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Baker has written a fascinating study of a difficult woman. It
successfully combines the usual elements of political biography with
newer themes in social history. Discussions of such topics as nine-
teenth century childbirth practices, domesticity, mourning cus-
toms, spiritualism, and mental illness interwoven with
heartbreaking episodes in Mary Lincoln’s life provide for a strik-
ingly perceptive biography of a maligned First Lady.
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Freedom. By William Safire. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday &
Company, Inc., 1987. Pp. xxi, 1125. End maps, illustrations;
Underbook: Sources and Commentary. $24.95.)

The sight of William Safire’s 1125-page book on this reviewer’s
desk provoked a friend to remark that it looked like War and Peace.
Both are very large volumes; no other significant parallels may be
drawn. Leo Tolstoy took the institutionalization of human rage and
raised it to the level of an anagogical examination of an aspect of
the “human condition.” Safire, laboring upon so elevated a title as
Freedom, rarely escapes from a preoccupation with personalities.

The publisher has announced Safire’s work as “a novel of Abra-
ham Lincoln and the Civil War.” The narrative actually ends with
the Emancipation Proclamation (which brought freedom to no one)
and so follows events only to January, 1863. Upon the war itself,
however, the author reveals a disconcerting lack of accuracy. Civil
War scholars will be jolted to find Safire imagining that it was Gen-
eral William Farah (“Baldy”) Smith who commanded Ulysses S.
Grant’s left at Fort Donelson, while all observers of the battle re-
mark upon the stark visibility, during that struggle in the dark-
ness, of the flowing, snow white hair of that grand old warrior,
General Charles Ferguson Smith. Smiths, with apologies to the race,
are easy enough to confuse and so, probably, are Hills (in describ-
ing their respective personalities Safire has manifestly confused A.
P. Hill with D. H. Hill); but it is difficult to understand how the
author can think that the infamous Confederate penitentiary, Libby
Prison, located in Richmond, Virginia, was operated by the Union.
“The hellhole every Johnny dreaded,” he christens it, in comparing
it unfavorably to “the South’s own Andersonville,” which did not
come into existence until November of the following year (p. 797).
While a certain, though undefined, license is allowed the historical
novelist, factual errors of this sort—there are others—seriously viti-
ate enjoyment of the book.

But a reassessment of military operations is not Safire’s first
purpose. The focus of his effort is an examination of the mind of
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America as it groped its way forward to a resolution of the enor-
mously involuted issue of slavery. He uses his characters, often in
artificial situations, to debate the matter from every motive: high-
est idealism, arresting practicality, and basest opportunism. This
aspect of the book is its most redeeming feature. The elements of
the debate are handled with a lucidity that makes clear the com-
plexity of the matter while presenting the bewildering ambiva-
lences that informed each of the several approaches to its solution.
It has the fascination of a championship chess match.

Though disproportionately brief, one of the best chapters in
the book (chapter 14, of book 9) brings Horatio Seymour and Abra-
ham Lincoln together in the White House to debate the constitu-
tional issues produced by the war. Military arrests, suppressed
newspapers, and the suspension of habeas corpus, in short, the
anomaly of saving the nation through the surrender of its most
precious institutions, is the topic of this useful, though abbrevi-
ated, argument between the president and the governor of New
York.

Nonetheless, all of these discussions remain locked exclusively
in the context of mid-nineteenth-century America. The author never
raises the universal implications buried in the search for a solution
to the “peculiar institution.” Safire has chosen to ignore the basic
trade-off of freedoms from against freedoms to and the “awful gift
of a choice,” respecting which Dostoyevsky declared, through the
voice of the Prince of Darkness, “nothing has ever been more in-
supportable for a man and a human society than freedom.” He also
seems strangely indifferent to the human subjects at the heart of
the matter, the blacks themselves. Is his concern the way in which
white America liberated itself from slavery rather than the actual
liberation of the black slaves, whose subsequent condition was to
remain so long a matter of the greatest indifference to the nation
that had fought one of the world’s most violent civil wars to free
them?

In his treatment of the president, Safire has followed the direc-
tion recently taken by Gore Vidal in his historical novel, Lincoln
(1984), in which Vidal reduces Lincoln to the proportions of an
earthly verisimilitude. Safire’s Lincoln emerges as a practical man
of basically gentle and kindly disposition whose conduct in office
was shaped by practical considerations as well as humane and even
religious motives. Lincoln grows as he struggles to find the pass-
able wind-cuts through the looming obstacles cast athwart his path.
His fundamental decency is his preferred guide, but he is never
blind to the tumultuous political forces surging about him and the
manner in which they will affect his personal fortunes.

Among Safire’s most useful devices is his inclusion of what he
calls the “Underbook.” At the back of his novel he has added a 133-
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page, chapter-by-chapter discussion of the sources used and whether
and in what way they have been fictionalized.

Safire is a good writer, and the tale is well told. His book, how-
ever, does not address itself to individuals who are tightly in-
formed on the period.
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Framing the Criminal: Crime, Cultural Work and the Loss of Crit-
ical Perspective, 1830-1900. By David Ray Papke. (Hamden,
Conn.: Archon Books, 1987. Pp. xviii, 255. Illustrations, notes,
selected bibliography, index. $27.50.)

David Ray Papke’s Framing the Criminal: Crime, Cultural
Work and the Loss of Critical Perspective, 1830—1900 is not a his-
tory of crime or criminals or prisons. It is, rather, a study of how
Americans thought about crime and criminals and prisons. More
precisely, Framing the Criminal examines the nature and origins
of popular attitudes toward felonious acts. The author begins with
the critical assumption that how a society defines crime, how citi-
zens react to it, and what ideological functions their images of the
criminal world serve are socially constructed. The meanings that
individuals ascribe to particular criminal acts—murders, riots, or
burglaries, for example—vary according to culture, class, and reli-
gion, to name only a few factors.

Although Papke is a professor of law, Framing the Criminal is
very much a study of language and rhetoric, based in part on ideas
and methods borrowed from literary criticism. Indeed, the very
phrase “framing the criminal” is a play on words. To label a man
a criminal was to frame him (as in “I've been framed”), for the
term implied that personal weakness, not social conditions, ex-
plained felonious behavior. The word frame, however, also has cur-
rency in modern criticism because it denotes the social and cultural
context that gives larger significance to specific events. To get at
popular attitudes toward crime, Papke dwells mainly in the realm
of subliterature, viewing these texts through the prism of Victo-
rian ideology. As he notes, nineteenth century newspapers, broad-
sides, murder mysteries, cheap tracts, police memoirs, detective
fiction, and convict autobiographies shaped Americans’ perceptions
of crime and criminality and defined those terms for them, thus,
framing the criminal.

Chapters in this volume are organized around the develop-
ment of particular genres of crime reporting. Papke traces a pro-
gression through time from the early decades of the nineteenth
century through its end, shows how conceptions of crime changed,



