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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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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,
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and reveals that criminals as depicted in popular literature became
inverted images of all that a modernizing capitalist society valued.
The author is at his best when he describes the ways in which
conceptions of crime defined by negation what members of a mod-
ern society must not be—impulsive, violent, destructive of other’s
property, irresponsible.

Despite its strengths Framing the Criminal is plagued by se-
rious flaws. The writing is generally flat, occasionally pretentious.
The author delivers less than he promises, for the supposed “criti-
cal perspective” that was present in the early nineteenth century—
the ability of some citizens to see criminality as economically and
politically generated and therefore to condemn the social evils un-
derlying crime rather than criminals themselves—is only lightly
documented. One need only read a few broadside murder ballads
from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to know that then
as now crime stories upheld prevailing power relationships. Nor
does Papke deal with the difficult but critical issue of why crime
writers and their audiences accepted an ideology that preserved an
inequitable (and to them harmful) distribution of property and
power.

Framing the Criminal is too much a history of ideas, pure and
simple. If Papke shows some important connections between the
subliterature of crime and larger ideological assumptions, he gives
very little notion of the specific social contexts out of which this
popular culture arose. Were crime rates rising or falling in the par-
ticular communities that fostered the new genres? What social
schisms formed the backdrop to crime? Who committed which
crimes? Such information, culled from secondary literature, would
have allowed Papke to provide a more subtle analysis. Instead of a
sophisticated concept of social change in the nineteenth century,
shopworn notions like “anomie” and “modernization” are invoked
with little explanation. The result is that crime appears to be little
more than an idea in writers’ minds, with no connections to work,
neighborhood, class, ethnic culture, gender, or other social reali-
ties.

On balance, Framing the Criminal deserves much praise for
calling attention to a long forgotten subliterature and for begin-
ning to examine its ideological meanings. Papke forces readers to
consider the connections between how they think about crime and
how they perceive the larger social world. The author is much too
ready, however, to abandon history for literary study; the two must
work together.
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