Americans ought to brace themselves for an outbreak of crime:  

At least in the opinion of many experts, who declared that younger Americans 
bore the brunt of neglect, broken family life, and diminishing community 
services, the U.S. would soon suffer a widespread outbreak of delinquency. As it 
always seemed to so with this issue, an arithmetic observation inspired geometric 
fears.18 
 
Gilbert notes that most Americans “discovered” delinquency not in their lived 

experience, but rather in the press, which defined the issue and provided examples and 

explanations. “Newspapers and magazines predicted a sharp rise in delinquency, based on the 

experience of World War I, which had produced a wave of adolescent misbehavior.”19  

 In the case of To Catch a Predator, NBC was similarly complicit in “sensitizing” the 

public to the threat of so-called Internet predators. By constructing an entire series around the 

hunting down of and retribution of these men, Dateline has helped to foster the sense that we are 

in the midst of a major, widespread social epidemic. Of course the phenomenon is a real one – 

there are indeed men who prowl Internet chat rooms looking to meet teens for sex – but Dateline 

has heavily skewed our perception of the prevalence of the crime by devoting so many hours to 

it. In other words, the proportion of coverage to risk is off balance here.20  

 But moral panics are not defined merely by this disproportionate response. After all, one 

could likely attribute a disproportionate response to quite a large percentage of news coverage. In 

the introduction to the third edition of Folk Devils and Moral Panics, Cohen describes the term 

as very much belonging to the sixties. “Its tone was especially resonant in the subjects then 
                                                 
18  James Gilbert, A Cycle of Outrage: America’s Reaction to the Juvenile Delinquent in the 
1950s, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 25 
 
19 Ibid., p. 27  
 
20 McCollam 
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shared by the new sociology of deviance and the embryonic cultural studies: delinquency, youth 

cultures, subcultures and style, and…hooliganism.”21  

 

The Moral Panic and Vigilante Television 

 

 Moral panics owe their appeal to “their ability to find points of resonance with wider 

anxieties.”22 The term describes a social problem that speaks to specific and deeply held cultural 

fears, and in so doing, escalates to high levels of drama, emergency and crisis. In a section 

addressing post-1970s panics in the third edition entitled “Carry on Panicking,” Cohen further 

defines the term, arguing that the objects of moral panics are “damaging in themselves – but also 

merely warning signs of the real, much deeper and more prevalent condition. They are 

transparent (anyone can see what’s happening) – but also opaque: accredited experts must 

explain the perils hidden behind the superficially harmless.”23 While he specifically notes the 

panic surrounding the abduction and sexual killing of girls generally beginning in the 1980s, the 

theory clearly applies quite seamlessly to the incredible impact of To Catch A Predator and the 

events leading up to Louis Conradts’s death.  

  While news reports have suggested that we are facing an epidemic of sex crimes against 

children perpetrated through new media by a new sort of criminal, the reality is much more 

                                                 
21 Stanley Cohen, p. vi 
 
22 Ibid., p. xxx 
 
23 Ibid., p. viii 
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nuanced, and less archetypically frightening.24 Wolak, Finkelhor, Mitchell and Ybarra have put 

forth several important findings about the facts of online “predators.” Their research, much of it 

conducted by the Crimes against Children Research Center (CCRC) at the University of New 

Hampshire in 2000-2001 and again in 2007-2008, finds the following:  

 Most Internet-initiated sex crimes involve adult men who use the Internet to meet and 

seduce underage adolescents into sexual encounters. In the great majority of cases, 

victims are aware they are conversing online with adults. In the 2007-2008 study, only 

5% of offenders pretended to be teens when they met potential victims online (112) 

 When deception does occur, it often involves promises of love and romance by offenders 

whose intentions are primarily sexual. Most offenders are charged with crimes such as 

statutory rape, which involve non-forcible sexual activity with victims who are too young 

to consent to sexual intercourse with adults (113) 

 Media stories have suggested that online molesters could use the information youths post 

on social networking sites about their identities and activities to locate and stalk them. 

However, in the over 400 interviews Wolak et al. conducted with police about Internet-

related sex crimes, no cases of sex offenders stalking and abducting minors on the basis 

of information posted on social networking sites were found. The study found that, rather 

than stalking unsuspecting victims, online molesters are continuing to seek youths who 

are susceptible to seduction 

                                                 
24 Wolak, Finkelhor, Mitchell and Ybarra, “Online ‘Predators’ and Their Victims: Myths, 
Realities, and Implications for prevention and treatment,” American Psychologist, (February-
March 2008), p. 111-12 
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 Several sex crime and abuse indicators have shown marked declines during the same 

period that Internet use has been expanding. From 1990 to 2005, the number of sex abuse 

cases substantiated by child protective authorities declined 51% (121) 

 In 2000, there were an estimated 6,594 arrests made for statutory rape nationwide.  

 That same time period (July 1, 2000 to June 30, 2001), federal, state, and local law 

enforcement agencies made an estimated 500 arrests for Internet-related sex crimes, 95% 

of which were non-forcible. If these 500 were counted among the 6,594, which they may 

have been, then Internet-initiated sex crimes would have accounted for approximately 7% 

of all statutory rapes (114-115) 

 Between 2000 and 2006, there was a 21% increase in arrests of offenders who solicited 

youths online for sex. During the same time there was a 381% increase in arrests of 

offenders who solicited undercover investigators posing as youth; in 2006, of those 

arrested for soliciting online, 87% solicited undercover investigators and 13% solicited 

youth.25 

 The University of New Hampshire study presents a problem whose scope is quite 

different – and less dire – than that of the one depicted by To Catch A Predator. In an interview 

with Meredith Vieira on the Today Show in 2007, Chris Hansen, promoting his new book, To 

Catch a Predator: Protecting Your Kids from Online Enemies Already in Your Home, recalled a 

horrific case that fell well outside the norm, the case of a girl who was murdered in her home 

after being stalked by a man she met online. There was no way, from the interview, to know that 

                                                 
25 Janis Wolak, David Finkelhor and Kimberly Mitchell, (2009). “Trends in Arrests of ‘Online 
Predators,’” Crimes Against Children Research Center, (CV194). Accessed November 15, 2013. 
http://cola.unh.edu/ccrc/trends-arrests-online-predators 
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this case was a true outlier, and it was in the context of hearing of this case that Vieira discussed 

the book and encouraged parents to buy it: 

VIEIRA: But the point of this book, Chris, if I understand it correctly, is really – 
it’s a wakeup call to parents to let them know you’ve got to pay attention to this 
because these predators are in your home.  
 
HANSEN: That’s exactly right. I remember one time sitting in a room with a 
dozen kids. And I said, “How many of you have been approached online by 
someone that creeped you out, it was a sexual approach? Virtually, all of them 
raised their hands. I said, “How many of you told your parents?’ And they’re 
looking down at the ground, they’re kicking their feet. None of them. I said, ‘Why 
not?’ They said ‘Because we’re afraid they’ll take away the computer.’ You have 
to tell your kids, Look, if this happens, come to me. Together we will go to the 
Internet service provider or local law enforcement. We’ll get something done 
about it. I’m not going to punish you for being a victim.  
 
VIEIRA: You also suggest that – to parents, to remind your kids that online 
people aren’t always who they say they are. 
 
HANSEN: Exactly right. And we highlight a case of a young girl in Arkansas 
who thought she was chatting with a 17-year-old boy in San Diego, in a Christian 
chatroom, all on the up and up, the daughter of a police officer, didn’t even want 
to meet this guy. But he was skillful enough to get information to go to her home 
when she was alone and assaulted and killed her.26 
 

 As Wolak et al. state, that “between June and October 2007, we conducted over 400 

interviews with police about Internet-related sex crimes…and we have yet to find cases of sex 

offenders and stalkers and abducting minors on the basis of information posted on social 

networking sites. Online molesters do not appear to be stalking unsuspecting victims but rather 

continuing to seek youths who are susceptible to seduction.”27 In calling attention to such a 

gruesome, outlying case, Hansen typifies the problem in a way that serves to turn up the heat on 

an existing moral panic.  

                                                 
26 The Today Show, NBC News, Original Airdate March 14, 2007 

27 Wolak et al., American Psychologist, p. 117 
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 Vieira and Hanson continued the interview with a discussion of software that parents can 

buy that will email their Blackberry if it detects that their child is giving out personal 

information. As we saw in the theoretical model described by Spector and Kitsuse, the 

commodification of a remedy for the problem of so-called Internet Predators would fall under the 

fourth stage of social problem development, the “development of alternative responses to the 

previously established procedures.” 28 Vieira concludes the interview with seemingly heartfelt 

gratitude: 

VIEIRA: Chris, thank you. 
 
HANSEN: Thank you Meredith, I appreciate it. 
 
VIEIRA: Thank you for all you do. Thanks very much.29 
 

 

Goldilocks Numbers 

 

 The public’s sensitization to the problem of Internet predators stems in part from its over-

reporting and the focus on these gruesome and atypical stories. But an equally important piece of 

the puzzle has been the dissemination and reification of faulty and misleading statistics. In 2006, 

Attorney General Alberto Gonzales gave a speech at the National Center for Missing and 

Exploited Children (NCMEC) in Alexandria, Virginia. A “wake-up call” about the supposedly 

growing problem of Internet predators, the speech praised the NCMEC but warned that the 

public “does not yet appreciate the scope, the nature and the import of this criminal activity and 

the threat it poses to our kids.” One of every five children online is now solicited, Gonzales said. 

                                                 
28 Spector and Kitsuse, p. 153 

29 NBC News Transcripts, The Today Show, March 14, 2007 
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“The television program Dateline estimated that at any given time, 50,000 predators are on the 

Internet prowling for children. It is simply astonishing how many predators there are, and how 

aggressive they act.”30   

 The number 50,000 was first cited by Dateline in an early To Catch A Predator episode 

in 2006. But Hansen, in an interview that same year with National Public Radio’s On the Media, 

was unsure of the origins of the figure. “It was attributed to, you know, law enforcement, as an 

estimate, and it was talked about as sort of an extrapolated number,” he said. Ken Lanning, a 30-

year veteran of the FBI who consulted on an earlier To Catch a Predator episode, was asked 

about the number by Hanson, and later discussed the significance of the figure during his own 

interview with On the Media: 

I didn’t know where it came from. I couldn’t confirm it, but I couldn’t refute it 
either, but I felt it was a fairly reasonable figure…I was somewhat curious about 
the fact [CHUCKLES] that it was 50,000. That number had popped up in the past, 
because I had been an FBI agent for over 30 years. In the early 1980s, this was the 
number that was most often used to estimate how many children were kidnapped 
or abducted by strangers every year. But the research that was done in the early 
1990s found that somewhere in the neighborhood of 2 to 300 children every year 
were abducted in this manner.31 
 

 Fifty thousand, it turned out, had also been a central figure in a sudden surge in worry 

about violent satanic cults:  

The other one that I specifically [LAUGHS] remembered kind of came in the late 
‘80s, where there were a lot of people who were talking about satanic cults that 
were supposedly running around the country engaging in human sacrifices. And 
when you’d try to say, well, how much of this is going on, once again, 
[LAUGHS] the same number popped up, 50,000 a year…That’s what they were 
alleging. [LAUGHS] This one here was a little bit more obviously problematic to 
me, because we do have good data on homicide. And at that time, there was 
somewhere in the neighborhood of 20 to 23,000 murders every year, so this meant 

                                                 
30 Transcript of Attorney General Alberto Gonzales’ Address to the Employees at the National 
Center for Missing and Exploited Children, April 20, 2006 

31 On the Media, National Public Radio, Original Airdate May 26, 2006 
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that the satanists all by themselves were killing twice as many [LAUGHING] 
people as all the other murderers combined.32 
 

 And finally, this same number was also bandied about during the panic over missing 

children in the mid-nineteen eighties. Congressman Paul Simon (D, Illinois), in one of several 

hearings on the issue, had put forward 50,000 as a “conservative estimate” of the number of 

children kidnapped by a stranger each year.33  

 Why is 50,000 such a widely appealing – and sticky – number? Lanning hypothesized 

that its utility in the “social problems marketplace”34 lies in the fact that it was big, but not too 

big. “Maybe the appeal of the number was that it wasn’t a real small number. It wasn’t like 100, 

200. And it wasn’t a ridiculously large number, like 10 million. It was a Goldilocks number, not 

too hot, not too cold.”35 

 When Alberto Gonzalez cited the misleading – indeed outright incorrect – Dateline 

numbers in his speech, he helped to perpetuate the moral panic about “online predators,” and 

Threatened Innocents more broadly, by officially endorsing the statistic, reifying it and making it 

public fact.  

 The statistic that “one in five children” is solicited sexually online each year has also 

been widely discredited. The origins of this figure come from a 2001 study conducted jointly by 

the NCMEC and the University of New Hampshire’s Crimes Against Children Research Center. 

The study stated that, based on “interviews with a nationally representative sample of 1,501 

                                                 
32 Ibid. 

33 Barry Glassner, The Culture of Fear: Why Americans are Afraid of the Wrong Things, (New 
York: Basic Books, 1999), p. 62 

34 Joel Best, Threatened Children, p. 15 

35 “On the Media,” National Public Radio, May 26, 2006 
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youths ages 10 to 17 who use the Internet regularly, approximately one in five received a sexual 

solicitation or approach over the Internet in the last year.”36 However, citing this statistic without 

explaining the study’s definition of what constitutes a “sexual solicitation” is extremely 

misleading.  

 The study defines “sexual solicitation or approach” as "requests to engage in sexual 

activities or sexual talk or give personal sexual information that were unwanted or, whether 

wanted or not, made by an adult.” So, under this definition, unwanted “sexual talk” from one 

teenager to another would fall under the category of sexual solicitation. In fact, a closer look 

reveals that, of the youth who reported to have experienced a sexual solicitation or approach, 

juveniles (under age 18) were responsible for 48% of the incidents, adults were responsible for 

24%, and perpetrators of an unknown age were responsible for 27%. Most of the adult solicitors 

were reported to be ages 18 to 25. About 4% of all solicitors were known to be older than 25. 

The gender of the perpetrators was 67% male, 19% female, and 13% unknown.37  

 Further, it is noteworthy that while the study concludes that approximately one in five (or 

19%) of youth “received a sexual solicitation or approach over the Internet in the last year,” the 

percentage of survey respondents who had experienced the type of solicitation that is highlighted 

again and again on To Catch A Predator was much, much smaller. The study reports that “one in 

thirty-three received an aggressive sexual solicitation – a solicitor who asked to meet them 

somewhere; called them on the telephone; sent them regular mail, money or gifts.” Not a single 

                                                 
36 David Finkelhor, Kimberly Mitchell and Janis Wolak, “Online Victimization: A Report of the 
Nation’s Youth,” A report conducted by the Crimes Against Children Research Center, The 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, and the Department of Justice, March 2001, 
p. 2, accessed November 16, 2013, http://www.unh.edu/ccrc/Child_Vic_Papers_pubs.html 

37 Ibid., p. 2 
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solicitation led to actual sexual contact.38 So, when Attorney General Gonzalez stated, in his 

speech at the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children in 2006, that one in five youths 

are sexually solicited, he was, five years later, quoting the work of that very organization out of 

context and incompletely right back to itself.  

 Frost, Frank and Maibach, in their study, “Relative Risk in the News Media: A 

Quantification of Misrepresentation,” employed content analysis to compare representations of 

mortality in national print media with actual mortality and risk factors. “For most causes and risk 

factors for death, there was a substantial disproportion between the amount of text devoted to the 

cause and the actual number of deaths attributed to the cause.” The most underrepresented risks 

were tobacco use (which received 23% of expected copy), cerebrovascular disease (31%), and 

heart disease (33%). Unsurprisingly, illicit drug use (1740%), motor vehicles (1280%), toxic 

agents (1070%) and homicide (733%) were the most overrepresented. Most interestingly, 

homicide, the 11th-ranked cause of death, received virtually the same amount of news coverage 

as the number one-ranked cause, heart disease. 39 

 The authority of To Catch a Predator was further entrenched in the national psyche 

when, on June 27, 2006, Chris Hansen testified before the Congressional committee on Energy 

and Commerce’s Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations. Hansen was one of several 

witnesses to testify as part of the hearing called “Making the Internet Safe for Kids: The Roles of 

ISP’s and Social Networking Sites.” After an introduction by Rep. Ed Whitfield (R, Kentucky), 

in which he spoke of the “staggering number” of “child predators and pedophiles on the 

                                                 
38 Ibid., p. ix 

39 Karen Frost, Erica Frank, Edward Maibach, “Relative Risk in the New Media: A 
Quantification of Misrepresentation,” American Journal of Public Health, May 1997; 87, 5; p. 
843 
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Internet,” calling it a “virtual Sears catalog for predators,” Hansen began his testimony. He 

described what Dateline had found in the investigations they had completed so far, and he 

showed some footage from the show. Among the clips shown was one of a man who arrived at a 

Florida sting house with his very young son in tow, a case so shockingly out of the ordinary that 

Hansen has cited it in several media interviews. Another clip showed a man who showed up, at 

the request of the decoy, completely in the nude and carrying a six-pack of beer.40  

 Even for a show that typifies with horror stories, as To Catch A Predator does, these 

cases stand out as highly unusual. Hansen himself has said that the incident of the man who 

brought along his young son has stood out for him and the entire NBC crew because it was so 

shocking. And so, that he chose this case to show the Subcommittee seems indicative of the 

entire agenda of To Catch A Predator, and of the way in which the flames of a moral panic can 

be fanned.  

 Hansen’s Congressional testimony and the publication of his book41 certainly did fan the 

flames. On March 21st, 2007, Hansen appeared as a guest on Comedy Central’s The Daily Show, 

in order to promote his book. During his interview with host Jon Stewart – a comedian-turned-

news-commentator known for poking fun at politics and newsmakers and for turning a 

particularly critical eye toward television news production – Hansen was never challenged about 

Dateline’s journalistic practices. In fact, Stewart offered nothing but heaps of praise for Hansen 

and To Catch A Predator: 

STEWART: A lot of times you might think, jeez, is that journalism or is that 
exploitative. I think anybody that’s having sex with children or trying to, you 

                                                 
40 House Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations, “Making the Internet Safe for Kids: 
The Role of ISP’s and Social Networking Sites,” 109th Congress, Second Session, June 27, 2006  

41 Chris Hansen, To Catch A Predator: Protecting Your Kids From Online Enemies Already in 
Your Home, (New York: Plume, 2007)  
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guys should do this show every [night], you guys should have your own 
channel…It’s widespread, it seems to me anywhere you dip your net, just fifty 
minnows [pop up], it’s horribly frightening. 
 
HANSEN: I think there are a lot of guys out there willing to take part in this 
activity, and that’s why it’s so important you teach your kids about how to be 
safe… 
 
STEWART: It’s wild, I want you and your cameras around me and my family all 
the time. [Laughter] It is absolutely something that I approve of. Thank you.”42 
 

 At one point in the interview, it seems as if Stewart might begin to address the show’s 

questionable status as a news program, but then it becomes clear that he will not. He accepts at 

face value the work of To Catch A Predator, never questioning the show’s constructed reality or 

taking up for consideration the questions of entrapment and journalistic ethics that have troubled 

critics. For a comedian who generally turns a critical eye on fear mongering – and especially on 

the melodramatic conventions of television news magazines – Stewart is full of admiration for 

Hansen, treating him with kid gloves and almost a sort of reverence.  

 As we have seen with the related problem of missing children, the perceived threat of 

Internet predators is also a true valance issue. Recall Nelson’s assertion that such issues “involve 

one widely held ideal” and that when we speak of a valence policy issue, both the problem and 

its preferred or intended solutions must invoke a more or less uniform, single-position 

affirmation of a civic ideal.43 With an issue as unseemly as men stalking and soliciting children 

online, there is the sense that challenging these claims in any way would be somehow condoning 

the predators’ immoral behavior, and that the only acceptable response is to simply condemn 

these men and to offer a remedy to this supposedly wildly out of control epidemic.  

 

                                                 
42 The Daily Show With Jon Stewart, Comedy Central, March 21, 2007 

43 Barbara J. Nelson, p. 28 
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Media Events and Ceremonies of Excommunication 

 

 Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz have written extensively about televised public spectacle, 

and the way in which television may act as a powerful social force, shaping collective memory 

and public perception of reality. Dayan and Katz have employed the term “media events” to 

describe the live broadcasting of historic events such as the Olympic games, Anwar Sedat’s trip 

to Israel in 1977 and the funeral of John F. Kennedy. Dayan and Katz classify three distinct types 

of media events: contests, conquests and coronations, while readily conceding that the lines 

between them can be quite blurry, and that given events will often pass through all three stages. 

Media events are live, preplanned, and typically broadcast from some remote location, rather 

than a studio. They are perceived as required viewing, presented with both reverence and 

ceremony: 

[Media events] are gripping, enthralling. They are characterized by a norm of 
viewing in which people tell each other that it is mandatory to view, that they 
must put all else aside…These broadcasts integrate societies in a collective 
heartbeat and evoke a renewal of loyalty to the society and its legitimate 
authority.44 
 

 Certainly the broadcasting of an episode of the pre-taped To Catch A Predator series fails 

to meet several of the essential media event criteria. Watching a man arrive at the “sting house” 

only to be forced into a sit-down confrontation with the stern faced Chris Hansen is hardly the 

same thing as watching Neil Armstrong take his first steps on the moon. The show is not live, 

and it is not a break from everyday programming.  But, the concept of the media event is still 

instructive here in that it illuminates the role of the medium itself in the storytelling process, and 

the ways in which television can foster a sense of nationhood and commonality.  
                                                 
44 Dayan and Katz, Media Events: The Live Broadcasting of History, (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1994), p. 8-9 
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 Dayan and Katz stress that television does not merely record or transmit the information 

of an event, but rather, it is itself a key performer in the event and in the construction of the 

story: 

Television’s protective role stems from the fact that it is not reporting an event, 
but actively performing it…Broadcast journalists are not simply transmitting an 
event or commenting upon it; they are bringing it into existence. Thus, 
broadcasters double as monument makers or apostles.45 
 

 James Carey has also taken up this notion of the performance of television in his essay, 

“Political Ritual on Television: Episodes in the History of Shame, Degradation and 

Excommunication.” Building off of the ideas put forth in Media Events, Carey turns his focus 

toward episodes of ritual shame and degradation. “Curiously, rituals of degradation have not 

engaged the explicit attention of Elihu Katz and Daniel Dayan in the powerful and instructive 

analysis contained in Media Events: The Live Broadcasting of History,” he writes. Yet these are 

important events in the history and maintenance of nation states, he maintains, events that moved 

from the village square to the pages of the newspaper as the scale of social life grew much more 

vast and complex. (A scale and complexity to which newspapers “stood as both cause and 

effect,” Carey points out.)46 

 As a case study Carey examines the often rancorous and ultimately unsuccessful judicial 

confirmation hearings of Robert Bork, who was nominated to the Supreme Court in 1987 by 

President Reagan. Carey proposes that the details of these hearings represent an archetype of a 

fourth category of media event, “ceremonies at the social level of excommunication defining the 

permissible range of social discourse; and, at the individual level, of status degradation marking 

                                                 
45 Ibid., p. 91 

46 James W. Carey, “Political Ritual on Television,” in Tamar Liebes and James Curran, eds., 
Media, Ritual and Identity, (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), p. 43 
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out the consequences for transgressing this range.”47 Although, as Carey acknowledges, these 

ceremonies of degradation do not fit all the criteria that Dayan and Katz identify, they do, he 

contends, perform functions similar to those of the more celebratory events. The hearings were 

broadcast live, over the course of several weeks in September and October, with Bork himself 

appearing over the course of five consecutive days in September. The hearings were carefully 

staged and preplanned, and while not scripted or created expressly by or for the purpose of mass 

media (the Senate Judiciary Committee would have met to debate Bork’s suitability for the Court 

with or without the presence of CNN’s cameras), they were most certainly organized and 

choreographed with television coverage in mind.48  

 Many of Carey’s insights into the failed confirmation hearings of Robert Bork and their 

place in the pantheon of media events prove surprisingly germane to an analysis of To Catch A 

Predator and its place in the contemporary moral panic surrounding Threatened Innocents. 

Carey explains the weeks-long Bork hearing as an episode of high emotional, moral and political 

drama, spatially framed by the room and the fixed position of the cameras. A “sustained invasion 

of public life into private space,”49 the hearings produced high levels of political mobilization 

and involvement precisely because they communicated important socio-cultural standards and 

information far beyond their professed goal: 

The purpose of the hearings before the Senate Judiciary Committee was, at one 
level, to confirm or disconfirm the nomination of Robert Bork to a seat on the 
Supreme Court. But, as staged on television, as a media event, it became a 
recurring episode in the dramatic effort to define the boundaries – spiritual, 
attitudinal, moral – of American life, here innocently named the “mainstream”… 
The hearings thus became a particular kind of media event: an act of 

                                                 
47 Ibid., p. 55 

48 Ibid., p. 53 
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communication from the sacred center as well as a status degradation 
ceremony…Put differently, the moral contours of American society were 
inscribed, however imperfectly, on the body of Robert Bork.50 
 

 Who is in and who is out? What is mainstream and what is fringe? What is acceptable 

and what is not? The Bork hearings presented viewers at home with a symbolic display of the 

American political climate and a metaphorical cordoning off of the established and the approved 

from the heretical and the profane.  

 Surely this is also what To Catch A Predator was all about – the public shaming of those 

who have engaged, or sought to engage, in sexually immoral behavior. Rather than using 

television as a means of capturing a story, To Catch A Predator created and shaped the story to 

meet the needs of television production. What, after all, was the purpose of Perverted Justice’s 

“decoys” asking a man targeted in one of the stings to show up at the house naked and carrying a 

six pack of beer?51 This was most certainly an episode of shaming and degradation.  

 

Moralism, Voyeurism 

 

 NBC was explicit in its marketing of To Catch A Predator as appointment television that 

one ought to make the time for, not for its compelling entertainment value, but for its civic 

importance. Dateline’s senior producer, David Corvo, and Hansen, said the following concerning 

Louis Conradt’s death: 

When [asked] if they were reviewing the show's procedures in light of Conradt's 
death, both said that there was no evidence to suggest that Conradt was aware of 
Dateline's presence when he shot himself (though a camera crew was apparently 
on his block for hours before the police arrived), and that there were no plans to 
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alter how the ‘Predator’ series is handled. ‘I still feel like the show is a public 
service,’ said Corvo. ‘We do investigations that expose people doing things not 
good for them. You can't predict the unintended consequences of that. You have 
to let the chips fall where they may.’52 
 

 But while NBC publicly summoned viewers to the television to engage with the program 

as citizens duty-bound to protect the nation’s children and to make its communities safer, it not 

so subtly called upon a much baser instinct, as well. Like the captivity narratives of centuries 

past and the avalanche of contemporary reporting on missing and captive young women and 

children, an important part of what makes these stories so gripping is that they offer a socially 

acceptable window into the seedy underbelly of criminal – and sexual – degeneracy: 

Peter D. Greenspun, a lawyer who defended a rabbi from Rockville, Md., caught 
in a ‘Dateline’ sting arranged by Perverted Justice, said that by posting online 
transcripts of conversations between would-be child molesters and volunteers 
posing as 12- and 13-year-olds, Perverted Justice was encouraging, rather than 
deterring, pedophiles. ‘They are putting out for unfiltered, unrestricted public 
consumption the most graphic sexual material that they themselves say is of a 
perverted nature,” Mr. Greenspun said.53 
 

 Logs of these online chats, posted on Perverted Justice’s website, are often quite long 

and, as the warning at the top of the page often states, extremely graphic. TCAP routinely 

displayed these chat logs on the screen, and Hansen frequently read aloud from the logs, 

substituting the word “blank” for obscenities, during his confrontation with the would be 

perpetrators in the sting house. Even with the most offensive words left out, the material is 

shockingly profane, likely the crudest material on network television by a mile. Hansen admitted 

as much during his congressional testimony, while addressing a question from Congressman 

Stupak about the whether these men might be “relieved” to be caught: 
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REP. BART STUPAK:  You indicated in a question to the Chairman that you felt 
that some of these people were relieved to actually get caught.  It seems like they 
are relieved to get caught, but where do you go with this?  What do you do with 
this?  How do you identify this?  I guess that is what I am struggling with here.   
 
HANSEN:  I think that what happens sometimes is we all want to just 
characterize these people as one sort of person, one solution, whether it is the 
criminal justice system or some sort of treatment, and it is just not the way it is.  I 
mean, I have seen 21-year-old guys walk in there for a 14-year-old or 15-year-old 
girl, and they are probably lonely.  I am not defending what these guys are doing, 
but--   
 
STUPAK:  Right.   
 
HANSEN:  --they are sad cases.  I have seen some real heavy-duty cases of 
predators coming in there who if you read the chat logs, and you feel like you 
have to take a shower.  So, I mean, are there guys who could go to counseling and 
be better if they are watched?  Yes.  Are there guys who just can't be fixed by any 
other way than going to prison?  There is that, too.54  
 

 Certainly the focus on To Catch A Predator was less on the “lonely twenty-one year old 

guys” looking to become involved with a teenage girl, and more on the truly profane outliers.  

This focus on the outliers, on the show and in Hansen’s testimony, conveys a picture of the 

problem that is at once horrifying and compelling. At every turn in his testimony before 

Congress, Hansen professes his own shock at what he has found:  

In the days before the shoot, I had wondered quietly to myself about the 
possibility that perhaps no one would show up. Maybe the anecdotal evidence we 
had seen on the computer predator problem was overstated. But as I was stuck in 
traffic on the Throgg’s Neck Bridge headed to the house, I received a call from 
my producer, Lynn Keller, who was frantic. A man was due to show up in 45 
minutes, and I had to be there. Fortunately, I made it there in about a half hour, 
leaving just enough time to prepare to confront the man before he walked in the 
door right on schedule. For the next 2 days, we witnessed a parade of potential 
predators. There were men from all walks of life. Even a New York City 
firefighter surfaced in our investigation.55 
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 Hansen continues his testimony by outlining the nine sting operations Dateline had 

completed thus far. He points out that the results were just as shocking in rural America as they 

were in the population centers:  

Our next investigation took us to Darke County, Ohio, population 13,000. Would 
potential predators travel miles of country roads, past cornfields and cow pastures 
to visit a child home alone? The answer was yes.56 
 

  This is not a big city problem, he tells the committee. Depravity lurks beneath the surface 

in the countryside too. He’s an expert, testifying before Congress about all that knows, but he’s 

also one of us – shocked to find that, in the words of Jon Stewart, “anywhere you dip your net, 

just fifty minnows [pop up], it’s horribly frightening.”57 

 While solemn during the Congressional testimony, Hansen’s jocular manner on To Catch 

A Predator, combined with the dramatic, forceful takedown of the so-called predators by police 

waiting outside the sting houses, all invited viewers to triumph gleefully in the misery of these 

lewd and foolish men. There is a baseness of sentiment that the show clearly cultivates that rivals 

the one that drove the men there in the first place.58 

 Writing about the sensational newspaper coverage of the murder of prostitute Helen 

Jewett in nineteenth century New York City, Andie Tucher has argued that, for the scores of 

readers who followed the grisly story in the papers, “donning the fig leaf of moralism made 
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visiting this underworld permissible.”59 Like the Jewett story, To Catch A Predator similarly 

offered titillation beyond what might be “necessary” to communicate the perceived threat. 

 The confluence of moralism with voyeurism – and the exploitation of these crimes and 

their victims for commercial or political gain – is nothing new, nor is the practice of condemning 

vice while simultaneously publicizing it. In his history of early New England crime literature, 

Pillars of Salt, Monuments of Grace, Daniel A. Cohen contends that public hangings were some 

of the most important and widely popular civic events in late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

century New England, where the crowds that gathered at town gallows could reach well into the 

thousands. The sermon attached to such an event was often a drawn out, two-day affair, with the 

clergyman delivering the initial sermon dealing with the crime on the Sunday preceding the 

hanging, followed by a gallows sermon at the execution itself.  

 Once printed in pamphlet form, the gallows sermons then reached an even wider 

audience after the hanging, and were believed to leave a more profound and lasting impression 

on the public when delivered in the printed word. And while sermons addressing condemned 

criminals had often been synopsized within other crime publications in seventeenth century 

England, they were rarely published as stand-alone pamphlets as they were in the New World. 

Thus, as an autonomous literary genre, the execution sermon, much like the captivity narrative, 

seems to be a Puritan, New World innovation.60 “Sermons Preached, are like Showres of Rain, 
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that Water for the Instant. But Sermons Printed, are like Snow that lies longer on the Earth,” 

Cotton Mather opined.61 

 

Missouri Miller and The Flash Press: Moralizing with a Wink and a Smile 

 

 To Catch A Predator was only the latest example of commercial success arising out of 

combining moralistic storylines with salacious, often sexual, details. In their recent work, The 

Flash Press: Sporting Male Weeklies in 1840s New York, Patricia Cline Cohen et al. have 

focused scholarly attention on a little-known corner of the nineteenth-century publishing world. 

The so-called Flash Press covered and publicized New York City’s illicit underbelly, including 

theater, sporting events, and most of all, brothels. Weeklies such as The Flash, The Whip, The 

Libertine and The Rake acted as tour guides to the city’s semi-hidden world of commercial sex 

and the scandals of men-about-town, yet they did so in a style of mock moral condemnation: 

Distinguished by a trenchant, mocking humor, and a titillating brew of gossip 
about prostitutes, theatrical denizens, and sports contests, the papers offered 
guidance to men young and old intent on navigating the new world of unrestricted 
pleasure and commercialized leisure in the city. They frequently defended such 
behaviors in the vernacular of republicanism and democracy… Until the ‘flash’ 
papers came along, no newspapers dared to trumpet the attractions of prostitutes, 
provide tour guides to the city’s brothels, and give voice to an otherwise hidden 
community in the city…The editors brandished satirical humor, often striking a 
pose of great shock – bogus shock to be sure – at the scandalous activities they 
described for their appreciative readers.62 
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 The flash papers invited their readers into a world of artifice and counterfeit, where 

“attractively innocent young women turn out to be sexually available, where respectable men 

young and old lead double lives and fear exposure, where swindlers and cheats abound among 

the lowlife and the elite.”63 In the world of flash, things were not what they seemed. The flash 

papers were “purposely paradoxical,” Cohen et al. have argued, and that was part of the joke. 

“They gave voice to both bawdy satire and moral indignation; they combined trenchant critiques 

of class privilege with endorsements of heterosexual indulgence, and they supported male sexual 

prerogative while defending and admiring individuals of the ‘frail’ sisterhood of prostitutes.”64  

 The flash press editors walked a very fine line, decrying the depravity of brothels and 

saloons and trumpeting a high-minded mission to expose the seedy, vice-ridden underbelly of the 

city, yet all the while winking at the reader with a knowing, sly smile. Indeed, the flash weeklies 

were adamant that their role was as friend, not enemy, to the flourishing moral reform movement 

of the era. Salacious and ribald, the flash papers claimed that by calling attention to brothels, 

purveyors of obscene books, and other dealers in the world of commercial sex, they were helping 

to rid society of such criminals and vice.  

 Interestingly, it was a case of a Threatened Innocent that first inspired one newspaper 

editor, William J. Snelling, to found the first of the flash papers. Freshly arrived in New York, 

Snelling had recently joined the burgeoning – and ultra-competitive – world of the New York 

dailies. He began work at the Censor, a breezy new paper in which he offered up articles about 

politics, theater, and other aspects of city life. But the Censor failed to attract a significant 

readership, and it soon folded. So, a few months later, Snelling started a new venture, a weekly 
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paper called the Polyanthos, a paper widely held to be the inaugural publication in a raunchy, 

little-known journalistic movement a group of historians have recently termed the flash press.  

 In 1838, Snelling first became aware of the story of a young actress named Missouri 

Miller. Educated at the prestigious Miss Porter’s School, Miller was also the daughter of Adeline 

Miller, a madam who ran a well-known  house of  ill repute, and was a younger sister of 

Josephine Clifton, the accomplished stage actress. It seems that Missouri, hoping to pursue a 

career in the theater (which in of itself put her at odds with other young ladies at Miss Porter’s), 

had become ensnared in a relationship with the slick, villainous Thomas Hamblin, a noted 

director and notorious womanizer.   

 It is unclear exactly how Snelling first became aware of Missouri, (it was rumored that he 

may have been a client of her mother’s) but his interest in her was immediate and unwavering. 

Snelling created the Polyanthos expressly to serve as an organ to publicize the case, criticize 

Hamblin, and free Missouri from what he and Adeline Miller believed to be a perilous 

situation.65 Together with his partner, George Washington Dixon (already famous as a blackface 

singer and performer), Snelling debuted the Polyanthos in 1838. Several of the principal features 

that came to define the flash press, including the criticism – and even humiliation – of publicly 

known men were central to the story: 

The Polyanthos was far more censorious than the Censor. It accused Thomas 
Hamblin and other intermediaries of immorally enticing and removing the girl 
from her mother. Snelling derided Hamblin as a wretch, a criminal, and a villain; 
Hamblin was, in Snelling’s words, ‘a hoary lepper,’ a ‘Scoundrel whom even 
Texas vomited from her afflicted bowels’…Snelling’s verbal pyrotechnics 
slammed Hamblin and caught the attention of other New York newspapers. Their 
concern over Missouri’s fate was not misplaced: in two weeks’ time she suddenly 
took sick and died, tended to the end by [Hamblin mistress] Louise Medina in 
Hamblin’s house.66 
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 Missouri became even more of a celebrity in death, as her story was picked up and 

propelled across the nation, but with a new plot twist that Snelling and Dixon likely never 

foresaw: the national coverage of the story blamed the Polyanthos for killing Missouri. 

According to the autopsy, the cause of death was inflammation of the brain, and several 

newspapers concluded that this was due to the utter shock Missouri suffered upon reading 

Snelling’s stories about the despicable Hamblin and his beastly plans to ruin her.67 An article in 

the Lynn Record, in Massachusetts, reported, for example, that Missouri had been driven to 

insanity “by the violent conduct of her mother, and the publication of an abusive article in the 

Polyanthos.”68   

  Front page articles in the flash papers primarily centered on the foibles and eccentricities 

of either a specific New Yorker or a generic “type,” most often focusing on sexual exploits and 

quirks. The Flash called this feature “Gallery of Rascalities and Notorieties.” Its subjects were 

ridiculed, often quite viciously, and the articles were accompanied by unflattering, cartoon-like 

drawings.69 No one was safe from mockery, even a well-known Episcopalian minister. One 

prominent merchant – in an episode that seems to presage the concept of To Catch A Predator 

and the death of Louis Conradt, Jr – committed suicide after being exposed in a similar style of 

feature in The Polyanthos.70 

 The Polyanthos has obvious resonances with To Catch A Predator. Both were single-

issue outlets: The Polyanthos focused heavily on Missouri Miller and the danger of her 
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involvement with Thomas Hamblin, and To Catch A Predator focused solely on so-called 

internet predators, and the danger they pose to children. Further, both outlets used these issues – 

these Threatened Innocents and their stories – as devices to explore illicit topics, to be lurid 

under the auspices of morality, and ultimately, to generate a profit.  

 The flash press demonstrated a tongue-in-cheek style that feels remarkably 

contemporary, in many ways more so than the extreme, heavy-handed earnestness of TCAP. We 

see resonances of the flash press style humor and humiliation on the website of Perverted Justice, 

the bizarre vigilante group that Dateline paid so handsomely for their work as “consultants” on 

To Catch A Predator’s sting operations. A look at Perverted Justice’s website reveals a 

“merchandise depot” where fans may purchase all manner of branded items, from a polo shirt 

with an American flag on the chest and the caption “Squeeze No Child’s Behind” to a pair of 

women’s thong underwear with “Contents Aged At Least 18 Years” printed across the crotch. 

Also available is a bumper sticker that reads, “See You Later, Masturbator. After Awhile, 

Pedophile.”71 

 The cheekiness of these products, if not downright poor taste, is evocative of the flash 

press in that it displays a similar sort of duality.  

 

America’s Most Wanted: Public Service or Pornography of Violence? 

 

 On May 16th, 2011, Fox announced that, after a remarkable twenty-three seasons on the 

air, it would not renew its longest running program, America’s Most Wanted. The cancellation 

was widely covered in the press, and the reaction was overwhelmingly one of dismay. A Lexis 
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Nexis search of articles on the show’s cancellation during a week long period following the 

announcement turned up 113 hits. Journalists noted the remarkable tenacity of the show; twenty-

three seasons is practically unheard of: 

Set aside for a moment the public good ‘AMW’ has provided. It’s also been a 
remarkable TV institution. It premiered in April 1988 on the fledgling Fox 
network during a season when other freshman Fox shows included such long-
forgotten fare as ‘The New Adventures of Beans Baxter’ and ‘Second Chance.’… 
‘AMW’ caught on, where most of Fox’s lineup failed.72 
 

 In July of 1989, a year after its debut, America’s Most Wanted became the first program 

on Fox to rank first in its time-slot. And for the seventeen years that followed, with the exception 

of a brief cancellation in 1996, it continued to air at 9 p.m. EST on Saturday nights, a fixture of 

weekend evening programming. A true television stalwart, the show that was billed as a 

nationwide manhunt, as some media analysts have argued, made a significant contribution to the 

television and popular culture landscape in that it “harnessed the wisdom of crowds” long before 

the advent of Wikipedia or Facebook.73 

 Ardent fans of America’s Most Wanted, some of them victims of violent crime 

themselves, quickly organized campaigns to keep the show on the air, many of them using social 

media sites to do so. Jim Sitton, who credits the program with the capture of the man suspected 

of killing his 6-year-old daughter and three other relatives in 2009, created a Facebook page 

dedicated to the cause: “Criminals all over America will be rejoicing if AMW is cancelled,” he 

said.74 The page received over 3500 “likes.”  
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 Law enforcement also weighed in on the show’s cancellation, lauding America’s Most 

Wanted’s success in capturing fugitives. The FBI issued an official statement on the matter: 

Few television shows have aired for so long. Even fewer have provided such a 
worthy public service, or have made such a lasting impact on the American 
public. John [Walsh] and his team have always understood the power of the 
people in helping to bring criminals to justice. Their tenacity, their unwavering 
dedication to victims of crime and violence, and their commitment to law 
enforcement will be missed.75 
 

 The FBI praises the program and its host not only for their effectiveness in catching 

fugitives, but for doing so by empowering their viewers – the ordinary folks sitting on their 

living room sofas. The message here is a quintessentially populist one: the show’s success is 

attributed to the harnessing of the “power of the people.” Thus, the highest law enforcement 

agency is celebrating the very tactics that, two decades earlier, at the time of the show’s debut, 

had been a source of some concern to social commentators and criminal justice professionals 

alike.  

 

Blurred Lines in Sharp Focus: Vigilantism? News? Entertainment?  

  

 Early criticism of America’s Most Wanted focused on the fuzzy lines between news and 

entertainment, law enforcement and reporting that the program’s practices threw into sharp 

relief. Before the heyday of reality television, America’s Most Wanted presaged the sort of 

questions that would come up again and again in the decades to come, culminating, as we have 

just seen, in the strange voyeur-vigilantism of To Catch A Predator. But to understand the early 

criticisms of America’s Most Wanted, first we must examine how the show worked, and what 
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message it sought to convey to its audience. It makes sense, then, to begin with its charismatic 

host, John Walsh.  

 John Walsh first came to the fore of the American consciousness through his involvement 

in a horrific personal tragedy. In 1981, Walsh’s six-year-old son, Adam, was taken from a Sears 

department store in Hollywood, Florida, where he was playing a video game while his mother, 

Reve, shopped. The boy’s body was discovered sixteen days later.  

 In 1983, the crime, its immediate aftermath, and the Walshes’ involvement in passing 

federal child protection laws in the wake of their son’s murder, were depicted in the NBC made-

for-television movie Adam. While the Walshes were played by actors, John and Reve appeared 

as themselves at the end of the film in order to publicize the photos of other missing children. 

The movie attracted an audience upwards of 38 million, and was rebroadcast in 1984 and 1985. 

A sequel, Adam: His Song Continues, aired in 1986. Each film culminated in the broadcast of the 

photographs of 55 missing children and a toll-free number, allowing viewers to call in with tips. 

By the time of America’s Most Wanted’s 1988 premier, Walsh said that 65 of those 110 children 

had been found or accounted for.76  

 Like Nancy Grace’s, John Walsh’s profound personal tragedy led to a professional 

calling. Walsh left behind a career as a developer of luxury hotels in order to pursue a life 

devoted to victims’ advocacy, crime awareness and prevention. Sociologist Barry Glassner has 

called Walsh “an exemplar of a particularly influential category of person in the culture of fear: 

the grieving parent-cum-celebrity.”77  
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 Walsh’s first foray into public policy came with his lobbying efforts to help pass the 

Missing Children Act of 1982 and the Missing Children’s Assistance Act of 1984. He was 

instrumental in the establishment of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children 

(NCMEC) in 1984, the mandate for which was provided by the Missing Children’s Assistance 

Act. A private, nonprofit organization whose mission is to “serve as the nation’s resource on 

missing and sexually exploited children,” the Center was established during a time when concern 

for missing children was especially high. The NCMEC’s own website explains its history and 

mission this way: 

The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children was born in a time of 
tragedy. In 1979, six year old Etan Patz disappeared from a New York street 
corner on his way to school and was never seen again. Twenty-nine children were 
abducted and murdered in Atlanta, Georgia. And in 1981 six year old Adam 
Walsh was abducted from a Florida shopping mall and found brutally murdered. 
There were others. In 1984, police could enter information about stolen cars, 
stolen guns, and even stolen horses into the FBI’s national crime computer – but 
not stolen children. That is no longer the case. More missing children come home 
safely today and more is being done today to protect children than anytime in the 
nation’s history.78 
 

 Just a few years after helping to get the NCMEC off the ground, Walsh was approached 

by Fox Television with the idea that he serve as host for their new show. With his handsome, 

camera-friendly good looks and tough, straight talking style, Walsh bridged the gap between 

professional television personality and relatable everyman. With his noted effectiveness as a 

lobbyist and the success of the two Adam movies, Walsh was an outsider with tremendous 

insider access, the ideal populist hero.  

 The show debuted to high levels of both interest and criticism. From the outset, there was 

the sense that America’s Most Wanted was doing something new, likely important, and possibly 

problematic. Initial concerns focused on the manner in which America’s Most Wanted threatened 
                                                 
78 http://www.missingkids.com, accessed November 18, 2013 



 
 

203 
 

to blur traditional delineations, between news and entertainment programming; and between law 

enforcement and the public.  Declared the New York Times:  

The line between entertainment and news will be stretched a smidgen thinner 
beginning tonight, when Fox’s fledgling network launches a weekly series called 
“America’s Most Wanted,” described by its producers as “a televised manhunt” 
intended to enlist the public’s help in the capture of fugitives.79 
 

 The idea for America’s Most Wanted was first suggested to Rupert Murdoch, president of 

Newscorp, which owns Fox Television, by an aide who had seen a similar program in Europe. 

With its launch of the show for an American audience, Fox executives said they sought to 

accomplish three main goals: to produce “conscientious programming that helps catch 

criminals,” to establish the network’s credibility in the “creation-of-programs business,” and, of 

course, to secure good ratings.80 From the outset, then, America’s Most Wanted was at duel 

purposes, both public and mercenary interests. 

 To accomplish these goals, producers set about creating a sense of urgency and 

immediacy. The America’s Most Wanted set was fashioned to look like a gritty police precinct, 

and each episode began with John Walsh imploring viewers to study the photographs of fugitives 

on their screens. “I need your help. Look closely at this face. If you know where he is tonight, 

call us immediately and you will help is to arrest one of the most dangerous criminals at large in 

the country.” 

 The show’s producers relied heavily on cinematic filming techniques not generally 

associated with straight TV news broadcasts. The camerawork was often handheld, the music 

often urgent and ominous.81 Indeed, the camera people Fox hired were not from the TV news 
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world at all. The network instead hired freelancers who came from a commercial background, 

and often sent out as many as five teams at a time to shoot future segments. “Regular news 

cameramen don’t know how to work for the dramatic elements we require,” reported one of the 

producers.82  A grainy, slow-motion style was often used to show the most gruesomely violent 

scenes, including one in which a rapist bursts through the front door, forces a female occupant 

onto the bed, stuffs her mouth with lingerie, ties her hands behind her back and rapes her.83 

Frequently scenes depicted guns pointed directly at the camera, creating an unmistakable feeling 

of danger, aggression and exhilaration.  

 Answering critics who called out the show’s sensationalistic practices, Walsh noted that 

it is the drama and emotionalism that draws viewers in, as had the two Adam movies, which 

paved the way for his lobbying clout and the resulting two pieces of major federal legislation: 

I know the power of the medium. I know this can’t be another PBS documentary 
if people are going to watch it and get involved. We have to watch how stylized 
we get. But if we can catch some of these guys, then I think it’s worth it.84  
 

 Certainly one of the most prominent aspects of this stylization was the show’s use of 

reenactments. While these reenactments were performed by professional actors, the real victims 

and real police officers frequently participated, as well.85  

 In his article for Slate, Christopher Beam notes that dramatic reenactments have “long 

been part of the legal and media toolbox.” Reenactments have been important at every step of the 

criminal justice process, used by police to verify confessions and by prosecutors and defense 
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attorneys trying to tell the most convincing story to the jury. Indeed the dramatic reenactment has 

“become as much a part of the ritual of crime-solving as the magnifying glass – albeit more 

controversial.”86 

 Media reenactments are of course nothing new. Victorian-era English papers such as the 

Illustrated London News and the Illustrated Police News depicted gruesome crimes in their 

pages using graphic woodcut engravings. In America, papers such as the National Police Gazette 

regularly published illustrations, but they too were crude engravings, often depicting the key 

moment of action in the crime as an archetypal battle between good and evil. It wasn’t until the 

final decades of the nineteenth century, according to Trotti, that the use and perceived meaning 

of visual images in newspapers really changed in a way that prefigured the direction taken by 

mass culture in the twentieth century.  

 Michael Trotti has argued that it was the case of Fannie Lillian Madison, a young 

pregnant woman who was murdered by her cousin and presumed lover, Thomas Judson 

Cluverius, in Richmond in 1885, that launched the halftone illustration – which used a crossline 

screen to produce a mechanical reproduction of a photograph – into more widespread use in 

newspaper reporting. Interestingly, he argues that it was the obsessive coverage of this high 

profile story of a Threatened Innocent that proved a major impetus for the use of this new 

technology in newspaper reporting, as the demand for more visual information about Cluverius 

was so great. “Everyone was interested in discovering what such a criminal looked like,” notes 
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Trotti. “This close scrutiny…was an effort to look for guilt written upon his body, for physical 

signs that would betray his practiced clam.”87 

 Later, with the advent of film, early newsreels often included crime reenactments. And 

today, with the remarkable advancements of digital technologies, computer animated 

reenactments have come to replace physical reenactments in the courtroom. “But animators have 

to be careful not to include extraneous details, like blood and guts, that could be considered 

prejudicial,” notes Beam. The grisly details are allowed only to the extent that they’re relevant to 

some aspect of the case, if, for example “the location where the victim’s brains spattered 

contradicts the defendant’s story.” Still, some lawyers categorically object to the use of such 

animated reenactments no matter what, arguing that they are unavoidably prejudicial, since a 

three-dimensional rendering of an alleged crime will likely make a greater impression on a juror 

than the other side’s low-tech verbal account.88  

 This concern that visually depicting an alleged crime is substantively different from 

merely describing it verbally was raised by the ACLU after the premier of America’s Most 

Wanted. An ACLU spokesperson posed the problem this way:  

They’re under indictment or suspected of doing it. But having people portray it 
has a powerful impact, and there’s something in these portrayals that gives a ring 
of truth to them. The camera gives credibility in a way that simple words don’t. In 
many cases [the show] will use ‘alleged’ or ‘the police say’ but the depiction of 
the crime has the same feel…as an appearance before a jury or a grand jury, in 
which they are acted or told in great detail. And it gives the appearance of 
authority.89 
 

                                                 
87 Michael Trotti, “Murder Made Real: The Visual Revolution of the Halftone,” Virginia 
Magazine of History and Biography 111 (2003), p. 380 

88 Beam 

89 Jack Breslin, America’s Most Wanted: How Television Catches Crooks, (New York: Harper 
Paperbacks, 1990), p. 299 
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 Indeed the appearance of authority and the race to judgment in order to create compelling 

television is a running theme throughout the history of stories of Threatened Innocents. Recall 

Nancy Grace and Mark Geragos’s tense exchange, prompted by a caller’s comment, on the Larry 

King Show following the rescue of Elizabeth Smart and the exoneration of suspect Richard 

Ricci:  

CALLER: Yes, I’m wondering if there’s a way that the media can cover these 
types of stories without convicting people like the Riccis on air? I mean these 
people come across as having been guilty and I think it’s happened to many other 
people…90 
 

 From the outset, Fox programming executives affirmed that America’s Most Wanted was, 

indeed, news. “We consider this show news. It’s not the 10 O’clock News, but what else would 

you call a show with real criminals who are fugitives, real law-enforcement agents on a hotline 

looking for real tips? All these things come together in a way we have to regard as news,” Steven 

Chao, Vice President of Programming at Fox at the time of the show’s debut told the New York 

Times. Yet, many local news directors tried their best to distance themselves from America’s 

Most Wanted, fearing that the sensational style reflected poorly on their traditional news format, 

muddling the viewers’ minds about what was what.91 And it seems their concern was well-

founded: according to a Gallup Poll conducted for Times-Mirror in 1989, half of those surveyed 

believed that America’s Most Wanted was a news program, while 28 percent believed it was 

entertainment.92 

 

                                                 
90 Larry King Live, CNN, March 14, 2005 

91 Erlanger 

92 Howard Rosenberg, “Commentary: TV & Reality As the Line Blurs,” Los Angeles Times, 
September 10, 1989 
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Populism, Commercialism and Moral Panic 

 

 Both critics and supporters of America’s Most Wanted point to the remarkable populist, 

everyman style of John Walsh as key to the show’s success, epitomized by his catchphrase, 

“With your call, the bad guys fall.” Walsh is unwavering in his belief in the power of the 

American people to overcome both violent crime and bureaucratic inaction. Discussing his show 

and its imitators, he said:  

I think these shows are…popular because people are fed up with the level of 
violence in this country…I think people realize this is a great country and we have 
great resources and there’s no reason for violence. People are sick of it.93 
 
Yet, Walsh is decidedly pro-government. Responding to accusations of the vigilantism, 

he countered, “This program demonstrates that people don’t have to resort to vigilantism to help 

catch criminals.”94 Jack Breslin, in his mostly fawning account of the success of America’s Most 

Wanted, reports that John and Reve Walsh are great believers in the possibilities of good 

government:  

Neither of them can count the number of state and federal bills they have helped 
pass to protect families, missing children and victims from the inadequacies of 
our criminal justice system. Once a critic of law enforcement, Walsh is now one 
of their strongest allies.95 
 

 Walsh is lauded as a savvy businessman who went to Washington on a mission to get 

things done. In other words, he is the ultimate 1980s populist hero: 

The politics of Washington made him ill, but he used his sales savvy to sway key 
lawmakers in both the House and the Senate…As a businessman he knows how to 
get to the heart of the matter and hit you in the gut. Take, for example, when he 

                                                 
93 Jerry Buck, “Television’s ‘Wanted’ Show Gets Its Man,” Associated Press, May 17, 1988 

94 Ibid. 

95 Breslin, p. 320 
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helped a recent pitch by the Fox sales staff in Chicago to a major retail chain. On 
the line was a major ad campaign as well as a possible AMW fugitive photograph 
in the company’s national newspaper ad supplement… ‘Suppose one of these 
creeps is doing the gardening around your house, but you don’t know he’s wanted 
for murder in California…One day something triggers his craziness, and he rapes 
your wife, then kills her, brutalizes each one of your kids, then blows you away 
when you walk in the door – unless he makes you watch it all. But if you saw this 
guy in the ad supplement, it would save your life, your family’s lives, and who 
knows how many.96 
 

 What could hit you in the gut harder than a hypothetical like that? Here, Walsh typifies 

with a what-if situation that is as unlikely as it is utterly horrific. Similar to Hansen’s testimony 

before Congress, here Walsh calls attention to a case that is unbelievably gruesome, and in this 

case one hundred per cent fiction, with the goal of scaring advertisers into buying his product.  

 

Legacy 

   

 In June of 2008, NBC settled a $105 million lawsuit filed by Louis Conradt’s sister, 

Patricia. Several months earlier, a judge had dismissed some of the lawsuit's claims, but declared 

that a jury “could find that NBC crossed the line from responsible journalism to irresponsible 

and reckless intrusion into law enforcement.”' Lawyers for Conradt and NBC reached the 

settlement before a trial could begin.97  

For all the accusations of vigilantism, America’s Most Wanted – and To Catch A 

Predator two decades later – are part and parcel of a moral panic whose ultimate purpose is to 

work on behalf of and to reinforce the dominant social order. Angela McRobbie and Sarah 

Thornton argue that moral panics are a means of “orchestrating consent by actively intervening 

                                                 
96 Ibid., p. 328 

97 Brian Stelter, “NBC Settles With Family That Blamed a TV Investigation for a Man's 
Suicide,” New York Times, June 26, 2008 
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in the space of public opinion and social consciousness through the use of highly emotive and 

rhetorical language which has the effect that ‘something be done about it.’”98 Rather than 

undermining authority by creating panic, these shows serve to bolster the dominant social order 

by providing a sense of common outrage. “Moral panics in society act as a form of ideological 

cohesion which draws on a complex language of nostalgia.” This is the Jeremiad of Mary 

Rowlandson, the artificially constructed moral breeches of Evangelina Cisneros, and, as we have 

seen with the story of Laci Peterson, the sense of community that developed around the trial of 

Laci’s husband and accused killer.

                                                 
98 Angela McRobbie and Sarah L. Thornton, “Rethinking ‘Moral Panic’ for Multi-Mediated 
Social Worlds,” The British Journal of Sociology Vol. 46 No. 4 (December 1995) p. 562 
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Conclusion 

 

Several of the stories of Threatened Innocents that are examined in this dissertation 

continue to make regular appearances on the national media radar. Elizabeth Smart has had a 

particularly enduring presence in recent years. In October of 2013, Smart published a memoir, 

My Story, co-written with her Congressman, Representative Chris Stewart (R, UT). The synopsis 

of the book, on Barnes and Noble’s website, reads:  

Now for the first time, in her memoir, MY STORY, she tells of the constant fear 
she endured every hour, her courageous determination to maintain hope, and how 
she devised a plan to manipulate her captors and convinced them to return to 
Utah, where she was rescued minutes after arriving.  Smart explains how her faith 
helped her stay sane in the midst of a nightmare and how she found the strength to 
confront her captors at their trial and see that justice was served.   
                         
In the nine years after her rescue, Smart transformed from victim to advocate, 
traveling the country and working to educate, inspire and foster change. She has 
created a foundation to help prevent crimes against children and is a frequent 
public speaker. In  2012, she married Matthew Gilmour, whom she met doing 
mission work in Paris for her church, in a fairy tale wedding that made the cover 
of People magazine.1 
 

 This brief summary is really a snapshot of what I have been arguing in this dissertation, 

showing the evolution of stories of Threatened Innocents. These are narratives that celebrate and 

reconfirm essential American virtues: determination, resourcefulness, hope and faith in God.  

Smart’s faith has been a prominent theme in the media attention surrounding the launch of the 

book. “Faith sometimes withers when it collides with evil,” reads the review in the Boston 

Globe. “Instead, Smart confirms that she ‘never felt closer to God than I did throughout my 

                                                 
1 http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/my-story-elizabeth-
smart/1114258640?cm_mmc=googlepla-_-book_25to44-_-q000000633-_-
9781250040152&cm_mmca2=pla&ean=9781250040152&isbn=9781250040152&r=1, accessed 
November 20, 2013 
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nightmare with Mitchell.’”2 Like Mary Rowlandson, she relied on her faith in God to see her 

through her ordeal, and used her wits to manipulate her captors to her advantage. Upon her 

restoration to her community, Smart felt duty-bound to share her story in order to help other 

victims and their families. Her book is both personal and public, co-written with a very public 

figure, Utah Congressman Chris Stewart, much as Rowlandson wrote her narrative with the 

assistance of Increase Mather.  

Even as they laud faith, bravery and fortitude, and luxuriate in the lurid details of 

terrifying criminal acts, stories of Threatened Innocents also rejoice unabashedly in celebrity and 

fantasy. Not only did Elizabeth Smart survive a harrowing nine-month long ordeal when she was 

just fourteen years old, and then go on to finish high school and attend college, to lead a 

seemingly normal and happy life, and to become an advocate for issues related to child sexual 

abuse,3 but she had a fairytale wedding that made the cover of People magazine. 4 (This is the 

very same publication, incidentally, that named Smart one of its “50 Most Beautiful” of 2005, 

when she was seventeen, alongside Julia Roberts and Angelina Jolie.5) As with Evangelina  

Cisneros trying on fancy dresses in her room at the Waldorf after her escape to New York, there 

is the sense here that living a fairy tale is the rightful, most satisfying ending to such a story– true 

validation that innocence and virtue have indeed triumphed over sin and malice.  

                                                 
2 John G. Turner, “‘My Story’ By Elizabeth Smart and Chris Stewart,” Boston Globe, October 8, 
2013 
 
3 In 2011 Smart founded the Elizabeth Smart Foundation, which aims to educate children about 
violent and sexual crime. 
 
4 “Elizabeth Smart’s Dream Wedding,” People, March 5, 2012 
 
5 “50 Most Beautiful People,” People, April 30, 2005 
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Even in a story as ghastly as Smart’s, a preoccupation with fantasy and glamour seems 

ultimately to prevail. “On the cover of her memoir, Smart, in a peach-colored sweater, is bathed 

in a gauzy light,” writes Margaret Talbot in her profile of Elizabeth for the October 21, 2013 

issue of The New Yorker. “It wasn’t quite fair, but Smart’s Breck-girl beauty had been part of 

what fascinated people about her kidnapping, and now that beauty seemed to confirm her 

triumph as a survivor.”6  

Physical appearance has always been crucially important in stories of Threatened 

Innocents, even before the advent of newspaper photography or television news. In a genre that 

relies so heavily on archetype, looking the part matters. Recall the descriptions of Pearl Bryan, 

and how she was pronounced “doubtless beautiful”7 after news of her pregnancy became known, 

or Julian Hawthorne’s acute concern that Evangelina Cisneros might not turn out to be as 

beautiful as Karl Decker had promised.8 This preoccupation with physical beauty and fragility is 

certainly one of the reasons why the experiences of missing, kidnapped and abused women of 

color have routinely been ignored in the mainstream news media.  

On the most basic level, the original captivity narratives were fundamentally the stories 

of white women captured by “red” Indians. Being white, and surrounded by others, was essential 

to the anxiety of the genre. Mary Rowlandson was a white woman snatched away from an 

                                                 
6 Margaret Talbot, “Gone Girl,” The New Yorker, October 21, 2013 
 
7 Anonymous, The Mysterious Murder of Pearl Bryan, or, The Headless Horror; a Full Account 
of the Mysterious Murder Known as the Fort Thomas Tragedy, from Beginning to End; Full 
Particulars of all Detective and Police Investigations; Dialogues of the Interviews between 
Mayor Caldwell, Chief Deitsch and the Prisoners, (Cincinnati: Barclay and Co., 1896), p. 20, 
reprint: Harvard University Library Virtual Collection, accessed November 16, 2013, 
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HLS.Libr:1036937  

8 Decker and Cisneros, p. 26 
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insulated white world and thrust into a vast, red wilderness. Mary Jemison famously forsook her 

whiteness altogether, the ultimate nightmare.  

Evangelina Cisneros was both Cuban and upper-class, and her beauty – and her whiteness 

– were continually emphasized. Recall Julian Hawthrone’s description of the “beautiful maiden,” 

Evangelina. “None could be more innocent, constant and adorable as she,”9 he wrote, stressing 

Cisneros’s grace, youth and innocence. “No fairy princess could be more lovely than this fairy-

like little Cuban maiden; her features have the delicate refinement only given by her race,” he 

continues.  “Her eyes are liquid darkness, her smile flashes like light, expressions vibrate over 

her vivid face like the play of colors on the humming-bird.”10Karl Decker offered Cisneros’s 

whiteness as one of the imperatives for her immediate removal from the Recojidas prison. 

“About the walls of the inner court lounged and squatted half a hundred black wretches, their 

torn and tattered dresses draped about them seemingly with no intention of concealing their 

scarred bodies.” Could any description be more opposite to the lovely, dainty, refined Cisneros? 

“Many of these blacks were murderesses, convicted of the most villainous crimes and from time 

to time revolts occurred in which they tore and wounded each other in animal-like fashion.”11 As 

a pretty, delicate white girl, Cisneros has no place in a prison full of murderous, “animal-like” 

black women.   

More recently, we saw the paramount importance of race in the media frenzy surrounding 

Jessica Lynch.  First, there was George W. Bush’s paternalistic concern about the “possibility of 

                                                 
9 Decker and Cisneros, p. 18-19 
 
10 Hawthorne, in Decker and Cisneros, p. 26 
 
11 Decker and Cisneros, p. 66 
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mistreatment” of female soldiers “falling into Iraqi hands.”12 (There is the feeling, in this 

comment, that the hands of an Iraqi man are particularly menacing.) The same crash in which 

Lynch was injured also resulted in a severe wound to the head of Lynch’s comrade and friend, 

Pfc Lori Piestewa, a twenty-three year old Native American soldier and mother of two from the 

Navajo reservation in Arizona. Piestewa was behind the wheel of the Humvee at the time that 

their convoy was ambushed, and was taken captive alongside Lynch. She later died of her 

injuries in captivity.13 Lynch has famously declared Piestewa to be the “real” hero of the 

ambush.14  

Also wounded and taken captive that day was Shoshana Johnson, an African American of 

Panamanian birth who was a Specialist in the 507th Maintenance Company. Johnson was held 

captive for 22 days before her rescue by Marines. Piestewa and Johnson received only a tiny 

fraction of the national media attention that was lavished on Jessica Lynch. In the week 

following Lynch’s April 1, 2003 rescue, Lynch’s name appeared in 43 articles in The New York 

Times and 30 articles in The Washington Post. In contrast, the week following Johnson’s April 

13 rescue reveals that her name appeared in six articles in The Washington Post and in only one 

in The New York Times.15  

When it comes to stories of missing children, news coverage is also heavily skewed 

toward white victims. White children account for about half of the nation’s missing children, yet, 

                                                 
12 Jerry Adler, “Jessica’s Liberation,” Newsweek, April 14, 2003, p. 42 
 
13 For more on Lori Piestewa, the circumstances of her death and her family’s disappointment in 
the news media’s handling of the story, see Osha Davidson, “A Wrong Turn in the Desert,” 
Rolling Stone, May 27, 2004. 
 
14 “Jessica Lynch Scared When Rescue Began,” ABC News, November 11, 2004 
 
15 www.lexisnexis.com (results retrieved November 7, 2013) 
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according to a 2005 study by Scripps Howard News Service, they were “the subjects of more 

than two-thirds of the dispatches appearing on the Associated Press’ national wire during the last 

five years and for three-quarters of missing-children coverage on CNN.” During the period of 

January 1, 2000 through December 31, 2004, the study found that white children accounted for 

67 percent of the 162 missing-children cases reported by the Associated Press, and 76 percent of 

the 43 CNN reports. During this same period, white children comprised only 53 percent of the 

37, 665 cases reported to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children. 16  

What can account for these discrepancies? The Scripps Howard study offered a few 

differing opinions. “I don’t think this results from conscious or unconscious racism,” Ernie 

Allen, President of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children has said. “But there’s 

no question that if a case resonates, if it touches the heartstrings, if it makes people think, ‘that 

could be my child,’ then it’s likely to pass the test to be considered newsworthy. Does that skew 

in favor of white kids? Yes, it probably does.”  

So is the issue at base a lack of compassion for non-white children? Sociologist and 

director of the Crimes Against Children Research Center at the University of New Hampshire, 

David Finkelhor, (who examined the realities and misconceptions of “online predators” in the 

study cited in chapter seven), argues that it is not quite so straightforward, and that other factors 

are also at play. “Middle-class white families have good social networks and are able to mobilize 

people better, making it a matter of community wide attention. But minority parents may not see 

the media as a likely source of help.”17  

                                                 
16 “News Coverage Ignoring Missing Minority Children,” Scripps-Howard News Service, 
December 5, 2005 
 
17 Ibid. 
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Indeed, in the Elizabeth Smart story, class was just as front and center as race. Part of 

what made that story so enthralling was the element of a perfect life shattered – recall the 

Houston Chronicle’s report that the Smart family’s seven-bedroom home in “the upscale 

Arlington Hills neighborhood” was “on the market for $1.19 million.”18 The photos of the 

Smarts released to the news media depicted an idyllic vision of American family life. Would the 

tragedy of Elizabeth’s kidnapping have been less compelling if she had come from a less 

beautiful, wealthy and prominent family? Yes. 

In 2012, the Maynard Institute, an organization that seeks to promote diversity in news 

media, published an article entitled “Why Missing People of Color Aren’t a Media Priority.” 

Picking up where the Scripps Howard study left off, the report contends not merely that a racial 

discrepancy exists, but that news media have a civic obligation to equalize coverage of all 

missing persons. “The data point to a need for the media to be colorblind on this topic. A 

victim’s race should not impact coverage, especially when media attention can help bring a child 

home or determine whether a crime has been committed.” 19 The Maynard report highlights the 

“Find Our Missing,” series on TV One, a cable network that targets an African American 

audience with both original and syndicated programming. Hosted by actress S. Epatha 

Merkeson, (who, interestingly, is well-known for her long-running role on the fictional series 

Law & Order), the show seeks to put “names and faces to missing people of color through 

dramatic and emotional storytelling.” Viewers are invited to “step inside the lives of the missing, 

                                                 
18 Rich Vosepka, “Hundreds join search for teen/Reward in case for girl taken at gunpoint 
reaches $250,000,” Houston Chronicle, June 7, 2002, p. 17 

19 Nadra Kareem Nittle, “Why Missing People of Color Aren’t a Media Priority,” Maynard 
Media Center on Structural Inequality, Maynard Institute, February 9, 2012 
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then help solve the case.”20 As with America’s Most Wanted and To Catch A Predator, there is 

the sense here that this is important television, and that tuning in is of real consequence for the 

community.  

Which of these stories gets covered, and how much, is of course a journalistic choice – a 

decision made in newsrooms across the country. But what I have argued in this dissertation is 

that all of Threatened Innocents – the entire genre – represents the culmination of a series of 

decisions made by journalists over and over again, and that these choices shape and are shaped 

by the evolving fabric of American life. From Mary Rowlandson’s decision to publish her story 

“for the benefit of the afflicted”21 to the cautionary ballads surrounding the murder of Pearl 

Bryan; from Henry Berg’s sense of moral obligation to gain the same protections for children as 

he had for animals, to Jacob Riis’s sense of awe at being in the courtroom to record it; from the 

letter writing campaigns on behalf of Evangelina Cisneros to the pleas for help at the conclusion 

of America’s Most Wanted and To Catch A Predator, our fixation with stories of Threatened 

Innocents has, at every turn, tethered narrative tradition to a sense of national identity and civic 

responsibility.  

Simultaneously personal and public, literary and tabloid, our preoccupation with these 

narratives has never waned, even as the genre has evolved and expanded through numerous 

cultural and political shifts over the course of the centuries. As we saw in chapter three, the 

nineteenth century brought a new concern for children, and for the idea of a sacred, protected 

                                                 
20 http://tvone.tv/shows/find_our_missing/inside-the-show.html, accessed November 20, 2013 
 
21 Mary Rowlandson, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of 
His Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 
Rowlandson, (Cambridge, MA: Samuel Green, 1682), reprint: Project Gutenberg, accessed 
November 12, 2013, https://archive.org/stream/narrativeoftheca00851gut/crmmr10.txt 
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childhood. As children became an intense focus of concern, standards for their care and well-

being became legally constituted. It was during this time that children became prey for 

kidnappers,22 and this vulnerability laid the foundation for obsessive and continued media 

coverage of these victims, keeping stories like that of Charley Ross alive in the press for decades, 

and transforming them into national symbols of loss. 

 In chapter five we explored how, in conjunction with the rise of a particular strain of 

conservative populist rhetoric, the collective level of concern has escalated more recently into the 

moral panic in which we are currently immersed. Still, the basic elements of the Threatened 

Innocents narrative have remained more or less intact for centuries. In the conclusion of his 

article about the roots of journalism in early New England print culture, Nord writes:  

It could be said that in seventeenth-century New England news was anything that 
might cause the reader or listener to say, “Oh, my God.” In the late nineteenth 
century, the same definition was used by the purveyors of popular, yellow 
journalism. But by then the news, like the exclamation, had been drained of 
religious meaning. Just as the phrase, “Oh, my God” lived on long after it had lost 
its force as prayer, so the news lived on after it had lost its role in religion. News 
that had once been important had become merely interesting.23 
 

 News in seventeenth century New England was meticulously and dutifully recorded as 

evidence of God’s hand, every occurrence important because it was the demonstration of His 

will. Mary Rowlandson’s narrative, while more personal than the other public occurrences 

recorded at the time, was compatible with this teleological interpretation of events.24  Over the 

course of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Nord argues that American news 

                                                 
22 Mintz and Kellogg, p. 167 
 
23 Nord, “Teleology and the News,” p. 36-37 
 
24 Ibid., p. 31 
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was no longer recorded as an expression of God’s providence, and that news transitioned from 

“important” to “merely interesting.”  

And yet, stories of Threatened Innocents stand in some ways like a sort of relic of the 

past – both interesting (especially in the prurient sense) and important – in both the civic, and 

yes, religious and moral sense. We are implored to pay attention because these are stories in 

which we can perhaps be of real help (to catch the criminals, and to support the victims and their 

attached legislation) but also because they are stories that strengthen our sense of a godly and 

moral nation.  

  



 
 

221 
 

Bibliography 

 

Abbot, Willis J. Watching the World Go By. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1933. 

ABC News Staff. “Jessica Lynch Scared When Rescue Began.” ABC News, November 11, 
 2004. Accessed November 16, 2013, http://abcnews.go.com/Primetime/story?id=132433. 

“AC360 Interview With Elizabeth Smart And Her Father, Ed.” Anderson Cooper 360, CNN. 
 Accessed November 16, 2013, http://ac360.blogs.cnn.com/2009/08/27/360-interview-ed- 

 smart-and-his-daughter-elizabeth/. 

Adler, Jerry. “Jessica’s Liberation.” Newsweek, April 14, 2003. 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities. London and New York: Verso, 1983. 

Anonymous. The Mysterious Murder of Pearl Bryan, or, The Headless Horror; a Full Account 
 of the Mysterious Murder Known as the Fort Thomas Tragedy, from Beginning to End; 
 Full Particulars of all Detective and Police Investigations; Dialogues of the Interviews 
 between Mayor Caldwell, Chief Deitsch and the Prisoners. Cincinnati: Barclay and Co, 
 1896.  Reprint: Harvard University Virtual Collection, accessed November 16, 2013, 
 http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HLS.Libr:1036937. 

Atlanta Constitution Staff. “Philadelphia’s Lost Boy.” Atlanta Constitution, July 24, 1874. 

Apthorp, Shirley. “Bluthaus, Theatre Bonn.” Financial Times, September 28, 2011. 

Baltimore Daily Sun Staff. “Claims He Is Charley Ross.” Baltimore Daily Sun. January 8, 1892. 

Baltimore Sun Staff. “A Chapter of Kidnapping Cases.” Baltimore Sun, July 18, 1874. 

Beam, Christopher. “Repeat Offenders: America’s Most Wanted and the Weird Practice of 
 Crime Re-enactments.” Slate, May 25, 2011. 

Beckerman, Gal. “Nancy Grace Shreds the Envelope.” Columbia Journalism Review, July 21, 
 2006. 

Best, Joel. Threatened Children: Rhetoric and Concern About Child-Victims. Chicago: 
 University of Chicago Press, 1990. 

Bird, S. Elizabeth. For Enquiring Minds: A Cultural Study of Supermarket Tabloids. Knoxville: 
 University of Tennessee Press, 1992. 

Bleeker, Ann Eliza, The History of Maria Kittle. New York: T. and J. Swords. 1793. Reprint, 
 Michigan: Gale, 2010. 

Breslin, Jack. America’s Most Wanted: How Television Catches Crooks. New York: Harper 
 Paperbacks, 1990. 



 
 

222 
 

Buck, Jerry. “Television’s ‘Wanted’ Show Gets Its Man.” Associated Press, May 17, 1988. 

Bunyan, John. The Pilgrim’s Progress. London: Nath, Ponder and Peackock, 1678. Reprint, New 
 York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., 1939. 

“Bush: bin Laden Wanted Dead or Alive.” ABC News, September 17, 2001. Accessed 
 November 14, 2013. http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/story?id=121319&page=1. 

Campbell, W. Joseph. “Not a hoax: New evidence in the New York Journal’s rescue of 
 Evangelina Cisneros.” American Journalism, 19, no. 4 (Fall 2002): 67-94. 

Carey, James. Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society. New York: Routledge, 
 1992. 

Carey, James W. “Political Ritual on Television.” In Media, Ritual and Identity, edited by Tamar 
 Liebes and James Curran, 42-71. London and New York: Routledge, 1998. 

Carr, David. “TV Justice Thrives on Fear.” New York Times, May 22, 2011. 

Castiglia, Christopher. Bound and Determined: Captivity, Culture-Crossing and White 
 Womanhood, from Mary Rowlandson to Patty Hearst. Chicago: University of Chicago 
 Press, 1996. 

Chicago Daily Tribune Staff. “The Abduction of Charley Ross.” Chicago Daily Tribune, July 19, 
 1879. 

Chicago Tribune Staff. “Mother of Charley Ross Dies,” Chicago Tribune, December 14, 1912. 

Chinni, Dante. “Media Myth-Making in the Iraq War.” Project for Excellence in Journalism, 
 June 23, 2003. Accessed November 14, 2013. 
 http://www.journalism.org/2003/06/23/jessica-lynch/. 

Cline Cohen, Patricia, Gilfoyle, Timothy J., Lefkowitz Horowitz, Helen. The Flash Press: 
 Sporting Male Weeklies in 1840s New York. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008. 

Cmiel, Kenneth. Democratic Eloquence: The Fight Over Popular Speech in Nineteenth-Century 
 America. New York: William Morrow and Company, 1990.  

Cohen, Anne B. Poor Pearl, Poor Girl!: The Murdered-Girl Stereotype in Ballad and 
 Newspaper Austin, Texas: American Folklore Society, 1973. 

Cohen, Daniel A. Pillars of Salt, Monuments of Grace: New England Crime Literature and the 
 Origins of American Popular Culture, 1674-1860. Oxford and New York: Oxford 
 University Press, 1993. 

Cohen, Stanley. Folk Devils and Moral Panics, Third Edition.  New York: Routledge, 2002.  

Creelman, James. On the Great Highway. Boston: Lothrop, 1901. 



 
 

223 
 

Dana, Rebecca. “Did Nancy Grace, TV Crimebuster, Muddy Her Myth?” New York Observer, 
 March 5, 2006. 

Davidson, Osha. “A Wrong Turn in the Desert.” Rolling Stone, May 27, 2004. 

Dayan, Daniel and Katz, Elihu. Media Events: The Live Broadcasting of History. Cambridge, 
 Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1994. 

Decker, Karl and Cisneros, Evangelina. The Story of Evangelina Cisneros, Told by Herself. New 
 York: Continental Publishing, 1898. 

Demos, John. The Unredeemed Captive: A Family Story from Early America. New York: 
 Vintage Books, 1994. 

Derounian-Stodola, Kathryn Zabelle, ed. Women’s Captivity Narratives. New York: Penguin 
 Books, 1998. 

Diebold, Robert K. “A Critical Edition of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity Narrative.” PhD 
 diss., Yale University, 1972. 

Downing, David. “‘Streams of Scripture Comfort’: Mary Rowlandson’s Typological Use of the 
 Bible.” Journal of Early American Literature, Vol. 15, No. 3 (1980/1981: Winter): 252-
 259. 

Doyle, Leonard. “Reality TV Goes One Step Too Far, As Judge Turns Gun on Himself.” The 
 Independent (London), June 30, 2007. 

Doyle, Robert C. Voices From Captivity: Interpreting the American Captivity Narrative. 
 Kansas: University of Kansas Press, 1994. 

Edmonton Journal Staff. “Austrian Woman Flees Captor, Claims to be 1998 Kidnapping 
 Victim.” Edmonton Journal (Alberta), August 24, 2006. 

Egan, Timothy. “End of an Abduction Ordeal; In Plain Sight, a Kidnapped Girl Behind a Veil.” 
 New York Times, March 14, 2003. 

Erlanger, Steven. “Manhunting, In An Armchair.” New York Times, February 7, 1988. 

Fass, Paula, Kidnapped: Child Abduction in America. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

Feree, Myra Marx, Gamson, William A., Gerhards, Jurgen, and Rucht, Dieter. “Four Models of 
 the Public Sphere in Modern Democracies.” Theory and Society, Vol. 31, No. 3 (June 
 2002): 289-324 . 



 
 

224 
 

Finkelhor, David, Mitchell, Kimberly and Wolak, Janis. “Online Victimization: A Report of the 
 Nation’s Youth.” Conducted by the Crimes Against Children Research Center, The 
 National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, and the Department of Justice, 
 March 2001. Accessed November 16, 2013, 
 http://www.unh.edu/ccrc/Child_Vic_Papers_pubs.html. 

Formisano, Ronald. For The People: American Populist Movements from the Revolution to the 
 1850s. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007. 

Frost, Karen, Frank, Erica, Maibach, Edward. “Relative Risk in the News Media: A 
 Quantification of Misrepresentation.” American Journal of Public Health, Vol. 87, Issue 
 5, (May 1997): 842-845. 

Gallagher, Maggie. “The real John Kerry Stands Up,” Daily Review (Hayward, CA), March 31, 
 2004. 

Gardener, Lloyd. The Case That Never Dies: The Lindbergh Kidnapping. New Jersey: Rutgers 
 University Press, 2004. 

Gay, Verne. “CTV now Peterson-TV.” Newsday, November 1, 2004. 

Gentry, Cynthia. “The Social Construction of Abducted Children as a Social Problem.” 
 Sociological Inquiry, Vol. 58 Issue 4, 1988: 413-425. 

“Ghost Adventures.” Travel Channel, Original Airdate October 10, 2010. Transcript. 

Gilbert, James. A Cycle of Outrage: America’s Reaction to the Juvenile Delinquent in the 1950s. 
 New York: Oxford University Press, 1986. 

Gitlin, Todd. Media Unlimited: How the Torrent of Images and Sounds Overwhelms Our Lives.   
  New York: Owl Books, 2002. 

Glassner, Barry. The Culture of Fear: Why Americans are Afraid of the Wrong Things. New 
 York: Basic Books, 1999. 

Gold, Matea. “Dateline Too Close to Cops? The newsmagazine’s ‘To Catch a Predator’ Series 
 Alarms Many Journalism Ethics Experts.” New York Times, April 26, 2006. 

Goode, Erich and Ben-Yehuda, Nachman. Moral Panics: The Social Construction of Deviance. 
 Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1994. 

Grace, Nancy. Objection! How High-Priced Defense Attorneys, Celebrity Defendants, and a 
 24/7 Media Have Hijacked Our Criminal Justice System. New York: Hyperion, 2005. 

Habermas, Jurgen. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Cambridge: Polity, 1962 
 trans 1989. 



 
 

225 
 

Hall, David. Cultures of Print: Essays in the History of the Book. Amherst: University of 
 Massachusetts Press, 1996. 

Hall, David. “Readers and Writers in Early New England.” The Colonial Book in the Atlantic 
 World. Edited by Hugh Amory and David D. Hall. Cambridge and New York: 
 Cambridge University Press, 2000. 

Hansen, Chris. To Catch A Predator: Protecting Your Kids From Online Enemies Already in 
 Your Home. New York: Plume, 2007.  

Hanson, Christopher. “American Idol: The press finds war’s true meaning.” Columbia 
 Journalism Review Vol. 42, Issue 2 (July/August 2003): 58-59.  

Hartlaub, Peter. “Peterson Trial Brings Out Coterie of Observers,” San Francisco Chronicle, 
 March 1, 2004. 

Hearst, Patricia and Moscow, Alvin. Every Secret Thing. New York: Doubleday, 1981. 

Hicks, John D. The Populist Revolt: A History of the Farmer’s Alliance and the People’s Party. 
 Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1931, Second Ed. 1955. 

Hofstadter, Richard. The Age of Reform. New York: Knopf, 1955. 

Holmes, William F. American Populism. Massachusetts: DC Heath and Co, 1994. 

Hubbell, John M. “Kidnap alarm system in Utah sought for California.” San Francisco 
 Chronicle, June 7, 2002. 

Huff, Richard. “Inner Tube.” Daily News, November 16, 2004. 

Huffington Post Staff. “‘3096 Days,’ Natascha Kampusch’s Hostage Tale, Is Now a Movie.” 
 Huffington Post, February 26, 2013. Accessed March 26, 2014. 
 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/01/27/natascha-kampusch-austria_n_439420.html 

Johnson, Elizabeth. “Curious Turn Out Just to Watch.” Sacramento Bee, December 11, 2004. 

Johnson, Peter. “When It Comes to True Crime, Nancy Grace is on the Case.” USA Today, 
 February 19, 2006. 

Kaufman, Leslie. “Bombings Trip Up Reddit In Its Turn In the Spotlight.” New York Times, 
 April 28, 2013. 

Kazin, Michael. “The Right’s Unsung Prophets.” The Nation, February 20, 1989: 242-246. 

Kazin, Michael. The Populist Persuasion: An American History. New York: Cornell University 
 Press, 1998.  

Kelly, Sean and Florio, Gwen. “Utah girl ‘did what she had to do,’ Smart family says.” Denver 
 Post, March 16, 2003. 



 
 

226 
 

Kneale, Dennis. “TV IS Going Tabloid As Shows Seek Sleaze And Find Profits, Too.” Wall 
 Street Journal, May 18, 1988. 

Knowlton, Brian. “Terror in America/ ‘We’re Going to Smoke Them Out’: President Airs His 
 Anger.” New York Times, September 19, 2001. 

Krugman, Paul. “For the People.” New York Times, October 29, 2002. 

Larry King Live. CNN. Original Air date, March 12, 2003. Transcript. 

Larry King Live. CNN. Original Airdate March 14, 2005. Transcript. 

Leff, Lisa. “Devoted Trial-Watchers Take Peterson Case Personally.” Associated Press, 
 December 4, 2004. 

Lepore, Jill. The Name of War: King Philip’s War and the Origins of American Identity. New 
 York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998. 

Los Angeles Times Staff. “Recalls Charley Ross Case.” Los Angeles Times. April 26, 1913. 

Lubinger, Bill.  “…and in W. Va., a Time of Joy.” Cleveland Plain Dealer, April 13, 2003. 

Luo, Michael. “Panel Hears About Falsehoods in 2 Wartime Incidents.” New York Times, April 
 24, 2007.  

Madigan, Nick. “Girl Abducted From Bedroom In Her Salt Lake City Home.” New York Times, 
 June 6, 2002. 

Mason, D., “Millions View Videoless Verdict.” Ventura County Star, November 19, 2004. 

McAlister, Melani. “Saving Private Lynch.” New York Times, April 6, 2003. 

McCollam, Douglas. “The Shame Game.” Columbia Journalism Review, Vol. 45 Issue 5 
 (January/February 2007): 28-33. 

McRobbie, Angela, and Thornton, Sarah L. “Rethinking ‘Moral Panic’ for Multi-Mediated 
 Social Worlds.” The British Journal of Sociology. Vol. 46 No. 4 (December 1995): 559- 
 574. 

Meet the Press. NBC News, March 16, 2003. Transcript. 

Miller, Adam. “Bush inks Laci law – Killing fetus now a federal crime.” New York Post, April 2, 
 2004. 

Minter, David. “By Dens of Lions: Notes on Stylization in Early Captivity Narratives.” 
 American Literature 45 (1973-74): 335-347. 

Mintz, Steven. Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood. Cambridge, Massachusetts:  
 Harvard University Press, 1984. 



 
 

227 
 

Mintz, Steven, and Kellogg, Susan, Domestic Revolutions: A Social History of American Family  
 Life. New York: The Free Press, 1988. 

Montopoli, Brian. “Riding a Wave of Contempt.” Columbia Journalism Review, June 15, 
 2005. 

Moore, Frazier. “Fox Cuts Down ‘Wanted,’ But John Walsh Isn’t Done.” Associated Press, May 
 16, 2011. 

Morse, Jodie. “The Missing Nine Months.” Time, March 24, 2003. 

Mott, Frank. The Golden Multitudes: The Story of Best Sellers in the United States. New York: 
 RR Bowker Co, 1960. 

Murphy, Dean E. “Utah Girl, 15, Is Found Alive 9 Months After Kidnapping.” New York Times, 
 March 12, 2003. 

Murray, Steve. “Full of Grace; Host of CNN Legal Show Always Speaks Her Mind.” Atlanta 
 Journal-Constitution, April 25, 2005. 

Namias, June. White Captives. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993. 

“Nancy Grace.” CNN, Original Airdate, July 18, 2006. Transcript. 

Nasaw, David. The Chief: The Life of William Randolph Hearst. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
 2000. 

Nelson, Barbara J., Making An Issue of Child Abuse: Political Agenda Setting for Social 
 Problems. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984. 

Nelson, Cassandra. “Caught Up in Catching Predators.” Letters to the Editor. Boston Globe, 
 April 1, 2007. 

New York Journal Staff.  “Cuba’s Jeanne D’Arc.” The New York Journal. August 4, 1897. 

New York Journal Staff.  “Womanhood to the Rescue.” The New York Journal. August 23, 1897. 

New York Journal Staff.  “Evangelina Cisneros Rescued by the Journal.” New York Journal, 
 October 10, 1897. 

New York Journal Staff.  “Murat Halstead To The Journal.” New York Journal, October 11, 
 1897. 

New York Journal Staff. “News Gatherer Says ‘Well Done.’” New York Journal, October 11, 
 1897. 

New York Journal Staff. “Miss Cisneros’s Father Weeps for Joy At His Daughter’s Rescue, 
 While Weyler, Baffled, Fumes in Hopeless Rage.” New York Journal, October 14, 1897. 



 
 

228 
 

New York Journal Staff. “How Miss Cisneros Spent Yesterday; What She Will Do To-Morrow.” 
 New York Journal, October 15, 1897. 

New York Journal Staff. “Miss Cisneros to Be a U.S. Citizen.” New York Journal, October 15, 
 1897. 

New York Journal Staff. “Miss Cisneros Takes Out ‘First Papers.’” New York Journal, October 
 16, 1897. 

New York Journal Staff.  “Hearts of the People Stirred by Rescue.” New York Journal, October 
 17, 1897. 

New York Journal Staff.  “Greetings Pour in on Heroine.” New York Journal, October 18, 1897. 

New York Ledger Staff. “Cruelty to Animals: Also to Wives and Children.” New York Ledger, 
 August 3, 1867. 

New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children.  The Catalyst: 1870-1874. 
 www.nyspcc.org/nyspcc/history/the_catalyst/.  

New York Times Staff, “Mr. Bergh Enlarging his Sphere of Usefulness.” New York Times, April 
 10, 1874. 

New York Times Staff. “Waifs and Strays,” New York Times, April 11, 1874. 

New York Times Staff. “The Protestant Episcopal Convention and Mr. Bergh.” New York Times, 
 November 4, 1874. 

New York Times Staff.  “Little Mary Ellen Finally Disposed Of.” New York Times, December 
 27, 1874. 

New York Times Staff. “Jackson and Walling Die.” New York Times, March 20, 1897. 

New York Tribune Staff. “An Urban Mystery.” New York Tribune, April 11, 1874. 

New York Tribune Staff. “He Thinks He’s Charley Ross,” New York Tribune, December 23, 
 1915. 

New York World Staff.  “Miss Cisneros on Free Soil,” New York World, October 14, 1897. 

Nittle, Nadra Kareem. “Why Missing People of Color Aren’t a Media Priority.” Maynard Media 
 Center on Structural Inequality, Maynard Institute, February 9, 2012. Accessed 
 November 16, 2013, http://mije.org/mmcsi/criminal-justice/why-missing-people-color-
 aren%E2%80%99t-media-priority. 

Nixon, Richard. “Silent Majority.” November 3, 1969, accessed November 14, 2013. 
 http://watergate.info/1969/11/03/nixons-silent-majority-speech.html. 



 
 

229 
 

Nord, David Paul. “Teleology and the News: The Religious Roots of American Journalism, 
 1630-1730.” The Journal of American History, Vol. 77 (June 1990): 9-38.  

Nord, David Paul. Faith in Reading: Religious Publishing and the Birth of Mass Media in 
 America. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2004. 

Norris, Frank. “The Frontier Gone at Last.” World’s Work, Vol. 3. (1902): 1728-1732. 
 Reprint: Donald Pizer, ed., Frank Norris Novels and Essays. New York: Library of 
 America, 1986. 

Ogunnaike, Lola. “As Court TV Gets Ever Bolder, So Does Its Star.” New York Times, 
 December 2, 2004. 

Olbermann, Keith; Kur, Bob; Banfield, Ashleigh; Musumeci, Christy, MSNBC. March 12, 2003. 
 Transcript. 

On the Media. National Public Radio. Original airdate May 26, 2006. Transcript.  

Parker, James. “Cultural Studies.” The Boston Globe, March 25, 2007. 

Pearce, Roy Harvey. “The Significances of the Captivity Narrative.” American Literature Vol. 
 19, No. 1, (March 1947): 1-20. 

People Staff. “A Family Once More.” People, November 3, 2003. 

People Staff.  “50 Most Beautiful People.” People, April 30, 2005. 

People Staff. “Elizabeth Smart’s Dream Wedding.” People, March 5, 2012. 

People Staff. “Amazing Escape!” People, May 11, 2013. 

People Staff. “Inside Their New Lives.” People, July 10, 2013. 

Pickert, Kate. “Inside Reddit’s Hunt for the Boston Bombers.” Time, April 23, 2013. 

Postel, Charles. The Populist Vision. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. 

Potter, Dena. “Campaigns Start to Keep ‘America’s Most Wanted.’” Associated Press, May 17, 
 2011. 

Prial, Frank J. “Freeze! You’re on TV.” New York Times, September 25, 1988. 

Project for Excellence in Journalism. News Coverage Index: Jan 14-19, 2007. 

Radar Online Staff. “Perverted Payday.” Radar Online, October 27, 2008. Accessed November 
 15, 2013. 

Reavy, Pat. “Smarts mark birthday by urging alert passage.” Deseret News, October 29, 2002. 



 
 

230 
 

Richards, David A. “The Memorable Preservations: Narratives of Indian Captivity In the 
 Literature and Politics of Colonial New England, 1675-1725” Honors Thesis, Yale 
 College, 1967.  

Richburg, Keith B. “Iraqis Say Lynch Raid Faced No Resistance.” Washington Post, April 15, 
 2003. 

Ritter, John. “California Crime Becomes Nationwide Fixation.” USA Today, November 15, 
 2004.  

Roggenkamp, Karen. Narrating the News: New Journalism and Literary Genre in Late 
 Nineteenth Century American Newspapers and Fiction. Ohio: Kent State University 
 Press, 2005. 

Rosenberg, Howard. “Commentary: TV & Reality As the Line Blurs.” Los Angeles Times, 
 September 10, 1989. 

Ross, Christian. The Father’s Story of Charley Ross, the Kidnapped Child. Philadelphia: John E. 
 Potter, 1876. 

Rowlandson, Mary. The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of His 
 Promises Restored: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 
 Rowlandson. Cambridge, MA: Samuel Green, 1682. Reprint: Project Gutenberg. 
 Accessed November 12, 2013. 
 https://archive.org/stream/narrativeoftheca00851gut/crmmr10.txt. 

Salkin, Allen. “Web Site Hunts Pedophiles, and TV Goes Along.” New York Times, December 
 13, 2006.  

Sandalow, Marc. “Bush ad bashes Kerry over Peterson Law; Bill Made It 2 Crimes to Kill 
 Woman, Fetus.” San Francisco Chronicle, July 9, 2004. 

Schivelbusch, Wolfgang. The Railway Journey: The Industrialization and Perception of Time 
 and Space. California: University of California Press, 1987. 

Schmidt, Susan and Loeb, Vernon. “‘She was Fighting to the Death’; Details Emerging of W. 
 Va. Soldier’s Capture and Rescue.’” Washington Post, April 3, 2003. 

Schudson, Michael. Discovering the News. New York: Basic Books, 1981. 

Scripps-Howard Staff. “News Coverage Ignoring Missing Minority Children,” Scripps-Howard 
 News Service, December 5, 2005. 

Searle, John R., The Construction of Social Reality. New York: The Free Press, 1995. 

Seaver, James Everett. Narrative of the Life of Mrs. Mary Jemison. Canandaigua, NY: J.D. 
 Bemis and Co., 1824. Reprint: in Derounian-Stodola, ed., Women’s Indian Captivity 
 Narratives. New York: Penguin Group, 1998. 



 
 

231 
 

Shelman, Eric A., and Lazoritz, Stephen. The Mary Ellen Wilson Case and the Beginning of 
 Children’s Rights in 19th Century America. North Carolina and London: McFarland & 
 Company, 2005. 

Sieminski, Greg. “The Puritan Captivity Narrative and the Politics of the American Revolution.” 
 American Quarterly, Vol. 42, No. 1, (March 1990): 35-56. 

Silverman, Steven M. “Madeleine McCann Case: London Police Target Three Burglars.” 
 People, January 14, 2014. 

Slotkin, Richard. Regeneration Through Violence: the Mythology of the American Frontier 
 1600-1860. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1973. 

Spector, Malcolm and Kitsuse, John I. Constructing Social Problems. Menlo Park CA: 
 Cummings, 1977. 

Stapely, Garth. “The Real Thing is Hard to Resist.” Sacramento Bee, February 22, 2004.  

Stelter, Brian. “‘To Catch a Predator’ Is Falling Prey to Advertiser’ Sensibilities.” New York 
 Times. August 27, 2007. 

Stelter, Brian. “NBC Settles With Family That Blamed a TV Investigation for a Man’s Suicide.” 
 New York Times, June 26, 2008. 

Susman, Tina. “Abortion in the crosshairs.” Newsday, February 9, 2005. 

Strong, Pauline Turner. Captive Selves, Captivating Others: The Politics and Poetics of Colonial 
 American Captivity Narratives. Colorado: Westview Press, 1999.  

Swanberg, W. A. Citizen Hearst: A Biography of William Randolph Hearst. New York: 
 Scribner’s, 1961. 

Sydney Morning Herald Staff. “British Police Search For Lone Intruder in Madeleine 
 McCann Case.” Sydney Morning Herald, March 19, 2014. 

Talbot, Margaret. “Gone Girl.” The New Yorker, October 21, 2013. 

The Daily Show With Jon Stewart. Comedy Central. Original airdate March 21, 2007. Transcript. 

The Today Show. NBC News. Original Airdate March 14, 2007. Transcript.  

Times of London Staff. “Parents Checked Sleeping Child Every Half-Hour But Still She Was 
 Abducted.” The Times of London, May 5, 2007. 
 
To Catch A Predator.  Fort Myers, FL, Part 1. NBC. Original Airdate January 30, 2007. 
 Transcript. 
 
Tresniowski, Alex. “Miracle Girl.” People, March 31, 2003. 
 
Trotti, Michael. “Murder Made Real: The Visual Revolution of the Halftone.” Virginia 
 Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. 111, No. 4 (2003) 379-410. 



 
 

232 
 

Tucher, Andie. Froth and Scum: Truth, Beauty, Goodness, and the Ax Murder in America’s First 
 Mass Medium. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994. 

Turner, Frederick Jackson, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.” Proceedings 
 of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, (1893). 

Turner, James. “Understanding the Populists.” Reprint: in Holmes, William F. American 
 Populism. Massachusetts: DC Heath and Co, 1994. 

Turner, John G. “‘My Story’ By Elizabeth Smart and Chris Stewart.” Boston Globe, October 8, 
 2013. 

U.S. Congress. House. Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations of the Committee on 
 Energy and Commerce. Making the Internet Safe for Kids: The Role of ISP’s and  Social  
 Networking Sites. 109th Congress, Second Session, June 27, 2006. 

US Congress. House. Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations of the Committee on 
 Energy and Commerce. Making the Internet Safe for Kids: The Role of ISP’s and  Social  
 Networking Sites. 109th Congress, Second Session, June 28, 2006. 

Vosepka, Rich. “Hundreds join search for teen/Reward in case for girl taken at gunpoint reaches 
 $250,000.” Houston Chronicle, June 7, 2002. 

Walsh, John. Tears of Rage. New York: Gallery Books, 1997. 

Warner, Michael. “The Mass Public and the Mass Subject,” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, 
 ed. Craig Calhoun, 377-400. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992. 

Washington Post Staff. “Youngstown’s Charley Ross.” Washington Post. February 8, 1891. 

Washington Post Staff. “‘Charley Ross’ in Asylum.” Washington Post. July 12, 1911. 

Washington Post Staff. “Text: Bush On Bringing bin Laden to Justice.” Washington Post. 
 September 17, 2001. 

Welling, Angie. “Fort Union Eatery knew pair all too well.” Desert News, March 14, 2003. 

Wolak, Janis, Finkelhor, David, Mitchell, Kimberly J., and Ybarra, Michele L. “Online 
 ‘Predators’ and Their Victims: Myths, Realities, and Implications for prevention and  
 treatment,” American Psychologist, (February-March 2008): 111-128. 

Wolak, J., Finkhelhor, D., and Mitchell, K. (2009). Trends in Arrests of Online Predators. 
 Crimes Against Children Research Center. (CV194). Accessed November 15, 2013. 
 http://cola.unh.edu/ccrc/trends-arrests-online-predators. 

Zelizer, Viviana. Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children. Princeton, 
 New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985. 

Zengerle, Jason. “Trial by Fury.” The New Republic, March 14, 2005.  


