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Stranger Danger


Introduction

It was July 27, 1981, and Revé Walsh had some errands to run. First, the Hollywood, Florida, mother needed to stop by St. Mark’s Lutheran School to pay her son Adam’s $90 tuition. She then planned to buy a lamp at the Sears department store in the Hollywood Mall before heading to the gym for an afternoon workout. Since six-year-old Adam was on summer vacation, he joined his mother as she ran these errands. After dropping by St. Mark’s, the pair arrived at Sears around 12:30 p.m. Revé set out for the store’s lighting and home furnishings section, allowing her son to watch a video game demonstration in the toy department just a few aisles away. “I said, ‘I’m going right over here to the lamp department,’ ” Revé recalled, “and he said, ‘Okay, Mommy, I know where that is.’ ” After making her purchase, Revé returned to the toy section to collect her son, but he was nowhere to be found. A frantic search of the store was followed by what some called “the largest manhunt in the history of Florida.”1

Over the coming weeks, Adam’s parents Revé and her husband John brought local and national attention to their son’s presumed abduction and to their efforts to recover him. The couple traveled to New York City on August 10 to appear on the nationally televised ABC program Good Morning America. That evening, John Walsh learned that two fishermen had come across the decapitated head of a young boy in an Indian River County canal, some 125 miles north of the Walshes’ hometown. Local officials asked John for the name of his son’s dentist, so they could compare Adam’s dental records with the corpse’s teeth. John hid this news from Revé and soldiered ahead with the couple’s scheduled appearance on national television the following morning. In John Walsh’s rendering, he did this not only to disseminate to a national audience information about his own son—who, considering the evidence available at the time, might have still been alive. At the urging of Julie Patz, whose son Etan had been missing since 1979, John Walsh also felt compelled to raise awareness about other missing children. “No one was listening” to Julie Patz and other mourning mothers, Walsh wrote later. “And I was a man, wearing a suit.” On the August 11 broadcast of Good Morning America, John Walsh, alongside his wife and Julie Patz, conveyed masculine (and paternal) strength as he informed viewers across the country of his son’s disappearance and of a larger child safety crisis.2

Soon after John and Revé stepped off the Good Morning America set, they received word that the boy in the canal was Adam. Despite his manly resolve and his self-image as “the guy with the stiff upper lip,” John Walsh and his wife were “destroyed human beings” following their son’s murder. Worse still, perhaps, their very destruction had unfolded before the entire country. Their panicked search and, later, their expressions of grief were beamed to television sets nationwide. Clips of Adam’s funeral and of John Walsh weeping aired on NBC’s Nightly News. The Walshes, and especially John, channeled their highly publicized sorrow into the burgeoning child safety campaign. “Maybe we can help this cause,” John Walsh explained in a press conference held after the discovery of Adam’s remains. “We will continue, Revé and I, to try to make people aware of the lack of concern for missing children.” Revé concurred, appealing to all American parents. “We all have to help. Don’t wait until it happens to you.”3

John Walsh quickly became the de facto leader of the child safety cause, cultivating a compelling public persona as a bereaved father thirsty for justice. Through two made-for-television movies centered on Adam’s case and his parents’ subsequent advocacy—Adam (1983) and Adam: His Song Continues (1986), both airing on NBC—John Walsh further solidified his place in the national spotlight. In 1988, Fox tapped him to host the weekly reality television program America’s Most Wanted, which ran for twenty-four years. He starred in a similar show, The Hunt with John Walsh, on CNN from 2014 to 2017, and in 2019 he and his son Callahan began hosting another program, In Pursuit with John Walsh, on the Investigation Discovery channel. Since the early 1980s, when “victims’ rights crystallized as a national discourse,” Walsh’s celebrity has depended largely on his vigilantism, “tough guy” image, and criticism of conventional law enforcement strategies.4
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Figure I.1 Lawmakers applaud John and Revé Walsh at the Rose Garden signing ceremony for the Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act (HR 4472), July 27, 2006. Photograph by Paul Morse. Courtesy of the George W. Bush Presidential Library and Museum, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas.



In many ways, the Walshes’ crusade for child safety culminated in 2006 with the passage of the federal Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act. Even though there is no evidence to suggest that Adam was sexually molested, the law bearing his name targeted sex criminals, particularly those who ostensibly pose threats to American children. The Walsh Act enhanced the federal penalties for failure to register as a sex offender, allowed for the federal prosecution of state sex offenders for failure to register pursuant to interjurisdictional or foreign travel, widened the range of offenses for which adults could be forced to register to include possession of child pornography, and standardized the information to be obtained from offenders for online publication and dissemination. Upon signing the bill into law on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Adam’s abduction, President George W. Bush applauded John and Revé’s “tireless crusade” to “combat child abduction and exploitation across the country.” The president also touted the Walsh Act as “a good piece of bipartisan legislation,” one that “makes an important step forward in this country’s efforts to protect those who cannot protect themselves,” chiefly young children.5

As justifiable as the 2006 Walsh Act might appear, and as tragic as the case that inspired the law was, they both foregrounded kidnappings of children by strangers, which are extremely rare in the United States. Studies indicate that, annually, some one hundred to three hundred minors are taken by individuals they do not know. Though heartrending, stranger abductions of children occur far less frequently than those perpetrated by family members and acquaintances, which account for 100,000 to 200,000 cases each year in the United States. A 2002 Department of Justice (DOJ) study found 117,200 reports of child kidnapping by family members in 1999 and 33,000 cases of nonfamily abduction, approximately 115 of which qualified as “stereotypical” stranger abductions like Adam Walsh’s. According to the DOJ, 105 of such stereotypical stranger kidnappings occurred nationwide in 2011, and no more than ten of these cases ended in homicide. (Runaway or “thrownaway” children comprise the overwhelming majority of missing youths, with an estimated 628,900 cases in the United States in 1999.) Furthermore, data compiled between 1991 and 1996 suggest that family members constitute nearly half of those who sexually victimize children under the age of six and 42 percent of those who sexually assault youths between the ages of six and eleven. All told, an estimated 93 percent of those who sexually abuse young people in the United States are acquaintances or relatives.6

Yet “stranger danger” remains a pervasive fear, an enduring consequence of the eighties child safety scare. Beginning with the Etan Patz disappearance in 1979, a spate of high-profile cases of missing children fueled Americans’ anxieties about child kidnapping and exploitation. Publicized through an emergent twenty-four-hour news cycle, these cases supplied evidence of what some commentators dubbed “a national epidemic” of child abductions and disappearances.7 The bereaved parents of missing or slain children—people like John and Revé Walsh—turned their grief into a movement and helped to propel a moral panic, warning Americans of a supposedly widespread and worsening child kidnapping threat. These child safety crusaders claimed that as many as 50,000 American children fell victim to stranger abductions annually, though the actual figure was (and remains) somewhere between one hundred and three hundred.

Nonetheless, these exaggerated statistics—and the “emotionally resonant child-centered” images and narratives marshaled behind them—convinced policymakers, media figures, and everyday Americans alike that stranger danger represented a grave and growing problem.8 “Each day someone’s getting kidnapped, and they can’t find them,” a Maywood, Illinois, girl told an NBC Nightly News reporter in 1985. “You hear it almost every day on the news. ‘This child is missing,’ and so on and so on,” proclaimed another girl. By 1987, 76 percent of children surveyed by Roper noted that “they were ‘very concerned’ about kidnaping,” making it the most common fear in that poll—edging out “nuclear war and the spread of AIDS.” Of 315 Midwestern fifth-graders polled in another 1987 study, about half “ranked someone grabbing them as their primary concern,” while 44 percent indicated “it was likely or highly likely that they would become missing children.” In a 1991 Mayo Clinic study, 72 percent of parents “said they feared their children might be abducted,” and over one-third identified stranger kidnapping as a “frequent” worry, “a degree of fear greater than that held for any other concern”—including automobile accidents, from which far more children die each year. A 1997 Newsweek poll also found child abduction and murder to be parents’ principal fears, ranking above serious accidents and illness.9

Before the early 1980s, the isolated kidnapping or disappearance of a child did not regularly generate national interest or gesture toward a broader social problem. This began to change with the Patz case, and by the early eighties a distinct discourse had congealed around “missing children” or “missing and exploited children.” Indeed, only in 1981, when the US Congress convened the first hearings on the child safety scare, did the term missing children come to refer to a large-scale social problem. As ABC reporter Al Dale explicated in 1981, “usually our attention is drawn to missing children only after they are found dead.” To support this claim, Dale pointed to the 1970–1973 “candy man” slayings in the Houston area and the John Wayne Gacy murders, which took place in the greater Chicago area from 1972 through 1978. Dean Corll, Houston’s “candy man,” had kidnapped, mutilated, and killed at least twenty-eight teenage boys and young men, while Gacy had abducted, sexually abused, and murdered thirty-three, burying many in the crawlspace of his Norwood Park Township home. In both instances, however, authorities did not link related cases of missing youths until they had discovered Gacy’s and Corll’s respective mass graves.10 By contrast, the individual cases of Etan Patz, Adam Walsh, and other children (mostly boys) in the late seventies and early eighties brought national attention to child safety and victims’ rights, inciting a moral panic.

The concepts of moral panic and, relatedly, sex panic emerged from the fields of sociology, criminology, and gender and sexuality studies in the 1970s and 1980s. Over the years, scholars have generated many different definitions for these terms.11 For the purposes of this book, a moral panic represents a campaign (or, more aptly, a crusade) waged by aggrieved parties and “moral entrepreneurs.” They launch this crusade in the wake of a perceived epidemic or crisis, which they substantiate through emotional accounts and embellished or fabricated statistics. “Moral crusaders” often scapegoat “marginal cohort[s]” or “folk devils” whose behavior has engendered the “apparent fragmentation or breakdown of the social order.” Accordingly, “panics emerge during times of uncertainty” and “provide a forum in which ‘moral boundaries,’ the dividing lines between good and evil, can be highlighted and drawn anew.” Political leaders and certain segments of the news media enthusiastically support the crusade and feed the discourse around it, petitioning for measures “that they claim would suppress the threat.” With varying levels of success, academics, medical professionals, and reporters try to challenge and tamp down the panic. Sex panics follow much the same “cycle of putative threat, collective outrage, demonization, and state repression” evident in moral panics, albeit with sexual minorities cast as folk devils. In both moral and sex panics, theorists hold, order is eventually restored, and the panic dissipates.12

The late twentieth-century frenzy over stranger kidnapping bore many of these hallmarks. Through a receptive news media, bereaved parents like Julie and Stanley Patz and John and Revé Walsh, alongside moral entrepreneurs like self-styled child safety expert Kenneth Wooden, alerted policymakers and the general public to the plight of “missing children” or “missing and exploited children.” Because the most prominent and widely discussed missing child cases focused on stranger kidnappings of young children, vague terms like missing children conjured vulnerable, prepubescent kids snatched by nefarious strangers, while obscuring more statistically common cases. The vast majority of minors outside of legal parental or institutional custody were (and remain) either teenage runaways or the teenage victims of familial or acquaintance abduction.13 This slippage between young children kidnapped by strangers, older runaway youth, and other kinds of missing and exploited kids exacerbated the statistical confusion surrounding issues of child protection. Such confusion enabled grieving parents to suggest, with little resistance, that tens of thousands (if not millions) of American children were abducted by strangers annually. Television and print media propagated such myths and helped to manufacture a strong bipartisan consensus around issues of child protection. Politicians like US senator Paula Hawkins (R–Florida) and congressman (and later US senator) Paul Simon (D–Illinois) shored up this consensus. Together with grieving parents, moral entrepreneurs, and journalists, these officials promulgated the stranger danger myth in the service of new legal and cultural mechanisms designed to keep children safe.

This campaign, of course, grew out of unfathomable devastation and uncertainty, as the parents of missing and exploited children generally had no sense of where to turn following their respective losses. “There is no structure to tell you what to do,” one parent of a missing child told ABC News in 1981, “who to get in touch with, how to look for the person that you’re missing, whether it be a mother, or a child, or a husband, or a wife, or whatever. You just—you sit there, and you don’t know where to go from there.” Another nationally televised ABC News report insisted that “nobody knows” about this lack of government and private sector assistance more than Etan Patz’s parents, Stanley and Julie, who had “been virtually on their own ever since” their son vanished two years prior. “Somehow,” Julie Patz asserted, “if the police don’t have [a system] set up” to search for the missing and the lost, “and the federal or state government don’t have it set up . . . our son is missing; we have to do it.” Seemingly abandoned by their elected representatives, these activists leveraged their newfound identities as bereaved parents and “secondary victims” to advocate for new measures to protect kids and punish those who purportedly threatened them.14

To this end, child safety crusaders and their news media allies pioneered a new visual grammar through which Americans could understand the problem of stranger danger and, more broadly, the politics of childhood. Stranger Danger calls this visual language the image of endangered childhood. Through a torrent of pictures featuring missing or slain white children like Patz, Walsh, and Iowa paperboy Johnny Gosch, the image of endangered childhood announced to the American public the supposed ubiquity of the stranger danger threat, as well as its ability to shatter the racialized and classed idyll of childhood innocence. The power of these pictures derived not only from the beautiful young people they depicted, but also from what remained conspicuously absent from such images—to wit, the unspeakable suffering that these lost innocents might have endured.
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Figure I.2 A smiling Etan Patz clutches an apple. Photograph by Stanley Patz. Courtesy of Stanley Patz.



Joyful scenes of Etan Patz noshing on an apple or playfully flashing a mischievous grin trembled with the painful, paradoxical knowledge that the six-year-old may very well have been executed by a sadistic killer.15 Transmitted via television news broadcasts, films, “MISSING” posters, milk cartons, and other media, pictures of imperiled childhood saturated the cultural landscape beginning in the late seventies. These visuals suggested to the public that cases like Patz’s or Walsh’s were commonplace and enlisted everyday Americans in the protection of young people who resembled these lost boys. The imagery of endangered childhood also reified the idea that young Americans—specifically the photogenic, middle-class, white bodies to whom childhood innocence is so readily assigned—faced new or intensifying threats from deviant strangers emboldened by sexual liberation. Through such affective imagery and rhetoric, the child protection campaign and its attendant logic of sexualized stranger danger became virtually unassailable in the early eighties. Few dared to challenge the movement or the faulty statistics animating it. Policymakers from across the political spectrum proved all too willing to join the cause, which they planted within interlocking “family values” and “law and order” frames. Accordingly, the movement to protect American kids sought to reassert social and institutional control over young people and turned to an expanding carceral field to do so.

From the outset of the child safety scare, though, there was pushback. In the early 1980s, Justice Department officials (with minimal success) contested efforts to increase DOJ involvement in matters of child protection. DOJ leaders identified state and local agencies as those best suited to address cases of missing and exploited children. By the mid-eighties, journalists, academics, and child welfare advocates had begun to question the assumptions on which concerns about child endangerment rested. The Denver Post earned a Pulitzer Prize in 1985 for its takedown of the “exaggerated statistics” undergirding claims of a child kidnapping “epidemic.” For their part, famed pediatricians Benjamin Spock and T. Berry Brazelton maintained that fingerprinting children and surrounding them with pictures of their missing peers ultimately proved counterproductive.16

But the late twentieth-century child protection scare never truly died. While the most grotesque elements of this panic did subside in the final years of the 1980s, its governing logic did not. The “state of panic” that took hold in the late seventies and early eighties continued to structure policy and practice long after the apogee of the child kidnapping scare. Panic, at least as it related to the stranger danger threat, became “a way of life.”17 Across the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, as the illogic of stranger danger became increasingly engrained, those campaigning for child safety assembled a new legal and cultural system through which perceived threats to children would be understood and handled. Stranger Danger calls this the child safety regime.

Regime Change

Consisting of everything from new federal laws to cultural tools like the milk carton campaign—which plastered missing children’s images on widely circulated dairy products—this regime emerged directly from the 1980s child kidnapping scare and remains firmly entrenched in the third decade of the twenty-first century. Since it congealed in the late twentieth century, the child safety regime has widened the reach of the carceral net and placed more Americans under some form of penal control—whether through conventional imprisonment or panoptic practices of public shame and surveillance. The proliferation of sex offender registries and civil commitment protocols has subjected more and more convicted offenders to indefinite detention, intense supervision, and social death.18 The regime has also facilitated the development of products and practices intended to safeguard kids from stranger danger. Ranging from the commonplace child fingerprinting drives of the early 1980s to AMBER Alerts, these mechanisms have rendered normative and commonsensical the heightened surveillance of children, both by family and community members—and abetted by the state. Such surveillance seeks to neutralize the moral threats confronting young Americans and their families rather than the material threats, such as hunger, poverty, educational inequality, and other structural problems.19 Stranger danger represented perhaps the most severe and existential of these moral threats in the late twentieth century, and it is the subject of this book.

But stranger danger joined with other moral concerns that received ample political, media, and public attention in the late twentieth century and worked to bolster the child safety regime. These causes derived from a growing victims’ rights sensibility sanctioned by the Reagan administration and a tabloidized news media increasingly invested in “infotainment.”20 In 1984, President Reagan signed the Victims of Crime Act, thereby establishing the Crime Victims Fund, which offers compensation to victims of federal crimes. That same year, in response to the victims’ rights campaign waged against underage drinking and drunk driving, Reagan yoked federal highway funding to the revision of state alcohol laws and thus set a de facto national drinking age. A moral/sex panic over ritualized child abuse ostensibly carried out by “Satanists” generated significant news coverage through much of the eighties. The “Just Say No” initiative, overseen by First Lady Nancy Reagan, discouraged children from using illicit drugs and functioned as the softer public outreach component of the so-called war on drugs. Formulated by Los Angeles police chief Daryl Gates and the Los Angeles Unified School District, the DARE (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) program buttressed Nancy Reagan’s efforts, teaching “elementary and junior high school children to develop self-esteem and to resist peer pressure in order to ‘just say no’ to drugs and gangs.” The Parents Music Resource Center, launched in 1985 and headed by Senator Al Gore’s wife Tipper, railed against explicit lyrics in popular music. The Reagan administration also couched its antipornography agenda, on display in the Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography, in the language of child safety. All these undertakings—particularly those intended to protect American youths from predatory abduction, cultural rot, and sexual abuse—bespoke a growing political and cultural interest in burnishing the American family and child through moral purification and an anticrime populism.21

The initial successes of the child protection movement were modest, with activists focused primarily on cutting the “red-tape,” as one Oklahoman writing to her congressman put it, “not to mention the unfair bureaucratic procedures, which accompany the reports of these missing children.” In the early and mid-1980s, parents like Noreen Gosch, the mother of paperboy Johnny Gosch, drafted or supported legislation blocking law enforcement from observing a waiting period before investigating reports of a lost or missing child. They also petitioned for a consolidated national database, accessible to law enforcement agencies across the country, that would list missing youth. To this end, child safety activists found a friend in Ronald Reagan, who signed into law the Missing Children and Missing Children’s Assistance Acts (MCA and MCAA) in 1982 and 1984, respectively. The MCA formed the missing child database for which child protection crusaders had appealed, and the MCAA created the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC), a “resource center and clearinghouse” intended “to provide technical assistance to local and State governments, public and private nonprofit agencies, and individuals in locating and recovering missing children.”22

The Reagan administration portrayed the missing child “epidemic” and a perceived (though unfounded) spike in juvenile crime as logical, lamentable consequences of youth liberation and cultural permissiveness. Reagan and other policymakers set out to rectify these youth-oriented social problems by guaranteeing children’s placement in either parental or state custody. Reagan’s Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) took a hardline approach to (nonwhite) “serious juvenile offenders” and a more nurturing approach to missing, vulnerable (white) youths through NCMEC messaging, programming, and grants. The nonwhite youth disproportionately ensnared in the juvenile justice system faced an increasingly punitive OJJDP in the Reagan years. Officials like Alfred Regnery, head of the OJJDP from 1983 to 1986, endorsed the long-term incarceration of “chronic” juvenile offenders—who, in his formulation, were largely nonwhite and irredeemable. Such OJJDP action, alongside changes in state-level juvenile justice policy in the early to mid-eighties, led to elevated juvenile incarceration rates through the mid-nineties. Conversely, the child safety scare reinforced the same notions of white innocence and vulnerability that structured Reagan’s “family values” politics and the war on drugs. By stressing “the historic notion that children have a right to be in the custody of their parents or legal guardians” and rejecting “the premise that children have a right to freedom from custody,” the Reagan administration depicted the heteropatriarchal (white) dual-parent family as an antidote to stranger danger and the broader “horrors of life on urban streets.” Unlike their nonwhite counterparts, then, white youths were vulnerable, innocent, and deserving of “a family in a stable home environment.”23

Reagan and his acolytes also sanctioned a crop of public and private sector child safety exercises and products that helped to form the contours of the child safety regime. Fingerprinting programs popped up around the country in the early 1980s, as parents recorded their children’s vital information in the hopes of easing the investigative and search processes should their kids ever vanish. “It’s about fear,” one 1983 Chicago Tribune article read. “[It’s about] parents who can’t forget Etan Patz, the New York boy whose face still grins from tattered ‘Missing’ posters more than three years” after his disappearance, “or little Adam Walsh, led by an abductor from a crowded Hollywood, Fla., mall and murdered soon after. These are the parents who are fingerprinting their children, then—just in case.” School districts, law enforcement agencies, community groups, and other entities backed such fingerprinting initiatives. With federal support, the business sector got involved, too. Blue-chip companies like K-Mart and Mobil raised awareness about stranger danger, while more dubious startups (which one critic derided as “an army of child saving charlatans”) hawked items purported to alleviate the threats of abduction and exploitation. Companies sold leashes and other restraint devices for children, home fingerprinting kits, and “electronic monitoring system[s]” that sounded an alarm if a child wandered too far from a designated area. Dairies, supermarkets, pizza shops, and various manufacturers put missing kids’ photographs on their product packaging. Media conglomerates ran public service programming like the made-for-TV movies about Adam Walsh. President Reagan appeared on one of NBC’s broadcasts of Adam, reading the names of missing children as their faces flashed on the screen. Through an April 1985 executive order, Reagan also created the President’s Child Safety Partnership, which would “encourage the development of public/private sector initiatives to prevent and respond to the victimization of children.” These public–private ventures spoke to Americans’ growing faith in the business sector, amidst their waning confidence in the state. Further, they operationalized a logic of mass vigilantism that enlisted the “non-deviant” American public in the project of saving young people.24

Though the Reagan administration proved instrumental in assembling the child safety regime, this regime grew most rapidly and intensely in the 1990s and 2000s. Laws implemented in these decades had a dramatic effect on the expanding carceral and surveillance states. Frequently inscribed with the names of missing or murdered (white) children, laws like the Jacob Wetterling Crimes against Children and Sexually Violent Offender Registration Act—part of the 1994 federal crime bill (VCCLEA)—and the 2006 Adam Walsh Act found new and ever more daunting ways to criminalize, incarcerate, and supervise those deemed sexually dangerous, particularly to children. For one, the Wetterling Act—named for an eleven-year-old St. Joseph, Minnesota, boy who was abducted, sexually assaulted, and killed by a stranger in 1989—“formed the basis of federal sex offender laws” by requiring states to establish and maintain sex offender registries (SORs). While some states had launched such registration systems before 1994, the Wetterling Act mandated the nationwide adoption of SORs and thus dramatically increased the number of Americans under correctional or community control. Moreover, the VCCLEA’s “three strikes, and you’re out” provision, motivated in part by the 1993 kidnapping and slaying of twelve-year-old Polly Klaas, imposed “a minimum sentence of 25 years to life for three-time repeat offenders with multiple prior serious or violent felony convictions.”25

While states, and not the federal government, mete out punishment for most sex offenses, the federal government could withhold funding from states that failed to comply with the VCCLEA and similar laws.26 The Wetterling Act and its 1996 amendment Megan’s Law—named for seven-year-old Megan Kanka, who was raped and murdered by a stranger in 1994—articulated such compliance requirements. Megan’s Law required “the release of relevant information . . . to protect the public concerning registered [sex] offenders,” and, like the Wetterling Act, it stipulated that states refusing to follow its directives would face a 10-percent garnishment of federal funds. These provisions corresponded with a swell in state incarceration rates for sex crimes, which in turn produced more and more individuals required to register as sex offenders. Incarceration rates, in general, boomed from the 1970s through the 2000s, but incarceration rates for sex offenses rose even more precipitously across the same period. The state prison population increased by 206 percent, while the number of state inmates imprisoned for sex crimes grew 330 percent from 1980 to 1994. Between 1980 and 2010, the rate of commitment to state prison for sex offenses rose 275 percent. Across both state and federal prisons, incarceration rates for sexual assault increased by about 300 percent from 1980 to 1996.27

Federal prosecutions of child sex offenses also exploded after the early 1980s. New programs coordinated through the US Department of Justice, NCMEC, and Federal Bureau of Investigation addressed the sexual exploitation of minors and the production and dissemination of child pornography—while also formally and informally broadening definitions of “exploitation,” “harm,” and “pornography.” The Child Protection Restoration and Penalties Enhancement Act of 1990, the 1996 Child Pornography Prevention Act, the 2003 PROTECT Act, the Adam Walsh Act, and the 2008 PROTECT Our Children Act, among other laws, escalated penalties for child sexual abuse, child sex trafficking, and the transmission of child pornography. As an expanding World Wide Web facilitated the flow of illicit material online in the 1990s and 2000s, it also activated new federal prosecutorial strategies which have toughened penalties for child exploitation and pornography, even when such content features no “flesh-and-blood children” whatsoever.28 Under President George W. Bush, for instance, Justice Department officials aggressively pursued individuals who produced and consumed computer-generated imagery depicting imaginary minors engaged in sexual activity. Such developments increased the number of child sex offense charges filed by the government in the 1990s and 2000s. Though such cases make up a relatively small percentage of the federal caseload, the number of child exploitation suspects referred to US Attorneys jumped from a total of 774 in 1994 to 3,661 in 2006, a 466 percent surge.29

Working within a metastasizing carceral state, the ideology of stranger danger helped expand state and federal supervision of those branded as sex offenders. Indeed, the very concept of monitoring sex offenders in a broad, systematized manner ensued from the 1980s kidnapping “epidemic.” With the implementation and enforcement of a sprawling system of sex offender registration, a project undertaken primarily through the Wetterling Act, Walsh Act, and other federal tools, the number of listed offenders rose from a few thousand (at most) in the early 1990s—when only a dozen or so states operated SORs—to over half a million by 2005. Even since the NCMEC began compiling comprehensive statistics on sex offender registrants in the mid-2000s, the rolls have grown considerably. In 2005, some 551,987 were registered in the United States (and in US territories that keep statistics). That number had climbed to over 900,000 by 2018. Further, anyone with an Internet connection can now see the convicted sex offenders who live around them—or who live anywhere in the country. Americans seem mostly comfortable with this massive project of social death and banishment. A 2005 Gallup survey found that some 94 percent of Americans support the existence of sex offender registries, no doubt in the service of protecting the idealized child. And for many Americans, the humanity of convicted sex criminals remains an open question.30 The creation of this sizable population of pariahs has flowed directly from the moral panic at the center of this book.

Family Values in Peril

Although the child safety regime has its immediate origins in the late 1970s and early 1980s stranger danger panic, child kidnapping and exploitation (both real and imagined) have deep roots in the American past. From the late seventeenth through the late nineteenth centuries, Indian captivity narratives enjoyed tremendous popularity and served a distinct ideological purpose. Regularly embellished by publishers for effect, these tales often portrayed white women and youngsters as victims while vilifying their Native American captors. Captivity narratives remained a staple of the American literary canon until the 1870s or so, when stories about ransom kidnappings began to appear in print media and particularly in serialized crime stories.31

The 1874 ransom abduction of four-year-old Charley Ross heralded the arrival of this new type of captivity story. The first such case to draw widespread media attention, Ross’s disappearance elicited sympathy nationwide, as Americans conducted massive searches for the boy and turned him into a national icon. Responses to the Ross case reflected larger transformations in cultural understandings of childhood. Conceptions of young children as economically “worthless” yet emotionally “priceless” had started to solidify in the mid- to late nineteenth century. The denial of children’s economic value and assertion of their sentimental value not only informed Progressive efforts to insulate American children from the ills of poverty and industrial society. This new sensibility also shaped Americans’ cyclical fascination with tales of child kidnapping and abuse in the late nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth, as seen in the 1932 abduction of famed aviator Charles Lindbergh’s baby.32

Intermittent sex panics across the twentieth century also cast certain women and children as victims. Victorian concerns about “white slavery”—the kidnapping, interstate trafficking, and despoliation of chaste white women and girls by men of color—led to the passage of the 1910 White-Slave Traffic Act. Also known as the Mann Act, the law enhanced the powers of federal law enforcement, particularly with respect to surveilling and penalizing nonnormative and antinormative sexual behaviors. Scares over “sexual psychopathy” in the 1930s and after the Second World War prompted new laws and “treatment” practices which consecrated the bonds between criminal justice and psychiatry in the regulation of “sex crime.” For historian Regina Kunzel, “psychiatric authority” and “the language of illness, treatment, and cure” conspired to “mystif[y]” the “sexual psychopath laws” of the mid-twentieth century “in ways that made them difficult to challenge, both at their moment of origin in the 1940s and 1950s and in their later incarnations as sex offender legislation after 1990.”33

This series of midcentury sex panics eventually dissipated, but another, more potent scare over sexualized stranger danger would emerge in the post-liberationist 1970s and 1980s. Just as earlier panics over the abduction and exploitation of women and children had articulated anxieties about shifting mores, so too did the stranger danger moment touched off in the late seventies. This late twentieth-century panic, though, had more far-reaching effects, as it fed off and fed into “a late-modern media-saturated world where everyday experience has been rendered increasingly full of simulations” and stimulation. Cable news and the twenty-four-hour news cycle breathed life into the discourse of missing children and child protection. Rare, isolated cases of missing and endangered youth—news of which traveled via television, newspapers, and political rhetoric—together generated an easily digestible composite image of imperiled (white) childhood that confirmed fears of familial and national decline.34

The dislocations and failures of the 1960s and 1970s had left many white American families disillusioned, uncertain of what the future might hold for their children. For some observers, these developments seemed rooted in, or at the very least related to, a perceived moral rot unleashed through sixties and seventies liberationism. Economic and political instability, alongside the reconfiguration of cultural and sexual norms, had supposedly disrupted the idealized white American family and the child upon which it hinged. The late twentieth-century moral panic over child kidnapping and exploitation took hold in this “age of fracture.” Following Watergate, a disastrous war in Vietnam, and the abuses of power uncovered by the Frank Church Committee, Americans had lost faith in their government and its institutions. In 1964, fully 77 percent of Americans had reported that they trusted the federal government; by 1980 that figure had dropped to 26 percent. A series of economic crises in the 1960s and 1970s underwrote “a politics of frustration, reaction, and division,” as the Fordist social contract and the masculine ideal of “breadwinner liberalism” fell by the wayside.35

With the dissolution of the Fordist family wage, the Americans who had benefited most handsomely from its protections now found themselves exposed—not only to the vagaries of the market but also to a broader “permissive society,” one presumed feature of which was widespread criminal depravity. Accordingly, American fears of crime (to the extent that they can be quantified) increased in the 1960s and 1970s before reaching record levels in the early 1980s. While 35 percent of those polled in 1968 indicated they “would be afraid to walk alone at night” in some areas within a mile of their home, an all-time high of 48 percent expressed this same fear in 1982. Fully 54 percent of respondents in 1981 reported “more crime” in their neighborhoods “than there was a year ago,” tied for another record high. (Fifty-four percent of those surveyed in 1992 also claimed that their neighborhoods had seen an uptick in crime over the previous year.) In another poll, conducted in 1980, 40 percent of Americans declared “that they were ‘highly fearful’ of assault,” even though one’s chances of being victimized by violent crime in the early eighties stood at just 0.6 percent.36

A series of constitutional victories secured on behalf of criminal defendants in the sixties and seventies further stoked fears of legal and cultural permissiveness. Rulings in favor of “defendants’ rights” and the rights of the convicted—including 1972’s Furman v. Georgia decision, which placed a moratorium on the death penalty—galvanized activists in the ascendant victims’ rights movement. According to these advocates, the US criminal justice system had strayed from its key mission of protecting victims and “secondary victims,” the friends and family members left to pick up the pieces. By coddling the accused, the convicted, and the damned, these critics charged, law enforcement officials and the courts had stymied victims and their loved ones in their pursuit of justice.

This “due process revolution,” in legal scholar Barry Feld’s formulation, spread to the juvenile court. Starting in the sixties, a spate of US Supreme Court decisions and legislative developments expanded the rights of accused juveniles. The In re Gault and In re Winship decisions of 1967 and 1970, respectively, affirmed the Fourteenth Amendment due process rights of juveniles.37 The 1974 Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (JJDP) Act set out to remove, or “deinstitutionalize,” runaway youths and “status offenders” from secure adult facilities such as county jails. At least implicitly, then, the JJDP Act permitted American youngsters to run away from home without fear of incarceration.

The same liberationist principles which underpinned the “due process revolution” in juvenile justice also precipitated changes that applied to a wider swath of the youth population, not just those entangled in the juvenile system. The US Supreme Court affirmed the First Amendment rights of young people in Tinker v. Des Moines, decided in 1969. College students nationwide petitioned for free speech rights, and many became involved in antiwar organizing. As adults in the nation’s capital shipped their peers off to Southeast Asia, young people became increasingly disenchanted with adult authority—objecting to the notion that they could fight and die in Vietnam (frequently through conscription), yet they could not vote or legally consume alcohol. Hoping to placate antiwar activists, especially those of draft age, Richard Nixon campaigned on ending the draft in 1968, and the Department of Defense stopped issuing conscription orders in early 1973. Further, youth-led mobilization efforts prompted the introduction and ratification in 1971 of the Twenty-sixth Amendment, which extended the franchise to citizens eighteen years of age and older. States also set out to lower their minimum legal drinking ages, usually from twenty-one to eighteen, in alignment with the new voting age.38

It should come as little surprise, then, that the white family—and the idealized child around which it revolved—became political focal points starting in the mid- to late 1970s. As hierarchies of gender, sexuality, race, class, and indeed generation looked destined to collapse, public figures rushed to salvage the “besieged” American family, which had long reflected and reinforced these hierarchies. Commentators as ideologically estranged as Phyllis Schlafly and Christopher Lasch lamented the family’s diminishing position as a “haven in a heartless world.” In one critic’s words, Lasch took the nuclear family as “an indispensable feature of social life,” “the agency to which society entrusts [the] complex and delicate task” of socializing and rearing children. From Lasch’s ambivalent liberalism to the vitriolic “family values” conservatism of “Save Our Children” founder Anita Bryant and “Moral Majority” leader Reverend Jerry Falwell, cultural commentators and policymakers increasingly focused on the normative, patriarchal, procreative family as a “disciplinary matrix”—a site of social control and a guarantor of social order.39

Because they seemed to pose an existential threat to the white, heteronormative, male-breadwinner family, gay men shouldered much of the blame for the crises buffeting the family and the child in the 1970s and beyond. Accordingly, they often emerged as suspects in the initial cases fueling the stranger danger panic, which involved Patz and other young boys. In this climate, antigay activists opposed antidiscrimination measures and pushed for new prejudicial ordinances intended to limit gay men’s “access” to young people. Since “homosexuals cannot biologically reproduce children,” Anita Bryant infamously postulated, “they must recruit our children.” This idea colored 1978’s proposed Briggs Initiative, which aimed to bar LGBTQ people from working in California public schools. Though this effort foundered, its governing logic endured, looming over the Patz saga and other cases of missing and murdered boys. Such cases lent themselves to speculation about homosexual pedophilic predation, even though there is no evidence that gay men are more likely to sexually abuse children or that boys are more likely than girls to fall victim to stranger kidnapping or sexual abuse. On the contrary, some 70 to 81 percent of children in “stereotypical” abductions are girls.40

Yet in the child safety panic of the late twentieth century, the young photogenic white boy served as the prototypical victim, at least at first. Boys were the child-victims most commonly featured in press accounts during the late 1970s and early 1980s stranger danger scare, but the gender dynamics of child safety narratives changed in the 1990s, when cases involving girls began to attract significant media and political attention. Though it is difficult to fully explain this shift, it stands to reason that the feminist sexual empowerment and virulent antifeminism of the 1970s and 1980s undermined conceptions of girlhood innocence. Only with the solidification of a “postfeminist” ideology in the late 1980s and 1990s did girls and young women reclaim the mantle of innocence—this time as liberated subjects, ostensibly with equal standing in the marketplace and workplace, who could elect to be shielded by a growing carceral and national security state.41 Therefore, the most widely circulated stories of missing persons since the early 1990s have involved photo/telegenic, white, middle-class girls, such as Polly Klaas, Megan Kanka, JonBenét Ramsey, and Natalee Holloway.42 Still, out of the anxious, homophobic, “profamily” climate of the 1970s and 1980s emerged a stranger danger panic initially fixated on young male victims. Abetted by child safety activists, receptive lawmakers, and an eager news media, this moral panic remade American childhood and the carceral state.

Conservatism, Carcerality, and the Child

By demonstrating how a late twentieth-century moral panic constructed a new child safety regime, Stranger Danger illuminates, in ways that have been overlooked, how the politics of family values and child protection facilitated America’s turn toward punishment since the 1960s and 1970s. In so doing, the book also makes a case for the primacy of childhood in recent US political history. Stranger Danger locates children and their figurations at the heart of some of the major political, cultural, and economic transformations in the United States since the 1970s. In its treatment of mass incarceration, the diminishing autonomy of young people, the intensifying “war on sex” (especially underage sex), and the bipartisan fetishization of family values and child protection, this book shows that childhood is political. Stranger Danger thereby troubles assumptions of adults’ political agency and children’s “apolitical” nature, complicating the ageist dynamics at play in virtually all work on American political culture and “high politics.”43

This is a political history, then, though not one that resolves neatly into overdrawn binaries of red and blue, Republican and Democrat, right and left. Stranger Danger moves beyond the historiographical framework of the rightwing ascendency while shedding much-needed light on the very moment that conservatives supposedly reached the mountaintop: the Reaganite 1980s.44 Curiously enough, for all the ink spilled on conservatism and the GOP, few histories—with the exception of a growing historiography on HIV/AIDS—have actually grappled with the eighties and its echoes.45 This book begins in 1979 and focuses significant attention on the Reagan White House, its Department of Justice, and the conservative movement. Yet it also explores the continuities between late twentieth-century conservatives and liberals—not just those in the halls of power but also the ordinary parents concerned about stranger danger. As with the construction of the carceral state more broadly, the child safety regime found support across the political spectrum. Not only did white, suburban, and rural silent-majoritarians like Johnny Gosch’s mother and Jacob Wetterling’s parents petition for swifter police intervention in missing children’s cases and harsher penalties for a range of sexual offenses; so too did many liberal feminists, gay rights advocates, journalists, African American activists and leaders, businesspersons, and other actors concerned about the potential excesses of liberation. A rigid “red–blue divide” cannot explain the carceral agendas shared by liberals and conservatives in the last decades of the twentieth century, nor can it account for the bipartisan authorship of the child safety regime.46

Stranger Danger documents the birth of the missing child scare in the late 1970s and 1980s and reveals how this panic formed a new legal and cultural system through which Americans would understand and manage threats to children. The first part, called “The Stark Terror of a Unique Tragedy,” concentrates on three cases of missing and exploited youth. Each seized national headlines and implied a pervasive (and worsening) stranger danger threat. By stoking panic and fear, these cases helped launch local, regional, and national child protection efforts that would build the child safety regime.

Chapter 1 assesses Etan Patz’s 1979 disappearance and its aftermath. Unlike earlier cases of missing children, Patz’s appeared to signal a growing child safety problem. Photographs of Etan gave rise to the image of endangered childhood. The boy’s pictures oriented the emergent child protection campaign around visuals and around the myth of gay predatory pedophilia, as investigators, activists, and the news media implicated the North American Man/Boy Love Association (NAMBLA) in Patz’s abduction. Accordingly, the first chapter situates reactions to the Patz case within an antigay political project undertaken by conservative culture warriors and within the increasingly normative LGBTQ and feminist movements of the 1980s.

The second chapter focuses on the 1979–1981 kidnappings and murders of some twenty-nine black youths in Atlanta. These abductions and killings, which primarily targeted young males from Atlanta’s poor and working-class neighborhoods, exacerbated African American anxieties about antiblack violence and raised the specters of southern racism and the myth of gay pedophilia. Public, political, and media responses to the Atlanta murders emphasized the young victims’ “street smarts,” “hustling,” and even their alleged same-sex sex work, often depriving them of the individualized innocence so readily lavished upon Etan Patz and other missing or murdered white youth. Moreover, in an effort to preserve Atlanta’s reputation as progressive and business-friendly, the city’s biracial political and economic establishment sought to downplay the racial and class dimensions of the abductions and slayings. The Atlanta tragedies thus exposed the racial and class limitations of the image of endangered childhood and demonstrated how notions of white child-victimhood grounded the child safety regime.

Chapter 3 centers on the disappearances of Des Moines Register paperboys Johnny Gosch and Eugene Wade Martin in 1982 and 1984, respectively. These incidents challenged white Midwestern ideas about childhood and regional innocence, as locals took the paperboy cases as signs of regional and national decline. White Iowans responded by demanding state protection for their children, who supposedly faced new threats from strangers emboldened by moral relativism and sexual liberation and impervious to the symbolic power of an innocent and secure Midwest. Many of the legal and cultural mechanisms adopted in the service of protecting young Iowans were replicated in the construction of the national child safety regime.

The book’s second part, titled “The Battle for Child Safety,” explores the political and policy implications of the 1970s and 1980s child safety scare. Chapter 4 recounts how the DOJ obstructed missing child legislation in the early eighties but eventually buckled under pressure from activists, who deployed an affective politics of child safety to paint the DOJ as cruel and obstinate. The DOJ subsequently transformed into the federal entity most committed to the child safety cause, working to publicize and combat the problems of child abduction, exploitation, sexual abuse, and pornography. The Department’s “conversion” proved vital to the making of a punitive child safety regime in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

The fifth chapter shows how the child safety issue further splintered federal juvenile justice and youth policy along racial and class fault lines.47 Tracing the movements of rightwing luminary Alfred S. Regnery, chapter 5 illustrates how Reagan conservatives embellished the severity of moral threats facing “innocent” children (coded as white and middle class) in the service of “toughening” juvenile justice policies targeting poor, working- class, nonwhite youth.

Chapter 6 chronicles how the Reagan administration lauded the role of the private sector in protecting American children. The celebration by Reagan, other conservatives, and neoliberals of private sector (and especially business sector) efforts to “save” certain American youngsters and promote “family values” cleared the way for a more expansive child safety regime pieced together at the turn of the twenty-first century.

Finally, chapter 7 uncovers how the so-called New Democrat Bill Clinton seized upon the stranger danger myth and hitched it to his racialized “law and order” and “family values” policy programs. As president, Clinton underwrote the passage of the Wetterling Act, the federal “three strikes” law, and Megan’s Law, which together federalized systems of sex offender registration and community notification. Imprinted with the names of white child-victims and awash in the imagery of endangered childhood, these laws enlarged and formalized the child safety regime, thus augmenting a carceral and surveillance state that disproportionately ensnares queer Americans, people of color, and youth.48

From the AMBER Alerts that periodically rattle smart phones nationwide to the unnerving sprawl of sex offender registries, the child safety regime has shaped the lives of Americans young and old. Yet Americans have not grappled with the origins of this regime—or the indelible imprint it has left on their society and culture. Stranger Danger takes up this torch to illuminate perils and predators both real and imagined.


Part I
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“The Stark Terror of a Unique Tragedy”


CHAPTER 1
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“He Was Beautiful”

Etan Patz, Queer Politics, and the Image of Endangered Childhood

Etan Patz was dead. On June 19, 2001, more than twenty years after the six-year-old’s disappearance, a Manhattan surrogate court judge declared the boy officially deceased. That evening, the judge’s ruling was the lead story on CNN Tonight. Etan Patz’s beaming face opened the CNN feature, a testament to the enduring visual appeal and symbolic resonance of his image. “It’s hard to fathom that such a joyful face could have inspired such a sad movement,” CNN correspondent Maria Hinojosa mused as Etan’s visage appeared on screen. “But the disappearance of Etan Patz is credited with starting the national missing children’s movement in this country.” In February 2017, after a Manhattan jury found fifty-six-year-old Pedro Hernandez guilty of kidnapping and murdering Etan, news media accounts similarly fixated on the young boy’s face, forever frozen in the 1970s. “The mystery of what happened to Etan shook New York and the nation,” the New York Times wrote following the Hernandez verdict, “with photographs of the smiling, sandy-haired boy ubiquitous on milk cartons, ‘missing’ posters, newspaper front pages and television newscasts.” The unspeakable loss these visuals signified caused “alarm . . . across America,” the Times observed, and helped initiate the late twentieth-century stranger danger panic. “It was an age of innocence,” Patz family attorney Brian O’Dwyer recalled in 2001. “May 25, 1979, represented the death of innocence of New York.”1 Etan Patz was killed that day.

Never before had Etan walked the two blocks to the school bus stop by himself, without parental or adult supervision. But on that Friday morning, just before the long Memorial Day weekend, Etan (“a Hebrew name to which he answers as Ai-tan,” the New York Times noted days after the disappearance) set out to do just that. Despite her reservations, Julie Patz had allowed her son to make the trek alone, after Etan’s constant appeals for greater autonomy. In the morning rush, as Julie Patz readied her other children for the day, Etan eagerly prepared for his jaunt to the bus stop. He donned blue pants, a jacket, sneakers, and a pilot hat stamped with the words “Eastern Air Lines Junior Pilot.” Carrying “a small blue tote bag imprinted with cartooned red and white elephants,” Etan departed his home about five minutes before eight o’clock. From the fire escape of the family’s third-floor loft in SoHo, Julie Patz watched her son walk toward the bus stop, alone, for the first and last time. She saw him pass Wooster Street, the next street over from the bus stop at Prince and West Broadway. On that block, Etan had planned to visit a bodega to buy a soda for lunch. Another mother, keeping a lookout over the bus stop, waited for Etan until 8:20, twenty minutes after the school bus left. Etan never arrived.2
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Figure 1.1 The Patzes’ residence in SoHo and Etan’s bus stop. Map by Erin Greb Cartography.



At the time, eighteen-year-old Pedro Hernandez was working as a bodega clerk in SoHo. By his account, Hernandez lured Etan Patz into the basement of the bodega with the promise of a soda. Once they entered the basement, Hernandez claimed, he began to choke the boy. According to Hernandez, Etan may have still been alive when he shoved him into a plastic bag, placed the bag into a box, and tossed the box into a dumpster. After news of Etan’s disappearance broke, Hernandez began to tell family members and acquaintances that he had killed a boy in Manhattan, and he continued to share this story into the twenty-first century. Questions about his mental health and intellectual capacity loomed over these confessions and forestalled prosecutorial action until 2012, when Hernandez formally confessed to abducting and killing Etan Patz. To certify this confession, Hernandez signed one of the millions of “MISSING” notices imprinted with Etan’s picture that swirled around Manhattan and beyond after May 25, 1979.3

Just five days after Patz vanished, the New York Times observed, “Thousands of circulars with Etan’s pictures” on them had been “affixed to lampposts and store windows, distributed by neighborhood children and adults and posted by transit police.” Taken by Etan’s father Stanley, a professional photographer, these pictures came to represent a national trauma: a supposed epidemic in child kidnapping, molestation, exploitation, and murder. According to one CBS Evening News story airing in December 1982, Etan had “become a symbol of all the children—perhaps fifty thousand—who are kidnapped by strangers each year.”4 These figures were wildly inflated, as journalists, social scientists, and government officials had made clear by the mid-1980s. But Etan’s photographs helped buttress such exaggerated claims and the broader child safety cause by inaugurating a new cultural form: the image of endangered childhood.

Such imagery generally spotlighted young, white, photogenic, middle-class children and explicated the dangers that ostensibly confronted them in a moment of national uncertainty. Beginning with Etan’s photograph, the image of endangered childhood—delivered via consumer products and through texts like news broadcasts, popular novels, and films—articulated the message that “stranger danger” threatened American childhood innocence. Announcing that particular children were “MISSING” or “LOST,” these pictures encouraged viewers to look out for the featured subjects and to ruminate on their fates. At no other point in the American past had visual depictions of so many healthy young people been dispatched to address a moral threat supposedly lurking within the republic. Patz quite literally became the face of a specific kind of child-victimhood in the late twentieth-century United States, one that perfectly complemented the narratives of national and familial decline proffered by social conservatives and neoliberals alike. The proliferation of these pictures gave credence to the notion that American children were being kidnapped en masse and also provided ammunition to political figures and “moral entrepreneurs” who located the missing child scare within a wider crisis facing the family and the nation.5

Etan’s photographs circulated via newspapers, the nightly television news, and twenty-four-hour cable news stations, reaching millions of American households. Many New Yorkers no doubt saw Etan’s face daily on handbills papered across the city. Images of a contented, photogenic, white, middle-class boy ripped from his safe and comfortable two-parent household worked to tighten the tangle of grievances knotted around matters of family, childhood, and sexuality in the late 1970s and early 1980s. That Patz went missing in the journalistic, financial, and (some would say) queer capital of the world; the largest city in the country; and a metropolis in the midst of a fiscal crisis and a panic over crime only added to the emotional and political weight of his disappearance.6

The ubiquitous, captivating pictures of photogenic young Etan also served to substantiate a sexual motive for his kidnapping, as did the larger antigay context. Beth Gutcheon’s popular 1981 novel Still Missing (based on Etan’s case) and its 1983 film adaptation Without a Trace gave credence to the theory that the six-year-old boy had been snatched for sexual purposes. This theory gained currency beginning in late 1982, when members of the North American Man/Boy Love Association (NAMBLA) emerged as prime suspects in the Patz abduction. A December 1982 police raid on a cottage reportedly affiliated with NAMBLA turned up a photograph of a boy who resembled Etan. Though investigators later confirmed that the image came from a nonpornographic “boyhood” calendar published in 1968 (four years before Etan was born), this discovery appeared to provide a logical rationale for the Patz kidnapping: One or more queer men had kidnapped and sexually exploited the handsome young boy. That a photograph would prompt such suspicions reinforces the centrality of Patz’s image to conceptions of his innocence and appeal. Given its promotion of endangered child imagery, and the sexual anxieties embedded therein, the Patz case also revealed some of the key fissures within late twentieth-century LGBTQ and women’s activism, as antirape feminists, mainline “homonormative” gay rights activists, and proponents of “man/boy love” battled over the boundaries between sexual freedom and sexual exploitation.7

Though earlier incidents of youth abduction and murder—such as the saga of Richard Leopold and Nathan Loeb; the 1955 sexual assault and slaying of fourteen-year-old Stephanie Bryan in California; the 1970s “candy man” murders in Texas; and the John Wayne Gacy Jr. killings—had stirred anxieties about homosexuality, none of these individual cases had sparked larger, sustained discussions about child kidnapping or sexual abuse. Of course, Americans have long agonized over the sexual victimization of children, but only with the Patz case and those that followed in the early 1980s did pedophilia—and specifically “pederasty,” or relations between adult men and males under the legal age of consent—become the clearest suspected motive in high-profile child abductions. As one New York Times headline explained: “Etan Patz Case Puts New Focus on a Sexual Disorder, Pedophilia.” Because, as historian Paula Fass contends, American child abduction stories became “much more explicitly sexual” in the late twentieth century, the child safety campaign and the images at its core took on sexual meanings. The deluge of endangered children’s photographs that arrived in the 1980s and 1990s—conspicuous in post offices, on milk cartons, on billboards, on Walmart store bulletin boards, and on direct-mail leaflets—conflated “missing” and “exploited,” with the latter term connoting sexual abuse. This visual and symbolic connection, manifest in the name of the federally subsidized National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, originated with Etan Patz.8

The tension between widely disseminated “pictures of innocence” (like those depicting Etan) and the nefarious forces that putatively threatened the innocence displayed therein motored the 1980s child safety campaign. For art historian Anne Higonnet, such images “guard the cherished ideal of childhood innocence” yet also “contain within them the potential to undo that ideal.” In the stranger danger panic, the sheer breadth of images spotlighting photogenic missing youngsters (especially boys, at least initially) suggested that stranger abductions constituted a grave and growing problem and that (homo)sexual motives underlay the majority of these incidents. Though data indicate that reports of child sexual abuse—along with other forms of mistreatment—did increase from the mid-1970s through the 1990s, experts interpreted this uptick as “the result of a new public and professional mobilization to identify and report cases.” There was no verifiable spike in child sexual assaults perpetrated by strangers during this period. Still, overlapping late twentieth-century fears concerning child abduction and child sexual abuse found a common host in the racialized image of endangered childhood. This image helped construct the child safety regime.9

Picturing Childhood

It would be difficult to identify a moment in recent human history when images of children did not perform vital political work. Generally such visuals have rested upon Victorian-era conceptions of the child as “ ‘economically worthless’ but ‘emotionally priceless.’ ” Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century reformers like Grace Abbott, Lewis Hine, and Jacob Riis marshaled symbolic and flesh-and-blood children in the service of various Progressive causes—chief among them the abolition of child labor and the end of child poverty and hunger.
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Figure 1.2 A seven-year-old Mobile, Alabama, “newsie” appears in this October 1914 photograph, which epitomizes the Progressive “muckraking” impulse. Photograph by Lewis Hine. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-DIG-nclc-03945.



For their part, Hine and Riis captured in their photographs scenes of children toiling in factories, of newsboys (or “newsies”) hawking papers, and of young farmhands tilling the soil. Such images ginned up public support for “saving” young Americans from the ills of industrialization, modernization, and poverty. The “emotionally priceless” child has also long operated “as a means to rally populations to war.” In the 1920s and 1930s, global economic insecurity and the rise of fascism popularized images of needy, waifish children, sometimes flanked by their stoic mothers: a hysterical infant sitting amidst the rubble of a Shanghai railway station during the Sino-Japanese War in 1937; Jewish refugee children escaping Nazi Germany in the Kindertransport; Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother; and other dispossessed women and children. These widely distributed examples of “gritty photographic realism” evinced the reformist and revolutionary sensibilities guiding the era’s populist and radical movements.10

American propaganda disseminated during and after World War II centered on images of idealized white children and their families. Conjured by Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “four freedoms” and perfected in Norman Rockwell’s paintings, such representations called upon the public to “fight . . . for the American family” and to fulfill private obligations by mobilizing in defense of the nation. These pictures of cheerful (white) American children jarred with the waif and Madonna-and-child iconography that had become “part of the architecture of Cold War liberalism.” Emaciated children in breadlines, their photos often taken by US army personnel stationed abroad, offered a cultural shorthand for “hunger” and whipped up enthusiasm for American interventionism. Postwar institutions like the United Nations and its Children’s Fund (UNICEF) trafficked in such imagery “to raise money and build support for their mother-and-child health and child-feeding programs.” The Cold War also curated an imagined child who faced new perils characterized “not by bayonets and storm troopers but rather by ideological infiltration and weakness.” By the 1950s, images of jubilant white youth cropped up on both sides of the Cold War binary. Propagandists relied heavily on romanticized pictures of children that at once explained the superiority of Soviet or American childhood (depending on the audience) and underscored the ideological threats confronting impressionable young people.11
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Figure 1.3 By Americanizing Santa Claus and spotlighting contented (white) American children, this early Cold War advertisement designates capitalist consumption as the best means by which to “develop initiative, imagination, dexterity” in young people. From Saturday Evening Post 220, no. 20 (November 15, 1947), 51.



Countervailing images of childhood gained purchase during the American civil rights, antiwar, antipoverty, and student movements of the sixties and seventies. Transmissions from Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963; Watts, Los Angeles, in 1965; or Madison, Wisconsin, and Kent, Ohio, in 1970 shed light on the divergent experiences of young Americans. Reappropriating the violent images emanating from Alabama and elsewhere, Soviet propagandists sought to win the “hearts and minds” of black and brown peoples in the global south by exposing the persistent paradox of race in American democracy. Far removed from Rockwell’s representations of American affluence, moreover, the stagecraft of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty operationalized scenes of Appalachian dispossession, replete with barefoot white children in lowly log cabins. Late twentieth-century resistance to the midcentury rights revolutions also commissioned new images of youth along racial lines: those deserving of protection and those deserving of punishment. With respect to the latter, antiwelfare and “law and order” sentiments expressed by conservatives and neoliberals alike—reinforced through sensationalized magazine covers, newspapers, and television programming—took black teenagers as drug peddlers, African American fetuses and infants as “crack babies” (and potential public charges), and nonwhite juveniles as “superpredators,” a “new breed of predatory street criminal.”12

In this late twentieth-century moment, images and accounts of lost, missing, or exploited photo/telegenic middle-class white children fed a burgeoning moral panic over stranger danger. Anxieties about feminism, gay rights, and sexual permissiveness nurtured the idea that children within the American family household faced intensifying threats from strangers and other malevolent actors outside the home. Concerns about crime and moral decay, exacerbated by the mid- to late twentieth-century rights revolutions, pivoted on the image of endangered white childhood. That Patz went missing as New York City confronted interlocking crises regarding “street crime” and fiscal policy only heightened the allure of his case.13

“Welcome to Fear City”

Americans’ fears of crime remained at historic highs throughout much of the late twentieth century. These fears corresponded with a national panic over urban spaces—and the inhabitants of these spaces—in the civil rights and “post–civil rights” eras. Etan Patz went missing in a moment of unrest and uncertainty in New York City. In the 1970s especially, the city’s economic woes exacerbated crime, white flight, declining population figures, and a racialized war on drugs. Together, these phenomena reinforced understandings of New York as a city in chaos. While news media dispatches from, and cultural renderings of, New York City during this period often bordered on the sensational, they nonetheless reflected a larger sense of danger and despair. “I remember the New York of that era well, having arrived to start college there in 1976 and never left,” one New Yorker recalled. “The city was compelling in its contradictions: a vibrant and very cheap place to live, it attracted talented young people in droves. It was also coming apart at the seams.”14

Like much of the country, New York City had experienced a sustained postwar economic boom followed by a slowdown and stagflation in the seventies. From 1970 through 1976, the city lost over six hundred thousand jobs, or about one-sixth of its employment base. It teetered on the verge of bankruptcy in 1975; the city’s outside counsel had even prepared a petition for bankruptcy and delivered it to the state supreme court that October. The economic picture improved slightly beginning in the late seventies, as the city added more than four hundred thousand jobs from 1976 to 1987. Yet these job gains appeared primarily in the service, construction, and financial sectors, in keeping with broader patterns of economic neoliberalization. Deindustrialization battered New York City with an enduring intensity. While job losses in manufacturing occurred gradually, they ultimately devastated many of the city’s once-thriving industries, from apparel and home furnishings to metals and rubbers. In 1966, nearly a quarter of Gotham’s employment base worked in manufacturing. By 1993, that figure had dropped to 9 percent. Some industries operating in the city lost more than 70 percent of their workforce across this twenty-seven-year period.15

The displacement and elimination of New York City’s blue-collar manufacturing jobs—along with an increasing flow of real estate and financial capital toward the suburbs, abetted by federal mortgage subsidies and highway funding—drove many white residents out of the city, diminishing its income tax base. Between 1970 and 1980 alone, some two million white New Yorkers bolted for the suburbs, leaving in their wake “a checkerboard of ethnic enclaves”—particularly in the city’s outer boroughs—“fraught with explosive racial and class tensions.” This demographic realignment helped elevate a volatile politics of white ethnic nationalism. Politicians like the “Reform Democrat” Ed Koch seized upon the racial and class resentments coursing through the city, using flashpoints like the 1977 blackout and the December 1984 subway shooting by “Death Wish vigilante” Bernhard Goetz to promulgate “racially laced antiwelfare and law and order rhetoric” and policy.16

New York City’s violent crime rates rose dramatically across the seventies and eighties, a direct result of the city’s financial crisis. In 1966, the city registered 654 homicides. By 1970 that figure had climbed to 1,117, and in 1980 the city saw more than 1,800 murders. Reports of theft, simple assault, sexual assault, and robbery similarly increased across this period. These conditions stemmed, in large part, from the neoliberal austerity measures put in place by the city and state governments beginning in the mid-1970s. Saddled by severe budget deficits, the city government, in collaboration with New York State’s Emergency Financial Control Board, laid off some fifteen thousand city employees, including five thousand police officers. A hiring freeze prevented the New York Police Department (NYPD) from recruiting or training new officers from July 1975 through November 1979.17

The city’s neoliberal social policy revolution plunged many of its residents into poverty. From 1969 to 1979, the share of New Yorkers living in poverty rose from 14.5 percent to over 20 percent. Many in the city’s poorer areas became untethered from the formal labor market and moved instead toward alternative, occasionally illicit, economic networks and practices. These same neighborhoods also bore the brunt of the crack-cocaine and HIV/AIDS crises. Cuts in city services, from police and fire to sanitation and transportation, magnified misery throughout the city—as trash piled up, the subway deteriorated, fires raged, and authorities failed to maintain “order” in the 1977 blackout, the 1988 Tompkins Square Park riot, the 1989 “Central Park Five” case, and the Crown Heights rebellion of 1991.18

New York’s “crime epidemic” carried tremendous symbolic and cultural meaning.19 For historian Jonathan Soffer, the city’s relationship with crime “flits between real tragedy and the world of myth and legend.” Indeed, commentators easily exploited the tragic fact that the journalistic and financial capital of the nation (if not the world) struggled to contain fires both literal and figurative in the last decades of the twentieth century. President Gerald Ford, for one, leveraged New York’s financial troubles in the service of his hyperbolic antiurban politics. His hostility toward the city spawned the infamous New York Daily News front page headline, “FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD.” For their part, hip-hop, punk rock, postpunk, and neoexpressionist artists in the 1970s and 1980s found aesthetic inspiration in the grunge, grit, and graffiti of the New York City streets. But in films, TV news programs, and other texts, these flourishes often served to signal urban decay and youth degeneration. From Taxi Driver to Escape from New York, for example, American cinema in the seventies and eighties depicted New York City as a veritable hellscape stained by the visual and sonic refuse of punk, hip-hop, and street art.20

Tensions between the NYPD, communities of color, and high-ranking city officials exacerbated crime and stoked the cultural anxieties undergirding New York’s “urban crisis.” The mass firings of NYPD officers during the mid-1970s fiscal crisis, along with the subsequent four-year hiring freeze, led to rising crime rates and impeded the NYPD’s basic operations for at least a decade. As one New York Times article explained in 1985, those “difficult days” sat “at the root of a severe problem the department is struggling with today. For there is a missing cadre in the New York City Police Department—a gap in the thin blue line.” This gap, the story continued, “hampers the operations of the Police Department every day, making it just that much more difficult to do a difficult job.” Outraged by the austerity measures imposed upon the NYPD in a moment of tumult, unions comprising firefighters, law enforcement officials, and other public sector employees published terrifying, largely embellished accounts of New York City crime in 1975. Calling themselves the Council for Public Safety, these unions produced the salacious Welcome to Fear City: A Survival Guide for Visitors to the City of New York, followed by two other pamphlets called If You Haven’t Been Mugged Yet . . . and Who’s Next?21

Welcome to Fear City preyed on widespread fears of crime and of urban environments generally. On its cover appeared a figuration of Death, a black hood draped over his skull, his eye sockets menacingly deep and dark, his teeth rotting and chipped—a perverse mascot for the crime-infested city. The leaflet directly rebuked Abraham Beame, New York’s mayor from 1974 through 1977, who shouldered much of the blame for the crises confronting the city. “By the time you read this,” Welcome to Fear City warned, “the number of public safety personnel available to protect residents and visitors may already have been still further reduced” by Mayor Beame. “Under those circumstances, the best circumstances we can give you is this: Until things change, stay away from New York City if you possibly can.” But, the pamphlet advised, “some New Yorkers do manage to survive and even to keep their property intact.” To last in Fear City, as these lucky locals had, tourists would be wise to avoid the subway, keep “off the streets after 6 p.m.,” and never venture beyond Manhattan. Some one million of these circulars were printed, meaning the striking image of Death cropped up throughout the city, alerting visitors and residents alike to the perils purportedly lurking around them.22 While Welcome to Fear City and its sequels clearly exaggerated the threat of crime, the pamphlets nonetheless confirmed prevailing conceptions of New York City as unspeakably dangerous—precariously positioned between calamity and collapse.

The Image of Endangered Childhood

Against this backdrop, Etan Patz’s 1979 disappearance provided further material, symbolic, and visual evidence of New York’s depravity and decay. Etan’s presumed abduction appeared to deliver the worst of Fear City to the Patzes’ close-knit neighborhood, although the SoHo of the late seventies was a far cry from the hypercommercialized, affluent, and gentrified SoHo of the twenty-first century. Deindustrialization and capital flight had hit the area particularly hard in the 1950s and 1960s. Its vacant cast-iron buildings, once occupied by garment and print manufacturers, enticed artists seeking “sun, light, and open space” in which to pursue the ambitious, large-scale projects that defined the modernist period. SoHo’s proximity to Greenwich Village further appealed to artists and bohemians. By the late sixties, SoHo housed an eclectic mix of individuals and families enamored of the neighborhood’s ambiance, architecture, and relative affordability. Nevertheless, the neighborhood was hardly insulated from the convulsions felt throughout the rest of the city.23

Still, press coverage of the Patz case treated SoHo as more of a small town or suburban community than a neighborhood in the nation’s largest city. “What makes SoHo a small town,” a 1980 New York Times profile of the Patz family read, “is the friendship and a shared sense of survival that links its early settlers” like the Patzes. “They were in the trenches together.” As a New York Daily News writer explained in 2001, “I think a lot of the people who moved down [to SoHo] knew each other really well, because there weren’t that many of them, and I think a lot of them felt apart from any other issues of crime, so that a mother might feel, especially down there at that time, that it was okay to let your six-year-old walk the two blocks [to the school bus stop].” Just a few days after the disappearance, one SoHo resident participating in the search for Etan told the New York Times, “People who think of SoHo don’t realize what a community this is.” For this volunteer, the fact that her neighbors were “writing descriptions of Etan in Spanish and Italian” and “putting up signs and knocking on doors” exemplified the ties that bound the neighborhood together. A key investigator in the Patz case remembered how “parents would leave baby carriages outside of bakeries or a candy store just to run in for a moment to get something,” but this practice came to a halt after Etan’s disappearance. The Patzes’ lawyer expressed a similar sentiment. “Up until that time,” he said, “all of us felt that our children had free rein of the streets.” As author and longtime television news producer Lisa Cohen later recounted on the CBS Evening News, “I can’t tell you how many times people have said to me, ‘How could [Etan’s mother Julie Patz] let him walk to the bus stop by [himself]?’ That was what people did back then. That was absolutely a standard.” Amidst heightened anxieties over crime, the Patz case and its associated imagery came to signify a new kind of threat confronting SoHo, New York City, and the country.24

Photographs of Etan blanketed New York City after the boy disappeared in May 1979. “His impish face, all bangs and baby teeth, seemed to be everywhere,” one 1980 New York Times article observed. The fact that Etan disappeared from the streets of SoHo, not far from some of the world’s most powerful media and financial institutions, allowed his face and his story to travel swiftly and widely across the country. Soon after news of the presumed abduction broke, NYPD officers handed out flyers on Manhattan sidewalks and informed passersby of Etan’s physical description via bullhorn. Two months after Patz went missing, NBC’s nationally televised Nightly News program reported, “There are posters like this one all over New York City, all of them asking for help in locating six-year-old Etan Patz.” The poster appearing alongside the anchor in the newsroom showed Etan smiling into the camera with bold, red, capitalized text around him, reading: “STILL MISSING: LOST CHILD ETAN PATZ.” The newscaster went on, “A little over two months ago on his way to the school bus stop two blocks from his home, Etan simply disappeared, and his disappearance has led to the most extensive search for a missing child in New York City in decades.”25
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Figure 1.4 Two of the “MISSING” notices circulated throughout New York City and disseminated nationally via television news broadcasts. Photograph by Stanley Patz. Courtesy of Stanley Patz.
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Julie Patz identified “publicity” and “posters,” respectively, as the second and third most important components of her family’s campaign to find their six-year-old. (“Police” came first.) She estimated that “[a]s many as half-a-million posters” featuring her son’s face and descriptive information may have been distributed between May 1979 and October 1981. “The saturation of our neighborhood,” Patz indicated in 1981, “was an effective way of alerting people to an immediate and local problem. We still rely on posters for first contacts with other police departments, and for relaying information to people with leads. We have mailed posters to individuals all over the country, thus reaching areas even the police and media failed to reach.” The project had a global scope, too, as “[f]riends and concerned persons distributed posters in parts of Europe and the Middle East,” especially Israel. Although Etan’s relatives had failed in their efforts to place “ ‘Missing Child’ posters [in] every public and private school in the country,” they had successfully included “Etan’s photograph in several educational journals which reach many teachers and school superintendents”—all with the assistance of US congressman Peter Peyser (D–New York).26

This kind of large-scale distribution of a previously unknown missing child’s image was unprecedented. Public interest in the Lindbergh baby kidnapping can be largely attributed to aviator Charles Lindbergh’s popularity, and until the late 1970s and early 1980s public attention usually concentrated on “missing children only after they are found dead,” according to one ABC reporter. By contrast, Julie Patz saw “publicity” as the “second most important element” in the search for her son, publicity that largely hinged on the use of Etan’s photos. “The communications media has been invaluable in the rapid and extensive broadcasting of information pertinent to our missing child,” she claimed. “The media operates at it’s [sic] best on such sympathetic stories as ours, where it can provide a real service.” Julie Patz recognized the sentimental power of her son’s photographs, as well as the news media’s ability to harness that power in the name of public service.27

By the early 1980s, Etan’s photographs sat at the forefront of a wider national conversation about child abduction and endangerment. In news segments on “the growing problem of missing children,” as one ABC World News Tonight story termed it, the young Patz stood in for the putative thousands snatched by strangers each year. Airing in 1982, the World News Tonight piece opened with a photograph of Etan, smiling at the camera with an angular grin. “Three years ago tomorrow,” reporter Al Dale narrated, “six-year-old Etan Patz disappeared while on his way to school in Manhattan. Despite a door-to-door canvas by police, posters sent nationwide, and the offer of a reward, the parents have received no hint of his fate.” The camera focused on one of the famed “LOST CHILD” signs, which featured two photographs of Etan with the words “STILL MISSING” and “$25,000 REWARD” stamped alongside them in red ink. In the World News Tonight story, the six-year-old played the role of “everychild.” “It is a national problem,” Julie Patz told those watching. “It can happen to anyone, anywhere, anytime.” In closing, the ABC report displayed a “wall of missing children” in an unknown location, most likely the office of a private child safety advocacy group. Onscreen a woman added new photographs of young people to the wall, exhibiting the supposed scope of the child abduction threat and the seeming regularity with which children went missing. Among these images were two of Etan: one of his iconic “MISSING” leaflets and another poster showing the headshots of at least fifteen youths, one of whom was Etan.28 These signs served as templates for the flyers, milk cartons, billboards, television spots, and other materials that abounded during the 1980s missing child scare and its afterlives. By trafficking in the image of endangered childhood, they supplied visual testimony of “stranger danger” as a pervasive and horrifying threat, fueling fears of child abduction and exploitation and generating the affective capital necessary to crack down on these putative threats.

News media outlets have ascribed great importance to Patz’s photographs since the late seventies, oftentimes identifying his image as the one that launched the “missing children movement.” As the national child safety campaign gained steam, journalists cast Patz as the literal poster boy for this broader effort. Beginning with a shot of one of Etan’s posters, a CBS Evening News broadcast airing in December 1982 reminded the national audience of “Etan Patz, a New York City youngster missing without a trace since 1979. Because of national publicity, he has become a symbol of all the children—perhaps fifty thousand—who are kidnapped by strangers each year.” The report explicitly hitched the exaggerated statistics of the child safety panic to Etan’s image. In 1985, another CBS Evening News segment affirmed that Etan Patz’s “photograph has come to symbolize all missing children.” In the twenty-first century, journalists like Dan Harris and David Muir have identified Etan “as a poster boy” and opined, “His was the case—and the face—that made missing children a burning national issue” and “ignited a movement.”29

It is not surprising that Etan’s photos captivated the public and have accrued such explanatory value since the late 1970s. Stanley Patz amassed a stunning collection of images depicting his son. This archive supplied news outlets, police investigators, and the general public with high quality, beautifully composed, well-lit photographs that were ready for primetime. Most of these pictures display Etan smiling radiantly or inquisitively staring into the camera as he clutched a bouncy ball or posed in his football pajamas. Such photographs embody the cultural tension between desiring and protecting children. Those who celebrate these kinds of images actually cherish and “seek to safeguard at all cost” the childhood innocence that they showcase. In their portrayal of a “young . . . beautiful . . . white . . . blue eyed, blond haired boy,” in producer Lisa Cohen’s formulation, images of Etan Patz presented a seemingly perfect American child, one who checked all the boxes. “[T]here were a number of things that made this a story that people could not walk away from,” Cohen explained in a 2012 appearance on PBS, including the fact “that [Etan] was so young . . . [and] that he was beautiful.”30

Stanley Patz acknowledged as much in a 1991 Vanity Fair piece. “One of the things you should explore in your article,” he advised the interviewer, “is the unusual popularity of our case. It happened to middle-class people with a father who was a photographer and who just happened to have an unusual cache of interesting kiddie pictures.” He posited, “If I hadn’t been a photographer with those pictures—if we had been a poor, black family with blurry Polaroids—this case would have come and gone with the rest of them.” Stanley Patz’s shrewd assessment of public and press interest in the case evinced a kind of racial liberalism and class consciousness that belie reductive characterizations of child protection politics as purely reactionary or silent-majoritarian. For Patz, a self-described “knee-jerk liberal,” the enduring, large-scale appeal of his son’s case had as much to do with race and class as with the quality of Etan’s photographs, but together these factors worked to propel his young child into the national spotlight. In offering up a narrow vision of endangered late twentieth-century childhood—and especially boyhood—these pictures spurred efforts to protect the vulnerable by punishing the perverted.31

“Rumors about Etan Patz”

The impressive quality of Etan’s photographs, and the visual allure of the boy shown within them, prompted speculation about a possible sexual motive for the kidnapping. The theory that one or more “pederasts” had abducted, molested, and possibly murdered young Etan generated some interest following the boy’s disappearance but did not receive significant attention until late 1982, when police executed a search on a Wareham, Massachusetts, cottage reportedly affiliated with NAMBLA. During this raid on the waterside Cape Cod–style house, authorities found a photograph of a boy who resembled Etan Patz. As a result, NAMBLA—a fringe group formed four years earlier to advocate for the elimination of age of consent laws—came under intense investigative and public scrutiny. The organization’s alleged role in snatching and exploiting Etan Patz also strained alliances within New York City’s LGBTQ movement. Gay, lesbian, and feminist activists had clashed over the question of “man/boy love” since before NAMBLA’s founding. But the picture unearthed in the Wareham raid raised the group’s profile and jeopardized its already tenuous position in various coalitions for women’s and LGBTQ rights. The accusations levied against NAMBLA, though false, encouraged many feminist and LGBTQ advocates to distance themselves from the man/boy love organization.32

A homophobic climate kindled these sorts of allegations in the Patz case and the larger child safety panic. Specifically, the myth that gay men are predisposed to lust after and prey upon young boys proved central to antigay mobilization efforts in this period. Employing to great effect “the purported threat to children posed by gay visibility”—in particular, “the stereotype of gays as recruiters of children”—Anita Bryant’s 1977 “Save Our Children” campaign pushed voters to repeal a local gay rights ordinance in Miami–Dade County, Florida. The following year, California voters narrowly rejected a referendum that would have barred gays and lesbians from teaching in the state’s schools. In this same moment, many feminist and LGBTQ activists sought to “mainstream” their movements by shedding their more radical contingencies. A politics of respectability and personal empowerment, indicative of “postfeminist” and “post–gay rights” sensibilities, concealed (and, in some ways, widened) the most glaring inequalities among women and LGBTQ Americans.33

Indeed, the LGBTQ and women’s movements have helped expand the carceral net in ways that disproportionately ensnare queer Americans and people of color. Social conservatives and feminists came into increasing alignment in the seventies on matters of sexual abuse and exploitation. From both the right and the left, mobilization efforts against adult and child sexual assault, and against pornography depicting adults and minors alike, made the criminal justice system more responsive to sex offenses. In the eighties, white, middle-class gay rights advocates retreated from the criminal justice concerns on which they had mobilized since World War II—and on which they had forged alliances with many black and Latinx people. The LGBTQ movement had long militated against police harassment of sexual and racial minorities, as “vice” squads in urban areas often targeted establishments frequented by LGBTQ and nonwhite individuals alike. Over time, activists proved remarkably successful in safeguarding gay bars, bookstores, and other spaces from police incursion.34

In the wake of these accomplishments, the relationship between the gay rights movement and the carceral state shifted. Mainstream activists increasingly embraced carceral logics as they settled and fortified “gayborhoods” and cast off their more sexually “perverted” compatriots, who were subject to heightened policing and punishment within the “war on sex offenders.” The so-called New Democrats of the 1980s and 1990s folded normative gay, lesbian, and feminist activists into their coalition while promoting proposals for incremental (oftentimes symbolic) change in the realms of women’s and LGBTQ rights. While it would be difficult to overstate the successes of the women’s and gay rights movements with respect to social acceptance and the attainment of marriage equality, these gains have come hand-in-glove with the rise of mass incarceration and a child safety regime that disproportionately surveils and disciplines queer people and nonwhite Americans.35

From the outset, investigators in the Patz case viewed sexual exploitation as a plausible motive for the boy’s kidnapping, though this line of inquiry received minimal attention in initial press accounts. Until the Wareham raid, newspaper and television reports on Etan’s disappearance seldom mentioned sex or sexuality. Instead, they tended to concentrate on the frustrating search for clues and the trauma inflicted upon the Patz family and their SoHo community. The New York Times, in 1980, did note that the arrest of “a child pornographer in Etan’s neighborhood” had caught the attention of investigators working on the Patz case. Detectives rifled through the suspect’s cache of illicit photographs and films under the suspicion that they might find evidence of Etan (“our little boy,” as detectives referred to him), but they did not. Such investigative action turned on the imagery of endangered childhood and the notion that one or more pederasts may have snatched Etan for sexual purposes. However, this assumption remained mostly unwritten and unspoken in news coverage in the years immediately following the disappearance.36

Only with the December 1982 Wareham raid did NAMBLA and pedophilia take center stage in the Patz case. Purchased by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation on the same day as the raid, the Boston Herald American seized upon news of the photograph which, according to the FBI, portrayed a child who bore “a striking resemblance” to Patz. On the front page of its December 20 issue, the Herald American ran a picture of Etan and asked, “DID SEX CLUB TRAP THIS BOY?” The jumpline read, “Photos seized in Wareham raid are look-alikes of vanished New York 6-year-old.” The tabloid’s coverage of the bust bordered on the sensational and homophobic. Its headlines dubbed NAMBLA a “sex ring” that “recruited with gifts”; a “gay group [with] chapters world-wide”; and an organization whose “literature defends homosexuality.” Other tabloids ran similar stories. The December 20 cover of the New York Post mirrored that of the Herald American. Beside a picture of a barechested Etan beaming and staring at the camera, the Post printed the headline: “SEX CLUB CLUE IN HUNT FOR SOHO BOY.” A subheading in smaller print read, “Porn pix found—are they Etan Patz?” The juxtaposition of Etan’s innocuous image with the salacious text no doubt troubled readers and rendered the boy’s alleged kidnapping and abuse simultaneously unspeakable and explicable. Readers might reckon that Etan’s beauty subjected him to sexual predation, especially considering that the Post headline was just one example of the homophobic muckraking seen after the Wareham bust.37

The raid on the cottage purportedly associated with NAMBLA laid bare the fault lines in early 1980s LGBTQ and feminist politics. Emulating the trajectories of other American social movements, the gay and lesbian rights movement sought to enter the mainstream in the late twentieth century, an era characterized by the growing politicization of sexual identity. The practice of “coming out” to friends and family served to demystify homosexuality in the twentieth century’s final decades. This rite of passage brought queer individuals out of “the closet,” while the family and its auxiliaries—such as Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG)—became sites upon which queer youth negotiated and came to terms with their sexualities. In the shadow of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, as more and more gays and lesbians began to raise children in two-parent, same-sex households, activists increasingly eschewed matters of sexual freedom and behavior, fighting instead for inclusion within the pronatal, dual-parent familial ideal. This approach, perhaps most evident in the fight for marriage equality, marked a departure from a more radical queer organizing tradition that embraced antinormative and nonnormative forms of kinship while seeking “the redistribution of economic resources and the protection of sexual freedoms.”38

NAMBLA’s very existence undermined the prospect of “mainstreaming” gay and lesbian people. The “NAMBLA question” dated back to the late 1970s, when longtime gay activist and NAMBLA cofounder David Thorstad began to publicly endorse the abolition of “all age of consent laws.” His “Statement to the Gay Liberation Movement on the Issue of Man/Boy Love” made the rounds at the Conference on Man/Boy Love and the Age of Consent in December 1978 and wound up in Boston’s influential Gay Community News in early 1979. Its publication spurred considerable debate in the paper and set the stage for several disputes regarding NAMBLA’s place in the LGBTQ movement. In spring 1980, for instance, a gay and lesbian rights rally in Albany, New York, splintered over NAMBLA and the age of consent. The New York State chapter of the National Organization for Women boycotted the event after Thorstad landed a slot as a keynote speaker. Such disputes revolved around notions of patriarchy and the stereotype of gay male pedophilia, since feminists and many mainline gay and lesbian activists saw in NAMBLA the male chauvinism, sexual predation, and power asymmetries they abhorred.39

The Wareham bust intensified the debate unfolding within the gay and lesbian rights movement over “man/boy love.” In the main, normative LGBTQ activists rejected NAMBLA and its calls to repeal age of consent laws in the name of “sexual freedom for all.” These mainline activists also recognized the potentially catastrophic political costs of including NAMBLA in the gay rights coalition. As A. Damien Martin noted in the pages of the New York City News in March 1983, NAMBLA “irritates and disturbs most of us” in the LGBTQ struggle. Martin, a communication professor at New York University, claimed that NAMBLA “publicly advocates the most dangerously effective charge brought by the Far Right, that gay people and the Gay Liberation Movement promote sexual relations between adults and children.” Another activist named Mitchell Halberstadt sent much the same message less than a month after the Wareham scandal broke. “Despite attempts by much of the gay community to separate itself from the ‘man-boy love movement,’ ” Halberstadt insisted, “irresponsible elements in the straight media have again been tarring gay people as child molesters, using contrived scandals involving the North American Man-Boy Love Association . . . as launching pads.” He called NAMBLA’s “brash stance” on age of consent laws “suicidal” for the gay rights movement, since it “play[ed] into the hands of our enemies (for instance, giving new life to fear of gay teachers).” NAMBLA was perfecting “a recipe for martyrdom,” Halberstadt charged, and “demand[ing] that the whole gay and lesbian movement follow it on a course to oblivion.”40

Yet Halberstadt and others in the “establishment” wing of the gay and lesbian movement also came to NAMBLA’s defense, albeit timidly and perhaps cynically, following the Wareham raid. According to Halberstadt, gay rights activists “should be wary of ostracizing unpopular minorities, especially when they are besieged,” since “we have been the victims of such fear and ‘expediency.’ ” Grotesque caricatures of a (homo)sexual underworld, which surfaced frequently in the child safety scare, fostered “gross, unreal stereotypes of ‘chickenhawks’ preying on vulnerable youths, of super-virile beasts pummelling [sic] sobbing infants.” Halberstadt argued, then, that NAMBLA’s posturing certainly warranted scrutiny and scorn, but that critics ought to focus on the organization’s actual platform instead of weaponizing homophobic stereotypes. Harold Pickett, a gay activist who had previously expressed hostility toward NAMBLA, protested the group’s treatment at the hands of law enforcement and the news media, especially following the Wareham raid. “[W]hy the sudden media blitz of sensationalism?” asked Pickett. “Is it part of an ongoing police–FBI campaign against the [North American] Man/Boy Love Association? Or is it a broader campaign against the entire gay community, continuing to stereotype us as dangerous child molesters?” David Rothenberg, another activist closely aligned with the more moderate elements of the New York City LGBTQ movement, concurred with Pickett. “There is little question,” Rothenberg declared, “that the press and FBI’s treatment of NAMBLA—and the entire gay community—has been atrocious. Trial-by-innuendo, concerning the missing Soho [sic] youth, Etan Patz, served as the catalyst for the false charges directed at NAMBLA.” Such “rumors about Etan Patz,” Rothenberg continued, “were headlines. Unsubstantiated stories and political charges with gay tones get printed. Reality does not.”41

But while Rothenberg situated the “false charges” against NAMBLA within a larger antigay project undertaken by some “local newsrags,” he also placed NAMBLA firmly outside the LGBTQ movement. “[S]exual attraction to youth is not a gay issue,” Rothenberg wrote, suggesting that debates over the age of consent or more “deviant” sexual behaviors were largely immaterial to the struggle for gay and lesbian rights. “The gay movement is about the right of sexual relations between consenting adults,” he contended. “There is some room for discussion on the rights of post-pubescent sexuality but the insistence that it be inter-generational is self-serving and controlling.” By insisting that the “political charges” against NAMBLA had tarnished “the entire gay community,” Halberstadt, Pickett, Rothenberg, and other moderate gay rights activists could dispute the gay predator myth while distancing NAMBLA from the mainstream gay and lesbian movement. This sort of maneuver enabled the criminalization of more radical and subversive sexual behaviors and identities in the late twentieth-century United States.42

Beyond the formal boundaries of the gay rights movement, liberals and conservatives alike characterized NAMBLA and the photograph discovered in Wareham as lamentable but logical consequences of sexual liberation. “Thousands of young boys,” read the “Conservative Forum” section of the January 8, 1983, issue of Human Events, “some no more than eight or nine years old, have been lured into sexual activity with adult males by a bizarre ‘international man-boy sex club.’ ” More disconcerting for the “Conservative Forum” authors, the Wareham photo “bears a ‘remarkable resemblance’ to Etan Patz,” and NAMBLA members “have refused to cooperate with police on the Patz investigation.” The “Forum” also warned that NAMBLA and similar groups were more widespread than readers might realize.43

Elsewhere on the political spectrum, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Sydney H. Schanberg too blamed NAMBLA and a wider climate of sexual permissiveness for Etan’s abduction. “In the name of what twisted idea of sexual freedom,” he wrote in a New York Times editorial, “can anyone justify as ‘benevolent’ the criminal taking of a first-grade boy from his parents?” Here, Schanberg suggested that NAMBLA’s alleged role in Patz’s abduction pointed to a larger culture of sexual perversion ostensibly cultivated by the women’s and gay rights movements. “And if Etan,” Schanberg wrote, “who would now be 10 [years old], has been drawn underground, as is suspected, into a homosexual organization known as the North American Man/Boy Love Association (NAMBLA), he could have been moved clandestinely by now to any city or town in the country.” Schanberg also derided those with possible knowledge of the case who refused to intervene on Etan’s behalf: “And are there homosexual members of NAMBLA, an organization that says it does not condone kidnapping, who have seen Etan and are, criminally, remaining silent?” Sympathizing with the “decent homosexuals” burdened by “the link of NAMBLA with Etan Patz,” Schanberg pressured “responsible homosexual organizations” to denounce “this aberrant group.”44

In a CBS Evening News segment airing several weeks after the Wareham bust, the liberal journalist Bill Moyers decried “a culture which indulges in the erotic use of children for commercial purposes.” Anchor Dan Rather introduced Moyers’s televised editorial. “Police released this photograph today,” Rather remarked, directing viewers to the graphic hanging over his left shoulder. “It may be that of Etan Patz, a ten-year-old New York City boy who has been missing since 1979. The photograph was seized in a raid on a group promoting sexual relations between men and boys, and that’s the subject of Bill Moyers’s commentary tonight.” Taking the baton, Moyers fumed:


If that little boy in the photograph is not the missing child from New York, who is he? Has he too been kidnapped? How did he arrive at this exploitation? And if it could happen to him, could it not happen to your child? Earlier this year the Supreme Court [in New York v. Ferber] upheld a law barring the use of children in sexually explicit films. But the practice goes on. The government recently indicted twelve persons in nine states for alleged child pornography. The practice goes on because there is a market for the abuse of children. It’s aided by an underground network of adults, some with links to organized crime. They even have their public apologists. An organization surfaced in one city espousing the rights of children. Their rights included a sexual relationship with an adult. The argument was that sexuality begins these days at an earlier age. But . . . sexuality should be defined as sharing between equals—two people who can consent in mutual give-and-take. There is no way that a forty-year-old man can have a mutual give-and-take with a six-year-old child. Once I even heard child pornography referred to as a “victimless crime.” That’s nonsense, too. There are, by one count, over half a million children in this country used in sex-for-sale activities. . . . There is indeed a market for the abuse of children—more than one market. And I wonder if the values of a society are not alone to be measured by the price it pays for what it buys, but by its tolerance for what sells.45



Like NAMBLA’s feminist critics, Moyers avoided the homophobic language deployed by some of the group’s other opponents. He also articulated some of the main tenets of mid- to late twentieth-century feminism, concentrating on sexual consent and the eradication of sexual objectification. Yet Moyers imbued the image reportedly depicting Patz with tremendous symbolic value, surmising that the picture typified a troubling cultural tendency to sexualize youth. Once again Etan served as “everychild,” the photogenic white boy whose presumed abduction and molestation raised the question, “could it not happen to your child?” Though Moyers surely did not intend to inflame antigay sentiment with these remarks, he nonetheless advanced the image of endangered white childhood and the problematic assumptions embedded within it.46

The embattled NAMBLA responded to what its leaders called unfair “ATTACKS BY [the] D.A., FBI & PRESS.” In Boston’s Gay Community News, one gay rights activist wrote, “Since December 3rd,” the day of the Wareham raid, “NAMBLA and the gay community have been the object of the most vicious media attack since the communist witchhunt days of the 1950’s [sic].” NAMBLA cofounder David Thorstad discussed the “cruel and cynical hoax . . . perpetrated upon the public by the FBI, various police forces, and the media.” According to Thorstad, “police know that any allegation of a connection between Etan Patz’s disappearance and NAMBLA is a lie, and yet they are deliberately feeding this false information to the media.” Thorstad therefore cast law enforcement and the press as co-conspirators in a disinformation campaign waged to propagate an antigay moral panic, leverage the Patzes’ grief, and ramp up the surveillance of NAMBLA and the gay community. “The media have functioned as an adjunct of the police,” he charged, “rather than as an independent news-gathering and investigative institution.” To this end, Thorstad accused the police and FBI “of deliberately and cynically covering up this information in order to grab headlines and vilify NAMBLA.”47

According to Thorstad, this purported smear campaign pointed to large-scale anxieties over sociocultural change and economic restructuring, anxieties that often centered on young bodies. Unemployment and antigay prejudice, he indicated, had forced many young Americans out of their homes to seek jobs and alternative kinship networks. “Hundreds of thousands of young people, many of them gay, are fleeing the stifling environments and physical abuse of their homes,” Thorstad declared. “Men who love boys are being made into scapegoats for social problems for which they are not responsible.” For the NAMBLA cofounder, the furor over Etan Patz—and, more broadly, over the vulnerability of white youth—erupted out of interwoven crises concerning the family and the economy. Journalists and law enforcement officials could easily blame his “unpopular” organization for these crises, especially when equipped with compelling images of young people purportedly preyed upon by perverts.48

Indeed, that the allegations against NAMBLA hinged upon a photograph reveals the centrality of the imagery of endangered childhood to the moral/sex panic over child kidnapping and exploitation in the late 1970s and 1980s. As Thorstad noted, authorities had claimed “that NAMBLA air-brushed the photo to add a cleft chin, allegedly to make the boy more ‘appealing’ to NAMBLA members.”49 Again, Etan’s physical attractiveness rendered plausible the notion that NAMBLA, or perhaps gay men unaffiliated with the organization, had kidnapped the six-year-old for sexual purposes. Investigators apparently sought to reconcile the fact that Etan did not have a cleft chin with the reality that the boy in the Wareham photograph did. Rather than concede that the boy in the picture was not Etan, law enforcement officials appeared to stretch the available visual evidence solely to incriminate NAMBLA in Patz’s abduction.

“Little Boys with Men”

The Wareham raid and responses to it reflected the larger antigay context. Polling data bear this out. In July 1978, Gallup asked Americans if they would vote for “a generally well-qualified man for President” if their political party nominated him and “if he happened to be a homosexual.” Sixty-six percent of respondents said no, while only 26 percent responded in the affirmative. A CBS News exit poll, taken as voters left their polling stations during the November 1978 elections, found that two-thirds of respondents opposed “[p]ermitting homosexual school teachers to work in [their] public schools.” In an October 1979 survey sponsored by Virginia Slims cigarettes, 74 percent of men and 70 percent of women declared they would “not accept” a daughter’s hypothetical “homosexual relationship” and would “have [a] strained relationship” with their child as a result. Seventy-two percent of respondents in a 1980 Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance poll said they considered homosexuality “morally wrong.” Although some polling data from the late seventies and early eighties hinted at a libertarian ambivalence toward gay rights, more evidence supports the idea of extensive homophobia during this period.50

Such homophobia permeated pop culture. Released theatrically in February 1980, in the midst of the John Wayne Gacy Jr. trial, the feature film Cruising drew protests from the LGBTQ community. The movie follows a detective, played by Al Pacino, who goes undercover to investigate the serial murders of gay men in New York City’s bondage, dominance, and sadomasochism (BDSM) scene. One organizer, who had helped assemble an “ad hoc coalition” of eighteen gay, feminist, and radical groups in a demonstration against the film at Chicago’s Carnegie Theater, objected to Cruising’s facile fusion of homosexuality and violence. For him, the motion picture and the Gacy trial, taken together, distorted the queer experience. “The press seems to be implying that part of Gacy’s guilt is that he may or may not be homosexual, that the crimes are homosexual,” he stated. In his interpretation, Cruising and the Gacy trial dehumanized gay men and normalized violence committed both by and against them. Likewise, the thriller Windows, also released in early 1980, raised the ire of activists who were offended by the film’s depiction of lesbian desire.51

In this conjuncture, a popular book and film based on the Patz disappearance revealed the affinities between antigay and child safety politics. A neighbor of the Patzes for at least a decade, Beth Gutcheon based her 1981 novel Still Missing, as well as the screenplay for its 1983 film adaptation Without a Trace, on Etan’s case. Still Missing and Without a Trace focus on the kidnapping of six-year-old Alex Selky, who vanishes on his way to the school bus stop. Both emphasize the salience of “pictures of innocence” and enunciate the concerns about homosexual predation that lived within such images. In Still Missing, Jocelyn, a friend of Alex’s mother Susan, undergoes hypnosis to determine if she remembers anything about the Selky disappearance. She recalls seeing, on the day Alex vanished, “these two joggers, matching faggots in their color-coordinated sweatsuits, one blue and one green. They had white towel sweatbands on, and matching mustaches,” she tells a friend. “They’re the same height and same weight and same build and same haircut—they’re so cute. Being in bed together must be like masturbating. So now the police are looking for them, and I might have to go down and look at mug shots to see if they’re known for anything.”52 The ease with which Jocelyn ties the “matching faggots” to the apparent abduction illustrates the causative weight assigned to the gay predator myth in the Patz tragedy and its fictional analogue.

The novel also maps the supposed extent of child sex networks and pornography rings in the United States. Alex’s disappearance alerts his mother Susan to the presumed perils confronting American boys in the late twentieth century. She learns of “a loosely organized ring of men from Baltimore to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, who produced pornographic photographs and films of little boys. Little boys in seductive poses, little boys in apparent terror bound and gagged, about to be anally raped, groggy little boys with drugged smiles looking naked and willing, little boys dressed as little girls. Little boys doing things with other little boys, and especially little boys with men.” Others, Susan discovers, did not even bother with pornography. They simply “drugged and tortured, and sometimes killed” their victims—as Houston’s candy man did, “with his dozens of pubescent male bodies buried along the beach.” Likewise, Chicago’s John Wayne Gacy, Susan notes, had “murdered at least thirty-three young men and boys and buried them around his house and yard, in pits and trenches, covered over with quicklime to speed deterioration.”53

While none of the major cases of individual missing boys in the late 1970s and early 1980s were confirmed to be sexually motivated, Gutcheon’s novel, newspaper articles, congressional hearings, and child safety activists often imagined, almost obsessively and in excruciating detail, the sexual abuse of young people. As John Walsh counseled a friend over breakfast, “Just envision it for a minute, a 200-pound man raping your [eighteen-month-old] daughter. . . . I mean it. Envision it. It could happen.”54 Though sexual violence against children and adolescents is very rarely perpetrated by strangers, descriptions of such exploitation in the stranger danger panic made it all the more visible, all the more threatening. Such descriptions worked to validate sociocultural fears regarding homosexuality, feminism, and sexual liberation—fears that undergirded the fictional Selky case and its real world counterparts.

Accordingly, Gutcheon tries to fool readers of Still Missing by directly implicating in Alex’s abduction Philippe Lucienne, the forty-two-year-old gay “houseboy” who helps out around the Selky residence. On Labor Day, about four months after Alex’s disappearance, Lucienne goes to meet up with a friend but instead encounters a boy “cruising” for gay sex. Though the youngster claims he is sixteen years old, Lucienne assesses his “slender small body and the smooth face without a shadow of beard, and sincerely doubt[s]” it. Nevertheless, the two decide to go on a stroll together, and the boy soon leads Lucienne into a dark alley where “a big Dodge van” awaits. They crawl into the back of the Dodge and begin to engage in foreplay. The boy asks to be bound with rope, and Lucienne obliges.55

Suddenly the back door of the van swings open, and police officers conducting a sting operation descend upon the pair. The undercover vice squad arrests the boy and Lucienne, all while denigrating them with antigay slurs and physical violence. Upon frisking Philippe, the police officers discover a bloody pair of white underwear in his jacket, which he had not worn since the previous spring. The nametape on the waistband, also “soaked with stiff brown dried blood,” reads “Alex Selky.” The two officers who find the undergarment, no doubt acutely aware of the Selky disappearance, glare at Philippe “with icy murder in their eyes.” One officer shouts, “You filthy shit!” before kicking Philippe in the groin. After Lucienne’s arrest, investigators declare the Selky case all but resolved, and the news media crucifies the “houseboy.” “POLICE BREAK SELKY CASE,” one headline reads, recalling the real-life cover pages of the New York Post and Boston Herald American following the Wareham raid. Lucienne’s 1959 conviction for “sodomy, homosexual rape, and impairing the morals of a minor” in Salt Lake City comes to light. One news story calls Lucienne “a self-confessed homosexual and a convicted child molester who has worked as a houseboy in the Selky home for over two years.” These developments unleash “a wave of homophobia” in the city, with seventeen men “savagely beaten on successive dark nights by a gang of teenagers.” Gay activists in the book, not unlike those who came to NAMBLA’s defense in late 1982 and early 1983, carry signs reading: “Philippe Lucienne is a political prisoner” and “No witch hunts.”56

For all this antigay violence, yellow journalism, and police posturing, readers learn that the presumed break in the case is nothing more than a misunderstanding. Lab tests determine the blood on the underwear to be Lucienne’s, not Alex’s. The conviction in Utah resulted from Lucienne’s affair with a fifteen-year-old high school freshman. Lucienne maintains that he did not know the boy’s age, and when the freshman’s father—a prominent leader in the Mormon church—caught wind of the relationship, he convinced his son to “claim rape.” Even though Lucienne did not kidnap, sexually assault, or murder Selky, his status as a “convicted child molester,” his “extensive collection of photographs of naked boys and men,” and his dalliance with the underage boy in the “big Dodge van” all underscore his presumed perversion—and maybe that of all gay men. One gay rights activist in Still Missing, while sympathetic to Lucienne’s plight, situates the Selky suspect outside of the mainstream LGBTQ movement, just as some real-life queer activists had publicly renounced NAMBLA during the Patz saga. “All we need,” he groans, “is a big splashy nationwide murder case about a swell guy who . . . screws teenage boys but who may be innocent of this particular crime, and gay rights go back to the Dark Ages.” Although not guilty in the Selky case, a gay man with a questionable past seemed a logical suspect. When, following Lucienne’s arrest, Susan Selky stops by neighborhood stores to post new “MISSING” flyers of her son, one shopkeeper declares, “I heard they solved that[;] the kid was murdered by some gay guy.”57

Similar anxieties about homosexuality structure Without a Trace. Menetti receives a phone call from Officer Fred Coffin, who informs him of Philippe Lucienne’s arrest for picking up a fourteen-year-old prostitute. Coffin notifies Menetti that a search warrant executed on Lucienne’s apartment turned up whips, handcuffs, and other BDSM items. Menetti seems quite alarmed by Lucienne’s collection, calling it “the kinkiest shit [he’s] ever seen.” Just as in Still Missing, Susan visits Lucienne in jail, at his request. The “houseboy” again blames the punitive culture of Mormon Utah for his rape conviction there, and he pleads for sympathy, calling himself “a faggot with a record.” Convinced, Susan meets with Menetti and insists that he and his investigative team “made a mistake.” “Have you got motive, Al? What motive did he have for hurting Alex?” she petitions. “He loved him.” Menetti fires back: “Yeah, that’s what we were afraid of,” vilifying Lucienne as a pedophile whose “love” can only be sexual, never platonic. Further, Menetti intimates that he and his fellow investigators suspected the “houseboy” to be a predator all along. In an effort to persuade Susan of Lucienne’s guilt, the detective reads from Lucienne’s psychiatric evaluation, which accuses him of having “no normal sexual contact with women.” Unlike the novel, Without a Trace offers little absolution for its only openly gay character or for the marginalized community to which he belongs. In her heated exchange with Menetti, Susan reminds the investigator that most child molesters are classified as heterosexuals and that “a gay man was the least likely candidate” in Alex’s kidnapping. But the detective dismisses Susan’s objections. Moreover, viewers never hear from other voices in the LGBTQ movement, only from those in the news media intent on incriminating Lucienne as “an avowed homosexual” and from Lucienne himself, who presumably languishes behind bars even after Menetti triumphantly returns Alex to his mother.58

Still Missing and Without a Trace portray Alex Selky as “the imperiled white child who was imagined to be [the] victim, not [the] beneficiary” of sexual liberation.59 Emblematic of the antigay milieu in which they were produced, Still Missing and Without a Trace gave credence to the gay pedophile myth which would prove central to the late twentieth-century stranger danger scare. These texts took “pederasty” as a plausible explanation for the fictional kidnapping of Alex Selky and the real-world disappearances of Etan Patz and other boys. Additionally, the novel and its film adaptation both policed counternormative sexual behaviors, stigmatizing those who identified as queer and those engaging in BDSM activity. In so doing, Gutcheon and the producers of Without a Trace unfairly pitted sexual liberationists against those seeking a safe and contented childhood for young Americans.

After Etan

Etan’s disappearance helped to build a nationwide moral/sex panic around the kidnapping and exploitation of minors by strangers. The Patzes’ crusade merged with those undertaken by other bereaved parents and “moral entrepreneurs” to form a consolidated movement for child protection. By 1982, Etan Patz had become “a symbol of all the children,” one CBS Evening News story proclaimed, “who are kidnapped by strangers each year.” Ronald Reagan recognized Etan as the formal poster boy of the missing child campaign in 1983, when he declared May 25, the day of Patz’s disappearance, to be National Missing Children Day. For their part, Stanley and Julie Patz “received an unusual amount of attention,” the Chicago Tribune observed in June 1981, “because they are so articulate and have chosen to help lead a crusade” by speaking out and “organiz[ing] other parents of missing children.” One HBO program broadcast in 1983 even dubbed the Patzes “unfortunate celebrities in the world of missing kids.”60

Joining forces with John and Revé Walsh, parents of six-year-old Adam, and Camille Bell—mother of Yusuf Bell, abducted and murdered in fall 1979—Stanley and Julie Patz petitioned for federal assistance in protecting American children. They each testified before Congress in October 1981, in the nation’s first hearings on “missing children.” Pictures of Etan taken by his father bolstered these mobilization efforts. The visual appeal and emotional resonance of these photographs captured public attention and encouraged speculation about young Etan’s fate. As images of missing children proliferated on milk cartons, billboards, grocery bags, and energy bills, so too did the stranger danger myth and the sexual anxieties at its heart. In ways that probably would not have been recognizable ten years earlier, such pictures—especially when presented together—announced a child safety crisis with a decidedly sexual tinge.

This sort of imagery called for vigilance, protection, and punishment. As the image of endangered childhood became ubiquitous in spaces of consumption, governance, community, and family, it supplied the visual, affective capital necessary to build the core components of the child safety regime. Emerging directly from the stranger danger panic, mechanisms like the Missing Children and Missing Children’s Assistance Acts of 1982 and 1984, respectively; the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children; the iconic milk carton program; sex offender registries; and AMBER Alerts took as their raison d’être the endangered, white, photogenic child. Reflecting neoliberal and social conservative anxieties centered on the family, these instruments have mistakenly targeted “perverts” and “strangers”—not acquaintances and family members, who perpetrate the overwhelming majority of child kidnappings and sexual assaults. The image of endangered childhood, then, has helped to expand a carceral net that disproportionately ensnares people of color and LGBTQ Americans and locates the moral and sexual threats facing American children and families outside the walls of the idealized home.


CHAPTER 2
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“Save Them or Perish”

Race, Childhood, and the Atlanta Abductions and Murders

On May 25, 1981, over three thousand people convened at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, to protest the slayings of black youths in Atlanta.1 Event organizers framed the demonstration as part of the March on Washington tradition. Promotional materials urged attendees “TO HELP PAVE THE WAY TO LIVING A REALITY THAT ONCE WAS A DREAM,” evoking the famous speech delivered by Martin Luther King Jr. at the Lincoln Memorial. There, in 1963, King had shared his vision of an egalitarian society, one in which his and other children would be unencumbered by racial prejudice or hatred. But speakers at the rally held eighteen years later seemed less hopeful and more fearful for their children. “Across this country our children are being killed in many ways,” Camille Bell, a victim’s mother, lamented in her remarks. “And our future is being wiped out.”2
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Figure 2.1 In the spirit of A. Philip Randolph and Martin Luther King Jr., activists converged on Washington, DC, in May 1981 to protest the killings of black Atlanta youth. In this image, Joseph E. Lowery delivers remarks to those gathered. Jesse Jackson appears behind him. Photograph by Elaine Tomlin. Save Our Children pilgrimage, Washington, DC, May 7, 1981, box 880, folder 47, photographs of events (1950s–2004), Southern Christian Leadership Conference records, MSS 1083, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library (MARBL), Emory University, Atlanta. Courtesy of MARBL and the SCLC.



Between July 1979 and May 1981, twenty-nine young, poor, and working-class African Americans, almost all males, were abducted and murdered in the self-anointed “city too busy to hate.”3 For a year following the initial kidnappings and killings—despite the mobilization efforts of Camille Bell and the family members of other victims—local investigators refused to link the incidents. Bell, a civil rights veteran whose nine-year-old son Yusuf had been snatched and slain in the fall of 1979, helped establish the Committee to Stop Children’s Murders (STOP) in the spring of 1980. On some of its letterhead, STOP printed the phrase “Save Them or Perish,” which not only spelled out the group’s acronym but also expressed its members’ trepidations about the African American future. Comprised of victims’ relatives and other Atlanta residents, STOP generated media and public interest in the youth slayings, ultimately pressuring police to create an official investigative task force in July 1980. While the exact reasons for the delays in the investigative process remain unknown, critics argued that Atlanta’s biracial power structure valued the preservation of the city’s reputation as a peaceful, racially progressive, and “business-friendly” Southern site over the security of its embattled young residents.4



Table 2.1 “The List”: Atlanta’s Twenty-nine Victims Linked Together by Investigators




	
	Name
	Age
	Date disappeared
	Date body discovered





	1.
	Edward Smith
	14
	July 21, 1979
	July 28, 1979



	2.
	Alfred Evans
	13
	July 25, 1979
	July 28, 1979



	3.
	Milton Harvey
	14
	September 4, 1979
	November 16, 1979



	4.
	Yusef Bell
	9
	October 21, 1979
	November 8, 1979



	5.
	Angel Lanier
	12
	March 4, 1980
	March 10, 1980



	6.
	Jeffery Mathis
	10
	March 11, 1980
	February 16, 1981



	7.
	Eric Middlebrooks
	14
	May 18, 1980
	May 19, 1980



	8.
	Christopher Richardson
	12
	June 9, 1980
	January 9, 1981



	9.
	Latonya Wilson
	7
	June 22, 1980
	October 18, 1980



	10.
	Aaron Wyche
	10
	June 23, 1980
	June 24, 1980



	11.
	Anthony Carter
	9
	July 6, 1980
	July 7, 1980



	12.
	Earl Terrell
	11
	July 30, 1980
	January 9, 1981



	13.
	Clifford Jones
	13
	August 20, 1980
	August 21, 1980



	14.
	Darron Glass
	10
	September 14, 1980
	Never found



	15.
	Charles Stephens
	12
	October 9, 1980
	October 10, 1980



	16.
	Aaron Jackson
	9
	November 1, 1980
	November 2, 1980



	17.
	Patrick Rogers
	16
	November 10, 1980
	December 7, 1980



	18.
	Lubie Geter
	14
	January 3, 1981
	February 5, 1981



	19.
	Terry Pue
	15
	January 22, 1981
	January 23, 1981



	20.
	Patrick Baltazar
	11
	February 6, 1981
	February 13, 1981



	21.
	Curtis Walker
	15
	February 19, 1981
	March 6, 1981



	22.
	Joseph Bell
	15
	March 2, 1981
	April 19, 1981



	23.
	Timothy Hill
	13
	March 13, 1981
	March 30, 1981



	24.
	Eddie Duncan
	21
	March 20, 1981
	March 31, 1981



	25.
	Larry Rogers
	20
	March 30/April 1, 1981
	April 9, 1981



	26.
	Michael McIntosh
	23
	April 1, 1981
	April 20, 1981



	27.
	Jimmy Ray Payne
	21
	April 21/22, 1981
	April 27, 1981



	28.
	William Barrett
	17
	May 11, 1981
	May 12, 1981



	29.
	Nathaniel Cater
	27
	May 21, 1981
	May 24, 1981
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Figure 2.2 The locations of the victims’ homes and the sites at which their bodies were recovered. Map by Erin Greb Cartography.



As national attention fixed upon the slayings beginning in mid- to late 1980, city officials scrambled to identify those who were preying on Atlanta’s black youth. In May 1981, investigators apprehended a twenty-three-year-old African American man named Wayne Bertram Williams in connection with two of the twenty-nine cases. The following May, Williams was convicted of the two killings and sentenced to two consecutive life terms in prison. After the trial, investigators announced that they had accrued enough circumstantial and physical evidence to link Williams to nearly all of the other abductions and killings. Weeks later, the task force convened to investigate the murders disbanded, and Atlanta public safety commissioner Lee P. Brown disclosed that he had accepted a position as the police chief of Houston, Texas.5 The case was closed.

Nonetheless, doubts about Williams’s guilt remained. Some speculated that he had been railroaded to alleviate anxieties and salvage the city’s reputation. Many black Atlantans, especially residents of the low-income areas from which the young victims had hailed, remained convinced that a white supremacist individual or group bore responsibility for the abductions and killings. After Williams’s conviction, Camille Bell declared “that there is no justice in America” and designated Williams “the 30th victim of the Atlanta slayings.” Another victim’s mother, Annie Rogers, asked, “Are they just going to forget about our black children?” One twenty-six-year-old Atlanta resident claimed that “most people think the verdict was predetermined. . . . Pressure was on the city to do something. Williams may have been the one, but the proper process wasn’t used.” Williams’s father went so far as to deride Clarence Cooper, the African American judge who presided over his son’s case, as an “Uncle Tom,” a traitor to the race. “Fear doesn’t die all that easily,” ABC’s Ted Koppel told a national television audience after the Williams verdict.6

Amidst a resurgent white power movement, a rise in antiblack hate crime activity, and a new president willing to indulge racist “states’ rights” voters, African American observers also had ample reason to view the Atlanta kidnappings and killings as part of a white backlash to the black freedom struggle. Yet Atlanta’s black establishment, which had recently consolidated control of some of the city’s most powerful institutions, downplayed the racial and class dimensions of the slayings and largely dismissed the possibility of a racist motive. Instead, these leaders opted to emphasize citywide unity in a moment of distress. Maynard Jackson, the city’s first African American mayor, insisted that the Atlanta tragedy “transcends race, age and class and afflicts us all.” Lee P. Brown struck a similar chord when he noted, “I think the issue transcends race. I think the children are colorless.” These sorts of rhetorical flourishes obscured the racial and class homogeneity of Atlanta’s missing and slain, as well as the structural circumstances that enabled their victimization.7

Indeed, some of Atlanta’s victims were out running errands to earn small amounts of cash at the time they were snatched. Like many young black Atlantans, these victims lived in material privation and sometimes ran such errands to bring money home to their families. According to the 1980 census, 27 percent of Atlanta’s population lived in poverty. Some commentators shrewdly identified the kidnappings and murders as products of poverty and want. “Blacks are coming to perceive the vulnerability of their children,” a CBS reporter explained in March 1981, “as being a direct result of deplorable inner-city living conditions.” For civil rights activist Charles King, a former member of the National Advisory Committee on Civil Disorders (colloquially known as the Kerner Commission), the young African Americans slain in Atlanta never stood a chance. “We handle our children in this society,” he intoned in 1981, “without the proper kind of undergirding—economically or educational[ly]—that would give them a chance in life. This, my friend, is murder—before they die.” King continued, “We slay them before they have a chance. And if you really want to know who the real killers are—it’s not just the one or two people that we’re searching for. The real killers are the whites who condone it [and] black politicians who don’t give a damn anymore about what happens to black people because they’re fighting each other to gain office.”8

Some media outlets tacitly acknowledged these structural inequalities yet employed racialized and classed designations such as “street hustlers” to describe the victims. On one hand, such terminology shed light on the poverty that stalked the residents of the predominantly black, working-class neighborhoods of eastern, southeastern, and downtown Atlanta. On the other, such portrayals occasionally bordered on caricature, deprived the abducted and slain of the innocence so readily assigned to white child-victims, and (intentionally or not) implicated young Atlantans in their own deaths. Some press accounts seemed to treat the young victims as adults and criminals. The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, for one, claimed that eleven-year-old victim Patrick Baltazar was “[a]ll grown up” and “already leading a man’s life.” The youngster had “learned to make his own way in the world of adults.” For his part, a local public safety official even called Baltazar “a hustler from the word go.”9

The “street hustler” appellation proved particularly insidious in discussions of a possible sexual motive behind the slayings. Rumors of homosexual perversion and predation loomed large in the Atlanta saga, much as they did over other cases of missing or slain youths. But while youngsters like Etan Patz or Johnny Gosch were allegedly forced into sexual contact with adult men, some commentators intimated that Atlanta’s victims (as “street hustlers”) had chosen to participate in such activities. Brown, Camille Bell, and others dismissed the prospect of a pedophilic motive, but the news media did not. Despite a lack of physical evidence, reportage highlighted circumstantial evidence (allegedly supplied by police) which suggested that some of the young victims “were known to travel with adult homosexuals” and had “exchange[d] sex with men for money.”10

Just as certain media and investigative narratives appeared to blame Atlanta’s victims for their own abductions and murders, family members of the missing and slain also drew suspicion and criticism. Depictions of the victims as “streetwise” children with “ghetto chutzpah,” in the words of one Washington Post staff writer, served to paint their families and communities as negligent and dysfunctional. One FBI agent even accused some of the victims’ parents of murdering their children, eliciting the ire of Camille Bell and other STOP members.11

At first blush, the Atlanta abductions and killings may seem to fit neatly alongside other late twentieth-century missing child cases. Like Stanley and Julie Patz, John and Revé Walsh, and other grieving parents, Camille Bell and other STOP members took aim at familiar targets: politicians, law enforcement authorities, and criminal deviants. Bell joined the Patzes and Walshes at the initial congressional hearings on missing children and penned a 1981 Washington Post editorial situating the Atlanta abductions and murders within a larger child safety crisis.12

But the Atlanta abductions and murders diverged sharply from other widely publicized incidents of missing children in the late 1970s and 1980s. These were the only stranger danger cases involving children of color that captured considerable national attention. Moreover, the organizing efforts undertaken in Atlanta grew out of the African American civil rights struggle, not out of a sense of aggrieved whiteness or an ascendant family values neoliberalism. The Atlanta youth murders also demonstrated the racial and class limitations of the image of endangered childhood. Indeed, it was almost exclusively white, middle-class children who populated such pictures—not black, brown, or poor youth. By the mid-1980s, the Atlanta saga had moved to the margins of the national child safety discourse, crowded out by emotionally resonant images and tales of individual missing and slain white children.

“The City Too Busy to Care”

Since the late nineteenth century, New South boosters had characterized Atlanta as a progressive, cosmopolitan oasis in an otherwise retrograde region. Regardless of the reality on the ground, Atlanta’s self-image as a racially moderate, business-friendly southern metropolis animated its remarkable transformation across the twentieth century. After the close of Georgia’s white-only Democratic primary in 1946, a biracial leadership coalition gradually took hold in Atlanta and helped mediate the struggles of desegregation and white flight. As white families relocated to the city’s burgeoning suburbs—some 160,000 whites left during the sixties and seventies—they opened the door for African Americans to assume leadership positions in the city core. By 1973, Atlanta was a majority-black city and had elected its first-ever black mayor. Yet the city’s focus on optics and public relations oftentimes forestalled deeper, more meaningful change. As historian Matthew Lassiter points out, “The politics of racial moderation in postwar Atlanta always sought peace and progress, never justice or equality.” During the classical civil rights era, for example, Atlanta’s political and business elite refined a rhetoric of colorblindness while simultaneously reproducing “national patterns of metropolitan development and spatial segregation.”13

As Atlanta wrestled with violent crime throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, political and business leaders worked to counteract unfavorable portrayals of the city in the press. Even before the youth killings seized national headlines, Atlanta had been designated the nation’s “murder capital.” Its murder rate sat at a staggering 45.3 per 100,000 in 1979. Television and newspaper reports from across the country described downtown Atlanta as a “war zone.” Some media outlets speculated that violent crime in the city might “hurt Atlanta’s lucrative convention business”—which, together with its tourism industry, hauled in about $250 million annually in the late 1970s. Responding to pressure from a “business community . . . on edge,” as one ABC World News Tonight report put it, elected officials like Mayor Maynard Jackson downplayed the severity of violent crime in Atlanta and sought to deflect media attention from the “crime wave” engulfing the city. Even as news outlets captured scenes of chaos and carnage in Georgia’s capital city, Jackson reassured prospective visitors, insisting that “Atlanta is still as safe as or safer than other major urban centers in the US.” To Susan Harrigan of the Wall Street Journal, though, the mayor’s pleas seemed pathetic. “Like a desperate Scarlett O’Hara fashioning her gown from faded drapes,” Harrigan wrote, “Atlanta still tries to sell herself to the outside world as a city of Southern hospitality and downhome charm. But the act may be wearing thin,” as entrepreneurs and potential convention-goers thought twice about bringing their business to the city.14

A similar emphasis on public relations, on anodyne “peace and progress,” appeared to shape the city government’s response to the 1979–1981 youth abductions and murders. The sluggishness of the investigation, and the seeming hastiness with which it concluded, widened existing chasms between Atlanta’s black working class and its biracial power structure. At the outset, investigators seemed reticent to connect the kidnappings and slayings. Authorities took minimal investigative action on the youth murders before the summer of 1980. In March 1980, officials had assessed “records involving the homicides of children over the last five years” and identified no “similarities, patterns or trends” among the current cases or between the present cases and earlier ones. That same month, the Atlanta Bureau of Police Services had requested the assistance of the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit in analyzing “all pertinent data related to the cases.” In July, nearly a full year after the disappearance of fourteen-year-old Edward Hope Smith—the first of the twenty-nine victims eventually added to “the list” of missing Atlanta youths—authorities finally assembled a task force devoted to investigating the kidnappings and slayings. Only after months of petitioning by STOP, and after a slew of abductions and murders in June and early July 1980, did the city establish this task force.15

By that point, eleven children had already been added to “the list” of missing and murdered in Atlanta. Among them were Aaron Wyche, an ebullient ten-year-old with an artistic streak, and nine-year-old “math and science whiz” Yusuf Bell. Effortlessly handsome and “quick to smile,” Wyche had a knack for art projects, often repurposing pine and plastic to create bird sculptures. He earned good grades at Thomasville Heights Elementary, a ten-minute walk from the southeast Atlanta apartment he shared with his mother and two younger brothers. Wyche also took pride in mowing lawns using his grandmother’s mower, earning $5 per yard. He went missing on June 23, 1980, and his body was recovered beneath a railroad trestle the following day. Wyche had died of “positional asphyxiation” after falling from the twenty-five-foot trestle. Yusuf Bell was in a fifth-grade class for gifted students at Dunbar Elementary School, just south of downtown Atlanta. Adults residing in Yusuf’s low-income housing project often asked the nine-year-old for assistance in balancing their checkbooks. He vanished on October 21, 1979, and his body was discovered three weeks later in an abandoned schoolhouse a few blocks from the Bell household.16

While Etan Patz’s disappearance had promptly mobilized authorities in New York City and garnered media and public attention across the country, the same did not occur in Atlanta. Some observers speculated that the racial and class identities of the Atlanta victims rendered them less valuable than photogenic white children. Riled by this perceived double standard, many black Atlantans advocated for an increased police presence in their neighborhoods and heightened federal investigative interest in the city’s missing and slain youth. They did this in spite of the historically adversarial relationship between African Americans and law enforcement—especially federal agencies like the FBI, which had infamously persecuted members of the Black Panther Party and others in the civil rights and Black Power movements. In the words of Camille Bell, “It takes a little bit more to get people concerned about a child out of the ghetto.” This view was widespread among bereaved Atlanta parents, civil rights activists, and African American communities nationwide. Fully 79 percent of black Americans polled in 1981 agreed that the Atlanta killings “would be receiving more attention from the media and national leaders if white children were involved.” Seventy-three percent of African Americans surveyed indicated that the cases had received inadequate attention from law enforcement. Reba Harrington—a self-identified black woman, mother, and “active duty officer in the United States Air Force”—concurred. In a February 1981 letter to Mayor Jackson, Harrington pleaded for “federal authorities [to] step up their investigation into this barbarous criminal act” and mused, “I only wonder what the reaction would be if the children were white.” The Reverend Ralph David Abernathy, a renowned civil rights veteran who had frequently collaborated with Martin Luther King Jr., took a similar tack in a February 1981 sermon, excerpts of which appeared in an NBC Nightly News story. “If twenty-one white children had been murdered in Atlanta, Georgia,” Abernathy hypothesized, “the federal government would be down here.” Audience members loudly voiced their approval. “But they feel that these black children are not important!” he exclaimed. “I firmly believe, at the root of it all, is racism.” To accentuate his point, Abernathy wagged his finger in the air.17

Even after Williams’s capture and conviction, Mildred Glover, an African American legislator representing parts of Atlanta in Georgia’s House of Representatives, followed this same line of criticism. In a letter to assistant attorney general William Bradford Reynolds, who led the US Department of Justice’s civil rights division from 1981 through 1988, Glover lamented, “Parents [of the victims] contend that the establishment of the special Task Force was a much delayed reaction. . . . They could not understand the obvious limited value that was being placed on investigating such a terrible string of murders of their children.” Glover pressed on: “The questions now on the parents’ minds—and certainly valid ones—[are:] 1) Were our dead black children from Atlanta’s ghettos subject to the same equal rights of the law as an influential white male lawyer from Atlanta’s affluent Northside? 2) Had the children been white would the establishment of the Task Force taken place much quicker? I, too, am bewildered. . . . Is it because of color?” Glover juxtaposed the case of Hirsch Friedman, a prominent white attorney in Atlanta, with the city’s cases of missing and slain black youth. Friedman had been seriously wounded in 1982 after a car bomb detonated in his driveway. Just two days after the blast, the Georgia Bureau of Investigation and the Fulton County Police Department had formed a task force to investigate the case, and within seventy-two hours the FBI had joined the investigation.18

Despite the similar backgrounds of Atlanta’s young victims, those within the city’s biracial power structure minimized the racial and class significance of the slayings. These leaders instead stressed Atlanta’s solidarity amidst the crisis, even as they took steps to avert any potential civil unrest. In his 1981 “state of the city” remarks, Maynard Jackson identified the Atlanta killings as “our burden to bear, our lament, our great challenge” and claimed that “[e]veryone . . . feels the frustration, anxiety and uncertainty born of the cases of the missing and murdered children.” For Jackson, Brown, and others, the murder saga “transcends race, age and class and afflicts us all,” whether in “Buckhead or Beaverslide [sic], Peachtree Hills or Perry Homes, Cabbage Town or Collier Heights, Carver Homes or Cascade Heights.”19 Media outlets repeated these kinds of assertions. But such colorblind, postracial rhetoric masked the profound economic and demographic differences between places like Buckhead, a wealthy white enclave, and Beaver Slide, a historically African American slum where several of the young victims had lived. By papering over the structural and spatial inequalities that had enabled the murders, Jackson could conceal their racial and classed significance and burnish Atlanta’s image as a “black mecca,” in historian Maurice Hobson’s formulation. After all, Hobson writes, the youth abductions and killings “were bad publicity for a striving city.”20

At the same time, Mayor Jackson, in concert with white civic leaders, pursued peacekeeping plans to thwart any violence that might arise in response to the killings. Cecil Alexander and Rabbi Alvin Sugarman, two prominent Jewish civic leaders in Atlanta, secretly coordinated with Mayor Jackson to develop a contingency plan in order to prevent “a wave of angry violence . . . if the murderer is black” or, worse yet, “a crisis of major proportions” if police apprehended a white suspect. A civil rights ally, Alexander encouraged black leaders “to take the lead” with the assistance of an “interfaith bi-racial group” that should “convene . . . very quietly to devise a strategy for the situation.” Alexander apparently modeled his recommendations after plans drafted during the classical phase of the civil rights struggle. The mayor endorsed Alexander’s proposals, forwarded them to his Community Relations Commission, and called for “a major mobilization of community/religious/educational/business resources to insure that our city remains positive, orderly, and improving its race relations.” Through such efforts, elites hoped to maintain “law and order” within nonwhite, working-class spaces and to shore up Atlanta’s image.21
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Figure 2.3 Launched in 1981 in response to the youth abductions and slayings, the “Let’s Keep Pulling Together, Atlanta” campaign served to rehabilitate Atlanta’s reputation as a “business-friendly” city that was “too busy to hate.” “Let’s Keep Pulling Together, Atlanta” poster, Jaci Mays Vickers to Lee P. Brown, July 23, 1981, box 177, series I: office files (1960–2004), MS 509, Lee P. Brown Papers, Benjamin N. Woodson Research Center, Walter W. Fondren Library, Rice University, Houston. Courtesy of the Woodson Research Center.



To this end, Maynard Jackson, Lee Brown, and other establishment figures emphasized Atlanta’s resiliency in the face of the serial slayings, and local and national news media reiterated the leaders’ talking points. “How is Atlanta faring under the pressure?” Jackson inquired during his 1981 “state of the city” address. “ ‘Remarkably well’ is my answer. There are the understandable jitters, the rumors, the anger at the criminals, the expected impatience with the pace of things, the intense frustration. Some of our people are afraid[;] many are not: But all of Atlanta’s people are concerned. I am proud of Atlanta’s people.” Around the same time, a story on ABC’s World News Tonight applauded the racial harmony purportedly on display in Atlanta. “[W]hat could have easily become an explosive racial issue in this city,” reporter Bob Sirkin opined, “continues to be met with patience and brotherhood.” Designating it “a city that has long enjoyed good race relations,” CBS journalist Sam Ford glossed over Atlanta’s long history of racial inequality. For Ford, city officials had diagnosed “the potential for racial violence” and endeavored to “attack the child murder problem with community spirit.” Biracial canvasses for bodies and clues, Ford asserted, had “eas[ed] black suspicions that whites did not care because their children are not being killed.” Still other media outlets commended the city’s “solidarity,” its “grace under stress,” and the fact that its residents were “coming together . . . to quell violence against black children.”22

Developments in the city’s most vulnerable communities told a different story. Even as Atlanta’s black leaders worked to prevent a potential “crisis of major proportions,” they hesitated in deploying police and other resources to solve the abductions and murders or to fortify the city’s besieged communities. In response, residents of these communities took matters into their own hands. Vigilantes formed armed self-defense groups that policed Techwood Homes, the largest housing project in the city, and other low-income housing developments. A crew calling itself the Bat Patrol carried a range of weapons—from baseball bats to firearms—and publicly condemned the law enforcement response to the kidnappings and killings. A black veterans group also vowed to protect Atlanta’s black working-class communities. According to its leaders, as many as eight hundred African American war veterans “could be called to arms in Atlanta” if needed. “If it takes our blood to run in the streets,” one group member announced, “let it be.” Such organizations undermined claims of Atlanta’s “solidarity” and “grace under stress.”23

“Street Hustlers”

For all the talk of citywide unity and of the murders “transcend[ing]” race and class, depictions of the Atlanta victims fixated on their racial and class identities. Some commentators took to using terms such as streetwise and street hustlers to describe those kidnapped and killed in Atlanta. Such designations incriminated the victims, collapsed them into overly broad analytical categories, and denied them the innocence ascribed to white missing and murdered youths. Many of the young victims in Atlanta had disappeared while performing chores or running errands for small amounts of cash. Some journalists rooted such acts within a culture of “hustling” that purportedly pervaded Atlanta’s black, working-class neighborhoods. Though this narrative concerning “streetwise” youth in Atlanta acknowledged the material privation in which the victims lived, it also drew upon harmful stereotypes concerning black criminality, inferiority, shiftlessness, and familial dysfunction. These renderings therefore denied Atlanta’s black youth the agency and individuality lavished upon young whites during the late twentieth-century child safety campaign.

Whereas other cases spotlighted individual white child-victims, the situation in Atlanta involved a collection of young people from similar racial and class backgrounds. Whether out of necessity or negligence, media narratives conflated Atlanta’s young victims, and thus labels like street child or street hustler loomed over the entire saga. Further, the street hustler narrative concentrated on the localized experience of poverty rather than its structural bases while nonetheless depriving the Atlanta youths of personhood. Press accounts largely neglected, say, Alfred James Evans’s obsession with professional wrestling, Angel Lanier’s love of Sanford and Son, Eric Middlebrooks’s strong moral convictions, and other details that might have countered conceptions of the Atlanta victims as a monolithic bloc. Moreover, the street hustler interpretation did not take hold following the disappearances of Johnny Gosch and Eugene Wade Martin, who had both been delivering newspapers for cash when they vanished.24 Race and class colored this distinction.

That photographs of Atlanta’s missing and murdered hardly appeared in media dispatches or in political stagecraft illustrates how race and class circumscribed the image of endangered childhood. In stark contrast to the Etan Patz case, photographs of Atlanta’s kidnapped and slain went largely unused and failed to generate much interest. Indeed, for one Washington Post story profiling each of the Atlanta victims (one of only a few such pieces), the Post’s writers and editors could not find pictures for three of the victims: Aaron Jackson, Patrick Rogers, and Terry Pue. Others, such as thirteen-year-olds Clifford Jones and Curtis Walker, were represented only through low-quality images, and the Post printed what seems to be a booking mugshot to represent twenty-three-year-old Michael Cameron McIntosh. Another article on the Atlanta youth victims, published in LIFE magazine in April 1981, featured photographs of only eighteen of the twenty-one missing and slain (at that point). This discrepancy—between uses of photographs featuring white child-victims and the dearth of images depicting Atlanta’s missing and murdered—might be explained in two ways: First, investigators in Atlanta recovered most of the victims’ bodies shortly after their abductions, meaning the periods in which most were “missing” proved relatively brief, and therefore there was no need to distribute their images in the hope of finding them. Yet even after police had identified the bodies of missing white children or declared them dead—in the cases of Adam Walsh, Polly Klaas, Megan Kanka, JonBenét Ramsey, and others—their pictures continued to circulate through formal channels as memorials and clarion calls for justice and protection. Second, and more likely, few photographs of the impoverished Atlanta youths existed at all.25

Rather than endowing victims with “innocence,” as the image of endangered childhood did in Patz’s case and others, pictures of Atlanta’s missing and murdered often accompanied news media accounts which advanced the pernicious street hustler narrative. The aforementioned Washington Post story, for example, failed to problematize worrisome remarks from “a detective familiar with [eleven-year-old victim Christopher Richardson’s] case.” This detective characterized Richardson—whose skeletal remains were discovered in January 1981—as “a quiet, sensitive child who lacked the streetwise toughness many of the other victims wore on their sleeves.” In his view, Richardson “was a straight good kid,” not “streetwise or a hustler.” Without any clarification from Post writer Art Harris, a reader might infer that Atlanta’s other “streetwise” victims were not “good”—a judgment made all the more troubling given that the Post story referred to nineteen of the other twenty-six missing and murdered (at that point) as “hustlers” or “street children” who ran errands for pocket change.26

Other reportage grafted adult and criminal traits onto Atlanta’s young victims and thereby denied them the very status of childhood. “At 11 years of age,” one Atlanta Journal-Constitution article began, murder victim “Patrick Baltazar has learned to make his own way in the world of adults, and he has no fear of approaching them to ask a favor or a job. With his uncanny ‘street’ sense, he can make a buck faster than some of those much older.” According to the Journal-Constitution, Baltazar maintained the appearance and disposition of an eleven-year-old. “On the surface, Patrick Baltazar’s interests are like those for any 11-year-old youngster. He is the owner of a dressed-up bicycle with mirrors, headlights and a horn.” But he “is used to making his own way and his own money. . . . Perhaps driven by his poverty, young Baltazar has developed a talent for spotting odd jobs and especially likes to sell things to make money.” In these ways, Baltazar apparently resembled his fellow “street smart,” “streetwise” victims. According to the Atlanta Constitution, acquaintances of thirteen-year-old Timothy Hill described him as “[c]onstantly hungry, preoccupied with money and easily influenced.” In the last days of Terry Pue’s life, the fifteen-year-old reportedly “prowled Atlanta on a looping, seemingly aimless path,” “hustling money in DeKalb” County (west of downtown Atlanta) one day and “continu[ing] to hustle as he worked his way back to Atlanta” proper. In sum, the Journal-Constitution, Atlanta’s newspaper of record, characterized the victims as “slightly older, street-wise kids who spent their afternoons hustling odd jobs for loose change at grocery stores and shopping centers.” Televised national news programs supplied similar descriptions.27

Though such news stories documented the material conditions in which many of the Atlanta victims lived, they took poverty as a largely cultural and individualized phenomenon rather than the result of historical processes. This coverage, then, endorsed the notion of a “culture of poverty,” an idea enunciated most famously in the Moynihan Report. Issued in 1965 by the US Department of Labor, the Moynihan Report (formally titled The Negro Family: The Case for National Action but colloquially referred to by the name of its author, Daniel Patrick Moynihan) argued that a “tangle of pathology” ensnared many African Americans. This “tangle” (which Moynihan believed was “tightening” in the mid-sixties) comprised, most generally, “broken families.” If African Americans could simply model their families after white, patriarchal, heteronormative ones, Moynihan held, their life chances would improve dramatically. The Moynihan Report thus implied that African Americans’ perceived cultural defects, not structural racism or sustained inequality, perpetuated the cycle of poverty. The most glaring of these defects, from Moynihan’s vantage, included “a ‘Black Matriarchy’ that emasculated sons,” as Laura Briggs has put it; a penchant for juvenile delinquency; isolation and alienation; and a general “failure of youth.”28

Similar language surfaced in treatments of the Atlanta crisis. “The tragedy of the children of Atlanta,” Washington Post staff writer Art Harris noted, “has focused the nation’s attention on something many would rather not think about: the pathology of poverty and the ugly things it does to children.” According to Harris, poverty had made young black Atlantans “ugly,” but he ignored the phenomena that had made that poverty in the first place: the city’s asymmetrical development, white and capital flight, an evaporating tax base, redlining and other forms of housing discrimination, and educational inequality. For his part, Ed Bradley, an African American journalist for CBS, also failed to penetrate the structural foundations of Atlanta’s poverty. Like other newspersons, Bradley saw the city’s “street hustlers” mainly as products of individual failure and pathology—specifically, “[t]he apathy, parental neglect, poor education, and social burden” evident in certain Atlanta neighborhoods. To his credit, Bradley pointed to educational inequality as a cause of poverty, yet his litany skewed toward personal and community failings rather than the systems that all but guaranteed those failings. “Many of the children in these neighborhoods have been called ‘hustlers,’ and that shouldn’t be taken in a negative sense,” Bradley affirmed. “Only a handful of the murdered kids had what’s been called ‘minor brushes with the law.’ Those kids and others still alive found ways to hustle a dollar: running errands, carrying groceries, doing odd jobs. In other neighborhoods they might be called kids with ‘get up and go.’ But around here there’s no place to go for most. These poverty-lined streets are like barriers to [the] downtown world and the rest of Atlanta.” Even a relatively sympathetic national news story like this one could not shake the “culture of poverty” thesis and the attendant trope of streetwise children. Media outfits as far away as San Antonio, Texas, adopted the seductive “street smart” appellation. Camille Bell, for her part, lamented the “active effort” undertaken by news outlets “to imply that [the slain youths] were criminal or at least neglected, unsupervised and incorregible [sic] children.”29

Others apart from Camille Bell militated against these perceptions of the young victims as “hustlers” or “grunchins.” “There have been rumors that the kids were hustlers,” Lee P. Brown noted in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) periodical Crisis. “That is inaccurate. What we have, in effect, are some enterprising young people who were trying to earn a buck. Picking up aluminum cans, selling [goods] in the shopping centers and taking groceries from the store to the vehicles [of adult shoppers].” Paraphrasing Brown, another Crisis article read, “The victims were ambitious, enterprising, streetwise youngsters, says Public Safety Commissioner Lee Brown. But they were the poorest of the poor, not much interested in ‘wicked witch’ games, but interested in ‘making it.’ They could have come from any economic group.” Former NPR correspondent Charlayne Hunter-Gault detected a slippage between “at risk” and “culpable” in some media coverage. “They are what the sociologists called the ‘at risk’ population,” she asserted. “And they are children who grow up on the streets. There is a presumption that children like that are strong and independent and can take care of themselves. But underlying all that . . . they are just children, and they are being abused by the streets. In this case, they are being abused in the most extreme way—they are being killed.” It is not unreasonable to assume that Hunter-Gault emphasized the victims’ identities as children because, as African American youth, they so commonly appeared in press coverage as “street hustlers” who had outgrown childhood or had never enjoyed its protections. As Robin Bernstein and others have shown, the designations of “childhood” and “innocence” (and their associated perquisites) have historically been withheld from youth of color.30

Just as Atlanta’s missing and slain faced scrutiny (and at least implicit scorn) for their “hustl[ing],” the victims’ parents were publicly accused of perpetrating the killings. In April 1981, after delivering remarks to a civic group in Macon, Georgia, FBI special agent Mike Twibell alleged that “some of these kids” in Atlanta “were killed by their parents.” Twibell’s comments sparked outrage among STOP members, including Camille Bell. At a press conference at city hall organized in response to Twibell’s comments, Bell read from a letter that STOP intended to mail to FBI director William Webster. “As parents and relatives of . . . young Americans either murdered or missing in Atlanta for more than 20 months,” Bell proclaimed, “we stand united and dedicated to let Almighty God alone be our judge.” She then challenged Webster to follow through on Twibell’s charges. “For this reason we urge you, based on alleged available evidence, to place under arrest immediately those parents suspected of mercilessly taking their babies’ lives.” Tapping into her political capital as a bereaved mother, Bell asked, “Why must we suffer the humiliation of a few misinformed people” like Twibell, “while we must constantly endure the frustration of [not] finding out who is killing our children and throwing them away like garbage?” In the wake of Twibell’s comments, at least ten mothers from STOP met with an attorney to discuss the prospect of suing the FBI. But no suits nor arrests ever resulted from Twibell’s accusations. Still, that a federal investigative official, without evidence, levied such serious charges against the victims’ parents reflected a tendency to pin the Atlanta murders on the victims and secondary victims themselves, in sharp contrast to the treatment of white, middle-class child-victims and their families in the stranger danger panic.31

A “Merciless and Savage Genocide”

The racial and class homogeneity of Atlanta’s victims and the conservative national political climate in which the kidnappings and murders occurred suggested a racial motive for these tragedies. Accordingly, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and other white supremacist groups emerged as lead suspects in the Atlanta cases, despite little evidence to implicate them. A lack of investigative leads exacerbated the racially specific anxieties surrounding the slayings and enabled the spread of conspiracy theories foregrounding the racist motivations behind, and federal complicity in, the events in Atlanta. Republicans’ capture of the White House and the US Senate in the 1980 elections, coupled with a spike in hate crime activity, convinced some observers that the Atlanta kidnappings and murders were part of a concerted “Assault on Black Life,” in the words of Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) president Reverend Joseph E. Lowery. Some went so far as to call the serial killings a “genocide” that cast doubt on the very prospect of a “Black Future.”32

For many African Americans, the murders of Atlanta’s black youths fit within a broader national effort to reassert white supremacy, and they thus inflamed African American anxieties—locally, regionally, and nationally—regarding racism and racial violence. An October 1980 boiler explosion at the Gate City Daycare Center in northwest Atlanta further aggravated these anxieties. The blast killed five people, including four African American children. “People took to the streets,” Camille Bell remembered. “They believed that the center had been bombed and that racist whites were doing it; they felt that the same people who had bombed the [daycare] center” had abducted and slain some of Atlanta’s young. Immediately after the explosion, Mayor Jackson rushed to Bowen Homes, a low-income housing project near Gate City, to reassure the crowd gathered there that police suspected no foul play in the incident. “Based on what our fire and police officials have told us,” he told the audience through a bullhorn, “the only evidence we have at this time indicates that this was an accident.” Crowd members hissed, and some hollered back, “It was the Klan!” One disgruntled African American woman jeered, “Ain’t no gas exploded in there.” The KKK’s involvement “was pure rumor,” Jackson later told an interviewer. “[T]here was zero evidence.” At a raucous community meeting the day after the blast, locals pressed public safety commissioner Lee P. Brown for answers. Parents and others in attendance berated Brown, who hoped to defuse the situation through his careful word choice and calls for unity. “We are not adversaries in this problem,” he insisted. “We are together, and your concern [that] you have, we also share.”33

The daycare explosion, though an accident, opened old wounds sustained in the darkest days of the Southern civil rights struggle. Surely many black Atlantans recalled one KKK splinter group’s September 1963 bombing of Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, which took the lives of four black girls, and other acts of racial violence directed toward the churches, community centers, schools, and protest sites where young African Americans congregated during the black freedom movement. A man named Tommy Battle wrote to Mayor Jackson in the midst of the Atlanta crisis. “It is impossible to forget the incident in 1963 when Klansmen bombed a church in Birmingham and ended the lives of four black children; if the black race is to exist,” Battle argued, “black salvation must be our top priority.” One woman likened the “fear and sadness” of Atlanta’s children to her own feelings in 1963 when her “friend, Denise McNair, was murdered along with 3 other girls while attending Sunday school at Sixteenth St. Baptist Church in Birmingham.” Novelist Toni Cade Bambara drew similar linkages in Those Bones Are Not My Child, which concentrates on the Atlanta youth murders. For at least one of her characters, the daycare blast evoked not only the attack on the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church but also the 1964 murders of three young civil rights workers—James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner—by the Mississippi White Knights of the KKK.34

The Klan had a long history in Atlanta. Stone Mountain, the Confederate landmark just outside the city, had served as the birthplace for the KKK’s second iteration in 1915. The organization called Atlanta’s Peachtree Street home in the twenties and thirties, during which it boasted large membership numbers throughout Georgia. It maintained a considerable footprint in Atlanta through the 1960s. Herbert Jenkins, Atlanta’s police chief from 1947 to 1972, had even belonged to the KKK. Still, Maynard Jackson blamed the Klan rumors on the “frustration[s] of an economically and racially oppressed black community . . . already upset and tense over the disappearance and murders of 14 black children in . . . 15 months.” For the mayor, Atlanta’s “paranoia” at the time “was . . . just very, very high,” and this “paranoia” helped promote the idea that “the Klan was doing it.”35

Given Atlanta’s racial history and the contemporary political context, African American concerns about racial violence were hardly misguided. Published in 1978, a year before the youth murders began, The Turner Diaries exhorted disaffected rightwing extremists and white power activists to incite a race war. In Greensboro, North Carolina, the following year, Klansmen and neo-Nazis attacked an anti-Klan rally convened by Communist Workers’ Party members, killing five protesters. An all-white jury in Greensboro acquitted the Nazis and KKK members in 1980. Racial unrest had also broken out in Buffalo, New York; Miami, Florida; Chattanooga, Tennessee; and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in the early 1980s. At the same time, paramilitary and white power groups, taking their cues from The Turner Diaries and other materials, began a new phase of organizing. These efforts would spawn entities like The Order, a terrorist group associated with the Aryan Nations and best known for its 1984 assassination of the Denver, Colorado, talk radio host Alan Berg.36
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Figure 2.4 Photograph of a child at a march in East Hampton, New York, March 1981. “This is a Start,” East Hampton Star, March 12, 1981, 18, box 152, folder 8, Joseph E. Lowery papers, SCLC records, MSS 1083, MARBL. Courtesy of the East Hampton Star.



Observers tied these developments to the events in Atlanta. In one October 1980 broadcast of ABC’s news magazine Nightline, anchorman Ted Koppel discussed the presumed connections between “assaults on blacks” nationwide, positing that antiblack violence in Atlanta, Buffalo, and elsewhere came as “the result of an increase in rightwing extremism throughout the country.” Just a few days later, ABC aired an edition of 20/20 in which Camille Bell and others vented about whites’ supposed indifference to the Atlanta murders. The broadcast then cut to local news footage of the Ku Klux Klan “preparing for guerilla war.” This causal linkage, offered up to a national audience in primetime, infuriated Atlanta’s biracial establishment. Civic and business leaders denounced ABC for fostering a “false impression” of Atlanta as “a criminal city living in constant fear.”37 Atlanta elites thus focused their outrage not on the forces terrorizing the city but on press portrayals of this terror.

Ronald Reagan also made African Americans nervous. Critics located Reagan’s 1980 presidential campaign and electoral victory within the same antiblack “backlash” that had ostensibly engendered the Atlanta abductions and slayings. Reagan’s successful appeals to “law and order” and “states’ rights”—most notably at the Neshoba County Fair near Philadelphia, Mississippi, where Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner had been murdered—suggested a rejection by many white Americans of federal civil rights protections. In a press conference preceding a White House “revival” convened by Jimmy Carter less than two weeks before the 1980 election, Reverend Lowery rebuked Reagan for his use of “dog whistles” during the campaign. “I am frightened that the forces of insensitivity, of racism, of militarism, of violence, of negativism are gravitating in and toward the candidacy of Governor Reagan,” Lowery declared. “The tone and character of the Reagan candidacy,” he continued, “were clearly reflected in the selection of Philadelphia, Miss[issippi], where civil rights workers were buried in shallow graves, as the site to raise the ugly spectre of ‘states rights’ [sic].” Following Reagan’s victory in November 1980, NAACP executive director Benjamin Hooks encouraged Reagan to address on national television the “hysterical fear in the black community [that] the Reagan administration is antiblack.” Hooks tied this black anxiety to the incidents in Atlanta and Buffalo and an overarching “conservative trend” that he said foreshadowed “a rollback of pure civil rights laws, like the Voting Rights Act.” In December, various leftwing groups met at an anti-Klan conference in Greensboro and made plans to picket Reagan’s inauguration. Attendees of the anti-KKK meeting drew connections between the Klan, the federal government, and events in Atlanta, Buffalo, Greensboro, and Miami. “[T]he government is trying to stifle the movement against the Klan any way it can,” a Teamsters leader from Miami claimed. One panel, titled “Germany 1930’s / U.S.A. 1980’s [sic]—the Danger of Fascism,” explicitly compared Reagan’s America to the Third Reich.38

Even after committing $1.5 million in federal funds to Atlanta, the administration struggled to combat the perception that the Reagan White House despised people of color. Soon after news of this federal assistance went public, vice president George H. W. Bush traveled to the city to demonstrate the administration’s interest in the Atlanta murders and its concern for those affected. In remarks delivered during his March 1981 trip, Bush displayed a keen awareness of optics by trying to deflect potential accusations of political opportunism or grandstanding. “I’ve wanted to come here since the day I was sworn in as vice president,” Bush indicated. “There’s a certain symbolism. But you don’t want to do something that just kind of looks political or try to in any way do something that could be interpreted as capitalizing on the failing of the community.” An anonymous White House official communicated to journalists the administration’s anxieties about federal intervention in local investigative matters. Reagan had achieved electoral success in 1980 by lambasting “big government” and promising to shrink the welfare state. But according to this anonymous source, the White House opted not to address the issue of federal “overreach” at that time, choosing instead to assist the grieving city and, in their words, “to show that we care about black children.” Still, public figures such as Washington, DC, mayor Marion Barry argued that federal funding should have come sooner.39

Rather than simply sowing distrust and fanning the flames of frustration, the Atlanta abductions and murders also activated rumors and existential fears about the uses and abuses of the young victims’ bodies. Grounded in black skepticism of the federal government and the Republicans who controlled it, these rumors often fixated on the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), headquartered in the affluent Atlanta enclave of Druid Hills. African American mistrust of the CDC (and the medical establishment more generally) stemmed in part from the CDC’s principal role in the Tuskegee syphilis study. From 1932 to 1972, medical researchers examining the effects of syphilis monitored over six hundred African American men in rural Alabama. A team of mostly white doctors performed extensive experiments on these men, the majority of whom were syphilitic, but failed to share diagnoses with these subjects or deliver suitable care for their ailments. The CDC became the institutional home of the Tuskegee experiment in 1957 and retained administrative control over the study until 1972, when a whistleblower alerted the press to the ethical malfeasance on display within the experiment. While the Tuskegee project was shuttered that same year, in 1972, the damage had been done. Most subjects had already died of causes related to syphilis, and many of their relatives had contracted the illness. News of the Tuskegee study eroded blacks’ trust in medical practitioners and institutions, deterred African Americans from seeking medical assistance, and exacerbated existing racial disparities in health outcomes. Scholars have determined that by 1980, the same year that the nation’s gaze turned to the Atlanta slayings, the 1972 Tuskegee revelations had helped reduce (by 1.4 years) the life expectancy rate for African American men over the age of forty-five. After learning of the Tuskegee study in 1972, one doctor studying venereal disease at the CDC called it “almost like genocide,” an interpretation that resonated in the broader African American community.40

Against this backdrop, some conspiracy theorists blamed the Atlanta youth kidnappings on genocidal medical researchers backed by the federal government. In her ethnographic research on race and rumor, folklorist Patricia Turner learned from her interviewees the extravagant theories bandied about in Atlanta during the 1979–1981 slayings. Some interview subjects recalled rumors “which accused anti-black groups of a conspiracy to steal black bodies for medical experiments.” As one interviewee told Turner, “I remember hearing that the killings in Atlanta were related to [the] genocide of the black race. The [FBI] was responsible and using the bodies for interferon during research at the Centers for Disease Control.” For his part, black comedian and provocateur Dick Gregory claimed that certain federal agencies and the CDC stalked and killed black children and adolescent males as part of a quest to find a cure for cancer. Only by extracting blood from the penises of black males between the ages of six and sixteen, Gregory conjectured, could this experimental cure be produced.41

Others subscribed to theories of genocide that were perhaps less elaborate. An African American man from Hyattsville, Maryland, lamented in a letter to Jackson the “genocidal slaying of the young, innocent, trusting Black children in Atlanta.” In a press release, a representative from the Hartford, Connecticut, branch of the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) called the Atlanta kidnappings and slayings a “merciless and savage genocide of Black youths.” Representatives from the Williamson, West Virginia, NAACP condemned the “apparent attempt of genocide by some sick individuals” and asserted that “our struggle as a people is far from ended.” As Ozell Sutton, the southeast regional director of the US Justice Department’s Community Relations Service, noted in 1980, “There is a growing perception among blacks in Atlanta of being attacked. The mysterious murder of 10 black children, while four others are still missing, and the explosion in Bowen Homes that killed four children and one adult have raised the possibility of deliberate and systematic attack in the minds of many blacks.” Finally, a Washington, DC, Baptist church arranged a “United for Survival” worship march in February 1981. In print materials promoting the march, church minister Lehman D. Bates portrayed African American mobilization in the wake of the Atlanta slayings as an existential imperative:


These incidents of Mass Murder on African-Americans (Blacks) are not new. The style and form of our ancestors’ assassinations are remembered by lynchings, “vicious and legal police killings,” contract slaying, military murder on the war front, drugs poisoning our schools and communities, and worst of all the day after day and year after year Mind (Murder) Control through the mass media, text books, movies, and the systematic deprivation of essentially needed things.

White America and the killer or killers of our Children and Men are not our First Problem [or] Priority. If African-Americans (Blacks) will Survive in this sick social system, “We Must Unite” under the “Common Cause” of our Survival before the chattle [sic] slavery of the body is totally converted to the “yes sir boss” slavery of our mind, which accepts everything that white America says as “true” and “right” and “just.”



Bates placed the Atlanta killings within the long line of violence perpetrated against African Americans, and specifically black men, while pleading for blacks to fight for the “Survival” of their race.42

“Save Our Children”

As Bates’s screed suggests, the anxieties regarding genocide and the black future that emanated from the Atlanta youth killings intersected with concerns about black masculinity, homosexuality, and the state of the African American family. Some of Atlanta’s black leaders situated the abductions and murders within a supposed crisis in black manhood, one that undermined the stability of “traditional” family forms and the prospect of heteronormative reproduction in African American communities. As in other cases of missing and murdered boys in the late seventies and early eighties, fears about homosexual predation also suffused the Atlanta saga. In response to this cluster of worries, and to the abductions and slayings more generally, Atlanta’s black leaders promoted a type of neoliberal, heteronormative “family values” as an antidote to the killings.

In keeping with understandings of the slayings as genocidal, some African Americans argued that the Atlanta killings threatened the future of black leadership and civic engagement in the “post–civil rights” era. One man writing to Maynard Jackson advised African American parents to reevaluate their “duties and responsibilities” to their children “in order for us to have a generation of law abiding citizens.” In her missive to Mayor Jackson, one mother explained, “Only God knows what part those children would have played in our future. (Blacks).” Dennis McCluster, an African American copywriter, similarly observed in 1981: “Any of [the victims] could have grown up to be another black poet, scientist, doctor, or even a Nobel Prize recipient,” a likely reference to Atlanta’s most cherished son, Martin Luther King Jr. “These are the faces of our most precious natural resource. Now, all they can be are tearful memories. Don’t let this happen again in Atlanta, or anywhere,” McCluster implored. “Save our children.” Like others writing to Mayor Jackson, McCluster recognized the potential of the slain children and the role they might have played in the African American future.43

The Reverend Albert E. Love, national administrator for the SCLC from 1980 to 1988, saw the Atlanta crisis as a chance to initiate a set of programs directed at African American youth, especially young males. “Our thrust,” Love wrote to Joseph Lowery in September 1980, “could be Saving Our Black Youth or Tomorrow’s Leaders. Who can object or refuse to get on this ban-wagon [sic]?” To craft a plan through which the SCLC could address the youth murders, Love looked to the fraught political climate, in which conservatives and neoliberals harnessed coded racial language to disparage the welfare state and expand the carceral sphere. “Our pitch can be that blacks know how to deal with blacks,” Love’s proposal read, “so give us the money and let us deal with black youth who whites claim are doing all of the stealing, loafing, and begging.” Love’s “pitch” assumed a decidedly masculinist and antigay tone. “You know of my bias to address the problem of the degeneration of Blackdom due to the loss of our black males,” Love admitted. “Too many of us are in prison, on dope, homosexuals, and unemployed. This places tremendous burdens on the absurdly overburdened black woman. The net effect is weak black men, insecure black husbands, ill-equipped black leaders, and powerless black people.” For Love, the killings in Atlanta had worsened a perceived crisis in African American manhood. He also conflated “leader” and “man,” insinuating that women should not lead African Americans in the “post–civil rights” age. Finally, Love’s remarks reflected the antigay milieu by implicating “homosexuals” in “the degeneration of Blackdom.” Love placed homosexuality in the same company as mass incarceration, drug addiction, and unemployment, blaming each for the deterioration of African American families, the inadequacy of African American leadership, and the dispossession of black people generally.44

Worries about homosexual predation pervaded the Atlanta saga. Those involved with the investigation offered inconsistent views on the possibility that one or more pedophilic men had abducted and killed the Atlanta youths. None of the bodies recovered by authorities showed signs of sexual abuse. Yet according to at least two “chicken hawks,” some victims frequented two houses near downtown Atlanta that were known to be prostitution dens. As one ABC World News Tonight story detailed, these homes “reportedly have been hangouts for young teenage boys who police think came here to exchange sex with men for money.” The same ABC report included a soundbite from public safety commissioner Brown, who proclaimed, “As far as factual evidence is concerned, there’s nothing to suggest to us that homosexuality is any more involved in the killings any more so than any other conceivable possibility.” ABC journalist Bob Sirkin immediately contradicted Brown: “But the FBI and other police agencies working on the cases have long considered sex the most viable motive in a number of the children’s murders.” A segment on the CBS Evening News conveyed much the same idea. “Police sources say the theory that many of the youngsters were recruited by homosexuals for sexual favors is the strongest motive investigators now have for the killings,” reporter Bruce Hall indicated. One of the victims, Hall added, “may have been involved in recruiting children for homosexuals.” Propelled by such suspicions, authorities employed computer technology “to determine whether any former Georgia prison inmates classified as homosexuals live near the young blacks victimized” in Atlanta.45

According to one Village Voice article, local Atlanta television affiliates also noted that “two or three of the victims were thought or known to be guilty of petty [sic] theft or burglary, 10 of drug violations, and 10 of homosexual prostitution.” In addition, the Village Voice specified that “at least three of the [slain] children were known to travel with adult homosexuals” and that one FBI source “agreed that homosexual prostitution could be connected to some of the cases.” While the FBI did investigate these allegations, it never blamed the Atlanta abductions and murders on such activities. For Camille Bell, the obsession with “homosexual prostitution” underscored the ease with which policymakers, the public, and the press degraded Atlanta’s young victims. This emphasis, Bell maintained, distracted from more substantive matters and represented one of “many attempts at blaming the victims.” According to Bell, investigators and media officials “implied that the children were homosexual prostitutes” when “the question was not homosexuality or heterosexuality but MURDER. This,” she stated in remarks before the US Senate, “is known as clouding the issue.”46

A green ribbon campaign initiated to raise awareness about the Atlanta killings aroused criticism for its purported homophobia. Launched by an elderly woman from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, named Georgia Dean, the “humble little plan” evolved into an impressive fundraising program supported by members of Congress, civil rights leaders, and athletes. Dean had chosen the color green, she explained, because “[i]t symbolizes life . . . the bushes are green, the grass is green in the spring. I said, ‘That’s it. It’ll be green.’ ” Philadelphia’s black community was the first to embrace the ribbons, which benefited STOP by way of SCLC. The campaign quickly caught on among area whites. Soon, people in New Jersey, Delaware, Virginia, Illinois, Louisiana, and elsewhere joined Dean’s campaign. After Georgetown University men’s basketball coach John Thompson proposed putting green ribbons on the team’s uniforms, his players, most of whom were black, “hurried out for needles and thread.” One representative from the Hartford section of the NCNW vowed that she and her peers would “display in our homes, on our cars, and on our persons green ribbons . . . until the person or persons responsible” for the atrocities in Atlanta “are apprehended and punished.” The NCNW also “implore[d] all other Americans of all races[,] creeds and colors to join in this vigil as a symbolic protest.”47

Oftentimes the slogan “Save Our Children” accompanied these ribbons. For some, the use of this phrase was neither arbitrary nor innocuous. In 1977, singer Anita Bryant had formed an antigay political coalition by the same name. Bryant and her supporters mobilized to repeal a Miami–Dade County ordinance that had outlawed discrimination against gay men and lesbians. The organization portrayed gay rights as antithetical to child safety, a message that swiftly took hold outside of south Florida. Although the myth of the pedophilic and predatory gay man had long shaped Americans’ understanding of homosexuality, only in the late 1970s did a formal political consciousness congeal around this myth.48 In this conjuncture, critics interpreted the green ribbon campaign as antigay. As Jamaican American author Michelle Cliff observed, “Now the meaning of [the] green ribbon has shifted. They are killing black children in Atlanta—also elsewhere. . . . Each newspaper report seems more clouded than before: today they claimed the children died at the hands of a ‘gentle’ killer: does this translate as female? homosexual? What are they getting at?” David Thorstad, founder of the North American Man/Boy Love Association (NAMBLA), wrote that the ribbons “had overtones of anti-homosexuality” and asked, “In the Atlanta context, what did [‘Save Our Children’] mean? . . . Save our children from what? Murder? Homosexuality? Parental child abuse? Poverty? Reaganism? How, I wondered, could people sport a button that not so long ago was used as a rallying cry against gay men?”49

Concerns about homosexuality also saturated the trial of Wayne Williams, who was charged with murdering two of the older victims on “the list”—twenty-seven-year-old Nathaniel Cater and twenty-one-year-old Jimmy Ray Payne. For Thorstad, “the state was trying to make Wayne Williams into the stereotype of the queer molester–murderer.” Throughout the trial, Williams denied being gay (“There ain’t no way I’m no homosexual, huh-uh, no,” he insisted) or homophobic, even though he had referred to homosexuals as “Hostess cupcakes, gays, faggots and Twinkies,” according to two witnesses. While the defense refuted rumors of Williams’s homosexuality, the prosecution took a less coherent approach on the matter. “Although two prosecution witnesses have testified that Williams solicited them to perform homosexual acts,” one Journal-Constitution article recounted, “they never said whether the acts took place. It is unclear if prosecutors are trying to portray Williams as a homosexual, or as someone who taunted and disliked them.” Upon Williams’s conviction, Newsweek magazine celebrated the guilty verdict and pilloried Williams as conniving, a descriptor long applied to gay men, women, and criminals. When Williams took the stand in his own defense, “He said he was not a homosexual,” the Newsweek story read. “He said he had never held hands with Cater on a downtown street, as a witness charged. In fact, said Williams, he had never met any of the victims.” But, the article claimed, this “was a poised performance” by a man with a “Jekyll-and-Hyde personality” and “a violent temper.”50

The discourse regarding homosexuality during the Atlanta kidnappings and murders beckoned to fears of black familial decline. African American organizational efforts during the killings stressed the virtues of familial cohesion and community protection. The City of Atlanta hosted an “I Love My Family” week at the height of the saga in April 1981. The program cited the “strong and healthy” African American family as a bulwark against the forces threatening the city. Around the same time, STOP called on supporters to travel to Washington, DC, and “revisit the Lincoln Memorial” for a “national unity rally” championing the “revitalization of family unity.” Atlanta’s black leaders harkened back to a fictive golden age in which community members made up an extended kinship network for African American youth. Also in April 1981, Lee Brown urged Atlantans “to exercise extraordinary parental supervision, to look out for our children, to revert back to the concept which we used to talk about and believe in that we are our brother’s keeper. There were times,” Brown went on, “when if Lee Brown was down the street, Mrs. Jones would not hesitate to look out for him and take care of him . . . even if he did something wrong.” Jondell Johnson, executive secretary of the Atlanta NAACP, echoed Brown’s sentiments. Detailing his organization’s outreach efforts in Atlanta neighborhoods—which included child safety programs such as Neighborhood Alert against Child Pickup—Johnson pointed out: “We have been trying to get back to the old days when everyone in the neighborhood knew everyone else, and look[ed] after everybody else’s kids.”51

In the 1970s especially, white academicians and politicians fretted over the idea that the white family increasingly resembled the African American household, “shaped by divorce and separation, single parenthood, and dual wage earning.” For Christopher Lasch, Phyllis Schlafly, and other white critics from across the political spectrum, the white family required fortification and purification. Otherwise, it risked becoming ensnared in the same “tangle of pathology” that entrapped African Americans.52 This brand of “family values” politics found a counterpart in Atlanta, as African Americans embraced the patriarchal, heterosexual, dual-parent black family and its extended bonds of kinship as potential deterrents to abduction and murder—and, for some, genocide.

The Color of Childhood

The Atlanta tragedies fit imperfectly within the burgeoning national child safety campaign. On the one hand, these abductions and murders—like the disappearances of Etan Patz and Adam Walsh—seemed to provide further evidence of a supposedly new, or worsening, child kidnapping threat. On the other hand, Atlanta’s poorest neighborhoods bore little resemblance to SoHo; Hollywood, Florida; or the Des Moines suburbs. The Patz, Walsh, and Iowa paperboy cases fixated on individual, white, middle-class children, in contrast to a group of nearly thirty poor, young African Americans. Incidences of missing white boys generally prompted discussions of innocence lost, of the white family buffeted by sinister, exogenous forces, and of an American childhood idyll under serious threat. Conversely, the discourse surrounding the Atlanta saga denied the young victims the very status of childhood, portraying the missing and slain not as innocents but as sexually depraved “street hustlers” consumed by the decrepit neighborhoods in which they dwelled. Put simply, the black youths snatched and slain in Atlanta did not possess the traits that made Patz, Walsh, Gosch, and Martin “all-American,” and the names and faces of Patrick Baltazar, Earl Terrell, and Darron Glass did not populate images of endangered childhood or drive the child safety campaign.

There were continuities, of course, between the Atlanta tragedies and the other cases propelling the stranger danger panic of the late twentieth century. As the Patzes and Walshes had, bereaved parents like Camille Bell and other STOP members expressed skepticism of, and hostility toward, the government—particularly law enforcement. Further, just as white Americans took the abductions of Etan Patz, Adam Walsh, and other white boys as signs of national, familial, and racial decline, black Atlantans pondered the larger meanings of the crimes visited upon their communities. What, they asked, did the seemingly systematic abduction and murder of economically disadvantaged black youth say about African American life in the Reagan-era, “post–civil rights” South? The Atlanta kidnappings and slayings also stoked homophobic fears of pedophilia and helped bolster a heteronormative “family values” politics among Atlanta’s black leaders. The Patz and Johnny Gosch cases, among others, similarly played on and played into stereotypes of gay male perversion and predation. Moreover, the Atlanta cases contributed to the national conversation about child endangerment. For her part, Camille Bell helped raise awareness nationwide about stranger danger. Alongside John and Revé Walsh and Stanley and Julie Patz, she participated in the first congressional hearings on missing children in 1981. Elsewhere, Bell instrumentalized the same exaggerated statistics that fueled the broader child protection crusade. “No one knows,” she lamented in a 1981 Washington Post editorial, “how many of the 50,000 missing children in the United States today are dead, dying or succumbing to the wishes of adults in the back bedrooms and streets in this country.”53

Despite Bell’s initial efforts, she soon faded from the spotlight, as did Atlanta’s twenty-nine victims—their names and faces eclipsed by photogenic white children whose cases resolved neatly into narratives of stranger danger and innocence lost. While these white child-victims became the poster children for new child protection laws and practices, black and brown children did not. On the contrary, this historical moment saw the intense demonization of urban, nonwhite youth like Atlanta’s “street hustlers,” the Central Park Five, and John DiIulio’s “superpredators.” Though the racialized logic of urban juvenile criminality and suburban childhood innocence did not originate in the late twentieth century, it perhaps proved most influential beginning in the late sixties with the development of a two-pronged criminal justice approach that worked to protect and “rehabilitate” white youths while punishing black and brown “delinquents” and “drug pushers.” Much the same dynamic shaped federal justice policy in the 1980s and 1990s. Juvenile incarceration rates rose precipitously across this period, and black and brown youth bore the brunt of the burden. In 1979, the juvenile incarceration rate per 100,000 stood at 251; it had increased to 357 per 100,000 by 1987 before reaching 381 in 1995. Over that same timeframe, the proportion of African Americans in juvenile detention facilities grew from 28 percent of the total population in 1979 to 34 percent in 1987 and 40 percent in 1991 and 1995. Likewise, in 1979, Latinx juveniles comprised 9 percent of the total population in juvenile correctional facilities and 17 percent by 1995.54

The Atlanta saga, then, did not mesh with the normative stranger danger narrative, which derived significant power from the image of (white) endangered childhood and a racialized moral panic over the state of US cities. Indeed, the politics of John Walsh and Noreen Gosch hinged on white childhood innocence. Embedded in stories of loss and in photographs of the missing, this emotionally resonant trope helped sanction policies and practices designed to protect white spaces—and the most vulnerable residents of those spaces. These policies and practices, rooted in differential valuations and depictions of white and nonwhite youth, helped make the child safety regime.55


CHAPTER 3
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Trouble in the Heartland

Region, Race, and Iowa’s Missing Paperboys

When Des Moines Register paperboy Eugene Wade Martin vanished in August 1984, the newspaper’s editor-in-chief James P. Gannon was “mad as hell.” Martin was the second Register carrier to disappear from the Des Moines area in as many years. Twelve-year-old Johnny Gosch had been kidnapped in September 1982 while delivering papers in West Des Moines. Gannon responded by publishing a searing editorial that took the Martin and Gosch incidents as evidence of regional and national decline. “Here,” the editor wrote, “in the normally safe-and-sane heartland of middle America, where clean living, neighborliness and a sense of security are supposed to prevail, a sinister shadow darkens our doorways and our lives.” According to Gannon, the losses of these paperboys—whose fates remain unknown, as their bodies were never recovered—“raised questions that violate everything we hold dear about living in this comfortable, contented community: Is it no longer safe to let our youngsters walk our neighborhood streets?” In his mind, the Gosch and Martin disappearances had disproven once and for all “the ‘it can’t happen here’ myth.”1

The Gosch and Martin cases kindled a specific sort of anxiety in the Midwest. For Gannon and other white Midwesterners, spaces like West Des Moines ought to be exempt from tragedies like these. As one Sioux City resident noted in a letter to Gannon, the paperboy abductions “have stained the city of Des Moines.” Another Iowan insisted that “this type of terrorism . . . tarnishes every citizen in this community.” That two white, middle-class paperboys were plucked from ostensibly secure surroundings signaled to one suburban Des Moines mother that her “once-quiet ‘great-place-to-raise-kids’ city may become the crime capital of the world.” Other Iowans faulted “wicked, perverted people” for the paperboy crimes.2

These concerns about regional and national decline, crime, and sexual deviance flowed from conceptions of white Midwestern innocence—particularly the conviction that the “heartland” constituted an idyllic American setting. For these Iowa residents in the early to mid-1980s, child kidnapping and other undesirable phenomena represented exogenous threats to the white Midwest. Indeed, Gannon urged his fellow Des Moiners not to “cede the streets to the shadowy threat of terror,” as had residents of the implicitly nonwhite cities of “Detroit or Newark or Chicago,” all sites of asymmetrical metropolitan development and, at various points, profound racial unrest. In their defense of a white heartland and its purportedly imperiled children, Gannon and other “mad as hell” Midwesterners helped shape the burgeoning national discourse on child safety in the eighties. Many observers lamented the sociocultural changes that had presumably undermined the safety of their communities and their young. In their understanding, bureaucratic bloat, libertine excess, and other products of big-state liberalism threatened Midwestern households and the “all-American” paperboys within them. The parents, politicians, and other actors who mobilized in response to the paperboy cases thereby positioned themselves as righteous, taxpaying, law-abiding silent-majoritarians united in defense of a certain way of life.3

The American Midwest supplied a fitting stage for this politics, especially amidst the nostalgia of the Reagan years. In the popular imagination, the Midwest has long functioned as America writ small, a region replete with white, heteronormative households in charming small towns set against a picturesque pastoral backdrop. Given Iowa’s racial and ethnic homogeneity in the late twentieth century, this portrait contained a kernel of truth; racial and ethnic minorities comprised just 3.1 percent of the state’s population in 1980. Test marketers have long flocked to the Midwest because of its reputation as “the most American region.” They believe “that if a product will sell in Des Moines or Columbus,” one historian writes, “it will sell anywhere.” Most insidiously, the Midwest has served as “a floating signifier of progress, closure, whiteness, and the absence of violence.”4 Of course, this regional triumphalism belies the historical record. The American Midwest (like the country’s other sections) has played host to massacres, ethnic cleansing, riots, lynchings, and other manifestations of racial and xenophobic animus. While scholars have ably chipped away at notions of Midwestern (and, more generally, northern) racial and historical innocence, others continue to champion the Midwest as a paragon of American egalitarianism, oftentimes by obscuring the region’s diversity, urbanity, blight, and blemishes. In the wake of the Gosch and Martin disappearances, romanticized visions of the Midwest helped advance the trope of endangered white childhood and bolstered child safety efforts in the region and nationwide.5

Just as the Midwest operates in the political consciousness as a space of American goodness, the region also serves as the normative site of American childhood. Childhood innocence, as a historical construct, has hewn to familiar indicators of privilege along lines of race, class, and gender.6 As white paperboys from middle-class Midwestern suburbs, Johnny Gosch and Eugene Martin epitomized boyhood innocence and vulnerability. Their disappearances symbolized not just physical losses but also the losses of innocence, childhood, whiteness, middle-classness, and midwesternness. Because Gosch and Martin represented “typical” American youth in media, political, and popular portrayals, their disappearances sanctioned new cultural and policy models for child protection in and beyond the Midwest.

This chapter tells the stories of Johnny Gosch, Eugene Martin, and two boys named Danny Joe Eberle and Christopher Walden, who vanished under similarly suspicious circumstances near Omaha, Nebraska, in 1983. Responses to these cases reified the narrow image of endangered childhood that had grown increasingly visible within the nationwide stranger danger panic. These regionally and racially grounded reactions helped authorize new mechanisms of child protection in the Midwest and augured the rise of a new legal and cultural child safety regime nationwide. For instance, the Johnny Gosch Bill, passed in Iowa in 1984, stipulated that law enforcement officials in the state could not observe a waiting period before investigating a report of a missing child. This law served as a precursor to the federal National Child Search Assistance Act of 1990, which required law enforcement agencies nationwide to immediately input information about missing children into the FBI’s National Crime Information Center database. Johnny Gosch and Eugene Martin were also the first missing youths to appear on milk cartons, pioneers in a campaign through which several billion pictures of missing children were eventually distributed. The milk carton initiative and similar mechanisms fortified the visual architecture of endangered childhood—and, by extension, the national child safety regime.

“A Sense of Panic”

Around six in the morning on Labor Day Sunday, 1982, Johnny Gosch and a fellow paperboy picked up their allotments of newspapers from the local United Methodist Church in West Des Moines. Gosch, a husky, freckled thirteen-year-old with a mop of light brown hair, departed the church with the other paperboy, and they diverged on their respective routes. Johnny’s dachshund Gretchen walked beside him.
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Figure 3.1 The Gosch abduction site. Map by Erin Greb Cartography.



Soon after the boys left the church, “a man wearing a baseball cap and driving a dark blue car . . . asked both boys, in separate conversations” for directions to the same location. The other paperboy, “whose frightened mother asked that his name not be used” in newspaper accounts, saw Johnny speaking to a man near the intersection of Forty-second Street and Marcourt Lane. In the predawn darkness, the young carrier could not determine whether this was the same man who had asked Johnny and him for directions earlier. An adult neighbor corroborated the boy’s version of events, confirming that, as the paperboys had, he too had provided directions to a man in a blue car. Witnesses disagreed on what happened next. Some insisted that a man followed Johnny around a street corner before snatching him. Others claimed they heard a car door slam and tires screech before watching a vehicle run a stop sign and travel northbound toward Interstate 235 “at a high rate of speed.” In addition to the blue vehicle, another witness recalled seeing a silver Ford Fairmont around the time of the disappearance. For all of this eyewitness testimony, the presumed abduction generated little physical evidence. Gretchen the dachshund returned home, unscathed, without Johnny, and his father found the boy’s wagon still full of newspapers two blocks from the family home.7

The Gosches initially applauded the law enforcement response to Johnny’s disappearance. One newspaper report indicated that between twenty-five and thirty area law enforcement officials had searched for Johnny within a few hours of his disappearance. A television news segment stated that forty city police officers, Polk County sheriff’s deputies, and state highway patrolmen had conducted similar surveys of the area on that Sunday. The following day—Labor Day Monday—Boy Scouts, sheriff’s officials, other law enforcement authorities, and approximately one thousand volunteers scoured the area for Johnny’s body or any clues that might lead to his recovery. The “[s]omber searchers,” as the Des Moines Register characterized them, “anxiously” combed through “woods and parks, fields and ditches,” vacant lots and apartment buildings—but ultimately found nothing. John Gosch, Johnny’s father, nonetheless praised the West Des Moines police force, calling its work “fantastic.” “They are working overtime like I’ve never seen anybody in my life work before,” he attested. Yet the official investigation yielded few leads in the days following Johnny’s disappearance. Police publicized their search for two vehicles: a “blue over blue” full-size car with Warren County, Iowa, license plates and a silver late-model Ford Fairmont with a large black stripe at the bottom. The Iowa Division of Criminal Investigation (DCI) shortly thereafter announced that its officials had discovered a photograph depicting a Ford Fairmont similar to the one spotted at the scene of the disappearance.8 But the authorities’ failure to locate either vehicle drew the ire of Johnny’s parents and shook their confidence in the investigation.

One month after their son went missing, the Gosches expressed frustration with law enforcement officials for their inability to find what John Gosch called two “distinctive” automobiles and for their insistence that the Gosches submit to polygraph testing. The relationship between the Gosches and the police deteriorated from there, as Johnny’s mother Noreen honed a harsh, “law and order” rhetorical mode that she has reconfigured and rearticulated since 1982. In October of that year, she called the office of Iowa governor Robert D. Ray and left a message with his administrative assistant. The secretary’s handwritten note, which she presumably placed on the governor’s desk after she finished speaking with Gosch, read: “There is a ‘white-washing’ job being done as far as what is being done [sic] . . . considering class action suit because of ways [the case is] being handled. Wants someone with ‘clout’ to demand their file [sic].” Noreen Gosch phoned Governor Ray at least once more in 1982 to cast aspersions on the police investigation. The Gosches’ distrust of authority, coupled with their belief that “the police ha[d] reached a dead end,” drove them to seek the assistance of private investigators.9

Johnny Gosch’s disappearance made Iowa parents and children anxious. Just a few days after Johnny went missing, Noreen observed “how many mothers were stationed along the way, escorting their children home” from school. She claimed that Johnny’s case had “created a sense of panic in people, and rightly so.” This “sense of panic” revealed itself the weekend after Labor Day, as young paper carriers set out on their routes amidst drastically heightened security. Police established checkpoints around the site where Johnny had vanished, questioning motorists and looking out for any suspicious activity. Many parents accompanied their children as they delivered papers. The Des Moines Register kept tabs on its two thousand young carriers, conducting periodic checks on their routes and issuing emergency whistles to each of them. A local television report featured a spokesman from the paper who tried to reassure the public, and especially the families of young carriers, about the safety of the Register’s delivery program. “We’re very, very concerned about creating some unnecessary panic amongst our carriers, and I hesitate to use the word ‘panic,’ but, uh, we don’t want to unnecessarily scare a carrier.” He continued: “Newspaper work traditionally has been a good learning experience for young people, and this is an unfortunate situation. It’s the first [child carrier abduction] that I’m aware of in the Des Moines area.” The spokesman aimed to restore community members’ faith in not only the Register but also in the security of young carriers and their tradition of paper delivery. Gosch’s presumed abduction was an aberration, he reminded viewers, one that did not warrant any “unnecessary panic.”10 Still, the attention that Johnny Gosch garnered in the state and nationwide suggested to many Iowans that his case was not peculiar but rather part of a national scourge about which they had previously been blissfully ignorant.

To address the “epidemic” of child kidnapping, the Gosches and other Iowa child safety activists hitched themselves to the national child protection campaign. Within two months of their son’s disappearance, the Gosch family had established the Johnny Gosch Foundation, alternately called Help Find Johnny Gosch, Inc. Under the aegis of this organization, the Gosches penned letters to elected officials, raised funds to help pay for their private detectives, and hosted bimonthly group gatherings at their home. The couple also created an abduction awareness presentation, called “In Defense of Children,” which they delivered hundreds of times across Iowa and the Midwest in the 1980s. With other bereaved parents and child protection advocates, Gosch and her husband found common cause. “I worked alongside John Walsh and some of the other families who were affected by this [issue],” Noreen Gosch recalled in a 2015 interview, to “increas[e] awareness to what is going on in our country concerning the safety of children.” As John Walsh and other likeminded activists did, the Gosches regularly lobbed rhetorical “assaults on officialdom,” as one Des Moines Register article put it. In so doing, they received “widespread media coverage, including [on] the Phil Donahue Show” and “angered more than a few people.”11

Noreen Gosch also employed the figure of the “priceless child” when levying criticisms against the government. During a press conference and seminar held at Des Moines’ Savery Hotel some two months after Johnny’s disappearance, Noreen Gosch erroneously charged that investigators were required to observe a seventy-two-hour waiting period before pursuing cases of missing children, yet they could immediately search for lost or stolen property. Police would “generally” follow a lead on “a hunk of metal” without waiting, she complained, but not on a child who “is flesh and blood.” In actuality, only some local agencies observed waiting periods following each report of a missing child, and no state or federal policies seemed to require police or sheriffs’ departments to do so. Misleading statements like this one by Noreen Gosch saturated appeals for stricter child safety laws in the early 1980s. As two of the main architects of such appeals, John Walsh and Noreen Gosch helped foster a national conversation that led to the passage of the Missing Children and Missing Children’s Assistance Acts (MCA and MCAA).12

While the activism undertaken in Iowa in the wake of Gosch’s abduction helped propel the national child safety crusade, these local and statewide initiatives also reflected a distinctively white, Iowan, and Midwestern sense of loss. Johnny Gosch began to serve as a cautionary tale in Iowa, as observers perceived his apparent abduction to be a symptom of the ills seeping into the region. The boy became a base upon which adults taught youngsters about safety and a phantom upon which they projected their fears. “People don’t want to believe that these things happen in little Iowa,” lamented Candy Gilchrist, who had launched a Des Moines chapter of the national organization Child Find Inc. after Johnny went missing. The Gosch disappearance directly informed fingerprinting campaigns in Iowa. A 1983 Register article, for instance, alluded to the Gosch case as it covered a fingerprinting drive in the college town of Ames. Hosted by the city’s police department and the Iowa State University Air Force ROTC, the event successfully fingerprinted some five hundred area children. In March 1983, the small town of Conrad, Iowa, with a population of just 1,133, sponsored the fingerprinting of two hundred kids. A TV piece covering the Conrad fingerprinting initiative took the Gosch incident as evidence of the purportedly “rising number” of youth kidnappings, as well as the notion that such atrocities “can happen anywhere,” even in a sleepy town like Conrad. Likewise, the Des Moines police department and the city’s PTA council teamed up with local public and private schools in April 1983 “to provide a uniform identification system to assist law enforcement agencies in locating lost, missing, or abducted children.” The fingerprinting program, dubbed KIDS (“Kids Identification and Description System”), was offered to approximately twenty-one thousand children enrolled in kindergarten through sixth grade in the Des Moines area. For its part, the Des Moines Register started a “carrier safety program” called Homes Offering a Protective Environment (HOPE) that was “designed to tell carriers and parents what they can do to prevent or respond to dangerous situations.” The Register project designated certain homes as “safe spaces . . . where carriers can seek assistance.”13

Both statewide and nationally, the Gosches worked to raise awareness about the issues of child kidnapping and exploitation, but on the grassroots level they organized primarily to bring their son home. Even a year after Johnny’s disappearance, a local television news report noted, John and Noreen Gosch could still be seen “on any given night” at Des Moines–area shopping malls, grocery stores, or community events dispensing flyers imprinted with their child’s face. To raise money to retain their private investigators, the couple sold candy bars, buttons, and raffle tickets for a miniature racecar. Others joined in, as well. Jeanne Wunn, a friend to the Gosch family, walked across Iowa to benefit the Help Find Johnny Gosch fund. In one TV news clip, she wore a “HELP FIND JOHNNY” trucker hat, slowly trudging along a deserted highway in the bleak mist, flanked by her two German shepherds and trailed by her husband in a rusty pickup truck. The pastoral scene evoked Iowa’s agricultural tradition, and Wunn’s trek across Iowa implied a kind of statewide unity in the wake of the Gosch disappearance. To solicit donations, Wunn sold her dog’s puppies and named them after the places through which she passed. In each town in which the Wunns stopped, the couple circulated petitions and screened a documentary about missing children. The walk ultimately netted almost $5,000 for the Gosches’ private investigators. Individuals who did not personally know the Gosches also volunteered in the search for Johnny and devoted their time to attend meetings, raise funds, disseminate flyers, and write letters.14

Such efforts, and the attitudinal shifts that had activated them, likely exacerbated Iowa children’s anxieties about their own security. A 1983 survey of five hundred first, third, and fifth graders in Des Moines elementary schools documented the children’s concerns about “[w]hat the future holds,” “[d]eath and dying,” and other, more mundane matters. Sixty-three percent of respondents “said they worry about the safety of their neighborhood.” Local researcher and guidance counselor Jan Kuhl attributed this statistic to Gosch’s disappearance and “the attention that case has received” in the press and around dinner tables across the state.15

Influenced by the Gosches’ mobilization strategies, and in response to local anxieties, Iowa state legislators proposed and passed Senate File (SF) 517, also known as the Johnny Gosch Bill, in 1984. Noreen Gosch played a principal role in petitioning for and crafting the law, which established a legal typology of missing children and required law enforcement agencies to respond “as soon as practicable” to a report of a missing child. Advocates of the bill insisted that it would fortify the Iowa home against the dangers and perversions that ostensibly confronted it in the early to mid-1980s. One state senator diagnosed the “sick[ness]” that legislators sought to counteract with the bill’s passage: “We live in a sick and rotten society that is getting sicker and rottener every day. I don’t know what’s happened to the United States, but it has become more animalistic, not more humanistic in recent years.”16

Even as public officials helped to advance the Gosches’ agenda, Noreen Gosch remained committed to attacking “officialdom.” She identified police mismanagement of her son’s case as the engine behind the Johnny Gosch Bill, and she whipped up support for her cause through populist pleas to ordinary Iowans. Some local authorities grew weary of her criticisms. In January 1983, the Des Moines Register published some scathing remarks delivered by West Des Moines police chief Orval Cooney. “I really don’t give a damn what Noreen Gosch has to say,” Cooney declared. “I really don’t give a damn what she thinks. I’m interested in the boy and what we can do to find him. I’m kind of sick of her.” These tensions erupted in a West Des Moines city council meeting held the day after Cooney’s remarks appeared in the Register. During this meeting, attorneys representing the Gosches and Polk County aired their respective grievances concerning the Johnny Gosch investigation. Afterwards, both sides took the conversation outside. In the bitter January cold, Noreen Gosch entered into a heated exchange with the Polk County attorney. As the lawyer gesticulated, Noreen reprimanded him, “Don’t shake your finger at me!” In subsequent letters sent to elected officials and in other writings, Noreen Gosch portrayed Cooney as an inept alcoholic, calling him a “known drunk” and the “town drunk,” among other things.17

While Cooney and other officials may not have cared for Noreen Gosch’s tactics or her tone, her advocacy struck a chord with everyday Iowans. In their correspondence with government officials, these Iowans took Johnny’s case—and public servants’ seeming inability to reckon with it—as an indictment of their state and an existential threat to their communities and children. They thus built on Noreen Gosch’s affective labor, performed on behalf of her missing son. In a letter to Iowa governor Terry Branstad (who had taken office in early 1983), one Iowa mother expressed her disgust with governmental inaction on the matter of missing children. “My daughter Allyson and I attended a meeting last night on child safety,” she told the governor. “The speaker was Noreen Gosch. What she said angered and shocked me. Our children are a very special gift and should be protected” through “greater involvement and interest by State and Federal employees.” Shirley Frette from Story City told the governor how “fortunate” she was “to hear Mrs. Norene [sic] Gosch speak in our community about the statistics on this problem” of child abduction and molestation. She touted Noreen Gosch as “a Godsend” and found solace in the idea that “God is speaking through her to alert us of the growing operation of molesters and abductors.” Frette excoriated public officials while demanding vigilante action: “I was amazed, shocked, and downright furious that this problem is being taken so lightly by the police force, FBI and government officials. . . . If our government officials won’t take a stand on this issue then it is up to us, as parents, to protect the innocent victims, our children.” Finally, Frette struggled to grasp whether tragedies like Gosch’s occurred in tiny towns like her own. “I have never heard of any incidents of this nature in Story City. Could it possibly be that this never happens here? I doubt it.” For Frette, the Gosch case had papered over the differences between suburbs like West Des Moines and small towns such as Story City, proving that no community was safe from child kidnappings. Carolyn Heuser from Manson also alerted the governor to the supposed ubiquity of the missing child problem. “I have one question which is really bothering me and I suppose many many other concerned parents and citizans [sic] of Iowa,” she wrote. “ ‘How can we make our laws stricter and punishment more severe on child abductors’? As you are well aware this is a very real and severe problem and getting worse all of the time. We are in a small community but very aware that we are not immuned [sic] to such crime.”18 Blaming “State and Federal employees,” in part, for the problems of child abduction and exploitation, the authors of these missives bemoaned the declining fortunes of their state and its young inhabitants, while applauding Noreen Gosch’s efforts “to protect the innocent victims, our children.”

Such populist sentiments, which appeared time and again in Iowans’ responses to the paperboy disappearances, derived significant power from the tropes of the imperiled white Midwestern boy, family, and home. In much the same way that Etan Patz had carried the requisite identity markers to garner substantial national attention, Gosch and Martin were both white, middle-class, suburban, Midwestern paperboys—all signifiers of innocence, comfort, vulnerability, and an “all-American” boyhood that Iowans hoped “to safeguard at all cost.” As the Chicago Tribune explained in mid-1983, “By all accounts, Johnny was indeed the all-American boy.” Johnny’s father expressed much the same sentiment. “Paperboys symbolize the all-American boy,” he told the Tribune. “I guess when this happens to these kids, it hits a little too close to home.” For John Gosch, his son’s status as an “all-American” paperboy made his disappearance all the more troubling. Des Moines Register editor James Gannon conveyed a similar idea in the pages of the Tribune. “This case sends home the message,” he wrote, “that if you’re not safe in West Des Moines in a nice neighborhood, you’re not safe anywhere.” For many observers, then, Johnny’s abduction marked a fundamental shift in the lives of middle-class white children in places like West Des Moines.19

Perversion on the Plains

The panic that struck Iowans young and old in the 1980s also arrived on the Great Plains. Thirteen-year-old paperboy Danny Joe Eberle went missing in September 1983 while delivering the Sunday Omaha World-Herald in the suburb of Bellevue, Nebraska. Given the details of the Eberle disappearance, some reasonably speculated that his case was related to Gosch’s. Herb Hawkins, a special agent who oversaw FBI operations in Iowa and Nebraska, thought Eberle might lead to a break in the Gosch investigation. “When I heard the boy [Eberle] was missing, the first thing I thought of was the Gosch case,” Hawkins said. “The circumstances and the modus operandi were so close to the Gosch case. They were paper boys. Their looks were almost identical.” Hawkins’s emphasis on the boys’ similar appearances suggested that he suspected a sexual motive such as pedophilia or hebephilia/ephebophilia (the adult attraction to adolescents). The print media also ruminated on the possibility of sexual abuse in these cases, although no evidence of molestation ever emerged to substantiate such claims. Two Iowa DCI agents assigned to the Gosch case joined the Eberle investigation to ascertain whether there was a connection between the two incidents, but no link ever materialized. Just days after Eberle vanished, a search party discovered his body in a ditch “some three miles from where he disappeared.” The Eberle case caused four young Des Moines Register carriers, likely already shaken by the Gosch incident one year earlier, to quit their jobs. Twenty Omaha World-Herald paper carriers left their posts after Eberle’s abduction and slaying. Murray, the Register’s circulation director, vowed to “step up” the newspaper’s carrier safety initiative in the wake of the Eberle tragedy.20

The December 1983 kidnapping and slaying of another suburban Omaha boy, twelve-year-old Christopher Paul Walden, invited further comparisons to Gosch, although law enforcement officials denied any such linkage. Still, the Register took special interest in both Omaha incidents and underscored, as it had with the Gosch case, the middle-class and Midwestern serenity they had apparently shattered. “In less than three months,” one article read, “13-year-old Danny Joe Eberle and 12-year-old Christopher Paul Walden were abducted from the streets of peaceful middle-class Omaha suburbs a few miles apart, and killed.” A twenty-year-old US Air Force pilot named John Joubert was charged with and convicted of abducting and murdering Eberle and Walden, but authorities determined the airman had not been in Iowa in September 1982 when Gosch disappeared. Investigators never identified Joubert’s motive for these slayings. While Joubert had forced the boys to disrobe before their executions, he claimed to have done so only for “the power and the domination and . . . the fear.” Moreover, neither of the boys’ bodies exhibited signs of sexual abuse. Although psychiatrists identified Joubert as a latent homosexual, he denied being pedophilic, ephebophilic, or gay and asserted that he had never had sex.21

While detectives rejected any relationship between the Gosch and Omaha episodes, ordinary Iowans and Nebraskans imagined them as interrelated incidents that challenged core assumptions about the Midwest’s innocence and security. Indeed, Midwesterners interpreted these disappearances as assaults on their very communities. One Goldfield, Iowa, woman told the Des Moines Register that her son had previously delivered papers on Eberle’s route. “I was angry and concerned at the abduction of Danny Eberle in Omaha,” she explained in a letter published in the Register. “Needless to say, my family was deeply affected [by the incident] . . . there are so many parents, in Iowa alone, concerned with the problem.” She went on to advocate for school programs “to inform our children and the public what they should do to avoid, prevent or reduce the risks they face as potential victims of abduction, molestation and other crimes committed against children.” Likewise, staff members at Midlands Community Hospital in Papillion, Nebraska (near Omaha), devised a program “to provide advice to parents dealing with children’s fears stemming from the killings of Christopher Paul Walden and Danny Joe Eberle.” The lead nurse instructed parents “not to minimize their children’s fear” because “[t]heir fears are realistic,” despite the infrequency of such stranger kidnappings. Moreover, residents of tiny Carter Lake, Iowa—located along the Iowa–Nebraska border—had first proposed the creation of a youth “protection group” after Gosch vanished, and the Eberle and Walden incidents unleashed an additional “surge of public sentiment” in favor of such a “public patrol program.” Gesturing to the Eberle and Walden abductions and slayings, one Carter Lake resident pledged, “We’re just not going to stand by and let something like this happen in our community.”22

Stranger danger fears also encroached upon the lives of Midwestern paperboys outside of Omaha and Des Moines. A Cedar Rapids TV news broadcast airing in October 1983, a month after authorities found Eberle’s body, detailed an alleged encounter in Brighton, Iowa, between an eleven-year-old paperboy and a “strange man” in a green pickup truck. The man had reportedly tried to lure the young carrier into his vehicle, but the boy had darted away. While the eleven-year-old continued delivering papers, he admitted that he was “scared,” especially when passing the area where he had purportedly encountered the man in the truck.23

The Eberle and Walden incidents reinforced two main tropes present in responses to the Gosch case: those of governmental incompetence and of idyllic Midwestern boyhood buffeted by “strange” men. Regarding the former, the Gosches used the Omaha cases to shore up their arguments against law enforcement ineptitude. According to Noreen Gosch, the FBI and local officials had moved far too slowly in their investigation of Johnny’s disappearance but had sprung into action in Omaha, first, because of her advocacy; and, second, to make up for their failures in her son’s case. “The amount of publicity my husband and I generated brought faster action to the boys in Bellevue,” Noreen Gosch claimed in March 1984. “The city of Omaha has just suffered two terrible tragedies. In that case [sic], the police acted immediately. The FBI got involved right away. The reason there was such prompt action was because there had been a great many mistakes in our case. I look at that as progress—taking a bad situation and learning from it.” Addressing these claims, a journalist for the Omaha World-Herald wrote that Noreen Gosch “says she was largely responsible for the swift response of law enforcement agencies to the kidnap-murders” in Nebraska, while a headline in Oelwein, Iowa’s Daily Register declared, “Mrs. Gosch takes credit for fast police action” in the Omaha cases.24

FBI special agent Herb Hawkins dismissed the Gosches’ contentions, insisting that the family’s publicity tactics may have actually proven detrimental to their campaign. Federal investigators remained “tight-lipped” on the Gosch case, Hawkins maintained, to ensure “[t]he safety of the child.” This approach jarred with the strategies endorsed by Noreen Gosch. For Hawkins, disclosing certain details about the case might cause Johnny’s abductor or abductors to panic and, in haste, harm the boy. Hawkins also noted that “immediate publicity” in the Gosch kidnapping and in other missing child cases could complicate the investigative process. “It makes our job [ten] times more difficult,” he told the Omaha World-Herald. “Law enforcement prefers no publicity in a case like this until all the leads have been totally exhausted and to give the abductor an opportunity to make contact with the parents.” The FBI did appear to move more quickly in response to the Eberle and Walden cases, but Hawkins argued that this mobilization demonstrated the FBI’s active and sustained interest in the Gosch affair. “I thought at that point,” he remarked, “we could solve the Gosch case at the same time.” To this end, even though the FBI “had no investigative jurisdiction . . . in the Gosch matter,” the Bureau continued to assist in the search for young Johnny, collaborating and sharing resources “with the Gosches’ Chicago-based private investigators.”25

A second trope, a fixation on deviance (specifically regarding “strange” or “weird” men), recurred in rhetoric surrounding the Gosch, Eberle, and Walden cases. On the morning Johnny went missing, he had apparently told two witnesses about a suspicious man in a blue car. “That man is really weird,” Johnny reportedly said. Another individual, referred to in newspaper reports as the “mystery man,” phoned the Gosch parents on November 22, 1982, to inform them that “he gave Johnny a lift from Des Moines to Atlantic,” a small town in Cass County, Iowa. Yet authorities soon determined that this “mystery man” had lied about giving Johnny a ride “because he said he felt sorry for the parents.” In the early months of the investigation, furthermore, Noreen Gosch had implicated a religious cult in Johnny’s kidnapping. She targeted a group called The Way International, which had allegedly mailed literature to the Gosches in the months before Johnny went missing. In Noreen’s telling, The Way had triggered a slight personality change within Johnny, who became more of a contrarian in the week or so before his disappearance. The Way denied these charges and resented being called a “cult.” One representative of The Way dismissed Noreen Gosch’s accusations as “ridiculous” and emphasized the group’s adherence to more conventional religious doctrine. “We’re not a cult,” the spokesman declared. “A cult conjures up thoughts of Jonestown, Charlie Manson, Hitler. . . . We believe that the Bible is where it’s at.”26

The theme of deviance appeared in Noreen Gosch’s subsequent criticisms of pornography, child prostitution, and what she called “homosexual groups.” In particular, Noreen claimed that unspecified “homosexual groups” had undertaken “a broad-based effort to embarrass her” in the mid-eighties. During a 1984 US Senate hearing, she set her sights on the North American Man/Boy Love Association (NAMBLA)—likely one of the “homosexual groups” to which she had referred—blaming the controversial organization for her son’s disappearance. “Information . . . has surfaced during the investigation” into Johnny’s presumed abduction “to indicate organized pedophilia operations in this country in which our son perhaps is a part of it [sic],” Noreen Gosch testified. Although the hearings focused on the “effect of pornography on women and children,” broadly conceived, much of the witness testimony concentrated on child sex abuse, and media coverage of the proceedings fixated on “man/boy love.” An ABC World News Tonight segment on these hearings devoted considerable time to NAMBLA and its putative role in the Gosch kidnapping. When asked to explain why she believed NAMBLA might have taken her son, Noreen Gosch pointed to instructional literature distributed within the organization, identified by ABC as one of several “clearinghouses for information on child pornography.” Gosch included with her testimony an issue of NAMBLA’s Bulletin that made several references to her son’s disappearance. The publication urged Johnny Gosch to “PHONE HOME!” and encouraged all runaway youngsters to call the National Runaway Youth Hotline in order to “relieve anxiety at home and resolve the question about the conditions under which leaving occurred.” The Bulletin also bristled at the idea that the public perceived NAMBLA to be “well informed” on the issue of runaway youths, calling this conception “both wrong and being used by the FBI against us.” Indeed, the FBI had zeroed in on NAMBLA in the early phases of the stranger abduction panic, as the Patz case demonstrated. The “man/boy love” organization decried the “continuing efforts” of law enforcement “to blame boy-lovers for the disappearance of children, [and] to portray boy-lovers as bad guys and the police as good guys.” NAMBLA representatives denied the group’s participation in “any illegal activities including the production and dissemination of ‘kiddie porn’ or the transportation of minors across state lines for ‘immoral purposes,’ or indeed any . . . exploitative operations that may involve young people.”27

For Noreen Gosch, NAMBLA’s seeming refusal to cooperate with investigators focused on Johnny’s case meant that the “boy-lovers” deserved scrutiny. Among “a great many other crude articles involving sex with men and boys,” she advised, the Bulletin instructed NAMBLA “members not to submit to questioning regarding the disappearance, kidnaping of our son Johnny.” US senator Arlen Specter (R–Pennsylvania) asked Gosch for clarification: “And in the course of that publication there is a suggestion that your son Johnny is in [NAMBLA’s] custody?” Noreen Gosch did not respond directly to Senator Specter’s question but alluded again to NAMBLA’s noncompliance with the FBI. “They are vehemently opposing any type of questioning, so this did arouse our suspicion,” she explained. “We have, through Senator [Charles] Grassley’s [R–Iowa] office and Senator [Roger] Jepsen’s [R–Iowa] office, requested information from the FBI as to why they visited NAMBLA regarding our case. What was the reason to suspect them in the first place?” Noreen Gosch inquired. “We have not got [sic] that resolved as yet.” In a prepared statement delivered to the Senate, Gosch further underscored the problem of pedophilia. “When I was a child the major threat to children was ‘POLIO’ that has been changed it is no longer that disease [sic], we now have something new which is growing at an alarming rate in this country. The danger is ‘PEDOPHILE’s’ [ sic].” Many others involved in the child protection movement shared Noreen Gosch’s understanding of abduction and pedophilia as “new” and demonstrative of liberationism gone awry. “I think that we must begin to realize,” she exclaimed, “that we are living in a society in this country that has been programmed to believe: If it feels good, do it. If you want it, take it.” For Gosch, such perversion and depravity jeopardized white, middle-class, Midwestern boyhood. “We lived in a nice quiet neighborhood,” she recounted at the 1984 Senate hearing, “in which one would least expect this type of tragedy to occur.”28

These discussions of deviance and nonconformity shed light on the broader sociocultural effects of the Gosch, Eberle, and Walden cases. One Omaha woman writing in 2002 conflated the three incidents and described the terror they inflicted on her Midwestern community. The Johnny Gosch disappearance, author Rainbow Rowell contended, had brought national concerns about stranger danger to the Midwest, while the Eberle and Walden tragedies delivered them directly to her doorstep: “Right here. In Bellevue.” Her “parents clamped down tight” and forbade her from entering public restrooms alone. Fears of “white slavery,” AIDS, nuclear holocaust, and other threats, recalled Rowell, deprived Omaha youngsters of a part of their childhoods. Unsurprisingly, this collection of perceived threats centered on the sexual exploitation of minors and other innocents. “Omaha kids stopped feeling like kids that year,” Rowell wrote. “We felt like prey. Scared all the time. Every car—or God forbid, van—that drove by us too slowly. . . . . Our nightly prayers filled up with new anxieties. [‘]Please God, protect me from kidnappers. And rapists. And people who put AIDS-infected needles in phone booth change slots. And if I am kidnapped and raised in another state, please help me to remember my real name and phone number, so that someday, after the kidnappers start to trust me, I can call 911.[’]” For Rowell, neither her childhood nor her previously secure Midwestern environs could insulate her from the dangers that seemed to be gathering around her.29

The Martin abduction in 1984 further legitimated these tropes by supplying Iowans and Midwesterners with more evidence of a regional and national crisis—one that illustrated the failures of their civic and political institutions, the disorder unleashed by the sexual revolution, and the loss of white boyhood innocence.

“Terror in Des Moines, Of All Places”

Eugene Wade Martin went missing on August 12, 1984, just days after Noreen Gosch testified before the US Senate, bringing further unwanted national attention to the Des Moines area. Like Johnny, the thirteen-year-old Martin—handsome, appearing both boyish and mature—had left his home to deliver the Sunday Register in the early morning hours and never returned. As in the Gosch case, witnesses shared conflicting accounts concerning “mystery” men who may have orchestrated Martin’s abduction. One anonymous caller to the Des Moines Register claimed to have seen Martin standing alongside a man and “a 1972 or 1973 green Chevrolet Malibu with gray primer marks at Southwest Fourteenth Street and Highview Drive, where the youngster’s papers were found.” According to this witness, the unknown man “had his hands on Eugene.” Others reported seeing a “clean-shaven mystery man” walking past Martin as he folded newspapers on the day he disappeared.
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Figure 3.2 The Martin abduction site. Map by Erin Greb Cartography.



Right away, Iowans drew parallels between the Gosch and Martin incidents and wondered what they meant for their children, their communities, and their region. In a story on ABC’s World News Tonight, Eugene’s father Donald Martin brooded on camera. “I’m afraid of what I think now,” Martin professed. “I think we got another deal like that poor Johnny Gosch setup.” Noreen Gosch, in the same news segment, concurred, “They’re disappearing rapidly. Our child, the Martin child . . . it’s the same story repeated all over the country.” The televised account also accentuated the distinctively Midwestern—and, by extension, “all-American”—context in which the snatchings had occurred. Standing before a row of boxy police cruisers in Des Moines, reporter Karen Burnes declared that “it’s hit home this time. These are Iowa’s paperboys.” Back in the New York studio, anchor Peter Jennings introduced the story by waxing nostalgic about the craft of paper delivery: “It wasn’t so long ago in this country that having your own newspaper route was part of the American dream. It’s an early way to learn responsibility and earn a little pocket money at the same time. It has not been that way in Des Moines, Iowa.”30

By casting the paperboy as an avatar of “the American dream,” Jennings reified the symbolic power of white Midwestern boyhood innocence. Within Jennings’s depiction and others like it resided particular assumptions about race, sex, gender, region, and class. Gosch and Martin were both white, middle-class, presumably asexual veering toward heterosexual, suburban, Midwestern paperboys, all descriptors that rendered them innocent and privileged in the popular imagination. They were “all-American” boys performing an “all-American” pastime, ripped from “all-American” environs by an insidious (perhaps queer) force that threatened “the normally safe-and-sane heartland of middle America.”31

For Register editor Gannon, the Gosch and Martin disappearances had placed the white suburban Midwest in bad company with cities like “Detroit or Newark or Chicago,” where unrest (at least to Gannon) seemed ordinary. News media coverage of crime and disorder in these and other cities surely shaped Gannon’s thinking on the matter. Reportage on the 1967 Newark uprising, for example, had cast violence against children of color as normative and “predictable.” On the cover of its July 28, 1967, issue, LIFE magazine referred to the “[s]hooting war in the streets” of Newark as a “predictable insurrection” and featured a picture of a twelve-year-old African American child, Joe Bass Jr., wounded by gunfire. Similarly stirring images of young blacks in 1967 Detroit and 1968 Chicago seemed to characterize violence as a core feature of the African American experience.
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Figure 3.3 National Guardsmen escort children down the street during the 1967 Detroit uprising. Photograph by Enrico Natali. Courtesy of Enrico Natali.



Photographer Enrico Natali captured armed white National Guardsmen escorting frightened black children through the streets of Detroit. Likewise, amidst the rubble in West Side Chicago after the April 1968 riots, a very young black child played on a guardsman’s knee while donning that soldier’s helmet. At the very least, these and other children of color watched the armed invasion and occupation of their communities by police and military forces. And, undoubtedly, many young people within these upheavals in Detroit, Newark, and Chicago witnessed death, destruction, and police brutality and intimidation.32 These experiences—and the photographs documenting them—bore little resemblance to those of Gosch, Martin, or other inhabitants of the idealized white heartland.

Gannon worried that the white Midwest might lose its privileged position of safety and security. Indeed, national media outlets seized upon the paperboy cases as evidence of decline and disarray. “[T]he television networks and the national press are fascinated with an unlikely tale: terror in Des Moines, of all places,” Gannon wrote. “We are on display, each one of us bit players in a drama that examines what’s wrong in a place that’s supposed to be so right.” Because of this fact, Gannon insisted, “We should be mad as hell.” His editorial posited a collective (white) Midwestern trauma engendered by the paperboy disappearances, and he identified an anticrime populism as the appropriate response. The apparent abductions, in this view, had undermined the key tenets of Midwestern identity. “I didn’t move my family to Des Moines to live in fear behind locked doors,” Gannon continued. “I do not cede the night to shadowy figures who hide by day. I do not accept the notion that my children’s freedom of movement is a daytime right only. The sun should never set on freedom and personal security,” rights Gannon associated with the American Midwest.33

This idea that new threats somehow faced white Midwestern children in the early to mid-1980s was ahistorical. Similar child abductions had occurred in Iowa in the fifties, sixties, and seventies. The abductions and murders of eight-year-old Jimmy Bremmers and twenty-one-month-old Donna Sue Davis in 1954 and 1955, respectively, ignited a sex panic in Sioux City, Iowa. In the wake of these tragedies, local authorities rounded up and institutionalized twenty gay men from Sioux City and surrounding areas. As other states did during this period, Iowa also passed a “sexual psychopath” law in early 1955 following the Bremmers murder.34

On Christmas Eve 1968, ten-year-old Pamela Powers was kidnapped from a Des Moines YMCA, raped, and murdered by Robert Anthony Williams, an African American fugitive from an area mental hospital. Police issued a warrant for Williams’s arrest on the abduction charge, and he surrendered two days later in Davenport, approximately two-and-a-half hours east of Des Moines. As the authorities transported Williams back to Des Moines, he led them to Powers’s body. Defense attorneys argued that the information provided by Williams during the car ride could not be admissible as evidence; the judge disagreed, and the jury at the subsequent trial found Williams guilty of first-degree murder. The Iowa Supreme Court upheld this decision, but the United States Supreme Court did not. In its 1977 Brewer v. Williams ruling, the US Supreme Court overturned Williams’s conviction on the grounds that detectives had denied Williams his right to counsel, “used psychological coercion,” and violated explicit instruction “not to interrogate Williams without his attorney present.”35 The slaying and the judicial wrangling it prompted generated substantial attention in the Register and elsewhere. However, the media focused primarily on the legal dimensions of the case, not on the broader threats the tragedy might have represented. Surprisingly, race received little attention in media coverage of the case.

Likewise, the 1973 disappearance of an eleven-year-old Boy Scout from Cedar Rapids named Guy Howard Heckle—Iowa’s oldest active unsolved missing persons case—garnered significantly less press than those of Gosch and Martin. Even though Heckle vanished in a year of profound economic and political turmoil, his disappearance did not appear to alert Iowans to a larger national problem. Conversely, media treatments of Gosch’s case referred to the boy as “a statistic, one of 150,000 children who disappear each year” in the United States, and a “unique statistic” at that: “the only Iowa child who is believed to have been abducted and who is still missing.”36

Despite the historical antecedents of Bremmers, Davis, Powers, and Heckle, Iowans approved of Gannon’s screed and used it as a rallying cry against a seemingly new assortment of threats. “The citizens of Des Moines and surrounding areas should be mad. We should be mad as hell,” Scott B. Neff of Des Moines wrote in a letter to the Register, adopting Gannon’s language. “This city and this geographical area are supposed to be comfortable, safe places to raise children, work and lead productive lives. This entire situation tarnishes every citizen in this community. Kidnappings, murders, rapes and this type of terrorism should be a call to arms and a call to anger for all law-abiding citizens.” Neff saw the Gosch and Martin episodes as blemishes on the Midwest that ought to mobilize the region’s residents to combat “this type of terrorism.” Paul Jackson of Sioux City agreed. “Let us roll up our sleeves and go to work on crime prevention by biting the bullet now!” To this end, Jackson proposed a “constitutional amendment divesting criminal rights” and advocated the use of the “death penalty for certain crimes.” (Iowa had outlawed capital punishment in 1965.) William Peterson from Iowa City also took the paperboy disappearances as a call to action and considered the implementation of citizens’ anticrime initiatives to be an existential imperative. Peterson ordered his fellow Iowans to “[j]oin a neighborhood-watch program, or better yet, start one. This has been going on in some neighborhoods as a method of survival in Des Moines for years. Now the whole city needs to watch. We all can and should take more responsibility to protect our children.”37

Amidst this growing concern for child safety, Iowa governor Branstad convened a conference in November 1984 called “Children in Jeopardy,” billed as “the only gathering of its kind in the nation.” Many of the state’s top policymakers attended the convention, one article indicated, “to defuse some land mines that threaten to explode the notion that Iowa is a safe place for children.” By arranging the event, one newspaper story noted, Branstad hoped to demonstrate that “the state might be ready to get tough” on crimes against children. Attendees of the conference pressed for stricter background checks for those who worked with young Iowans, as well as harsher penalties for child molesters. Conference organizers also stressed the importance of developing a “public and a private partnership” between business and government. This “partnership” could be seen in the milk carton campaign spurred by the paperboy incidents and in corporate programs dedicated to “keeping children safe” from abduction, molestation, and general corruption. With President Reagan’s support, these kinds of initiatives would flourish nationwide in the mid-1980s, bringing increasing visibility to the stranger danger panic and its attendant imagery of endangered childhood.38

While Gannon, Branstad, and other Iowans embraced anger and developed new programs in an attempt to assuage fear, others resigned themselves to the “sick society” that the paperboy disappearances supposedly evidenced. One Des Moines Register article published shortly after Martin’s disappearance outlined the various steps Iowa parents took to shield their kids from an increasingly dangerous world. “Is there such a thing as being over-protective?” the Register story asked before profiling parents who had removed their children from their newspaper routes and others who had begun closely monitoring their children as they played in the neighborhood. “One mother,” the article read, “said she doesn’t let her pre-teen daughter walk behind her when shopping in a mall,” lest an abductor snatch the child behind her back. In a November 1984 poll of 602 Iowa adults, two-thirds of respondents agreed that young Iowans were “less safe today than they were five years ago,” before the Gosch and Martin disappearances. Eighty-six percent of parents surveyed said that they were “more strict and cautious in the supervision of their own children as a result of the [Gosch and Martin] kidnappings” and other cases of child exploitation. Another Des Moines Register story detected a “climate of fear” enveloping West Des Moines, Johnny Gosch’s hometown. “The mood of uneasiness shows itself in several ways,” the article explained. “Many children are no longer allowed to walk to school alone. . . . Several neighborhoods have started procedures to ‘track’ neighborhood children as they play at different homes. . . . Children who were once warned against trusting strangers are now drilled on the subject by parents who stage examples of how strangers might try to get children into a car.” For many Iowans, these developments signified a statewide crisis of childhood and parenthood. One mother told the Register that her “three young boys . . . are being deprived of their youth,” while a letter-writer from Milford called the disappearances “a blight on the state of Iowa . . . a utopia for murderers and kidnappers because it will not impose the death penalty for these crimes.” For Karl Schilling of Des Moines, the city’s inhabitants should “show the country” that they “are concerned for one another.” Roger Corbin of Traer wrote the Register “only because of the need I feel to say and/or do something about the shameful problems we have with missing children here in Iowa. I’m sure this problem exists in other areas as well, but it tugs at the heart more here when it hits close to home.”39

The Martin disappearance hit particularly close to home for Iowa’s young paper carriers. A 1984 national television news segment on ABC spotlighted the fears shared among the state’s paperboys and girls while portraying their craft as both idealized and endangered. In the field, reporter Karen Burnes praised the newspaper carriers who kept their routes and now delivered papers in pairs. She called them “reliable as always” but explained that the “[f]ear of kidnapping is so deeply etched in this community now that some will not even allow their faces to be photographed.” The next shot showed only the back of an adolescent, clad in a ball cap and hooded sweatshirt, in conversation with Burnes. That he opted to remain anonymous suggests that he feared reprisal for speaking out. In the interview, the paperboy tried to grapple with the enormity of the situation: “This has happened twice now, and [it] could happen again, so . . .” He trailed off, seemingly unable to make sense of the threats facing him and his peers. Next, Burnes interviewed an even younger paperboy who agreed to show his face on camera. His bright blond locks and summer tan made him the picture of white Midwestern boyhood innocence, yet he trembled imagining the horrors he might endure as an abductee. “Oh, I don’t know what I’d do if somebody kidnapped me because it’d be kinda scary ‘cause they might kill me or take me away and then brainwash me or something. I’d never see my family again.”40 For this paperboy, the mysterious circumstances surrounding the Gosch and Martin disappearances aroused dread and confusion, since the threat was simultaneously palpable and abstract.

Still others understood this threat as a sexual (and an implicitly homosexual) one, demonstrative of a national sickness now infecting Iowa’s suburbs. “Another child has been snatched from our streets,” Irish Cowell from Sioux City exclaimed. “Why? We are obsessed with sex! Nothing pinpoints its vulgarities and sadist pleasure more than the porno material. Our children have become victims of untold horrors for the explicit purpose of bringing joy to those who receive their monthly publication.” Cowell echoed Noreen Gosch’s hypothesis that pornography precipitated Johnny’s abduction. Carolyn Keown from Des Moines blamed not only pornography and perversion but also religious cults for the moral depravity supposedly gripping the country. “As a parent, I raise my 15-year-old to believe that the world is a good and just place. Now it makes you wonder if it is still good and safe,” Keown wrote. “You could never have told me when I was 15 years old that people are like they are now. So many just don’t care for one another. There are so many wicked, perverted people. So many religious cults. So much hatred for each other. So much pornography involving children.” Larry Riley from Perry, Iowa, concurred: “This is one sick country. Our morals and spiritual values are practically non-existent. When are tougher laws going to be made for the crime of child molesting?” Even though no definitive evidence ever emerged linking child pornographers, pimps, or predators to the Gosch and Martin disappearances, the notion that both paperboys fell into a seedy underworld of child prostitution remained plausible to many Iowans. Many observers have seemed unwilling to consider that the boys simply ran away, or that one or more locals stalked, abducted, and possibly murdered them. To that end, alleged sightings of both paperboys were reported throughout the United States, particularly in the South and Southwest. Perhaps by transferring blame onto a faceless monster like a child prostitution ring or a religious cult operating outside the Midwest, Iowans could absolve their communities, their state, and their region.41

These anxieties traveled all the way to the Oval Office. President Reagan, himself a Midwesterner who had spent much of his twenties in Iowa, folded the Gosch and Martin tragedies into his rhetorical appeals to family, law and order, and a white Midwestern triumphalism. Soon after Eugene Martin went missing, Reagan phoned Register editor James Gannon to extend his “regrets and sympathies” and assure Gannon that he would help bring “nationwide attention” to the child safety cause. “Thank God,” Noreen Gosch rejoiced in response to Reagan’s phone call. “Thank God they recognize that our kids are in danger.” At a campaign stop in Cedar Rapids the following month, Reagan situated the Gosch and Martin cases within a romanticized rendering of Iowa’s past, one that ignored Indian removal, racial segregation and violence, nativist demagoguery, and other pernicious phenomena. “[T]his was open prairie,” Reagan bellowed. “And then the pioneers began to settle here: Yankees, Germans, Swedes, Norwegians, and immigrants from many other nations—men and women as hardy as the land. They ploughed the sod, they planted crops, they dotted the land with farmhouses and built lovely towns like Cedar Rapids. And soon, Iowa contained some of the richest farmland in history, feeding tens of millions in America and around the world.” Reagan then tied this reading of Iowa’s history to his vision for 1980s America. “As our economy grows, we’ll need to go forward with the bedrock values that sustained the first Iowa settlers and that nourish us today. And they’re the simple values of faith, family, neighborhood, and good, hard work. And we’re already making a good start.” To foster these values, the president insisted, “We must continue cracking down on crime. We say with no hesitation, yes, there are such things as right and wrong. And yes, for hardened criminals preying on our society, punishment must be swift and sure.”42 Here Reagan vowed to get “tough on crime” and rejected the culture of permissiveness that had, in his formulation, enabled criminal predation.
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Figure 3.4 President Ronald Reagan addresses his audience during a 1984 campaign stop at the Cedar Rapids airport. In his remarks, Reagan lamented the disappearances of Johnny Gosch and Eugene Martin and vowed to help bring the paperboys home. Courtesy of the Ronald W. Reagan Presidential Library, Simi Valley, California.



This scourge of crime had also gripped Iowa, Reagan explained. “There’ve been two tragedies in Iowa that have saddened us all,” he reminded the crowd. “In 1982, young Johnny Gosch disappeared while delivering newspapers on his morning route in Des Moines. Then, just [six] weeks ago, another newspaper boy, Eugene Martin, also disappeared.” The president then reassured his audience:


Well, I want you to know that I’ve spoken with Jim Gannon, the editor of the Des Moines Register. We’ve pledged our full support in the search for these two boys. And this past June, we established the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children in Washington [DC] to help locate missing children across America. So far, the Center has received thousands of telephone calls and helped hundreds of parents. Nancy and I join all of you, I’m sure, in praying for the safe return of Johnny and Eugene. And I pledge to you that none of us will rest until the streets in Iowa and throughout this nation are once again safe, particularly for our children.



Reagan juxtaposed Iowa’s rich, white-settled farmland with its crime-infested “streets” and extolled the virtues ascribed to the state’s pastoral tradition. While he encouraged Americans “to go forward with the bedrock values that sustained the first Iowa settlers,” he actually advocated a return to that fictive “open prairie” undergirded by “faith, family, neighborhood, and good, hard work.”43

This pining for a fictive Midwestern golden age propelled the milk carton campaign. First imprinted with images of and information about Gosch and Martin, milk cartons soon delivered to millions of American households the names, faces, and descriptions of dozens of missing children. In so doing, these cartons not only became a “cultural shorthand” for a seemingly pervasive social problem; they also served as a clarion call for a certain sort of justice and the preservation of childhood innocence. As perhaps the most recognizable example of late twentieth-century endangered child imagery, the “milk carton kid” simultaneously demanded punishment for perverts and the restoration of childhood as it supposedly once existed. In the late twentieth-century crusade to keep kids safe from moral harm, the milk carton project supplied both a logistical blueprint (raising “awareness” about a threat purportedly facing all young Americans) and an affective, effective tool for the circulation of “emotionally resonant child-centered” images. These same strategies would be replicated in state and federal legislation memorializing abducted and/or slain photogenic white children like Jacob Wetterling, Adam Walsh, Megan Kanka, and Polly Klaas. The milk carton campaign, therefore, helped authorize new legal and cultural mechanisms—awash in the imagery of endangered childhood—designed to safeguard young people and to more severely punish those who might hurt them.44

Milking It

Des Moines’ own Anderson Erickson Dairy launched the milk carton campaign soon after Eugene Martin went missing. The dairy took cues from local private sector efforts to publicize news of the paperboy disappearances and to plead for public assistance in bringing the boys home. Such projects included advertisements in the Register and the placement of Gosch’s and Martin’s portraits on the sides of eighteen-wheelers, alongside a reward for information leading to the boys’ recovery. (Commercial truckers had disseminated information related to the Gosch case before Martin disappeared.) Anderson Erickson began producing milk cartons with Gosch’s and Martin’s faces on them in September 1984. The following week Prairie Farms Dairy, also headquartered in Des Moines, started doing the same on the side panels of its milk cartons. In conceptualizing, producing, and distributing these milk cartons, Midwestern dairies gave families a way to discuss the plight of missing youths and to establish guidelines to ensure their children’s safety while seated around the kitchen table. The program thereby connected the American home, and the supposedly imperiled child inside it, with the bucolic Midwestern landscape from which the milk inside the cartons had come.45
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Figure 3.5 Photographs of Johnny Gosch and Eugene Martin on the side of a milk carton. Richard R. Kerr, “Processors Unite to Help Children” Dairy Field (April 1985): 46–53. Courtesy of Dairy Field, BNP Media.



Despite the compelling, regionally specific symbolism embedded in their milk carton programs, Anderson Erickson and Prairie Farms initially garnered little publicity in Iowa or anywhere else. They did, however, set the foundation for similar, more popular milk carton drives overseen by larger dairies and underwritten by national child safety organizations. After coming across a milk carton adorned with pictures of Gosch and Martin in late 1984, Walter Woodbury, the vice president and general manager of Hawthorn Mellody dairy, decided to follow suit. Woodbury approached the Chicago police department with a proposal to implement the milk carton program in the Chicago metropolitan area. The press took notice, likely because Hawthorn Mellody was a sizable milk processor that distributed some two million milk cartons throughout Chicago each month, while also delivering dairy products to markets in Iowa, Wisconsin, Indiana, and other parts of Illinois.46

The campaign generated publicity and momentum in late 1984 and 1985 and scored a major victory by helping to reunite a missing California teenager with her family. After running away from her Lancaster, California, home in November 1984, thirteen-year-old Doria Paige Yarbrough was staying with friends about two hundred miles away in Fresno. While watching the television news with her friends, Yarbrough learned that she would be featured on the side panels of milk cartons distributed by Alta Dena, a southern California dairy. With her friends encouraging her to return home, Yarbrough phoned her parents and reunited with them the next day. Not only did Yarbrough’s feel-good story probably introduce many Americans to the tactic of placing missing kids’ photographs on milk cartons; it also spoke to the supposed efficacy of the campaign. Just days after young Doria returned home, the National Child Safety Council (NCSC) announced that it would standardize the milk carton initiative by supplying milk distributors with twelve side-panel templates, each spotlighting two lost children for a total of twenty-four kids. Every month or so, NCSC would draft new templates featuring additional missing children and send them to participating dairies. At the time of NCSC’s announcement on January 28, 1985, over one hundred dairies had agreed to take part in the program. The US Department of Justice (DOJ) expressed its support for the NCSC initiative. “From our point of view,” the head of the DOJ’s missing child project declared in a statement, “one of the benefits of using milk cartons is their short shelf life,” which “enables the changing of photos as the children are found and the rotation of the pictures and identity information used.”47

Yet for all its seeming successes, the milk carton campaign as construed by NCSC perpetuated the mythology of stranger danger. By only featuring children believed to have been “criminally abducted,” a term that conjured stranger kidnappings, the NCSC program obscured two key facts: first, runaways comprise the overwhelming majority of missing children; and second, parental and acquaintance kidnappings constitute the clear majority of child abduction cases. Indeed, some of the cartons distributed in schools bore messages that read: “Never go with strangers” and “Report to your parents or a trusted adult at once: Any stranger who tries to lure you away with gifts like money, toys or pets.”48 The milk carton drive thereby distorted the nature of threats to young people.

The mid-1980s represented the apogee of the child safety crusade, a moment in which the news media seemed to legitimate any mechanism that might help recover lost or abducted youths. “[N]ow that the cause of missing children is a national campaign,” one February 1985 CBS Evening News story detailed, “finding children . . . is no longer being left to chance.” In CBS’s New York City studios, Dan Rather credited innovative plans like the milk carton initiative with boosting the number of tips received by investigators in missing child cases. “[M]ore than luck,” he affirmed, “is involved in the estimated 50 percent increase in reported sightings of missing children around the nation over the past three weeks.” That uptick tracked neatly with the nationwide rollout of the milk carton campaign orchestrated by the NCSC. At the time this news story aired, over seven hundred of the nation’s 1,800 dairies had agreed to participate in the program.49

By 1987, the number of dairies enrolled in the milk carton campaign had dropped considerably, partially due to concerns about frightening kids and partially due to the campaign’s inefficacy. Two years after NCSC had formalized the practice of placing missing children’s faces on milk cartons, some three to five billion of such cartons had been distributed, but only a handful of young people had been recovered as a result. Moreover, apparently none of these children had been abducted by strangers; they had either fallen victim to parental or familial kidnapping, or they had run away from home. Other publicity tools were actually more effective in bringing missing children home. In early 1987, news reports credited public service announcements, grocery store displays, and other instruments with returning some 109 children over the preceding two-and-a-half years.50

But even though it was short-lived, the milk carton initiative, as a cultural product, has proven more durable than any other child safety mechanism. Publicity efforts like ADVO’s “Have You Seen Me?” project have enjoyed much longer shelf lives than the milk carton program. Launched in 1985 and still ongoing, “Have You Seen Me?” mails leaflets with missing children’s faces on them to over one hundred million American homes weekly.51 Still, by the time milk distributors had discontinued the practice of putting missing kids’ pictures on their milk cartons, the trope had already secured its place in the cultural vernacular. Airing in 1985, the year in which the milk carton program first attained serious national exposure, an episode of the NBC sitcom Punky Brewster used a missing child on a milk carton to drive its main storyline.52 By the early nineties, the milk carton kid had appeared in a variety of popular texts—the 1987 teen vampire film The Lost Boys; the 1988 Tom Hanks vehicle Big; the 1989 family movie Honey, I Shrunk the Kids; a 1993 episode of The Simpsons; and Caroline Cooney’s young adult novel The Face on the Milk Carton, published in 1990.53

As the late twentieth-century culture wars blurred the line between the cultural and the political, the milk carton campaign represented a piece of visual culture that directly addressed political concerns. This twinned role was on display in the run-up to the 1988 Iowa Democratic caucuses. At a January debate in Des Moines, Democratic presidential candidate and former Arizona governor Bruce Babbitt invoked the program to comment on Senator Al Gore’s (D–Tennessee) two-month absence from the Hawkeye State. “Al, it’s good to see you back [in Iowa],” Babbitt remarked. “You know, I thought they might start putting your picture on milk cartons.” While the crowd and Babbitt’s fellow presidential hopefuls took the joke in stride, the quip “brought protests from the parents of missing children,” one ABC World News Tonight story reported. Noreen Gosch expressed her disgust. “I think it’s in bad taste,” she chided. “Why should he make fun of it? To us, it’s a big deal.” Babbitt apologized to Gosch and called his jab “an inappropriate statement.” His disavowal of a seemingly innocuous joke demonstrated the near unassailability of the child safety cause and its associated imagery.54

As the trope of the missing child on the milk carton, and more generally the image of endangered childhood, accrued cultural capital throughout the late 1980s and into the 1990s, they helped to formalize a new kind of legal-cultural instrument that would publicize the stranger danger threat. The visibility and allure of milk carton kids—in pop culture, in private sector promotions, and on breakfast tables—provided a foundation for likeminded projects vital to the development of the carceral state. Activists generated new tools to publicize the missing child cause, from the ubiquitous “Have You Seen Me?” leaflets, to the Code Adam campaign and the Justice Department’s AMBER Alert initiative.55 Through their use of children’s photographs, these efforts have articulated a potent message about lost childhood innocence and the need to protect American youths from specific moral threats.

“Tenuous in a Time of Change”

The unsolved Gosch and Martin cases continue to loom large in the minds of many Iowans. As one outside observer indicated, the disappearances belonged within a series of tribulations that left Iowans “tenuous in a time of change.” Before the early 1980s, this commentator noted in the pages of the Des Moines Register, “Iowans were relaxed in a rural atmosphere where doors could be left open, keys left in the ignition and kids left out to play on the lawn. Problems could be isolated, defined, confronted and solved. Then corporations began to buy out family farms, debts exploded and newspaper boys began to disappear.” Because the Gosch and Martin tragedies marked moments of Midwestern misery, on par with a devastating farm crisis, they continue to serve as reliable regional reference points in the twenty-first century. Parties on either side of the death penalty debate in Iowa still leverage the boys’ names. Noreen Gosch remains a champion of child protection and a mentor to those who have suffered similar unspeakable losses. After their daughter Elizabeth was kidnapped and murdered in 2012, Iowans Heather and Drew Collins began “crusading for quicker community notification when children disappear” and broadcasting their “concerns over sex offenders who have shirked their registration requirements.” Gosch consoled the Collinses in ways that only a bereaved parent could.56

Theories regarding Gosch and Martin still abound. In 1991 Noreen Gosch went public with information supplied by a private investigator regarding a “child-sex ring of four men” that had “planned and carried out the abduction of her son.” At the time, it was thought that those men might have also been “involved in other abductions, including Martin’s and the October 1989 kidnapping of Jacob Wetterling in St. Joseph, Minn.” (The Wetterling case was officially solved in 2016; the boy had been abducted, sexually assaulted, and murdered by a local resident.) Conspiracy theories regarding Gosch have flourished online since the 1990s. A quick Internet search turns up myriad websites on which skeptics implicate the government—especially the George H. W. Bush administration—in an organized child prostitution syndicate, based at an Omaha credit union, which had allegedly stolen Johnny.57

In one way or another, Gosch and Martin mean something to Iowa’s children and adults. Fully 99 percent of Iowans polled in 1984 said they had “read or heard about” Johnny Gosch and Eugene Martin. Decades later, the cases remain tangled up with Iowans’ conceptions of crime, security, childhood, and region. For many, 1982 and 1984 brought two separate yet interconnected tragedies through which the state, the region, and its children lost at least a modicum of their innocence. In 2012 Frank Santiago, the main Register journalist assigned to the Gosch case, meditated on its significance. “We’re talking about the early 1980s,” he explained. “Kids were out playing in the dark. Their moms let them go to school unescorted. This was a part of Americana for a long, long time, and it’s gone, and it started with those two stories.” A Des Moines television reporter provided a similar assessment of Iowa exceptionalism in 2012. “I think people thought, ‘I can’t believe this could happen here.’ I mean, this kind of stuff doesn’t happen here.”58

In the Gosch, Eberle, Walden, and Martin cases, white Midwesterners found evidence of regional, racial, and national decline. In response, they took steps to keep their kids safe and to reclaim the idealized rural and suburban spaces these children inhabited. Developments in Iowa and Nebraska—from laws like the Johnny Gosch Bill, to public fingerprinting programs, to private sector initiatives such as the milk carton campaign, to a growing sense of fear and resentment among parents and children—intersected with processes unfolding nationwide in the early to mid-1980s. Together, these phenomena fed a festering stranger danger panic and formed the contours of a new child safety regime, one that emphasized the moral threats facing American children and privileged heightened vigilance and punishment as the means by which to mitigate those threats.


Part II
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“The Battle for Child Safety”


CHAPTER 4
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“Great Surface Appeal”

The Department of Justice and the Affective Politics of Child Safety

Less than two months after the gruesome discovery of their son’s severed head, John and Revé Walsh testified before the US Senate and laid responsibility for Adam’s death at the feet of federal justice officials. “We have been classified in the papers and by many people and [in] interviews with [our] friends as an ‘all American family,’ ” the Walshes’ prepared statement read. “I don’t know what that means, but I do know that prior to this incident with Adam we were great believers in the United States of America. I have traveled throughout the world and seen the misery that people who live in other countries exist [in] and under the oppression that many of them labor. My beliefs in this [American] system have been shaken to the core.” For the Walshes, the fiction that “the FBI comes in immediately . . . when a small child is missing” jarred with the “grim reality.” “In most cases the individuals get no support or help whatsoever and return to their homes emotionally and financially devastated,” the Walshes explained. “In most cases, the child is either never found alive or dead.” In light of these circumstances, John and Revé petitioned for “a centralized system” through which to report missing children and also for swift FBI assistance “whenever possible” in cases of lost or abducted youths. These demands, John and Revé wrote, were “not too much to ask of this ‘great society’ ”—a jab at Lyndon Baines Johnson’s ambitious suite of domestic programs.1

Criticism of governmental inaction or ineptitude on matters of child safety underpinned the missing child scare. Frequently articulated through a receptive news media, the claims of aggrieved parents like the Walshes, and those of interested politicians and other advocates, pushed Congress to pass the Missing Children and Missing Children’s Assistance Acts (MCA and MCAA). But the US Department of Justice (DOJ), and specifically the FBI, at first obstructed child safety advocates and their campaign for the MCA. DOJ and FBI officials expressed particular opposition to the MCA in its Senate form (S. 1701), because it “could inundate the FBI with missing children cases.” The DOJ leadership recognized the affective capital of child safety, calling it, among other things, an issue with “great surface appeal.” These leaders also understood child disappearances as matters to be handled at the city, county, and state levels, and they considered the MCA, as construed in S. 1701, to be poor and potentially counterproductive policy. DOJ officials most strongly objected to the MCA’s proposed “parental access provision,” which “would require the FBI to acquire, collect, and classify information concerning a missing person directly from that individual’s parent, legal guardian, or next of kin.”2

DOJ opposition to the MCA played into the hands of child safety activists, who framed federal resistance as evidence of governmental incompetence or callousness. In turn, Justice Department officials sought to temper their position and neutralize the sentimental rhetoric deployed in service of the child protection cause. Ultimately, though, their stance proved untenable, and their front collapsed under political pressure from child safety crusaders, the news media, and the Reagan administration. In October 1982, Congress passed a version of the MCA that was more agreeable to the DOJ, but one that nonetheless forced “FBI field offices to confirm the existence of a missing person record in NCIC [the National Crime Information Center database] when requested by a parent, legal guardian or next of kin.” The bill also required the FBI to enter missing children’s information into NCIC when “local police refuse to cooperate with a parent or guardian.” Passage of the MCA also effectively silenced the DOJ’s objections. In the words of US senator Paula Hawkins (R–Florida), one of the most vocal proponents of the missing children movement, the law brought the Justice Department “in line with the priorities” of the Reagan administration: “family, home, neighborhood, peace, and freedom.” The DOJ and FBI thus began “taking actions to address and remedy . . . concerns” about their handling of missing child cases.3

Accordingly, the DOJ transitioned from a body skeptical of the child safety campaign to the federal department most deeply invested in its success. Since 1982 the Justice Department has worked to define, publicize, and combat issues of child abduction and exploitation. Through these efforts, it has advanced many of the Reagan administration’s central themes, principally those of “family values” and “law and order.” Just two years after the DOJ’s unsuccessful obstruction of the MCA came the passage of the MCAA, which created a national clearinghouse for lost and imperiled children. The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC)—which formally sits outside the aegis of the federal government but is mainly funded by the DOJ—remains a vital instrument through which activists and public officials address issues related to child safety. Under the leadership of US attorney general Edwin Meese III and Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) administrator Alfred S. Regnery especially, the DOJ endorsed the “traditional” family as an antidote to child abduction and exploitation. Meese railed against the corruptive power of smut, often conflating child pornography with legal, consensual, adult porn. He presided over the US Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography and approved its findings, detailed in a 1986 publication colloquially known as the Meese Report.4

The DOJ’s shift in posture followed the rise of an affective brand of child safety politics on the national stage. As bereaved parents like John Walsh and Noreen Gosch refined a vigilantist rhetorical mode, they reserved special opprobrium for the Justice Department and FBI. These crusaders protested the fact that there was no federal database devoted specifically to “missing children,” especially given the existence of FBI databases inventorying lost or stolen items like automobiles or boats. That the FBI maintained both an “unidentified dead persons” and a “missing persons” database mattered little. For these activists, federal justice officials privileged inanimate objects over the most vulnerable Americans and therefore exposed, in the words of John and Revé Walsh, that “the priorities of this great country are in some disorder.”5 By deftly marshaling the image of endangered childhood, child safety activists drew the DOJ and FBI into an indefensible position against the “best interests” of young Americans. Their language reflected the neoliberal economic terms on which the child safety campaign operated, with regular references to the “worth,” “value,” and “pricelessness” of certain children.

Discounting DOJ objections to the MCA, those petitioning the state on behalf of missing children shaped the national conversation on child safety. Their politicking led not only to the passage of the MCA and MCAA—and the DOJ’s “conversion”—but also to the development of a broader legal regime targeting those who kidnap, molest, or otherwise harm American youths. The DOJ has helped to institute and enforce various mechanisms, oftentimes named for child-victims, which concentrate on the “moral threats” ostensibly posed by strangers.6 Authored and/or authorized by the DOJ, laws memorializing Jacob Wetterling, Megan Kanka, Amber Hagerman, Adam Walsh, and other youths abducted, assaulted, or slain by strangers have worked to preserve childhood “innocence,” generally understood as sexual “purity.”

The affective politics of child safety rendered the MCA commonsensical and unquestionable, while portraying DOJ and FBI officials as indifferent to the protection of young Americans. Cognizant of the political capital wielded by missing children crusaders, DOJ leaders aimed to communicate their opposition to the MCA while sympathizing with grieving families. Yet the failure of this approach drove the DOJ and FBI to assume positions more receptive and responsive to child safety issues. This shift brought the Justice Department “in line” with the Reagan administration’s “family values” and “law and order” politics. In this way, the shift mirrored DOJ action on civil rights; by the early eighties, the Department had begun to pursue the president’s antibusing and anti-affirmative-action agendas.7 The alignment between the Reagan administration and its DOJ on child safety enabled the construction of a legal-cultural regime that has entrusted the Justice Department with safeguarding American youths from moral threats like kidnapping, molestation, exploitation, online predation, and pornography. The affective politics of childhood sanctioned this regime and rendered it virtually uncontestable.

The Priceless Child

In the late seventies and eighties, child safety crusaders excoriated the government for its perceived disinterest in what the news media described as “a national epidemic” of youth kidnappings. A common pattern appeared across the personal narratives of aggrieved family members. Stanley and Julie Patz, John and Revé Walsh, John and Noreen Gosch, and others spoke of losing a child, losing faith in an apathetic government, and then engaging in grassroots efforts to recover their child and to raise awareness about missing children. For their part, the Patz family relied on photographs of Etan to generate and sustain interest in their son’s case, especially as the investigation into the boy’s disappearance floundered. Following his son’s abduction and murder in 1981, John Walsh quickly moved to the fore of the burgeoning child safety crusade. Portrayed as a bereaved father with a vigilante streak and nothing to lose, Walsh took aim at the law enforcement shortcomings that, he claimed, had cost his son his life. The sloppy work of Hollywood, Florida, authorities and the FBI’s unwillingness to intervene in the investigation served to explain John Walsh’s metamorphosis into a self-described “crusader for justice.” After the 1982 disappearance of their son Johnny, John and Noreen Gosch laid bare their frustrations with local law enforcement and with federal officials who refused to intervene in Johnny’s case. During an appearance on Donahue, Phil Donahue’s daytime talk show, Noreen Gosch alleged that an FBI agent had told her that the Bureau valued wealthier missing children over others. The FBI denied this accusation. Still, Gosch’s account gained enough traction with American audiences—both in Donahue’s studio and in living rooms across the country—to spur the FBI’s assistant director of congressional and public affairs to write a strongly worded letter to Donahue advising the host to reject “this utter inaccuracy.”8

In the months preceding the initial congressional hearings on missing children, held in the fall of 1981, an economically minded line of attack—one that might be called the priceless child argument—had begun to take hold. As politicians, bereaved parents, and media officials expressed increasing interest in matters of child protection, they seized upon the notion that the DOJ and FBI cared more about lost or stolen personal items and animals than they did about missing youths. After Illinois Democratic congressman Paul Simon introduced the first version of the Missing Children Act on June 3, 1981, he employed the priceless child argument to publicize his efforts on ABC’s World News Tonight that evening and the following evening. “It’s very interesting that we have a bureau and a facility to locate missing cars in this country,” Simon noted. “We don’t do anything about missing children.”9
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Figure 4.1 Donning matching bow ties, Senator Paul Simon (D–Illinois) and comedian Al Franken (right) flash “thumbs up” hand signals before a Citizen Action dinner honoring Simon at Washington D.C.’s Mayflower Hotel, June 1991. Photograph by Jamie Howren. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsca-35488.



By the time the US Congress convened its first hearings on missing children, child safety advocates had wholly embraced the priceless child argument, and they deployed it in a well-orchestrated assault on existing investigative systems and practices. “When a car, a firearm, a boat, or even a refrigerator is reported stolen in this country,” Senator Hawkins declared in a statement opening the October 6, 1981, hearings, “a description of it is circulated nationwide almost immediately. I wish I could say that the same system was as effectively used to locate our children. Do we value these material possessions more than our own children? Must we wait until the tragedy strikes us personally before we act on behalf of these helpless children?” Senator Hawkins hoped to convey both the supposed ubiquity of the missing children problem and the woeful inability of the state to reckon with it.10

Others followed suit during the October 6 hearings. “We feel we have a definite story to tell,” John and Revé Walsh indicated in their statement, “but the general reaction of the public, when we speak with them . . . is one of complete amazement that no system exists within this country to look for missing children.” The Walshes and the authors of an “action” pamphlet included in the congressional proceedings highlighted the case of Fanfreluche, a prized racehorse worth some $500,000. In their interpretation, the FBI had eagerly joined the search for Fanfreluche after its disappearance from the Claiborne Farm in Paris, Kentucky. The Walshes’ statement and the “action” document both took this incident as evidence of the DOJ’s skewed priorities. “It seems extremely ludicrous,” John and Revé Walsh noted, “that the FBI would enter the case of a $500,000 horse” into its NCIC database when “no ransom note was ever received or proof of it crossing the State line” ever materialized. “I find it very hard to put a price on a child,” the Walshes affirmed. Here John and Revé Walsh referenced the 1932 Federal Kidnapping Act, popularly known as the Lindbergh Law after the abduction and slaying of aviator Charles Lindbergh’s young son. The Lindbergh Law made the interstate transport of kidnapping victims a federal offense and required federal intervention in such cases. According to the Walshes, the 1932 statute should have precluded any federal response to the Fanfreluche disappearance, even though the Lindbergh Law applied only to human kidnappings. But, the couple conjectured, the horse’s hefty price tag had compelled the FBI to act. The “action” pamphlet, likely produced by a cluster of independent child safety agencies and submitted for congressional review, trod similar terrain. “Did you know,” it read, “that the FBI would not enter the case of a missing 12 year old Florida girl but did in the case of a missing horse because it was a race horse and had a ‘high value’?”11
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Figure 4.2 This “action” pamphlet, submitted to Congress in 1981, cited the Fanfreluche case as evidence of federal negligence on matters of child safety. Notice the boy wearing an “I DON’T TALK TO STRANGERS!” T-shirt and struggling to evade a monstrous, “Hulk”-like predator. US Congress, Senate, Committee on Labor and Human Resources, Missing Children: Hearing before the Subcommittee on Investigations and General Oversight, Ninety-seventh Congress, first session, October 6, 1981, 93, 104.



This set of arguments was somewhat misleading. The FBI had operated the NCIC since 1967 and had added to it a “missing persons” database in 1975. Yet because the NCIC lacked a database devoted exclusively to “missing children,” child safety activists could (and did) attack the FBI for its presumed indifference toward young people. This semantic sleight of hand performed by missing child crusaders puzzled some legal analysts and policymakers, who questioned the need for legislation to address activists’ criticisms. The fixation on the missing children’s database also concealed other, more serious logistical problems hindering the search for missing young Americans. Some witnesses testifying before Congress in the early eighties rightly pointed to NCIC’s underutilization. Available statistics suggested that authorities only entered about 10 to 14 percent of missing children into the FBI database. However, compared to the priceless child argument—which hinged on emotionally resonant ideas of children’s vulnerability and of heartless feds—the charge of underutilization proved a less effective, and less commonly deployed, weapon in child safety activists’ arsenal.12

While misleading, the priceless child argument caught on in the national conversation, much to the chagrin of the DOJ and FBI officials who opposed the MCA. The Walshes, the Gosches, politicians like Congressman Simon and Senator Hawkins, and others transmitted the priceless child argument through various channels, chiefly public hearings and the television news media. (“I had a car disappear for 24 hours,” Simon informed his fellow congresspersons in November 1981. “It is very interesting that when that car disappears, that immediately goes on the Federal records. There is no commensurate movement if I had a 10-year-old child who disappeared.”) For her part, Senator Hawkins addressed a symposium organized by the parents of lost, abducted, missing, and slain youths in late 1981. The CBS Evening News broadcast footage from Hawkins’s speech, which included this clear articulation of the priceless child argument: “We should make it at least as easy for law enforcement officials through[out] the country to acquire information about missing children as it is to locate automobiles.” Dan Rather, introducing the news story in the studio, took the priceless child argument at face value: “Some parents,” declared Rather, “now are asking the government to give murdered children the same consideration it gives stolen cars.”13

The American public absorbed this line of argumentation and incorporated it into their correspondence with elected officials. “We are willing to spend millions on endangered animals,” one woman wrote to her congressional representative, Mickey Edwards (R–Oklahoma), “and we have centralized info. centers on missing cars, silver and other valuables, yet our children don’t seem as important.” Another woman told Edwards, “The Justice Department already has one [national clearinghouse] for automobiles. Surely our children are more important than automobiles.” One constituent pleaded for the congressman to “give missing children the same advantage as missing cars,” while another asked Edwards: “It’s wonderful that we are so concerned and take such quick action to save whales and fish but where are our missing children and why have we not done something sooner to help [them]?” Those writing to Edwards struggled to understand why the MCA did not breeze through Congress in 1981 and 1982. These outraged Oklahomans, like others from across the country, expressed their shock through an affective language that elected officials and DOJ leaders alike seemed to take very seriously.14

This is not to say that the DOJ and FBI did not mount a significant challenge to the bill. In November 1981, Senator Hawkins succeeded without congressional objection in attaching a version of the MCA to a proposed continuing appropriations bill. But the DOJ mobilized against Hawkins’s rider. “[A]fter some effort by DOJ and the FBI,” assistant attorney general Robert A. McConnell wrote in an internal DOJ memo, the MCA amendment “was stricken by the Conference Committee.” Also, President Reagan ultimately vetoed the appropriations bill on November 23, 1981.15

The DOJ and FBI resisted the MCA on account of the bill’s presumed cost, impracticality, and inefficacy. In the early 1980s the Reagan administration implemented cuts—or extended austerity measures instituted by President Jimmy Carter—across federal departments and agencies, including the DOJ and FBI. With the MCA under consideration in Congress, justice officials grappled with the projected costs of heightened involvement in missing child cases. “As you know,” US attorney general William French Smith wrote to President Reagan, “the FBI’s resources decreased substantially during the prior Administration and have not yet increased during this Administration. With the FBI’s resources already stretched to the breaking point, greater involvement in missing children cases appears impossible, unless we either curtail a number of other priority matters or increase the FBI’s resources.” Smith appealed to Reagan’s interest in “law and order” by discussing the strain that the MCA might place upon the FBI. According to Smith, charging the Bureau with tracking and recovering missing youths would prevent federal agents from pursuing other, perhaps more pressing, tasks like waging the “war on drugs,” rooting out government corruption, thwarting organized and white-collar crime, and engaging in counterintelligence and counterterrorism activities, which together made up the core of the FBI’s agenda in the 1980s.16

The DOJ objected most strongly to the MCA’s so-called parental access provision and its potential costs, pecuniary or otherwise. Underlining the MCA’s financial infeasibility, the FBI estimated its expected expenditures under the proposed parental access provision based on “four levels of activity,” or four different hypothetical figures of total missing children reported to the NCIC. FBI officials arrived at the projected cost of $2,132,695 for 100,000 missing children ($5.5 million, inflation adjusted); $5,326,857 for 250,000 ($13.9 million, inflation adjusted); $21,298,780 for one million ($56.4 million, inflation adjusted); and $38,335,300 for 1.8 million ($101.2 million, inflation adjusted). “While cost alone should not be determinative,” FBI director William H. Webster advised Senator Strom Thurmond (R–South Carolina), “it is worthy of your consideration when viewed in the light of the uncertain benefit and perhaps counterproductivity of the parental access provision.” For Webster and other DOJ leaders, the MCA’s parental access provision “creates serious [logistical] problems” by requiring the FBI to accept and act upon missing child reports filed by parents, legal guardians, or next of kin. Assistant attorney general McConnell made this case in an internal DOJ memorandum. “From a practical law enforcement perspective,” McConnell wrote, “such a provision would be counter-productive in the sense that it might encourage parents of missing children to go directly to the FBI rather than working through the local and state police agency with investigative responsibility.”17

On a draft of S. 1701, the Senate’s version of the MCA, DOJ officials provided a page of notes that demonstrated their wariness of the bill as written. McConnell, who headed the DOJ’s Office of Legislative Affairs, forwarded the Department’s bill report to the Senate Judiciary Committee and Thurmond, its chairperson, on February 11, 1982. The notes pointed to page three “between lines 4 and 5,” before which S. 1701 described the types of missing and deceased persons whose location and identification the US attorney general must oversee. These categories included those “under proven physical or mental disability”; “in the company of another person under circumstances indicating that his physical safety is in danger”; “missing under circumstances indicating that the disappearance was not voluntary”; and legally considered to be “unemancipated.” DOJ officials implored lawmakers to insert after this final category the following stipulation: “after such parent, legal guardian or next of kin of such unemancipated person has contacted the appropriate law enforcement agency which has jurisdiction to investigate such matter.” The DOJ hoped to ensure that parents and guardians of missing children would abide by an extant chain of command—and that the DOJ or FBI would not be obligated to investigate cases of missing children unnecessarily, especially given the climate of economic austerity. “There are legal relationships,” Webster informed Thurmond, “existing between states in the form of interstate compacts on juveniles to which the FBI is not a signatory.” By nullifying or ignoring these compacts, the MCA as manifested in S. 1701 “would place the FBI in the untenable position of entering records into the NCIC with no capacity to accomplish the continued detention and return of the missing person.” Further, DOJ leaders insisted, the FBI had already “established, on a voluntary basis, certain of the services which the legislation [MCA] would require,” including an “ ‘unidentified dead persons file’ and a ‘missing persons file’ to assist state and local law enforcement authorities in these matters.”18

According to leading DOJ officials, these logistical snags along with prohibitive costs would render the MCA (especially its Senate version) not just impractical but ineffectual as well. The bill seemed unlikely to prevent abductions or bring kids home, namely because it foisted upon federal officials tasks best suited for investigators at the local and state levels. Ultimately President Reagan, in October 1982, signed into law the House version of the MCA, which lacked the parental access provision but nevertheless ordered the FBI to “acquire, collect, classify, and preserve any information which would assist in the location of any missing person (including an unemancipated person as defined by the laws of the place of residence of such person) and provide confirmation as to any entry for such a person to the parent, legal guardian, or next of kin of that person (and the Attorney General may acquire, collect, classify, and preserve such information from such parent, guardian, or next of kin).” The bill also required the FBI to enter missing children’s information into NCIC when “local police refuse to cooperate with a parent or guardian.”19

Justice officials understood that the DOJ’s resistance to the MCA was divisive. “The Department’s position is controversial,” one internal memorandum read, “and many in Congress would like to see a change.” In the spring of 1982, the DOJ struggled to communicate to the public its opposition to the bill while also appearing sympathetic to the plight of missing children and their families. “Time is of the essence!” assistant attorney general McConnell exclaimed in a March 1982 memo to fellow assistant attorney general Rudy Giuliani. “[W]e want to make sure everyone is in agreement and that we are going to stick with [our] position,” particularly since the MCA, “whether we like it or not, is going to be passed and passed by a substantial majority in both Houses. Expressing flat out objection to the bill may accomplish nothing and may be [a] very poor legislative strategy.” McConnell closed his memorandum, which demonstrated his keen awareness of the political volatility of the issue, by urging DOJ officials to “think long and hard before we line up in straight opposition to this bill.”20

McConnell and others in the DOJ appeared to be scrambling because of a rumored upcoming meeting between President Reagan and John Walsh in the spring of 1982. US congressman Clay Shaw (R–Florida), “a strong supporter of HR 3871, the House version of the ‘Missing Children Act,’ ” looked to schedule a conference between Reagan and “Jon Walsh [sic], a constituent [of Shaw’s] whose young son was missing several years ago [sic] and subsequently found dead.”21 McConnell felt that any such interaction between Walsh and the president could deal a death blow to DOJ attempts to squash the MCA. “If Congressman Shaw is successful in getting an appointment,” McConnell told other leading DOJ figures, “the President should be fully briefed on the issues and made aware of the problems this bill would cause the FBI and that it might be counter-productive in terms of locating missing persons.” Giuliani concurred: “We should make the White House aware of our position on certain legislation before the President takes any position in a meeting which is to be set up among the President, Congressman Shaw and Shaw’s constituent [John Walsh].” Though the DOJ had not confirmed whether Walsh and Reagan were actually scheduled to meet, the Department approved William French Smith’s transmission of a preemptive message to the White House, in which Smith noted that “[t]he Walsh case, and others like it, generate a great deal of sympathy.” The US attorney general tried to drive a clear wedge between Walsh’s emotionally resonant child safety politicking and the DOJ’s purportedly more rational approach to child protection. “Proposed legislation dealing with the issue of missing children,” Smith wrote to Reagan in early April 1982, “has great surface appeal. However, before you meet with Congressman Shaw, Mr. and Mrs. Walsh or others on this issue, you should know that the Department of Justice, including [FBI director] Bill Webster and I, strongly oppose the legislation.” The memo brimmed with the anxious knowledge that no cold, hard logic could persuade Reagan to reject the MCA if he encountered Walsh’s variety of activism in person. “We at the Department oppose the legislation,” Smith reiterated near the end of his memo. “It is essential that you know our position, and the reasons behind it, before you are asked to take a position on the bill.” That Smith stressed the “reasons behind it” implies that he wanted to portray the DOJ’s stance as a pragmatic one. By contrast, the attorney general implicitly characterized the positions of child safety activists as irrational, superficial, and governed solely by emotion. But this affective politics, which the DOJ had hoped to neutralize, ultimately proved effective in recruiting the Department into “the battle for child safety.”22

Senator Hawkins and other MCA supporters singled out the DOJ as particularly cruel for its opposition to the bill, accusing federal officials of being apathetic toward the nation’s endangered children. Applying different iterations of the priceless child argument, child safety activists positioned themselves as the “good guys” advocating a commonsensical law that would protect American kids. DOJ officials, then, played the “bad guys” at a moment when the general public might endorse such a negative representation. By 1980 just 26 percent of Americans indicated that they trusted the federal government. While faith in the state rebounded over the course of the decade, President Reagan sowed the seeds of antistatism with calls to “get government off our backs.” According to the president, Americans at the dawn of the 1980s were “burdened, stifled and sometimes even oppressed by [a] government that has grown too large, too bureaucratic, too wasteful, too unresponsive, too uncaring about people and their problems.”23

Similar themes structured the national discourse on the MCA. For its part, the Washington Post’s editorial board championed the bill and denigrated its detractors. “The widespread support and unobjectionable logic behind this proposal,” read a May 1982 Post editorial, “make one wonder why such legislation was not enacted long ago. . . . The bureau [FBI] itself objects to a provision that allows citizens to file information on their own, instead of working through local police, but the bill’s sponsors believe that problem, if it is one, can be eased.” Although the piece acknowledged the DOJ’s objections to the MCA, it nonetheless echoed popular sentiment by dismissing these objections and citing the bill’s “unobjectionable logic.” In closing, the Post board members wrote, “Setting up these systems may involve technical problems and a bit more work for federal law enforcement officials. But the costs are far outweighed by the benefits of reuniting some parents with their missing children and of ending, however painfully, the distress of other parents who wonder whether their children are alive.” The Washington Post premised its support for the MCA on the potent interwoven archetypes of aggrieved parents seeking lost children and of lazy, bumbling bureaucrats. How, the argument went, could anyone deny these families the closure they so justifiably demanded? How could federal justice officials refuse to undertake “a bit more work” on their behalf?24

An ABC World News Tonight story airing four days before the Post published its piece struck a similar chord. Marking the third anniversary of the Patz disappearance, the reporter portrayed child safety advocates as sound and reasonable. “By [a] conservative estimate,” journalist Al Dale narrated, “fifty thousand children are abducted each year, not counting parental abductions and custody fights. Most are never found.” To remedy this seemingly pervasive problem, Dale reported, “Parents’ groups have banded together to press for a nationwide network or clearinghouse to trace missing children. The idea is to use the FBI’s computer to find children the way they trace stolen cars, guns, boats, and other items by the millions.” Here, Dale repeated the priceless child argument and refused to challenge it. “[U]ntil recently they [the parents’ groups] made little progress,” Dale indicated. “Now it appears that Congress is about to give the parents of missing children that computerized clearinghouse they sought for so long.” In the clip, Senator Paula Hawkins complained that the MCA would already be enshrined in law if not for opposition from the Justice Department and the FBI. According to Hawkins, DOJ officials objected to the notion that Congress could regulate their use of computers and to the presumption that parents should be able to enter information about missing children directly into such a national database. Hawkins contended that neither the DOJ broadly nor the FBI in particular had any conceivable reason to obstruct such a measure.25
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Figure 4.3 President Ronald Reagan meets with Senator Paula Hawkins (R–Florida) in the Oval Office, 1986. Photograph by Carol Highsmith. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-DIG-pplot-13557-00719.



In a March 1982 letter to President Reagan, Senator Hawkins juxtaposed the emotional toll wrought by the “tragedy of missing children” with the DOJ’s supposed indifference on the issue. “Dear Mr. President,” she wrote, “I am writing to you about a matter of grave concern to all our citizens—the tragedy of missing children in this country. Official estimates of this national tragedy indicate that as many as 1.8 million children are gone from their homes each year. Our families are being devastated by the loss of their children and the uncertainty of not knowing whether they are safe or in grave danger on the streets—whether they are alive or dead.” Hawkins reviewed the finer points of the proposed MCA bill before assuring the president that the “Missing Childrens [sic] Act has attracted widespread bipartisan support and currently has 67 cosponsors.” Despite this broad base of support, the senator from Florida noted, “the Department of Justice has formally opposed the enactment of the Missing Childrens [sic] Act. Their objections . . . are not appropriate responses to this problem and are inconsistent with your commitment to the safety and preservation of America’s families.” Hawkins closed on a hopeful note: “[W]e can bring the Department of Justice in line with the priorities you have set for your administration . . . family, home, neighborhood, peace, and freedom. The families of this nation have placed their trust in your leadership. Under your direction we can address this critical need to locate our missing children.”26

By putting forth the nebulous yet powerful ideas of “family, home, neighborhood, peace, and freedom,” Hawkins situated the MCA and the child safety cause within the late twentieth-century politics of family values, law and order, taxpaying, and homeownership. In the white, middle-class suburbs of Charlotte, Atlanta, Detroit, and elsewhere, a “colorblind” political vocabulary gained currency in the decades following the Second World War. This language helped obfuscate the state’s role in engineering postwar American prosperity and inscribing racial segregation into urban and suburban spaces. In this formulation, white suburban homeowning families enjoyed the status of preferred citizens whose civic-mindedness set them apart from those contributing nothing to the American project. Leveraging their standing “as an ‘all American family,’ ” Hawkins’s constituents John and Revé Walsh also fit their activism and the broader child safety crusade within this political framework. As idealized future citizens, vulnerable young Americans like their son Adam deserved protection from criminal predation, they argued. “Granted children don’t vote and don’t pay taxes,” the Walshes affirmed in their October 1981 testimony before the US Senate, “but they are definitely the resources of this country because someday they will be the future lawmakers and the guardians of us in our old age.” Adam, the Walshes believed, “would have been a fine citizen.” Many of President Reagan’s policy positions and rhetorical flourishes flowed from this political reservoir. Senator Hawkins seemed to recognize as much when she exalted the MCA’s supporters—including the president and a relatively unified Congress—as the virtuous protectors of American families and children. However, Hawkins alleged that the DOJ fundamentally violated the principles of “family, home, neighborhood, peace, and freedom” by opposing the MCA.27

Getting “In Line”

As Hawkins had hoped, the MCA’s passage in the fall of 1982 appeared to “bring the Department of Justice in line with the priorities” of the Reagan administration. The concerns that had previously given DOJ officials pause on issues of child safety mostly disappeared from the Department’s public pronouncements. While DOJ and FBI leaders continued to insist that local and state agencies should bear primary responsibility for investigating missing children cases, the MCA thrust the Justice Department and FBI into more assertive roles within what one DOJ publication—composed under the auspices of the Office for Victims of Crime, formed under the Reagan administration—called “the battle for child safety.” New, moralistic legal measures emerged to protect American children, buttress institutional and parental authority, preserve youthful innocence, and in some cases punish juveniles through the twinned policy tracks of “law and order” and “family values.”28

Beginning in the 1980s, the DOJ looked to “get tough” on juvenile justice and to shore up the “traditional” American family. Under the leadership of US attorney general Edwin Meese and OJJDP administrator Alfred S. Regnery, the DOJ tried to both safeguard and discipline American children by keeping them in either parental or state custody. In the eighties, nineties, and into the twenty-first century, elected officials also added new tools to the DOJ’s toolbox in the name of cracking down on child predators and resolving child exploitation cases. New laws harnessed the affective power of endangered childhood by marshaling the names and faces of missing or murdered (white) child-victims and the idea of child endangerment more generally. The adoption and implementation of these mechanisms illustrated not only the ascent of an affective politics of child safety, but also the federal justice system’s reorientation toward missing and exploited children.

Soon after President Reagan signed the MCA, DOJ officials began taking steps to comply with the law. A Senate hearing convened in February 1983 offered more opportunities for bereaved parents and elected officials to criticize the DOJ and FBI. Federal justice officials had already begun to reexamine departmental and agency protocols before this hearing, and FBI representatives had “voluntarily notified” Senator Hawkins’s office of the fact “that they are going to be more involved in parental snatching cases.” Even so, doubts persisted within the DOJ and FBI. In his testimony, the FBI’s assistant director of criminal investigations Oliver B. Revell claimed that “we are an agency of limited jurisdiction.” The FBI’s “dilemma,” Revell maintained, “is that many children, including young children, are not abducted. They wander off, they are lost, they are taken by relatives, or there is some other type of situation that occurs that clearly is not within the statute or the mandate of the Federal kidnaping statute” of 1932. “We do not have the capability or the jurisdiction to search for each missing child.” Despite Revell’s qualms, the Senate hearing spurred the DOJ to take further action. In a teletype message disseminated to all Bureau field offices just five days after the Senate proceedings, FBI director William H. Webster encouraged agents to respond “accurately and adequately” to missing child cases. “When reports are brought to your attention,” he ordered, “without regard for the means of referral, of minors abducted or missing under circumstances indicating a possible abduction, unaccompanied by a ransom demand or evidence of interstate transportation or travel,” agents must “immediately” contact FBI headquarters with specific information pertaining to the presumed abduction. “Mere statements that ‘local authorities advise no evidence of abduction exists’ are not acceptable,” Webster warned. The director reiterated “that no ransom demand is required” to treat a missing child as a kidnapping, seemingly invalidating a common explanation for FBI nonintervention in such cases.29

Even after the enactment of the MCA, though, the complexities of the missing children problem precluded a unified federal response. Quantitative studies on missing, abducted, runaway, or “thrownaway” young Americans demonstrate the impracticality of FBI involvement in each case. In 1999, for instance, police agencies received nearly 800,000 reports of missing children, 43 percent of which involved “benign explanations” for the juvenile’s disappearance. Since researchers estimate that an additional 45 percent of missing children are runaway or thrownaway youths, that only 2 percent fall victim to nonfamily abduction, and that approximately 115 children nationwide are abducted by strangers annually, the FBI’s reticence to commit resources to investigate each missing child as a kidnapping victim appears sensible. “Given the large number of youngsters that run away from home each year,” assistant attorney general Robert A. McConnell noted, “the routine involvement of the FBI in every reported disappearance would seriously diminish its effectiveness in genuine kidnaping episodes.” In spite of these reasonable hesitations and the DOJ’s enduring conviction that “the investigation of missing children complaints is primarily the responsibility of local law enforcement agencies,” the FBI assumed a more prominent role in investigating presumed child abduction cases following the MCA’s passage.30

The FBI’s mixed record on the Johnny Gosch investigation, compared to its more active participation in the comparable subsequent cases of Danny Joe Eberle, Christopher Paul Walden, and Eugene Wade Martin, provides an instructive example. In her vigilantist rhetoric, honed after her son Johnny’s 1982 disappearance, Noreen Gosch targeted the FBI and, in turn, forced its officials to counter charges of ineptitude and cruelty. Conscious of this bad publicity and boosted—or maybe saddled—by the MCA, the FBI seemed to show greater interest in the 1983 disappearances of Eberle and Walden in the greater Omaha area and that of Martin in Des Moines in 1984. Though highly critical of the FBI’s work on her son’s case, Noreen Gosch acknowledged the Bureau’s rapid and more aggressive mobilization following the abductions of Eberle and Walden. John Walsh sensed this transformation, as well. In a televised 1985 town hall appearance in Omaha, Walsh noted the FBI’s apparent failure to efficiently and effectively respond to the Gosch disappearance, yet he mentioned a “180-degree” turn since 1982, the year Johnny went missing and also the year in which the MCA became law. Walsh applauded the FBI’s “attitude change,” which he rooted within a larger policy shift in the child safety arena.31

That Hawkins and others registered an uptick in DOJ involvement in child abduction investigations solidified the Justice Department’s shift, or at least its imagined shift, on child safety. In a February 1983 letter to Hawkins, William Webster told the senator of his desire “[t]o avoid any further misunderstanding by FBI personnel” on matters of child protection. The FBI director announced that he had “sent all [FBI] field offices a communication clarifying the FBI’s jurisdiction and responsibilities in these cases.” Moreover, Webster appeared to concede defeat, praising Hawkins and vowing that the FBI would take a more assertive role in battling child abduction and exploitation. “Your work in bringing this problem to my attention is appreciated,” he wrote in closing. “I assure you that the FBIis sensitive to the concerns you raised and is taking actions to address and remedy those concerns.” After hearing of Webster’s teletype message sent to all FBI field offices, Hawkins called it “a tremendous step forward” that “demonstrates a real commitment to the investigation of child kidnappings.” As attorney and child safety activist Herbert A. Glieberman put it, “The FBI’s response may indicate the Justice Department’s long-awaited submission to congressional pressure in this matter.” Parents testifying before the Senate in support of the MCAA in 1984 also celebrated the fact that certain “restrictions on the FBI ha[d] been lifted in this past year, in 1983.”32

Though a variety of jurisdictional and logistical questions continued to hang over the DOJ’s missing child policies, the Justice Department had effectively rescinded its objections and started to invest in the child safety campaign in the service of larger policy goals. As policymakers mulled over the MCAA in 1983 and 1984, they focused heavily on juvenile delinquency, in large part because the bill would amend the 1974 Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (JJDP) Act. The 1974 law followed numerous landmark US Supreme Court rulings in the 1960s and 1970s that had expanded children’s rights and liberalized the project of juvenile justice. In 1967, In re Gault enunciated the Fourteenth Amendment due process rights of juveniles. Tinker v. Des Moines, decided in 1969, applied the First Amendment to public schools and guaranteed the free speech rights of American youngsters. Argued and passed down in 1970, In re Winship required juvenile courts to prove every element of a criminal offense, overturning the “preponderance of evidence” standard used previously. The JJDP Act built upon these and other developments by seeking to remove truants, runaway youths, and status offenders from secure adult facilities in a process known as deinstitutionalization. The JJDP Act thus sought to prevent the abuse of youngsters in jails and to affirm children’s right to escape familial or household violence without the threat of incarceration. The Reagan DOJ worked mightily to undo these children’s rights gains, using the child safety issue to attack deinstitutionalization and to reassert familial and institutional control over young Americans.33

The DOJ’s conversion on child safety enabled Reagan conservatives to pursue twinned policy objectives vis-à-vis American children—that is, the placement of young people in either parental or state custody. On one hand, Reagan operatives like OJJDP administrator Alfred Regnery hoped to shore up the patriarchal American family in order to protect “innocent” children (coded white and middle-class) from the supposed depravities of the outside world. Regnery and others embraced a familiar style of “profamily,” “law and order” politics that bereaved parents like John Walsh and Noreen Gosch had employed in debates over missing children. “The most critical point is this,” Regnery told the Senate Judiciary Committee during the MCAA hearings. “Any child who has lost his or her home is in significant danger from emotional, physical, sexual, or criminal exploitation.” Regnery wielded the sentimentally powerful home and child, both ostensibly imperiled by the “striking mobility of our society.” Because “the pornography quickly moves beyond local law enforcement jurisdictions,” Regnery held, “[t]here is a definite need for national coordination and dissemination of information concerning missing and exploited children.” This view meshed neatly with the stranger danger mythos that depicted home and family as “haven” and the outside world as “heartless.” On the other hand, Regnery and his affiliates sought to “get tough” on juvenile delinquents. In an article published in the Heritage Foundation’s Policy Review, for example, Regnery rejected structural explanations for juvenile crime and explicitly racialized those responsible for such transgressions. According to Regnery, the “typical candidate for juvenile arrest . . . is most likely black, possibly Hispanic, born to an unwed teenaged mother on welfare, living in public housing or a tenement, and has more than five siblings.” Perhaps worst of all for conservative Policy Review readers, this child’s “only way of getting anything of value is either by theft or by going on welfare. This boy will survive, for most of his life, at the taxpayer’s expense.”34 For Regnery, such offenders did not deserve the reassuring comforts of home but instead called for swift and sure discipline and placement in state custody.

The pursuit of these dual policy goals reveals the enduring import of the DOJ’s shift. In the early 1980s federal justice officials looked askance at proposed child safety legislation driven by emotion rather than reason. But the symbolic capital of a lost, innocent youngster trumped DOJ objections, helping to give rise to a legal regime that has rendered virtually unassailable “apostrophe laws” and “memorial laws” (those commemorating victims), and indeed any measures purported to safeguard certain American children from predation.


CHAPTER 5
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Kids in Custody

Protection and Punishment in the Reagan Era

Established by the 1984 Missing Children’s Assistance Act (MCAA), the US Attorney General’s Advisory Board on Missing Children (ABMC) released a report in 1986 titled America’s Missing & Exploited Children: Their Safety and Their Future. The publication detailed the ABMC’s research findings on kidnapped, runaway, and exploited youth. Reinforcing the Reagan administration’s thematic emphasis on “family values” and “law and order,” the board—which included Etan’s mother Julie Patz—stressed the need to reassert institutional and familial control over young Americans. “National recognition of the tragedy of missing and exploited children,” the report read, “has been followed quickly by public calls for definitive action.” The cases of Adam Walsh, Yusuf Bell, and other Atlanta youths, and scores of runaway children and adolescents nationwide, the ABMC members explained, “have all vividly alerted our Nation to a much larger problem—children who are out of legal, parental custody.”1

For conservative policymakers like Reagan, US attorney general Edwin Meese, and director of the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) Alfred Regnery, any and all crises facing young Americans in the eighties stemmed from the supposed deterioration of legal, institutional, and parental authority. The children’s rights gains of the 1960s and 1970s, the logic went, had emancipated young people, undermined the institutions charged with controlling them—the patriarchal, heteronormative family and the juvenile correctional facility chief among them—and unleashed upon American society a host of ills. The presumed epidemic of missing and exploited children represented one such ill, as did an alleged spike in juvenile crime. The 1974 Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (JJDP) Act, which had created the OJJDP and formalized the increasingly popular strategy of prevention in the area of juvenile justice, proved particularly problematic for Reaganites. By privileging rehabilitation for minors convicted of crimes, as well as the removal of young “status offenders” from correctional control through the process of deinstitutionalization, the JJDP Act empowered American youths to flee abusive domestic situations without fear of incarceration.2

For Reagan conservatives, these developments spelled trouble. Because youth liberation threatened to reconfigure age-based power hierarchies in ways that could sow disorder and tear at the social fabric, Reaganites worked to roll back the accomplishments of the children’s rights movement and thus to reconsolidate parental, institutional, and adult authority. The president and his acolytes marshaled the 1980s child safety panic in the service of these policy goals. Drawing on public concerns about crime and missing children, Reagan conservatives blurred the boundaries between different classifications of missing youth. By conflating “missing,” “runaway,” and “exploited” children, they could obscure the divergent factors that contributed to these various phenomena and pursue misguided policy solutions privileging custodial control. As members of the ABMC observed in their 1986 report, “a common thread running through all cases of missing children is the danger of physical and emotional injury and the threat of sexual exploitation to children who are out of lawful and caring custody.”3

Yet the type of “custody” in which Reagan administration officials sought to place young Americans differed based on the child’s perceived level of vulnerability. These designations of vulnerability carried specific racial and class meanings, conferred in part by the image of endangered childhood honed within the child safety scare. Regnant cultural narratives deemed white, photogenic, middle-class youth like Etan Patz and Adam Walsh most susceptible to stranger danger and sexual predation, whether they were willingly “missing” or not. Although (white) “chronic runaways” left home “to challenge authority and seek adventure,” the 1986 ABMC publication noted, they were “vulnerable and in constant danger as they try to survive on their own.” These young Americans had “a right to family, not independence.” Whether they were kidnapping victims or runaways, “[t]he longer children are gone from their homes, the greater the probability that (1) they will not be reunited with a family in a stable home environment, and (2) they will be victimized on the streets.” The report ignored the victimization that a minor might endure at home, situating such threats firmly outside of the glorified family household. By shoring up parental control of vulnerable American children, the ABMC insisted, the presumed epidemics of runaway youth and child kidnapping and exploitation would come to an end.4

While these innocent, if at times wayward, young Americans demanded protection through familial custody, other youths required punishment via correctional custody. For Reaganites, youths perceived to be irredeemable—generally, poor young people of color reared by dysfunctional families—deserved to be punished through an increasingly harsh juvenile justice apparatus. These ideas fed off and fed into a larger discourse concerning the urban “underclass.” By pathologizing poor and working-class Americans, particularly young black and brown people, conservative and neoliberal thinkers could portray poverty, unemployment, drug use, low educational attainment, and criminality as individual failings rather than products of structural inequality. The “underclass” designation thus worked to dehumanize the dispossessed and to sanction punitive criminal justice and welfare policies focused on these populations.5

Alfred S. Regnery was the main exponent of such punitive policies directed at young people during the Reagan years. He served as acting administrator of the OJJDP beginning in 1982 and then as full administrator from 1983 through 1986. The son of conservative publishing magnate Henry Regnery and the grandson of America First Committee cofounder William H. Regnery, Alfred Regnery cut his teeth as college director of Young Americans for Freedom before making his way to law school. During his unsuccessful bid to become the district attorney of Madison, Wisconsin, in 1976, Regnery vowed to get “tough on crime” (juvenile delinquency included), a vow he carried with him to the OJJDP. As administrator, Regnery strove to reorient the OJJDP in order to address new policy goals: punishment for some youths and protection for others. With respect to the former, Regnery argued that the juvenile justice “system must grow some teeth, perhaps even some fangs.”6

Regnery’s interest in the twinned objectives of protection and punishment, and his proposed shift away from preventive mechanisms, crystallized the racial and classist assumptions already embedded within juvenile justice policy. White, suburban youth who committed petty crimes or consumed illicit substances, the thinking went, were simply misguided or possibly corrupted by inner-city drug peddlers “invading” the suburbs. Conversely, urban delinquents ostensibly lacked the discipline or wherewithal to lead productive, virtuous lives. Resting on the work of Daniel Patrick Moynihan, George Gilder, and Charles Murray, this racialized logic of juvenile justice elided the structural conditions—such as poverty, hunger, educational inequality, deproletarianization, and labor informalization—that often push dispossessed youth toward extralegal activities outside the conventional labor market.7

In accordance with this racialized logic, Regnery intended to harden juvenile justice through a variety of measures. The Reagan administration had initially set out to dismantle the OJJDP by decreasing its funding. When this approach foundered, Reagan mobilized the OJJDP in the service of his “family values” and “law and order” policies. Detractors saw Reagan’s reconceptualization of the OJJDP, with Regnery manning the helm, as an ideologically motivated hijacking and a violation of the Office’s founding precepts, which centered on delinquency prevention and judicial fairness for all young Americans. For these critics, Regnery pursued destructive, incoherent, or seemingly contradictory policy measures—spending federal funds “on projects that are of a dubious, even frightening, nature”; seeking to devolve juvenile justice authority to the states; and subsuming juvenile delinquency into federal criminal justice policy to make juvenile justice practically indistinguishable from (adult) criminal justice. When the JJDP Act came up for renewal in 1984, Regnery and his allies successfully pushed for amendments that would incarcerate more juveniles for longer periods of time. The 1984 amendments to the JJDP Act strengthened sentencing guidelines for juveniles, allowed states to more readily transfer juveniles to the adult criminal justice system, and initiated a “special emphasis” grant program that channeled resources toward the punishment of “serious” juvenile offenders.8

These amendments also contributed to Reagan’s enhanced “war on drugs” by stressing the importance of drug arrests to crime control. This interest in policing juvenile drug use and abuse reinforced the racial and spatial politics of the larger “war on crime,” as drug-related arrests of nonwhite juveniles increased 259 percent from 1985 to 1989, while drug-related arrests of white youth decreased by 11 percent over the same four-year period. Not only did OJJDP efforts in the 1980s overlap with highly charged debates regarding a criminal “underclass”; they also presaged a national discourse, fueled in part by the Clintons, concerning “superpredators” in the 1990s. Both moments, in consecutive decades, revolved around mutually reinforcing (and highly racialized) images of predatory, “feral, presocial” juvenile offenders on the one hand and vulnerable missing children and runaways on the other. In each context, juvenile delinquents represented not only public safety threats but also welfare-dependent “takers.”9

In stark contrast to their treatment of these “bad kids,” Regnery and other juvenile justice hardliners accorded to “missing children” (including runaways) greater compassion and care, for these youths ostensibly epitomized weakness and innocence. To that end, the OJJDP sought to enact “profamily” child safety policies, sometimes in conjunction with the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC), which the OJJDP oversaw. Specifically, the OJJDP militated against deinstitutionalization and allocated federal resources toward social conservative (particularly antipornographic) causes. The discourses surrounding such “family values” projects muddled the lines between different “types” of missing children and thereby worked to elicit sympathy for runaway youth, who might otherwise seem incorrigible, if not altogether “bad,” since they had voluntarily absconded from home. The complexities and ambiguities of the missing child issue permitted the widely circulated imagery of endangered childhood—anchored by white stranger danger victims like Etan Patz and Adam Walsh—to stand in for all missing children, even runaways.

Indeed, Regnery and other conservatives argued that every missing child faced the same sorts of threats, but this view obscured the distinct causes and scales of various missing child phenomena. Stranger abductions of children, for instance, are exceptionally rare yet demand a more immediate police and investigative response. Runaways are far more common and generally preclude such an urgent response. Further, runaways tend to be older teenagers (near the age of majority), not the young children typically seen within the imagery of endangered childhood. Most importantly, perhaps, the most common threat facing runaway youth is physical or sexual abuse inside the home. Drug abuse represents the second most common threat, while prostitution and sexual assault outside the home each occur in just 1 percent (or fewer) of runaway cases. Belying these statistics, the OJJDP and its auxiliaries like the NCMEC and ABMC promoted children’s “right to custody with parents or legal guardians” as an antidote to the missing child problem, complemented by “the rights and duties of parents . . . to raise their children according to their own family values.” The conflation of different types of missing children empowered Reaganites to pursue such policy solutions—devised and executed in the name of child protection—which served to limit the autonomy of young people.10

The protection and punishment planks endorsed by Regnery illustrated the Reagan administration’s investment in controlling American youth. Although Reagan, Regnery, Meese, and other policymakers hoped to impose vastly different forms of control over young “victims” and “victimizers,” their proposals for safeguarding the former and disciplining the latter both contributed to a single project of shoring up familial and institutional authority while curbing children’s rights. Even though Regnery failed to unmake the OJJDP in toto, his dual vision for juvenile justice and child protection did take hold throughout the country in the 1980s and 1990s, as the law and order politics espoused by Reagan and Regnery emboldened states to embrace more punitive solutions to juvenile and adult crime and more interventionist strategies for protecting young Americans from predation. The overwhelming majority of states modified their laws in the eighties and nineties to enable the transfer of certain accused juvenile offenders into the adult justice system and to make court records more publicly accessible, thus eroding the privilege of confidentiality historically granted to juvenile defendants. Concurrently, juvenile incarceration rates soared, steadily climbing each year from 1983 through 1995. Juvenile detention rose from a rate of 241 youth in confinement per 100,000 in 1975, to 290 per 100,000 in 1983, to 357 per 100,000 in 1987, to a peak of 381 per 100,000 in 1995.11 At the same time, the “conversion” of the US Department of Justice (DOJ) pushed the Department and its OJJDP into more assertive roles on child safety. This conversion allowed for the creation and maintenance of the NCMEC, as well as the rapid growth of legal and cultural instruments designed to insulate young Americans from particular threats. Reagan-era efforts to diminish children’s autonomy, and to reaffirm familial and institutional authority, facilitated the rise of a child safety regime premised on regulating young American bodies in the name of protection—and punishment.

Justice for Juveniles?

Amidst escalating juvenile crime rates in the mid-1970s, the US Congress started to take cues from local police units in the hopes of quelling such delinquency nationwide. Special battalions like the Los Angeles Police Department’s CRASH (“Community Resources against Street Hoodlums”) offered a compelling model for preventing youth crime, and federal policymakers decided to institute such a program on the national stage via the 1974 JJDP Act. This law, as well as the OJJDP that it established, created two separate tracks through which the federal government could manage juvenile crime. A racial logic guided these two tracks. With the implementation of the JJDP Act, historian Elizabeth Hinton writes, “the social welfare arm of the federal government treated white and middle-income youth” while “the punitive arm handled young people from segregated urban neighborhoods.” In spite of their racialized origins, the JJDP Act and the OJJDP seemed to supply modestly progressive solutions for juvenile delinquency. They allocated federal resources to participating states for the deinstitutionalization of status offenders, the separation of minors and adults in institutional settings, programs diverting offenders from the justice system, and “community-based detention” efforts. However, these rehabilitative and non-carceral tools mainly cropped up in suburban and rural areas disproportionately inhabited by white youth, not in the urban centers where young people of color dwelled. By privileging white spaces in its apportionment of non-carceral mechanisms and simultaneously “expand[ing] the formal system of juvenile detention,” Hinton notes, the JJDP Act “effectively criminalized black children and teenagers and decriminalized white youth.”12

Although certain observers consider the OJJDP punitive and regressive from its inception, some of its core objectives reflected the logics of youth liberation and prison reform. Specifically, the JJDP Act mandated the separation of juveniles and adult offenders within detention facilities, and its 1980 amendments included a jail removal provision in an effort to take juveniles out of adult facilities, within which they proved particularly susceptible to sexual abuse and other traumas. While Hinton contends that the JJDP Act “shifted the federal government’s approach to delinquency toward punishment and managing the symptoms of urban poverty,” the law initially helped to decrease juvenile crime rates and remove youths from adult correctional facilities. In fact, juvenile arrest rates for violent crimes declined for a few years following the JJDP Act’s passage. The total number of prisoners incarcerated in juvenile detention facilities also dropped from 74,270 in 1975 to 71,922 in 1979, while annual admissions to juvenile facilities fell from 697,897 in 1975 to 638,309 in 1979.13

Only in the 1980s under the leadership of Alfred Regnery did the OJJDP explicitly pursue hardline solutions to “serious juvenile crime” and thereby widen existing racial inequalities in the juvenile justice system. The JJDP Act’s criminalization of black juveniles and decriminalization of white youth did not immediately exacerbate racial disparities in the rates of youth confinement. According to DOJ statistics, 68 percent of juveniles incarcerated in 1977 were white; 29 percent were black; and 8 percent were Hispanic. By 1979, incarceration totals had declined, as had the share of black and white youths within those totals: 66 percent of incarcerated youth were white, and 27 percent were black. Only by 1982 and 1983 had the share of incarcerated black and Hispanic juveniles grown: 32 percent of confined juveniles were black, 10 percent were Hispanic, and 63 percent were white. These racial gaps grew just as juvenile incarceration rates began a steady climb from 1983 through the mid-nineties. Though it originated in the 1970s, then, the punitive turn in juvenile justice only rounded the corner in the eighties.14

As perhaps the federal government’s most vocal proponent of tougher anti-delinquency measures, Regnery helped effect this punitive turn in juvenile justice by shaking the OJJDP from its progressive, reformist moorings, namely the “four Ds”: decriminalization, due process, diversion, and deinstitutionalization. Before, during, and after his tenure at the OJJDP, Regnery expressed opposition to what he called the “environmental” and “theoretical” approaches to juvenile justice and to the notion of juvenile rehabilitation. He also seemed to deeply resent the “social theorists” who elaborated such ideas. For Regnery, a holistic and structural understanding of juvenile delinquency—which recognized that crime tracked neatly with poverty and other forms of structural oppression—was “folly.” Thus, he largely dismissed the OJJDP’s larger mission, enshrined in the Office’s name, of preventing juvenile delinquency and unshackling the young people ensnared in the criminal justice system. “Rehabilitation has been the premise of the juvenile court system throughout the 20th century,” he wrote in a 1985 article appearing in the Heritage Foundation’s Policy Review, “but it has failed miserably.” Regnery preferred “the deterrent approach, which views punishing the criminal as the best way to prevent future violations, protect the community, and achieve justice.”15
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Figure 5.1 Alfred Regnery pictured in 2019 at his home in Rappahannock, Virginia. Photograph by Dennis Brack. Courtesy of the Rappahannock News.



Yet Regnery’s juvenile justice worldview went well beyond deterrence and the alarmist politics of law and order; it also reflected some of the other core principles of Reagan conservatism, chiefly antiwelfarism and family values. In keeping with the ascendant ethos of neoliberalism, Regnery understood juvenile delinquency as an individualized or familial failing. “[T]he criminal justice system, adult as well as juvenile,” he proclaimed, “must realize that ultimately crime is a matter of choice.” Laws like the JJDP Act were “wishful thinking,” in Regnery’s telling, the brainchildren of idealistic “social theorists, much of whose work has been a vain search for the institution which excuses aberrant behavior by young people.” According to Regnery, the “social theorists” supporting the prevailing rehabilitative model of juvenile justice were naïve. “Despite the beliefs of certain social theorists,” he declared, “juveniles do commit crimes at a rate significantly higher than the rest of the population. . . . These are criminals who happen to be young, not children who happen to commit crimes.” In his 1985 Policy Review article, Regnery quoted from a DOJ report published under the Jimmy Carter administration that called for the adoption of “mechanisms which offer [youths] the communication, coping, and decision-making skills they need to enter the mainstream of society.” For Regnery, such “buzzwords (and they are little more than that) hardly come to terms with the reality of juvenile crime,” which was very grim indeed. He insisted “that children commit about 40 percent of the felonies in the United States” and “that juveniles up to 18 years of age accounted for about 20 percent of all violent crime arrests, 44 percent of all serious property crime arrests, and 39 percent of all overall serious crime arrests.” Regnery also maintained that the “typical” juvenile offender committed some “75 percent of all serious offenses.” Armed with these daunting (and vastly exaggerated) figures, Regnery affirmed “that these youth have to be a major focus of the office [OJJDP].”16

While the numbers Regnery marshaled might have been frightening enough for some, he also set his depictions of “criminals who happen to be young” in the political frame of aggrieved whiteness. In Regnery’s rendering, virtually all delinquents were nonwhite. And by masking the structural conditions—inordinately present in communities of color—that foster certain criminal behaviors, Regnery blamed nonwhite juveniles, their families, and their extended kinship networks for building a culture of dependency and criminality. Unlike the “innocent” white children whose names and faces animated the 1980s child protection campaign, these youths were not endangered by moral threats; they were the moral threats. Worse still, miscreants like these purportedly imperiled white families—not just through their brutish behavior of theft, assault, rape, and murder, but also through their siphoning of hard-earned tax dollars from white suburbanites and their disregard for social conservative mores. Regnery wrote:


A New York policeman recently profiled for me a typical candidate for juvenile arrest. Fourteen years old, the boy has already been arrested a dozen times. He dropped out of school years ago and cannot read or write; he has no job skills nor any hope of getting them. He is most likely black, possibly Hispanic, born to an unwed teenaged mother on welfare, living in public housing or a tenement, and has more than five siblings. A series of men have lived in his mother’s house; the boy has not developed a rapport with any, and has tended to be regarded as a nuisance by the adults. He has been physically abused since early childhood, and he has spent a good deal of time living on the street. His only way of getting anything of value is either by theft or by going on welfare. This boy will survive, for most of his life, at the taxpayer’s expense.



According to Regnery, this fourteen-year-old hoodlum lived within a “culture of poverty,” taking lessons on morality from his promiscuous, welfare-dependent mother and her throng of sexual partners. Blending the problematic findings of the Moynihan Report with those of conservative commentators like George Gilder and Charles Murray, Regnery invented an archetypal juvenile delinquent with no hope for redemption. This subject warranted neither pity nor leniency, and he would likely incense the citizens who would foot the bill for his exploits and those of his siblings, his mother, and his mother’s paramours.17

Regnery gave two more examples of flesh-and-blood juvenile delinquents, albeit with altered names, to make his case. (Whether these individuals actually existed is unknown.) “Consider, for example,” Regnery submitted, “two typical juvenile cases which appeared recently in Miami’s juvenile courts.” It is unclear what made these cases “typical” in Regnery’s mind, given the severity of the crimes allegedly committed by these juveniles. But Regnery’s discussion of race and class in these vignettes may have served to substantiate the prevailing racial and class assumptions of the conservative Policy Review readership. “The first involves ‘Lester,’ a 15-year-old recently ‘adjudicated’ by the court for burglary. Lester is black and has been arrested 12 times. His mother abandoned him at an early age, and he grew up in the streets of Miami, with occasional stops for a hot meal at a grandmother’s house. . . . He commonly breaks into homes, steals cars, and hustles, then robs, homosexuals.” Another case, also in Miami, “involves a Hispanic male, 15 years old, recently convicted of armed robbery. Call him Marco. He has been arrested 12 times, is a member of a housing project gang, and is actively involved in drugs, burglary, and robbery. . . . His mother is on welfare, and has seven children. Marco, who is slight for his age, cries whenever he is first locked up, but soon starts to thrive within the training school. As soon as he is released, he goes on a drug binge.” The horror stories expertly woven by Regnery—replete with homosexuality, drug abuse, and welfare dependency—demanded a forceful response. During his 1983 confirmation hearings, Regnery explained “that the juvenile justice system of today is different than it was ten or even five years ago . . . if we are to be a truly effective organization, we are going to have to take those bold steps necessary to meet our changing times.” Noting the disproportionate rates at which “juveniles aged 10 to 17” committed serious and violent crime, Regnery affirmed, “We will put our resources where they are needed.”18 By this, Regnery surely meant that OJJDP resources ought to be funneled toward the incarceration of certain young people.

Not only had Regnery long petitioned for a more punitive juvenile justice system, but he had also long displayed a fixation with what he called “profiles in carnage,” which justified the strict policing of nonwhite bodies. While running for district attorney of Madison, Wisconsin, in 1976, he had suggested “maybe sending a juvenile to Wales”—an adult detention facility in Wisconsin—“for a week as sort of a shock treatment, to show him what it’s like.” During the same electoral campaign, Regnery’s wife Christina had contacted the police multiple times to complain that she had received inappropriate, threatening phone calls. She then alleged that, while eight months pregnant, she had endured a brutal assault. Two men, Christina Regnery claimed, had stabbed her over seventy times with an embroidery knife and forced her to perform oral sex on them. Yet police determined that she had concocted the entire story. The Regnerys’ neighbors had not seen or heard anything suspicious during the alleged attack, and not one of the seventy-three slash marks on Christina Regnery’s body “required a stitch or a Band-Aid.” The police report stemming from the fabricated assault indicated “that Mr. Regnery would not disclose any of the circumstances surrounding the incident.” But he did just that, informing a journalist in the hospital “that his wife had been raped by a white male and a black male and had been stabbed.” Even though Madison law enforcement had debunked the Regnerys’ charges, the local paper validated them, running a story with a headline that read: “Two attack wife of DA candidate.”19 This affair illuminated Alfred Regnery’s interlocking obsessions with violence, race, and hardline approaches to criminal justice. He continued to toe this punitive line into the 1980s, when Reagan tapped him to head the OJJDP.

From the outset of his first presidential term, Reagan had plans for the OJJDP. He had intended to “move the OJJDP’s individual agency grant money into an executive-branch wide social services block grant,” thereby furthering his administration’s “effort to return management of health and social service programs to States and localities.” Through such block grants, the federal government would allocate a fixed sum to each state, which could use those funds as they saw fit. The president had also allegedly placed the OJJDP on a mysterious “hit list” that generated great speculation and consternation in the popular press and in congressional hearings. (Regnery did not deny the existence of such a list but claimed to have no knowledge of its contents, telling the Senate that he had “never seen that hit list.”) When this approach floundered in the face of congressional resistance, the Reagan administration deployed Regnery to lead the OJJDP and to detach it from its foundation. Regnery, as the New Republic put it, “faithfully followed the president’s policy of seeking to abolish the office.” Though Reagan conservatives tried, during Regnery’s tenure and beyond, to defund or otherwise demolish the OJJDP, their failures pushed them to employ the policy strategies of conversion, the “active reinterpretation of existing formal rules to serve new ends,” and layering, “the grafting of new elements onto an otherwise stable institutional framework” to “alter the overall trajectory of an institution’s development.”20 Regnery set out, first, to deemphasize deinstitutionalization and the separation of juveniles from adult offenders, two cornerstones of the 1974 JJDP Act; second, to undermine prevention while privileging the punishment of the “serious juvenile offender”; and third, to emphasize the protection of children against moral threats.

Regnery hoped to move the OJJDP away from rehabilitation and prevention by arguing that the goals of deinstitutionalization, the separation of youth and adult offenders, and the removal of juveniles from adult jails had all been adequately achieved. “Deinstitutionalization of status offenders,” Regnery testified before a March 1984 Senate hearing, during which he urged Congress not to reauthorize the OJJDP, “has largely been accomplished as a result of the JJDP Act, at least to the extent that juvenile status offenders are now only rarely held in secure detention facilities.” He concluded that the OJJDP should ease up on its enforcement of the deinstitutionalization statute and leave compliance to the states. “We believe that the states which now participate in the [JJDP] program will continue to deinstitutionalize [status offenders] without the federal government’s money,” Regnery contended, “and will be able to do so more successfully without the unyielding and strict requirements of federal law.”21

Nevertheless, available data indicated that status offenders still wound up in secure facilities with some regularity in the 1980s, and the number of juveniles in adult jails stayed mostly consistent across the late seventies and throughout the eighties. Because some thirty-five thousand juveniles remained “in inappropriate detention,” per the DOJ’s own statistics in the mid-1980s, US senator Arlen Specter (R–Pennsylvania) explained that he was “very concerned about [Regnery’s] conclusions on the lack of need for reauthorization of OJJDP.” Specter also challenged Regnery’s “assumption that States now meeting the requirements of the [JJDP] Act would continue to do so if the funding now available under the Act were eliminated.” The rapid growth of “privately operated detention and shelter facilities” in the eighties further undermined Regnery’s claim that “the job” of deinstitutionalization was “very close to being completed” in the mid-1980s. The numbers of juveniles incarcerated in private facilities had largely offset the gains of the late 1970s and early 1980s deinstitutionalization movement.22

As OJJDP administrator, Regnery also publicly doubted the efficacy and reigning definition of “prevention” and set out to alter its meanings. He portrayed punishment as a kind of prevention, dismissed as naïve existing understandings of prevention, and channeled OJJDP funds toward more punitive ends. US senator Strom Thurmond (R–South Carolina), chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, asked the OJJDP head in 1983, “Mr. Regnery, your critics also report that you have decided to use [OJJDP] funds for the apprehension and prosecution of juvenile criminals, rather than for juvenile delinquency prevention. Is that correct, and will you please tell the committee where you feel your office should place its emphasis?” Regnery responded in the affirmative, albeit circuitously. “Delinquency prevention is a difficult area to get a handle on,” he replied. “There really is not any definition, I guess, of what delinquency prevention means. . . . We have spent a great deal of money on things that we call delinquency prevention over the years. The statute has a good many things in it besides prevention, including the mandate that we try to do something about serious and violent crime. We are putting together some new programs which will be prosecutorial in nature to deal with serious juvenile crime.” Although Regnery held that “it is not accurate to say that we have abandoned prevention,” he confessed that “we are trying to redirect our efforts to adjust the system because I think we have the expertise to be able to do that, being in the Justice Department.”23 This statement implied that Regnery saw his office as one devoted to punishment.

In casting the OJJDP as a punitive, juridical institution rather than “a social agency,” Regnery hoped to shepherd the Office toward punishment and away from rehabilitation or prevention. Under his leadership, Regnery claimed, the agency would “be more Justice Department-oriented and less Health and Human Services-oriented.” Indicative of Regnery’s antiwelfarism, such statements denigrated the “social engineering” of the New Deal and Great Society, deeming the government ineffectual and the OJJDP project of prevention (and juvenile justice more broadly) “folly.” While Regnery maintained that “[p]revention is still very much alive and well in our office,” denying media reports “that we have ‘scrapped’ prevention,” he also lamented the durability of prevention as an OJJDP strategy. “We have spent, over the years, tens of millions of dollars on delinquency prevention,” and “[t]he result has been, unfortunately, less than successful . . . evaluations of those prevention activities have been almost universally pessimistic.” For Regnery, such failed “prevention activities” spoke to the ineptitude of the federal government and the naiveté of the “social theorists” who shaped policy. “Some advocates of rehabilitation,” he wrote flippantly in Policy Review in 1985, wish “to build a society so devoid of evil that young people would not be inclined to do wrong. If crimes are committed because of societal forces beyond the control of the individual offender, the logic runs, then remove those forces and change society. What better way to do so than to use the power, and the money, of the federal government?”24 Underlining the OJJDP’s perceived inefficacy and misuse of tax dollars on “rehabilitation” and “prevention activities,” Regnery ensured Policy Review readers that their tax dollars would be more wisely spent on the incarceration and incapacitation of particular juveniles.

Concealing the successes of the OJJDP, its holistic scope, and the structural factors that drive juvenile delinquency, Regnery set his office’s sights on the “serious” or “chronic offender,” the forerunner to the 1990s “superpredator.” Regnery leveraged this racialized archetype of the irredeemable young, urban offender to undermine the notion that juvenile justice should operate differently than the adult criminal justice system. Accordingly, as Congress deliberated the OJJDP’s reauthorization in 1984, Regnery called for the Office’s elimination and the transferal of its primary duties to the Office of Justice Assistance (OJA) and other federal bodies. “We believe in dealing with this problem of serious juvenile crime,” Regnery declared before the House Subcommittee on Human Resources in 1984, “that the law enforcement and the criminal justice system need to coordinate better. We believe that will be done more easily through the programs that would be funded by the Office of Justice Assistance than through two separate offices” (the OJA and the OJJDP). “We believe that we can do that by bringing law enforcement, courts, recordkeeping agencies, corrections, and others . . . together to work more closely with a program that is on a continuum—that is, the fact that the serious, more chronic offenders are the same people who go on to be the clients of the criminal justice system later on. By dealing with those offenders in a more cohesive way than we now do, we may be able to better address the problem.” Regnery went on, “We believe that [the] emphasis on serious juvenile crime must be primarily in the chronic offender, since he is the one who commits most of the juvenile crime and the one that is predictably the person who is going to go on to continue to commit most of the crime. We believe this focus can best be done by the Office of Justice Assistance.”25 Regnery presented as a policy solution the long-term incarceration of “chronic” juvenile offenders, who in his own rendering were disproportionately nonwhite.

In stoking fears about a supposedly new, more virulent strand of juvenile offender, Regnery misrepresented the scope, severity, and nature of juvenile delinquency in the late twentieth century. He argued that juvenile crime had reached epidemic proportions and an unprecedented level of “violence and intensity” in the 1980s. Such crime did not constitute “trivial indiscretions committed by misguided youth” but instead signaled the emergence of a more vicious young offender. Regnery used fallacious quantitative data to corroborate his claims. “Juvenile crime rates since the 1950s have tripled,” he asserted. “There are currently about 15 million Americans between [the ages of] 14 and 17, or about seven percent of the entire US population; but about 30 percent of all people arrested for serious crimes are juveniles—a total of some 1.5 million arrests per year.” Experts determined that Regnery had inflated the number of juveniles arrested for serious offenses by over 150 percent and exaggerated by over 75 percent the number of murders committed by youths. The “serious crime” designation also included property crimes, meaning a juvenile who stole a nemesis’s bike could qualify as a “serious” offender, in Regnery’s framework. As one might assume, youth offenders were far more likely to commit burglary or theft than murder or rape. Furthermore, the existing evidence contradicted Regnery’s larger point about the worsening of juvenile delinquency across time. As one scholar wrote in direct response to Regnery’s remarks, “the rates of serious juvenile crime rose significantly during the late 1960s and early 1970s. The rates stabilized during the mid- to late 1970s, declined between 1979 and 1984, and increased for the first time in six years in 1985,” the year in which Policy Review published Regnery’s article.26

Some critics took the “hardening” of juvenile justice as a plan to “disciplin[e] the poor” and the nonwhite. Criminologists Stephen J. Brodt and J. Steven Smith identified the “obvious racial and class biases which would seem to underlie [Regnery’s] analysis and conclusions.” These scholars, in dialogue with Regnery in a 1987 Criminal Justice Policy Review forum, compared 1980s juvenile justice efforts with President Richard Nixon’s law and order politics. According to Brodt and Smith, Nixon had “set in motion an aggressive refocusing of the criminal justice system on apprehending and punishing street crime and poor criminals.” In spite of this broad-based attack on certain offenses, crime rates “remained essentially unchanged” in the 1970s. And yet, Brodt and Smith charged, Regnery and other anticrime stalwarts proposed similar policies in the 1980s—not because they are effective but because “[i]n practice, getting tough means ‘let’s get tough’ with the following groups: (1) blacks; (2) Chicanos; (3) the poor; (4) the uneducated; (5) youth from single parent families; (6) the unemployed; (7) illegitimate youth; (8) welfare families; and (9) abused children.”27

In his reply, Regnery articulated a familiar line of “colorblind” argumentation refined by conservatives and neoliberals following the classical phase of the African American freedom struggle. “Smith and Brodt seem to think that criminal justice policy should not focus on the offenders, whoever they are,” Regnery wrote, “if to do so would offend the groups to which the offenders belong. Instead they apparently believe that we should judge certain people, namely the poor, minorities, the uneducated and illiterate, etc., by a different standard than that by which everybody else is judged. I cannot subscribe to that.” Regnery conceded that structural factors may foster juvenile delinquency but added, “Whether public policy (or perhaps more accurately government programs) has contributed to this state of affairs is, for [the] purposes of this paper, irrelevant.” Yet, citing the work of Charles Murray, Regnery did indeed blame the state for “having created” the conditions necessary for juvenile delinquency to flourish. “But what is relevant,” Regnery continued, “is the fact that the state will not, and cannot, fix the situation,” even though he advocated for the incarceration of “chronic offenders” in public (and private) facilities, which obviously required the deployment of government resources.28

While bipartisan congressional oversight thwarted Reagan and Regnery’s plans to shutter the OJJDP, Regnery’s efforts to “get tough” on juvenile crime—and thus to exercise greater institutional control over certain American minors—ultimately proved successful. With the 1984 reauthorization of the JJDP Act, the OJJDP toughened sentencing guidelines for juveniles, enabled states to more easily insert juveniles into the adult criminal justice system, and launched a “special emphasis” grant program that channeled more resources toward caging and disciplining young people. In the same moment, from the 1980s through the end of the century, state governments adopted punitive measures that allowed for the incarceration of more juveniles. The overhaul of transferal provisions meant that juveniles could be more readily reassigned to adult courts. Moreover, the expansion of sentencing options and the elimination of confidentiality practices in juvenile courts smoothed over the historical distinctions between the juvenile and adult criminal justice systems. Because of these developments, the juvenile incarceration rate rose sharply in the early to mid-eighties and continued to increase through the mid-nineties. Black juveniles, as the racial or ethnic group most likely to face detention at some point in the adjudication of their cases, suffered most acutely. Conversely, white juveniles were the least likely to be incarcerated. Regnery and his conservative allies had a different type of “custody” in mind for white, middle-class minors. Concentrating on the moral threats facing these vulnerable young Americans, the NCMEC, the ABMC, Regnery, and others called for the placement of some American children in the “lawful, caring custody” of a patriarchal, heteronormative, two-parent family.29

Protective Custody

The criminalization of “serious juvenile offenders”—coded as poor and nonwhite—stood in stark contrast to the treatment of vulnerable, innocent young Americans, portrayed in media dispatches as white, middle-class, and photogenic. As the OJJDP took steps in the 1980s to punish certain young people, it also looked to protect other youths deemed susceptible to the perils lurking outside the family home. These vulnerable youths included runaways, by far the largest category of missing children. But despite minimal attempts to parse out the various “types” of missing children—“nonfamily abduction,” “family abduction,” “runaway children,” and “throwaway children,” in the ABMC’s formulation—Regnery, the ABMC, and others seemed to offer similar policy solutions across these different categories.30

The 1980s child safety scare, and the imagery of endangered childhood cultivated therein, bred these sorts of reductive policy proposals. While runaways have always tended to be older adolescents either forced or drawn out of their homes, the visibility of young stranger danger victims like Etan Patz and Adam Walsh repainted this complex portrait in a perceived moment of national and familial decline, rendering home and family as “haven” and the outside world as “heartless.” “When we group the four categories of missing children,” child safety activist Ken Wooden lamented in congressional testimony in 1985, “we only serve to muddle the public’s mind and diffuse law enforcement priorities.” The seemingly unassailable goal of “bring[ing] these children home” papered over the unpleasant domestic circumstances that frequently encourage young people to run away and situated the moral threats facing American youth outside of the idealized household. By obscuring the structural conditions that often drive young people to leave their families—including poverty, joblessness, domestic violence, and substance abuse—reformers could tout the idealized American family as the antidote to all “categories of missing children.” Reagan, Regnery, and their compatriots thereby strove to restore the authority of the dual-parent, pronatal American family while undercutting the autonomy of the child. As Reagan put it in 1983, “More children with permanent homes mean fewer children with permanent problems.”31

Under Regnery’s leadership, the OJJDP approached child protection in three main ways. First, the Office oversaw the launch and ensured the sustained operation of the NCMEC, established by the 1984 MCAA. Second, in a maneuver that dovetailed with his hardline approach to juvenile justice (and criminal justice, more generally), Regnery contended that the JJDP Act’s deinstitutionalization provision endangered American youth, destabilized the family unit, and encouraged young people to run away from home. Regnery, along with the ABMC, hoped to repeal the JJDP Act’s deinstitutionalization provision, to reconsolidate familial authority, and to more harshly punish those who might hurt young Americans. Finally, Regnery—alongside US attorney general Edwin Meese—redirected OJJDP and DOJ resources toward socially conservative, “profamily” causes, all in the name of protecting select young Americans. Together, these undertakings reflected the Reagan-era project of reasserting familial, patriarchal, and institutional power—to discipline some youths and protect others, but ultimately to exert control over all young Americans.
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Figure 5.2 President Ronald Reagan speaks at the opening ceremony for the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children on June 13, 1984, flanked by US attorney general William French Smith, John and Revé Walsh, the Walshes’ young daughter Meghan, and US senator Paula Hawkins (R–Florida). Courtesy of the Ronald W. Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Simi Valley, California.



The NCMEC emerged out of the MCAA as a “national clearinghouse” for lost, abducted, missing, and vulnerable youth. In press and political accounts, its formation signified a victory for the child safety cause, even though the Center’s mission and methods seemed poorly defined, if not altogether unintelligible. As perhaps its primary function, the NCMEC maintained a telephone hotline through which individuals could share or obtain information about missing and exploited children. Reporting on the Center’s opening in 1984, CBS’s Dan Rather diagnosed a presumably pervasive peril: “Between half a million and two million children are reported missing in this nation each year.” But, Rather rejoiced, “today the first federally funded nationwide service to take tips on missing children opened operations.” The newscaster provided viewers with detailed information about the hotline and the NCMEC, more broadly, as footage from inside the call room appeared onscreen. Though billed as an independent agency beyond the purview of the federal government, the NCMEC received most of its funding through OJJDP grants. (The rest came through donations.) The NCMEC relied upon $2 million to $4 million awards distributed annually via the OJJDP; these awards constituted the OJJDP’s “largest single grant.”32 That Reagan, Regnery, and other conservatives championed the NCMEC—despite its unclear purpose and the government’s very modest investment in the Center—conveyed the administration’s concern with safeguarding “good” white kids, or at least giving the appearance of safeguarding them.

The NCMEC seemed to do very little apart from advancing the stranger danger myth and, in turn, justifying its own existence. Critics lambasted the NCMEC for its supposed aimlessness. “What is the mission of the National Center?” William Treanor of the American Youth Work Center asked congressional representatives in 1986. To answer his own rhetorical question, Treanor quoted NCMEC director Jay Howell, who sounded unsure about the Center’s basic functions. “The National Center is not a location center,” Howell had told the House Subcommittee on Human Resources in 1985. “It is not an investigative agency. It is not a legal services provider. Instead it is a clearinghouse of information and technical assistance. Does that mean we locate . . . children? No, we don’t locate missing children.” Nonetheless, since its founding in 1984, the NCMEC has publicized its role in helping to recover lost, abducted, and runaway youth.33

Treanor and other children’s rights activists criticized the embellished statistics and skewed media narratives that buoyed the missing child panic and gave rise to the NCMEC. For Treanor, the NCMEC had helped perpetrate “one of the most outrageous scare campaigns in modern American history” by exaggerating exponentially the number of children who fell victim to stranger abductions each year and by obfuscating the fact that runaways comprise the overwhelming majority of missing youths. According to Treanor, Regnery and the NCMEC leadership deliberately suppressed any data that might puncture the inflated missing child statistics floated in media reports and congressional proceedings. Howell, for his part, proclaimed on national television that 1.3 to 1.8 million young Americans went missing annually, even as journalists and social scientists debunked such astronomically high figures. Media coverage also generally overlooked runaways, as an abiding news media focus on stranger danger created a slippage between “stranger kidnappings” and “missing children.” Cases like Etan Patz’s and Adam Walsh’s came to stand in for all missing children. As one CBS Evening News reporter declared in March 1985, Patz’s “photograph has come to symbolize all missing children,” even though such stranger abductions of young kids represented just a tiny fraction of missing child cases.34

When the NCMEC and its federal support system did pay attention to runaway youth, it was primarily to undermine the deinstitutionalization movement. Established, as the NCMEC was, by the 1984 MCAA, the ABMC concentrated on the family as the principal basis of order in American society. Its 1986 report, America’s Missing & Exploited Children: Their Safety and Their Future, identified the placement of runaway youth in “secure facilities” as a way for “parents or authorities to make arrangements to return [runaways] home safely or provide a caring environment.” To this end, Regnery and the ABMC both argued “that in many cases the deinstitutionalization part of the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act went too far in absolutely prohibiting the use of secure facilities for runaways.” In this rendering, “home” and “family” offered young people safety and care, while the outside world could only endanger them. For the ABMC members, deinstitutionalization had destabilized the family and limited the capacity of state governments, law enforcement agencies, and the courts to safeguard vulnerable children. The ABMC decried “the breakdown of the family in our society” and enunciated children’s “right to custody with parents or legal guardians who provide care, support, discipline, and love.” The 1986 report also made clear that children “do not have a right to freedom from custody,” with the board members objecting to “the attitude that has been common among some professional child-advocates that parents and legal guardians should not interfere with a child’s decision to leave home in search of an individual identity.” This view had formed the contours of “legislation and public policy and unintentionally created a situation that endangers our children.” Here the ABMC members were referring to the 1974 JJDP Act, which emerged as a corrective to the abuses and indignities often visited upon young runaways jailed “in detention homes or other secure facilities.” According to the ABMC, the JJDP Act grew from “dramatic accounts of the ill treatment of runaway children in detention homes and adult jails” in the 1960s and early 1970s. These “dramatic accounts” presented to the US Congress, the ABMC implied, did not necessarily reflect the experiences of most institutionalized runaways. Ironically, to buttress their arguments about the need to control young Americans, the ABMC members used “dramatic accounts” of stranger danger cases, which most certainly did not accurately represent the broader problems of child kidnapping, runaway youth, and child exploitation. “The abduction and murder of Adam Walsh,” the report indicated, and “the series of child murders in Atlanta” had “alerted our Nation to a much larger problem—children who are out of legal, parental custody. Our Nation now sees its runaway, abandoned, and abducted children in a new perspective.”35

For the ABMC, the “new perspective” provided by the missing child scare had delegitimized the efforts of “some professional child-advocates” to upend firmly entrenched hierarchies of age. In the wake of the liberationist sixties, the ABMC report detailed, “Some professionals concluded that the juvenile justice system’s exercise of control and authority over children was counter-productive,” and these “[s]elf-proclaimed ‘child advocates’ argued that the only way to change the juvenile justice system was to curtail the authority of law enforcement agencies to arrest runaway children, and juvenile courts to detain them.” The resulting JJDP Act became law in 1974. Thereafter, “runaway children, school truants, alcohol users, and incorrigible children” fell under the heading of “status offenders,” and the JJDP Act “required them to be ‘deinstitutionalized,’ not controlled, treated, or protected.” With the enactment of this law, “the historic notion that children have a right to be in the custody of their parents or legal guardians was rejected, and the premise that children have a right to freedom from custody was adopted.” The removal of young Americans from custody and control had purportedly unleashed upon civil society “a series of unintended consequences, similar to the consequences of deinstitutionalizing the mentally ill.” While “the vast majority of children opted for control, discipline, care, support, love, and attention from their families,” the ABMC publication explained, “thousands did not, and they were set adrift” by experts who “had relegated these children to the status of ‘little adults.’ ” By blaming “professional[s]” and “[s]elf-proclaimed ‘child advocates’ ” for the perceived crisis in child safety, the ABMC tapped into an intensifying national resentment of civic institutions and expertise, even as the board members (themselves federally supported experts) proffered policy solutions for the putative “national epidemic” of missing and exploited children.36

The ABMC members also took aim at the federal government. They claimed that, by embracing the professional consensus on deinstitutionalization, elected officials and other government operatives had weakened the family and exacerbated the problems of stranger abduction and runaway youth. The JJDP Act, the board members admitted, had produced some “community services” that had proven “helpful,” but “where resources are scarce and a commitment to keeping families intact is lacking, children and families may never be able to resolve fundamental problems that cause repeated family disruptions.” In order to receive federal funding, halfway houses, youth shelters, and other sites “designed to deal with runaway and throwaway children” could not physically restrain their occupants. The ABMC bemoaned this fact. “By mandating nondetention and nonsecure holding intervention by police and juvenile courts,” the JJDP Act had “fostered and encouraged the very result it sought to avoid—the tragedy of more and more children who are out of parental control.” Board members accordingly called for the full repeal of the JJDP Act’s deinstitutionalization provision.37

Regnery endorsed the ABMC report and similarly blamed the JJDP Act and the federal government for the issues of missing and exploited children. In correspondence with William Bradford Reynolds, assistant attorney general and head of the DOJ’s civil rights division, Regnery expressed dismay over the ABMC’s findings. “Much of what the Board has to say is alarming,” he wrote. “Many of our Nation’s children are being exploited and sexually abused by pimps, pornographic filmmakers, and drug pushers. Their childhoods are filled with pain, abandonment, and the dehumanizing horrors of life on urban streets.” Regnery saw federal policymakers as the principal architects of this crisis. Though he acknowledged the misplaced emphasis on stranger kidnappings, Regnery camouflaged the fact that parental and familial abductions make up the overwhelming majority of child kidnappings. “While abduction by nonfamily members is a visible and dramatic chapter in the missing children’s story [sic], it is only part of the tale,” he told Reynolds. “America’s forgotten missing children are the runaways who are vulnerable and in constant danger as they struggle to survive on the streets, at least partially because of Federal law.” Runaways were and remain a serious social problem, to be sure, but so are parental and familial abductions, phenomena that Regnery ignored altogether. He likely avoided any mention of “family danger” because it might have undermined the Reagan administration’s appeals to “family values,” as well as his own hope “that the juvenile justice system can guarantee every child’s right to supervision and protection.”38

The ABMC report did note that many American youths faced threats from their own family members and discussed the disproportionate attention garnered by stranger kidnapping cases; nonetheless, the board members stated that the family unit held the keys to keeping children safe and maintaining social order. A purported late twentieth-century spike in parental or other familial abductions, the ABMC members wrote, had resulted from broader shifts in family forms and other lamentable structural transformations. “As divorce, separation of parents, and single parenting in a mobile society increase,” read the report, “the problems of family abduction also increase.” Only by fortifying the two-parent American family and mitigating the issues of divorce, separation, and single parenting would the issue of familial kidnapping subside. While the young “victims of family abduction may be properly cared for,” the ABMC members concluded, “they are deprived of contact with those left behind and often suffer enormous feelings of guilt and isolation.” By contrast, the report indicated that young Americans who fell victim to “nonfamily abduction are statistically the smallest group of missing children,” yet “this category is the most highly publicized and certainly the one families fear most.” By foregrounding “nonfamily abduction” as perhaps the most troubling type of child disappearance for “families,” the ABMC seemed to absolve parents and other family members, who commit the overwhelming majority of child kidnappings. Further, the ABMC report neglected to discuss child sexual abuse perpetrated by parents or relatives, insinuating that strangers and acquaintances alone were responsible for such attacks upon young people. The Advisory Board thus took parental and familial kidnappings as somehow less worrisome than those perpetrated by nonfamily members, even though the latter were (and remain) far more common, and family members commit a sizable proportion of sexual assaults against minors.39

Fittingly, America’s Missing & Exploited Children: Their Safety and Their Future suggested that familial stability—and the placement of certain children in parental custody—could remedy what ailed young Americans. In the introduction to their report, the board members identified “certain steps [that] must be taken to reduce the heartbreaking problem of abducted, abandoned, and runaway children,” the first of which hinged upon “family values” and the reconsolidation of the American family. “We believe the first step is to bolster “family values” and to stop the continued disintegration of the family,” the report read. “Caring parents or legal guardians who give children love, discipline, and support can be powerful influences. We have outlined special roles for the family and government in an effort to prevent children from being out of their homes unlawfully.” To that end, one section of the ABMC publication bore the title, “What Can Families and the Government Do?” At the beginning of this section appeared a photograph of a small white child happily perched upon his father’s shoulders, his mother gazing on approvingly. Families like this one, whose outward appearance pointed to “a cohesive home life,” were paramount “in preventing the terror and hazard of missing children.” As the board members wrote, “The family holds our greatest hope of bringing stability to children’s maturation processes. To resolve the many problems of missing children, we must recognize and commit ourselves to every child’s right to family nurturing, protection, discipline, and family structure.” For the ABMC, the government’s role in resolving the child safety issue “should be limited,” and state and federal laws ought to ensure “the maintenance or reunification of families without undue government interference.”40

At first blush, the ABMC’s policy recommendations seemed to comport with the antistatist politics of the Reagan era, through which conservatives purportedly sought to implement deregulatory policies and to devolve power to the states, private entities, and families. Many of the same impulses animated the US Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography, commonly known as the Meese Commission after Attorney General Edwin Meese III. Released just two months after America’s Missing & Exploited Children, the Commission’s 1986 report advocated “the regulation of sexuality” through “increasingly privatized and less democratic forms of governance,” historian Gillian Frank observes. The Meese Commission thereby empowered private actors, oftentimes religious conservatives, to dictate the terms on which pornography circulated throughout the country. The ABMC pursued similar outcomes, with the board’s 1986 report calling for the formation of “[p]ublic awareness programs” and the federal provision of “[t]raining incentives and assistance” to “child-serving professionals and personnel in local criminal and juvenile justice systems.” At the same time, of course, the ABMC maligned the “inconsistent and counterproductive” federal policies that had supposedly harmed the “endangered American family.”41

This devolutionist logic informed the third prong of the Reagan DOJ’s child protection efforts, through which Regnery and other DOJ operatives funneled federal resources toward “profamily” initiatives in the private sector or within “less democratic forms of governance.” In addition to the grants awarded to the NCMEC, an agency that aroused the suspicions of child welfare advocates, Regnery and other Reagan conservatives used OJJDP grants to promote “family values” projects devised to shield young Americans from the moral threats of smut and exploitation. Edwin Meese picked Regnery to informally administer the Reagan administration’s antiporn efforts, and the OJJDP under Regnery’s leadership issued a $125,000 grant to the President’s Commission on Pornography. The Meese Commission’s eleven-member board—which included James Dobson, founder of the conservative evangelical organization Focus on the Family—distorted the findings of social science studies and conflated the “child-porn black market” and “violent pornography” with “consensual adult pornography to cast a shadow over the entire field of adult entertainment.” The controversial Meese Report focused disproportionate attention on child pornography, exaggerating the size of this “black market” without adequate supporting evidence and creating “the illusion of a monolithic porn industry that preyed on children.” Some forty-five of the Commission’s ninety-two policy recommendations dealt with child pornography.42

In much the same vein, Regnery extended dubious OJJDP grants to researchers examining complex social issues from a moralistic vantage. He allotted $734,371 for a study exploring how Playboy, Hustler, and Penthouse magazines depicted children through cartoons and photographs. The grant proposal for the study lamented that “millions” of American children participated in a commercial sex enterprise fueled, in part, by pornographic images displaying “[a]n adult attacking a child sexually.” Senator Arlen Specter once again questioned Regnery’s decision making in light of this research plan. “I have read those magazines myself,” Specter remarked during a 1985 Senate hearing. “We have had them at these hearings, and I have never seen a picture of a child being the victim of a crime actually appearing in the magazine.” Specter pressed on in his questioning. “After you had the detailed analysis” of such images, “what good does that do you? . . . I do not see the value of this study if its content analysis stops short of the cause and effect to child molestation. It gives you a body of information for $734,000 which stops short of the only question involved, and that is, does this material cause sexual molestation[?]” Senator Strom Thurmond too doubted the need for such an analysis in a time of economic austerity. Still, Regnery insisted the project could pave the way for subsequent research on child molestation and exploitation. Other OJJDP grants authorized on Regnery’s watch also raised eyebrows, including a $186,710 award to help a Liberty University dean design a high school course on the US Constitution and a noncompetitive $4.25 million grant to assist Meese’s friend and associate in founding the National School Safety Center at Pepperdine University.43

Nevertheless, efforts by the Reagan DOJ to keep kids safe, even those that devolved power to private agencies and to the states, cannot be understood exclusively within the framework of antistatism, especially considering the carceral buildup that complemented such projects. As historians like Julilly Kohler-Hausmann, Brent Cebul, Lily Geismer, and Mason Williams have shown, the reductive dichotomy of “big government” and “small government” fails to capture the continuities between the penal and welfare systems administered (to a large extent) through the federal government. The expanding carceral apparatus of the late twentieth century did not supplant the welfare state. Rather, the functions of the penal and welfare systems became increasingly punitive and increasingly intertwined over this period. The “state transformations” underwriting the rise of mass incarceration and the reconfiguration of the welfare state turned less on questions of growing or constraining government power and more on “struggles over how to direct (while also obscuring) state intervention.”44

On that score, the private sector action endorsed by Regnery, the ABMC, and the Reagan DOJ coincided with the emergence of more punitive federal solutions to child protection in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Attempts to place particular children in the “lawful, caring custody” of the family and to raise awareness about the problems of missing and exploited children through private sector programs like the milk carton initiative corresponded with a growing federal reliance on imprisoning and monitoring those who harmed young Americans. The ABMC’s 1986 report took a hardline stance on locking up “the adult offender,” alleging that “the primary focus of prevention activities has been to alert parents and children to the possibility of victimization.” The criminal justice system should concentrate instead on prosecuting and punishing “[t]he adult offender who abuses children, leads them into prostitution, victimizes them by pedophilic conduct or pornography, or pushes them into street crime.” The board members also called for harsher prison sentences and for deeper consideration of “victims’ rights,” in accordance with the themes guiding Reagan-era anticrime efforts.45

This proposed restructuring of the criminal justice system required the application of more federal resources to enforce new, punitive child protection laws and to formalize the connection between “missing” and “exploited” children. In the 1970s and 1980s, Americans increasingly petitioned for more punitive solutions to an array of social problems—from drug abuse and drunk driving, to domestic battery and sex crimes; from the “nuisance” offenses of which transients were disproportionately accused, to minor property crimes committed by juveniles. The same impulse undergirded government responses to matters of child protection in the late twentieth century. With the passage of the 1978 Protection of Children Against Sexual Exploitation Act, the federal government began, in earnest, to regulate child pornography. The law made the production and distribution of child porn a federal offense and established mandatory-minimum sentences for all convicted traffickers, including first-time offenders. The 1984 Child Protection Act built on the 1978 legislation by escalating penalties for the production and distribution of child pornography.46

On the heels of the 1986 Meese Report, the US Congress passed the Child Sexual Abuse and Pornography Act, as well as the Child Abuse Victims’ Rights Act, both in 1986. The former made gender-neutral the 1910 Mann Act, which had imposed federal restrictions on the interstate transportation of women and girls “for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery, or for any other immoral purpose.” The Child Abuse Victims’ Rights Act created new civil mechanisms through which victims of child abuse or exploitation could seek restitution. The Child Protection and Obscenity Enforcement Act, tucked into the 1988 Anti-Drug Abuse Act, declared the dissemination via computer of illicit material involving children to be a federal offense. The 1988 law also enumerated recordkeeping requirements for the manufacture and distribution of pornographic materials. It demanded those producing any “visual depiction of actual sexually explicit conduct” to “ascertain, by examination of an identification document containing such information, the performer’s name and date of birth.” The Child Protection Restoration and Penalties Enhancement Act, part of the 1990 Crime Control Act, made it a federal offense to possess child pornography and ordered the US Sentencing Commission to impose “more substantial penalties” on those convicted of sex crimes against children. These developments expanded federal authority in the realm of child protection and augmented the DOJ’s role in “patrolling the frontiers of innocence,” just as the Internet revolutionized the ways in which moral threats like pornography, kidnapping, and exploitation took shape. The growing federal emphasis on shielding young people from these moral threats, while punishing those who embodied such threats, curbed the children’s rights gains of the 1960s and 1970s and paved the way for the enhanced policing and punishment of child exploitation in the digital age.47

These punitive child protection projects intersected with efforts to “get tough” on juvenile delinquency. As construed by the DOJ, OJJDP, NCMEC, and Reagan administration officials, these policy tracks focused on two categories of children, each of which assumed particular racial and class associations. The main proponent of these policy pursuits, Alfred S. Regnery, had fallen short in his attempts to close the OJJDP. But he had, upon resigning as OJJDP administrator in May 1986, succeeded in moving the Office into a more hardline position on juvenile justice.48 In so doing, Regnery contributed to a carceral boom—orchestrated by federal, state, and local actors—that was felt most heavily among youth of color. On the other policy track, Regnery had helped the DOJ transition into the federal body most deeply invested in child safety. He also took steps to buttress familial and institutional authority in the name of protecting American youths. Even as journalists and social scientists in 1985 and 1986 chipped away at the embellished statistics and sensationalized reporting that had propelled the missing child campaign, Regnery toed the administration line. “I don’t think there’s any epidemic of fear at all,” he opined on a national news broadcast in December 1985. For Regnery, the child safety crusade “certainly has raised, in the consciousness of parents and of the American society generally, that the world is a dangerous place for unescorted children, for children not in the custody of an adult.” Regnery’s Manichean formulation, pitting the “dangerous” world against the reassuring “custody of an adult,” hinged upon a romantic imagining of the American family and a nightmarish view of the world beyond the two-parent household.49

When stitched together, these complex (and, at times, seemingly contradictory) policy threads promoted private and public sector tools through which to control American youth—and to punish those who might do them harm. Regnery and other Reagan conservatives used the stranger danger scare and concerns about juvenile delinquency to call for the placement of young Americans in various types of custody. They implored the business and nonprofit sectors to formulate new child safety solutions and championed the heteronormative dual-parent family as a panacea for the problems confronting children and adolescents nationwide. Regnery and other Reagan acolytes sought to weaken the OJJDP and its dictates on deinstitutionalization and to empower state and local agencies to place young Americans in “custody”—whether in the form of the two-parent household, a secure juvenile detention facility, or an adult jail. Beyond these proposed solutions to the youth-oriented issues of stranger danger and juvenile delinquency—interlocking concerns ostensibly engendered by youth liberation—Reagan’s DOJ became more invested in matters of youth abduction and exploitation, increasingly targeting the adults who supposedly threatened childhood innocence.

Spurred to action by the affective politics of child safety and the imagery of endangered childhood, the DOJ under Ronald Reagan cracked down on child pornography and endangerment with greater swiftness and certainty beginning in the mid- to late 1980s. Under Reagan, the DOJ transformed into the federal entity most involved in combating moral threats against children, a posture the Department maintained through the administrations of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton. As fears about crime and child endangerment proliferated in the 1980s and 1990s, so too did DOJ efforts to punish “predators.” These DOJ instruments became key fixtures of a metastasizing child safety regime, whose growth depended on the diminishing autonomy of young people, a steadfast belief in the transformative power of “family values,” and a punitive, carceral streak in policymaking at all levels of governance.


CHAPTER 6
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“The Business of Missing Children”

Child Protection in Public and Private

Upon announcing the establishment of the President’s Citation Program for Private Sector Initiatives in 1984, President Ronald Reagan shared an anecdote intended to illustrate both the efficacy of the business sector and the inefficacy of the federal government. Jim Kerrigan, a representative from Trailways, had contacted Reagan to ascertain how the bus company could help address the missing children problem. Soon thereafter Trailways launched its Operation Home Free program, which allowed runaway youths to return home on its buses free of charge. “Perhaps you’re wondering how much time passed between Jim’s phone call and the first child’s ride on a Trailways bus,” Reagan told an audience gathered at the White House. “It was 10 days. You know, I can’t help thinking how long it would have taken and how many millions of taxpayers’ dollars would have been spent if the program had been put together by a Federal agency.” The crowd laughed approvingly.1

The private sector first addressed the issue of missing children in the late 1970s and early 1980s, a moment in which the victims’ rights movement achieved tremendous visibility and success.2 Nonprofit organizations—some, like Child Find, Inc., founded by parents of lost, abducted, or murdered youths and funded through public contributions—led the charge to raise awareness about child kidnapping and to lobby the government for assistance. The Missing Children and Missing Children’s Assistance Acts (MCA and MCAA) and the rhetoric marshaled behind them celebrated not just the efforts of private nonprofits and the bereaved parents who often spearheaded them, but also the activities of for-profit companies. In this context, the veneration of the private sector served at once to promote voluntarism, a central tenet of the Reagan presidency, and to criticize government ineptitude—all while touting the administration’s accomplishments in the realms of child safety, “law and order,” and “family values.”

At the urging of the Reagan administration, private nonprofit and for-profit bodies formulated new child safety programs. These took three main forms: (1) in-kind benefits and services, such as free bus rides home for missing kids; (2) publicity tools, such as the milk carton initiative, designed to raise awareness about missing and exploited children; and (3) prevention programs and products like fingerprinting drives, insurance plans, and restraint devices. This explosion of private sector activity worked to obscure any distinction between public and private in the arena of child safety and therefore suggested a concerted national interest in preventing the commission of certain transgressions against young Americans. By cutting across boundaries of public and private, the burgeoning child safety regime found strength from a variety of sources.

To this end, such private sector solutions enlisted the American public in the increasingly punitive, pervasive, and invasive project of child safety. Liberally deploying the image of endangered childhood, private sector programs and products surrounded Americans with evidence of stranger danger and called on them to police and prevent predatory behavior against the nation’s children. For instance, the Code Adam system, named for John Walsh’s slain son Adam, supplies step-by-step directions for bystanders to follow in the wake of a child abduction perpetrated in public. First implemented in Walmart stores in the early 1990s and then adopted for use in other spaces nationwide, Code Adam scripts public behavior by dictating the appropriate response to an exceptionally rare event. The AMBER Alert program, unveiled in Texas shortly after the 1996 kidnapping and murder of nine-year-old Amber Hagerman and subsequently incorporated into federal law, has functioned in a similar manner, recruiting motorists, shoppers, bystanders, and others to participate in the search for missing kids. The same goes for the “Have You Seen Me?” program, founded in 1985, which continues to distribute missing children’s photographs to over one hundred million American households weekly.3

Through these and other programs, the private sector enterprise of child safety also established a feedback loop. Private sector initiatives, visible in public and private settings alike, seemed to illustrate the sheer scope and severity of the missing child “epidemic.” The proliferation of endangered child imagery in spaces of consumption, recreation, governance, family, and beyond signaled to Americans that the problems of child kidnapping and exploitation were widespread and worsening. From the milk carton campaign to Code Adam, a spate of new instruments rooted in the 1980s child kidnapping panic cropped up nationwide. By inundating Americans with the names and faces of missing kids, these instruments justified, through their very existence, the need for more and more tools to keep kids safe from predators. The enterprise of child safety, then, proved central to the development of the child safety regime in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Just as the Reagan administration championed the family, rather than the government, as the key instrument by which to mitigate the problems of missing, runaway, and exploited youth, it also lauded the role of the private sector, and specifically the for-profit sector, in resolving such issues. Further, just as the principles of child and family protection legitimated the expansion of the carceral state, so too did the propagation of private sector child safety instruments contribute to the growing project of monitoring young people and surveilling child predators. Thus, the family, the nonprofit sector, and the business sector joined with the state in the late twentieth century to keep kids safe and punish the strangers who ostensibly threatened them.

Marketing Child Safety

The child safety enterprise emerged in the early 1980s amidst diminishing public faith in government and in civic life more generally. The Vietnam quagmire, Watergate, a series of economic convulsions, and a succession of ineffectual presidents had corroded American confidence in the state. Further, the rights revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s had destabilized various sociocultural norms and previously sacrosanct institutions. Though these liberation campaigns, in the main, petitioned the state on behalf of progressive or radical causes, they also stressed the importance of identity, expression, and choice. Business and political elites coopted these floating signifiers. Lobbyists, public relations experts, and intellectuals—within and alongside organizations like the US Chamber of Commerce, National Association of Manufacturers, Business Roundtable, and even the Heritage Foundation—trafficked in the language of positive rights and identified consumer-citizenship and market capitalism as the vehicles through which to vanquish extant inequalities. They also imbued “business” with connotations of efficiency and efficacy while simultaneously denigrating the state. For these architects of the emergent neoliberal order, the “natural” free market would deliver in ways that a bloated and beleaguered bureaucratic state could not.4

As the stranger danger panic took hold in the late 1970s and early 1980s, private citizens and nonprofit groups lamented the federal government’s seeming disinterest in tackling the problems of missing and exploited children. They situated such appeals within a burgeoning free-market fundamentalism and a concomitant mistrust of government. As some of the first bodies to mobilize on matters of child safety in the seventies and eighties, private nonprofits demanded greater federal involvement in their cause. Founded by bereaved parents in 1980 and 1981, organizations such as Child Find Inc., the Vanished Children’s Alliance, and the Adam Walsh Outreach Center wielded tremendous affective capital, building on a broader victims’ rights movement and sensibility. The Reagan administration allied with these nonprofits by passing child protection legislation and encouraging the private sector, namely for-profit entities, to address public concerns about child protection. The outpouring of private and public sector activity sanctified voluntarism, underscored the severity of threats confronting young Americans, and produced new mechanisms by which to “publicize the plight of missing children.”5

Bereaved parents and other child safety crusaders in the private sector conceived of their activism as a corrective to governmental inaction, and the news media buttressed this view. Nightly news broadcasts shared the grievances of anguished parents—some of whom “complain[ed] that there is no national network for information on missing children” while others, frustrated by “police dawdling,” opened “private storefront operations” to find lost youths. A 1981 story on ABC’s World News Tonight documented the work of the Clinkscales family in Georgia. A student at Auburn University in Alabama, Kyle Clinkscales had disappeared in 1976. By 1981, his family had invested $15,000 in “their personal search to find Kyle” and “started an organization called ‘Find Me,’ one of a growing number of groups of missing person’s families.” The Clinkscales had waged their campaign without the help of the government. As ABC journalist Al Dale explained, “in a day of high crime and with the Reagan administration pushing hard for budget cuts and less, not more, federal involvement in our lives, help for the parents” of missing children “may not come soon,” despite their pleas for government assistance.6

Through the priceless child argument and other means, child safety activists chided the government for its perceived indifference to the issue of missing and exploited youth. During the congressional hearings on the proposed Missing Children Act in October 1981, John and Revé Walsh delivered a searing statement denouncing the state’s putative disinterest in their campaign. Accompanied by a cover page from their Adam Walsh Outreach Center for Missing Children, on which appeared a widely circulated photograph of their late son holding a baseball bat, the Walshes’ printed remarks placed the government’s “disorder[ed]” priorities within the context of Reagan-era austerity and credited the private sector for picking up the slack. The couple noted “President Reagan’s call for budget cuts in every area,” which did not bode well for the development of a “centralized reporting system for missing children.” Accordingly, the Walshes insisted, “We have to approach this [problem] from a business standpoint.” The creation of a national database dedicated exclusively to storing the names and identification data of missing children, the couple contended, would prove cost-effective. Adam’s disappearance and slaying “devastated us financially,” they argued. “It cost every bit of savings we had as well as whatever money we could borrow. . . . The amount of time lost at work, the need for emotional counseling, the lost tax dollars, and the emotional wrecks of surviving parents that are cast on the welfare system of our society [are] enormous.” The Walshes thereby portrayed their cause as financially sensible and consistent with neoliberal strategies for reconfiguring the welfare state. They also stressed the massive individual, familial, and national damage wrought by the missing children issue, which was only exacerbated by the seemingly cruel or indifferent orientation of the Reagan administration. “It is almost inconceivable,” the couple indicated, “in this great country with its resources, that this problem exists and continues to exist.” John Walsh offered a similar assessment on the CBS Evening News in 1981. Concerning the establishment of a missing child database, reporter Ned Potter paraphrased Walsh, “ ‘Surely we can come up with the money,’ says John Walsh. I can’t imagine what could be more important than the children.” The nationally broadcast CBS story ended with a close-up of the iconic photograph of Adam clutching a baseball bat, smiling gleefully (despite his missing front teeth), strands of his shaggy brown hair poking out from under his ballcap.7

Other Americans, even those who had not lost children, echoed the Walshes’ claims. Mitch McConnell, a Jefferson County, Kentucky, judge, acknowledged the harmful effects of federal cutbacks in the sphere of child protection. In a November 1981 congressional hearing, McConnell explained, “The national reduction of resources for social services and local assistance at this particular time complicates the follow up” in cases of missing and exploited children, meaning the “[g]overnment must increasingly enlist private-sector assistance and involvement.” McConnell alleged “that a chief cause of child tragedies is the inability of government to recognize a problem and to respond.” Kristin Cole Brown, the information director for Child Find Inc., chastised federal officials for dragging their feet but commended other institutions like hers for effectively addressing the missing child problem. “I think that most Americans have a healthy respect, and an even healthier skepticism, for our government,” Brown affirmed. Yet, she lamented, “There is no national Missing Persons’ Bureau . . . no publicly funded clearinghouse assigned exclusively to missing children’s names . . . [and] no publicly funded national program which helps searching parents find their missing children.” Thankfully, Brown explained, “Child Find was created to help fill in this gap,” and more generally, “the private sector has stepped into the void left by the government” on matters of child safety.8

In both rhetoric and action, the Reagan administration harnessed these emotionally resonant criticisms to paint the federal government as caring and well-intentioned yet flawed and to press for more private sector involvement on child protection. While Reagan had certainly gestured to the missing child issue before, he began to address it more explicitly with the June 1984 establishment of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC). In this moment, the Reagan administration also assembled a public–private coalition on child safety, which enlisted for-profit entities as altruistic partners in the campaign to safeguard young Americans. At a ceremony marking the NCMEC’s opening, Reagan announced the launch of “a public–private partnership” that would “take advantage of every opportunity available . . . to protect our children and keep them safe.” The president discussed his recent appeals to the private sector and took heart in the robust response from businesses. “America is responding,” he beamed. To this end, Reagan mentioned the development by Trailways—in coordination with the International Association of Chiefs of Police—of the Operation Home Free program and applauded television stations for their regular dissemination of missing children’s photographs.9

As the president took a more vocal stance on child safety following the passage of the MCAA and the launch of the NCMEC, he continued his push for private sector involvement and his glorification of the “traditional” American family. In a radio address broadcast during the week of the NCMEC’s opening, the president invited the family, the state, and the market to collaborate on the project of child protection. Reagan stressed his administration’s efforts to assist the American family, as well as the ways in which his approach diverged from that of “big government” and “Big Brother” liberals, in his words. The president vowed, “we can and should preserve family values—values of faith, honesty, responsibility, tolerance, kindness, and love.” Unlike the New Deal statists who “urged huge government subsidies, paying parents for expenses they used to handle themselves . . . pushing parents aside, [and] interfering with one parental responsibility after another,” Reagan offered new ways to shore up the American family. “We came to Washington with a better idea,” the president asserted, to “help working parents to better provide for themselves and their children by enabling them to keep more of their earnings and help them by making government do its job so the terrifying specter of runaway price increases never returns.” Reagan then looked beyond fiscal policy. “We’re trying hard to help fathers and mothers in other ways, too,” he told listeners. “Many innocent children are exploited by those who traffic in the gutter of drugs, child pornography and prostitution . . . [a]nd this past week, we opened a National Center for Missing and Exploited Children to help educate parents and authorities on how to protect their loved ones.” Reagan’s “family values” platform, then, blended tax policies favorable to certain families with a concentrated private and public sector campaign to shield the American home from “moral threats” such as stranger danger, drugs, and “the smut merchants.”10

The federal endorsement of private sector child safety efforts reflected Reagan’s approach to voluntarism and business. From his establishment of the White House Office of Private Sector Initiatives in 1981 and the President’s Advisory Council on Private Sector Initiatives in 1983, to the institution in 1984 of the President’s Citation Program for Private Sector Initiatives, Reagan made voluntary, individual, and nonstate action central to his presidency. Nowhere was such action more apparent than in the sphere of child protection. To be sure, for-profit and nonprofit private sector entities regularly boasted of their community service accomplishments in all arenas. But with rhetorical and material reinforcement from the White House, programs centering on the safety of young Americans received considerable attention. This emphasis can be attributed to the public’s significant interest, drummed up by news media coverage, in missing children and child safety; the seemingly pervasive notion that the state had failed to adequately protect American youths from stranger danger; and the nation’s larger fears of criminal depravity and familial decline and dissolution.11

“Keeping Children Safe is Good Business”

Out of this terrain grew an extensive collection of for-profit and nonprofit private sector programs intended to address the problem of missing and exploited children. The Reagan White House touted such projects (and the ways in which they supposedly benefited the American family) throughout the mid-eighties. In addition to creating the NCMEC, the 1984 MCAA formed the US Attorney General’s Advisory Board on Missing Children, which supplied proposals for public and private sector action on child safety. In April 1985, the president issued Executive Order 12511 establishing the President’s Child Safety Partnership (PCSP). Charged with “examin[ing] issues and mak[ing] recommendations to the President on preventing the victimization and promoting the safety of children,” the PCSP would also “encourage the development of public/private sector initiatives to prevent and respond to the victimization of children.” On that score, one US Department of Justice memo read, “The government needs to be a ‘guiding light’ ” for such child safety programs, “but the impetus must come from the private sector. There is a need for more corporate involvement, and the corporations that do get involved need recognition from such high level officials as the President and the Attorney General periodically.” Accordingly, the PCSP envisaged the private sector, and especially for-profit entities, as vital pieces in the “Circle of Safety for Our Children,” which also included families and the government. “To be credible,” another Justice Department memorandum read, the PCSP “must include private (corporate and private non-profit) sector representatives who have made contributions in this area [of child protection], as well as representatives of state and local government.” The PCSP asked businesses to “provide support for child safety programs” and to “increase child safety awareness among the public and the business community,” assuring companies that “[k]eeping children safe is good business.”12
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Figure 6.1 Established to encourage collaboration between the public and private sectors on the issue of missing and exploited children, the President’s Child Safety Partnership (PCSP) employed this graphic in its 1987 report to the president. “By joining hands,” this report read, “we will encircle one child, then another and another, until together we have created a circle of safety to surround and protect every child in America.” The PCSP envisioned the business sector as a vital player in this “circle of safety.” President’s Child Safety Partnership and the Office for Victims of Crime, A Report to the President, 11, in Richard B. Abell to Edwin Meese III, September 25, 1987, box 269, Edwin Meese files, subject files of the Attorney General (1975–93), RG 60, National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland.



In his remarks upon signing the April 1985 PCSP executive order, President Reagan fit the PCSP within a larger “challenge” he had issued the previous year when he asked the private sector to assist “in combating the problem of missing children.” Speaking before a display spotlighting child safety ventures undertaken by American businesses, the president cited a slew of programs overseen by well-known companies like Woolworth, K-Mart, Ringling Brothers & Barnum and Bailey Circus, and Safeway. Taking Reagan’s cue, the PCSP championed programs such as Mobil’s “year-long public awareness and education campaign focused on missing children,” which gave the appearance of improving young people’s lives but actually amounted to little more than public relations maneuvers. Still, without presenting any evidence, the PCSP insisted that child safety programs underwritten by businesses “help reduce crime” and “are critical investments for safeguarding America’s future workforce and maintaining healthier communities.” Such initiatives “offer an opportunity for business to demonstrate its concern for customers and employees’ children, which readily translates into enhanced business image and improved employee morale.” Indeed, “some companies visibly involved in child safety efforts have experienced welcome but unexpected increases in business.” Not only did these private sector endeavors supplement government efforts, then; they were also designed to capture market share for “responsible,” family-oriented, child-friendly businesses. “[A]ll of these companies,” Reagan reminded listeners during his speech inaugurating the PCSP, “are just part of a larger effort” of “organizations coming up with creative programs using their resources.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “It’s important to note here that the Federal Government, too, is involved.”13

Though evident before Reagan issued his “challenge,” this “larger effort” of private sector activity flourished in 1984 and 1985 and took three principal forms: (1) in-kind benefits and services, (2) awareness and publicity programs, and (3) prevention programs and products. The extent of these private sector measures, specifically those executed by for-profit companies, suggests that businesses adequately met Reagan’s challenge. The range of participating institutions also demonstrated the sheer reach of the problems of missing and exploited children—and pointed to the many spaces inhabited by the imagery of endangered childhood. By surrounding Americans with proof of stranger danger, these initiatives justified their very existence. Furthermore, by promoting the companies that engineered them and the families that supposedly reaped their benefits, such efforts advanced some of the Reagan administration’s core thematic objectives vis-à-vis social and economic policy: glorifying families and businesses, restoring “law and order” and moral “commonsense,” and impugning the federal government.14

First, for-profit companies extended in-kind benefits and services to missing youths, their families, and child safety organizations. American Airlines, through the NCMEC, transported parents and guardians free of charge to recover missing, abducted, and runaway children. Jack Rabbit Lines, a bus line serving the “Mountain Plains states,” ferried runaway children and adolescents to homes within its service area or to a location where a transfer could be made onto a Trailways bus. Each Quality Inn hotel functioned as “a ‘safe harbor’ for any child in danger of abduction or exploitation,” and the chain also housed parents traveling to meet their lost, kidnapped, or otherwise missing kids. Moreover, every Quality Inn hotel lobby provided “a direct access line to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children” and showcased pictures of missing children.15

Media outlets set aside airtime and print space for the delivery of endangered child narratives and imagery. Television and newspaper coverage also allowed elected officials to communicate their ideas about child safety to the public. At a 1985 White House meeting of the National Newspaper Association, a private trade association, Reagan called on members of the print media to join the child protection campaign. In a wide-ranging speech that touched on various facets of his second term agenda, the president decried “national edicts and mandates that are issued from Washington” and lauded “the toil and creativity of [American] people working at the local level through their own private institutions and associations” as “the real source of America’s economic and social progress.” He impressed upon the audience the importance of limiting federal expenditures and summoning the “great power for public service that [newspapers] possess.” Reminding those gathered that “a President can only do so much,” Reagan identified “the problem of missing children” as “one especially tragic area where your newspapers can do a great deal of good.” By following the lead of NBC in its production and dissemination of Adam, Reagan submitted, local papers “could publish, as a regular feature, pictures and descriptions of children missing in or near your circulation areas.”16

Other elected officials too used the power of the national media to disseminate statements about child protection, voluntarism, and private sector involvement. On several occasions in 1984 and 1985, US congressman Mickey Edwards (R–Oklahoma)—working in tandem with the NCMEC—directed televised events in which congresspersons spotlighted missing children from their districts. Through speeches on the House floor that were broadcats via C-SPAN, representatives “provide[d] information about children who have been abducted by strangers in their congressional districts.” Edwards conceded that “publicity about specific cases has been helpful,” but “there is no current effort to focus television coverage on specific individuals, with the exception of occasional local, regional, or national news stories.” His initiative therefore leveraged the power of the relatively new (and publicly owned) C-SPAN network and the ascendant medium of cable television to raise awareness about missing children and specifically stranger danger.17

Edwards also reached out to for-profit television outlets to secure their assistance in the child safety crusade. He proposed a joint resolution in May 1985 to “express the sense of the Congress that the television broadcasting stations of the Nation should provide television coverage concerning missing children.” Later that year, Edwards wrote to Terri Rabel, the government relations manager at the National Association of Broadcasters—another private trade association—to request information about televised “public affairs programming” related to missing children. In her response, Rabel compiled relevant newspaper clippings that revealed the impressive extent of media industry involvement. From short public service announcements starring Bill Cosby, who appeared at the FBI’s behest, to the NBC television special Missing . . . Have You Seen This Person?, media outlets, according to one 1985 news story, had “join[ed] the ranks of corporations and other organizations helping in the campaign to find missing children.”18

Companies outside the media realm also transmitted the message of endangered childhood in the mid-1980s. Safeway, Winn-Dixie, and other supermarket chains placed missing children’s photographs on their grocery bags. Nestle Food Inc. sent to over 5,500 stores displays featuring pictures of missing youths. K-Mart enclosed in “customers’ photo-finishing envelopes” some 135 million images of missing children annually. The NCMEC teamed up with toy manufacturer Worlds of Wonder to designate plush animal Teddy Ruxpin the “official Spokesbear of the National Center.” Ruxpin also provided therapeutic comfort to “child victims testifying against their abusers.” The rental car company Avis put missing children’s photographs in the rental agreement folders of at least eight million customers each year. NASCAR partnered with the National Crime Prevention Council (NCPC), which had developed McGruff the Crime Dog, to circulate child safety materials to 250,000 people. The convenience store chain 7-Eleven also collaborated with the NCPC and McGruff, “delivering child safety tips” through some 1,500 “McGruff houses” located in 7-Eleven shops.19
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Figure 6.2 McGruff the Crime Dog hugs a child at Woodmen Hills Elementary School in Peyton, Colorado, during “Crime Prevention Month,” October 2012. Photograph by Duncan Wood. Courtesy of the United States Air Force. https://www.peterson.af.mil/News/Article/326553/scruff-mcgruff-takes-a-bite-out-of-crime-prevention-month/.



In 1985 ADVO Inc., introduced its “Have You Seen Me?” (or “America’s Looking for its Missing Children”) program in coordination with the NCMEC and the US Postal Service. The campaign distributed direct-mail leaflets featuring missing children’s photographs and descriptive information, as well as coupons and advertisements for various retailers and service providers. Perhaps more than any other program, “Have You Seen Me?” reflected the commodification of childhood that characterized the child safety enterprise. As literary theorist Marilyn Ivy has detailed, the name “ADVO” refers both to “advertising” and “advocacy,” suggesting that the “Have You Seen Me” initiative cultivates in its audience both “the desire to recover the missing child” and “the desire to find the missing commodity thing,” whether it be hot wings or an oil change. The US Senate adopted a similar initiative, also in 1985, authorizing the dissemination of missing children’s photographs on official government mail.20

Beyond such awareness and publicity programs, segments of the child safety enterprise fixated on the prevention of child abduction, sometimes in overzealous ways. Fingerprinting drives (often conducted at police stations) and do-it-yourself fingerprinting kits proliferated in the early 1980s. Some credited police sergeant Richard T. Ruffino of Bergen County, New Jersey, with popularizing the idea of fingerprinting at a November 1981 conference on missing children in Louisville, Kentucky, but others like the Patzes had endorsed the practice earlier. In 1983, New York City mayor Ed Koch initiated a voluntary program through which a projected four hundred thousand area schoolchildren would be fingerprinted. That same year, Time magazine declared that a “Frenzy of Fingerprinting” had swept the country. The corporate world helped facilitate this frenzy. In conjunction with Pepsi-Cola, Safeway, and an organization called Find the Children, NBC spearheaded an identification project that fingerprinted an estimated twenty-four thousand youngsters in the Los Angeles area. Media coverage of such efforts generally stressed the severity of the missing child problem and underscored the wisdom of having youngsters fingerprinted.21

But others viewed fingerprinting and other child identification initiatives as invasions of privacy, manifestations of the police and surveillance states. Some representatives from the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) vehemently opposed such programs. One Connecticut ACLU leader opined that fingerprinting “smacks of big brotherism” and that these records “could be misused at some point and involve children in criminal investigations.” Civil-libertarian skeptics wondered who would maintain physical control of fingerprints and other identification records. In some cases, parents or guardians kept the only copies of fingerprint sheets, while in others law enforcement agencies retained copies for their records. The national ACLU officially endorsed, or at least tolerated, the practice of fingerprinting youngsters, though it opposed the retention of these records by government bodies. For his part, the publisher of Search magazine, a quarterly publication distributed to law enforcement agencies and hospitals to help locate missing persons, objected to child fingerprinting because of its supposed inefficacy and invasiveness. He called it a “10-cent solution to a $100 problem” and lamented, “[i]f the police start keeping children’s fingerprints, then 1984 is here for sure,” alluding to the dystopian George Orwell novel. Popular pediatrician Benjamin Spock likewise spoke out against fingerprinting, comparing it to the Cold War atomic bomb drills that, he argued, did little more than fuel fears of nuclear holocaust. Fingerprinting children, Spock held, “gives parents a false sense of security and does nothing to prevent kidnapping.”22

Private entities began selling child identification kits, drawing the ire of those who felt fingerprinting and other comparable services should only be performed by law enforcement officials. In Los Angeles, private firms contacted local schools offering to fingerprint children at a cost of $2 to $12 per person. Child Find Inc., an independent organization founded in New Paltz, New York, came under scrutiny in 1980 for its questionable fundraising tactics and allocation of resources. Although it purported to be a nonprofit organization, Child Find allegedly pocketed a staggering percentage of the donations received in exchange for its fingerprinting and identification kits, as well as its investigative and publicity services, which, some parents alleged, the group had failed to provide. Authorities from the New York state attorney’s office investigated Child Find and discovered that the organization, which reported $461,367 in donations in 1983–1984, “didn’t deliver promised services.” Further, the state attorney’s investigators concluded, Child Find “had misled people into thinking the group located missing children,” when in fact it only served as a repository or registry for the lost.23

Launched in 1985 as a part of Reverend Jerry Falwell’s conservative evangelical group the Moral Majority, the Child Protection Task Force (CPTF) also aroused suspicion for its fingerprinting and broader child protection efforts. The CPTF’s promotional materials, awash in sensationalist rhetoric, deemed missing children “the slaves of perverted molesters.” Falwell’s words and image appeared in some CPTF advertisements, while others featured a photograph of President Reagan, accompanied by his quotation designating American children as “our most precious resource . . . the bond that binds our past with the future.” These ads solicited donations from the public to cover the costs of generating and delivering Child Protection Safety Kits. Law enforcement officials and others questioned the utility of such do-it-yourself kits, advising that only professionals should record and archive children’s fingerprints and that Americans could assemble such supplies free of charge with the assistance of local authorities. A Moral Majority letter to potential donors stated that the task force needed “to raise $200,000 just in the next three weeks” in order to fulfill requests for the safety kits, which contained identification cards and other educational materials. Though these kits lacked value, the CPTF hauled in about $100,000 in donations to support the distribution of such kits before the organization folded.24

Some enterprising businesses provided even more invasive products and services through which parents could monitor their children or obtain vital information for use in the event of a kidnapping. Parents flocked to Circuit City retail stores in New York City and other major urban centers to professionally videotape their children. Should any of these kids fall victim to a kidnapping, their tapes could serve as documentary evidence of the young person’s appearance and mannerisms. The Missouri-based Ident Corporation of America produced a microchip that could be attached to a child’s tooth and used to track their movements. For his part, Massachusetts dentist David Tesini developed a program called Toothprints after hearing John Walsh discuss the role of pediatric dentists in positively identifying his son’s body. Drawing inspiration from the Walsh case, Tesini decided to supply parents with their children’s unique dental information. Employing “a patented, arch-shaped thermoplastic dental impression wafer,” Toothprints recorded “a young patient’s unique tooth characteristics by showing the size and shape of the teeth, tooth position within the arch, and maxillomandibular (jaws) relation, all of which can serve as important identifiers.” Dentists across the country, sometimes in coordination with private organizations like Child Find, sponsored child safety drives through which they compiled dental charts to place alongside other items in a child identification pack. Other dental professionals even affixed onto children’s teeth “microdots,” tiny implants that worked as a kind of barcode that could be read by doctors, law enforcement officials, or virtually anyone with a microscope. Journalist Bill Geist, reporting on Circuit City’s child videotaping program, encountered a concerned mother who told another parent “considering identifying tatoos [sic] for his son and daughter” that “dental implants were better because they were flame retardant.”25

In addition to promoting child tracking technologies like Toothprints, private nonprofit and for-profit entities also offered instruments designed to physically restrict the movements of young Americans. Retailing for $129.95, an electronic device called Kiddie Alert sounded an alarm if a child wandered too far from their parent. “You would certainly pay $129.95 to help protect your child’s life,” read an advertisement for the gadget, and its product packaging called the device “A Breakthrough in CHILD SAFETY.” In a television spot, an older spokesman introduced Kiddie Alert as a “new electronic monitoring system that can keep your child out of the headlines,” a reference to the high-profile cases that gave rise to the stranger danger panic. Another product, dubbed Kid-Kuffs, used nylon straps to connect a child’s wrist to the waist of a parent or guardian. The president of Zelex Inc., the manufacturer of Kid-Kuffs, discussed the utility of his company’s product: “Where the adult goes, the child goes. He doesn’t get stolen, run over or in trouble. And when the children are grown, you can use [Kid-Kuffs] as a dog leash.” Companies produced leashes made especially for children as well. Founded in 1984, Safety 1st pioneered the “Baby on Board” logo and slogan, with which it marketed child leashes and other products. Mommy’s Helper opened its doors in 1986 and manufactured the Kid Keeper, a harness that fastened to a child’s torso.26 All these products no doubt benefited from Reagan’s endorsement of private sector responses to the child safety scare.

“A Safe Political Issue”

Benjamin Spock and the ACLU were not the only ones dismayed about the child safety enterprise. Journalists, child welfare advocates, and others criticized businesses for preying on parents’ anxieties to “mak[e] dollars and cents off this issue, off this national tragedy,” in the words of one Kentucky state official. “Profiteers are cashing in nationwide,” Chicago Tribune reporters Hanke Gratteau and Ray Gibson wrote in 1985, “on the millions of dollars generated in a growing public concern over the problem of missing children.” Gratteau and Gibson exposed a slew of businesses “hawking products and services” that were either “useless” or redundant—that is, “available free of charge” elsewhere. The Tribune story also highlighted ethically suspect startups like the for-profit Missing Children Information Services Inc., based in Lexington, Kentucky. In its promotional materials, the company included “photographs of a half-naked girl shackled to a bed frame, one eye appearing bruised and blackened.” But a company partner, a former professor in the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Kentucky’s medical school, confessed to staging these photos using his seven-year-old daughter. The Chicago Tribune article was part of a larger news media effort to challenge the bases of the child safety panic, namely the inflated statistics undergirding it.27

Various medical professionals and child welfare advocates chastised those responsible for barraging Americans young and old with “horror stories about missing children,” “photos on grocery bags, billboards, and milk cartons,” and “advertisements for products and services to protect children from strangers.” Testifying before the House Subcommittee on Human Resources in 1985, Kenneth Wooden, himself a child safety hawk, raged against the “army of child-saving charlatans.” These hucksters, Wooden claimed, were “marching over the newly-turned soil of parental fears with an array of unlimited quick and easy solutions” to the stranger danger threat. As the founder of Child Lures Prevention, a group established in 1983 to protect kids from sexual and other forms of abuse, Wooden had made a career out of alerting children and their families to the perils of sexual predation. Yet he objected to the “national paranoia” that had spawned an industry of “disgracefully ineffective” child protection mechanisms. “Identification kits are selling at $30 to $35 each,” he informed Congress. “Bite prints [like Toothprints] are coming on strong. Insurance companies are selling abduction policies, and a company offers custom made extended handcuffs that link the child to the parent as they shop in the local supermarket.” Such “entrepreneurism,” Wooden maintained, “reflect[ed] an increasing climate of fear in this country.” Curiously, though, Wooden pinned this “climate of fear” on the government’s supposed inability to prioritize what he called “the criminally abducted child”—that is, a young person kidnapped by a stranger. While Wooden insisted he was “not minimizing the trauma inflicted in parental snatchings,” he viewed such incidents as mostly benign and “seriously question[ed] why these missing children [taken by parents in custody disputes] are given the same, if not more, national attention than the children abducted by strangers.” Wooden’s interpretation jarred with the fact that most, if not all, of the prominent missing child cases featured in news media and pop culture accounts involved stranger kidnappings, which were and remain extremely rare.28

Others linked the child safety enterprise to the disproportionate media and political emphasis on stranger danger. Doak Bloss, a Michigan social justice activist committed to issues of runaway and “thrownaway” youth, condemned the twinned business and political manipulation of stranger danger fears. “Business[es] are interested because it’s a safe political issue,” Bloss argued in an interview with Toledo Blade reporter Laurie Krauth. “It improves their image.” To that end, Krauth indicated, companies “have hopped on the ‘stranger danger’ bandwagon with goodwill and profit-making projects. They have put reproductions of the faces of missing children on signs, products, junk mail, and utility bills without concrete information that these methods help locate children.” Because “parents are so alarmed” about the issue of stranger danger, Bloss insisted, “they become vulnerable to businesses offering products that offer more symbolic than helpful [assistance].” Such private sector pursuits, said Bloss, mirrored political responses to the stranger danger problem. “There are some real dangers to the hotness of the ‘stranger abduction’ issue, with businesses and state agencies pushing projects that aren’t well thought out,” Bloss explained. Paraphrasing Bloss, Krauth wrote, “Politicians are guaranteed praise from constituents for pushing missing-children legislation, regardless of its proven value.”29

Writing in the influential journal Pediatrics in 1986, pediatrician Abraham Bergman conveyed a similar sense of outrage over what he termed “The Business of Missing Children.” “No pediatric issue has so captured the attention of the American public during the past year as that of missing children,” he noted. “It is impossible to escape the haunting faces who peer out at us from television screens, milk cartons, breakfast cereal boxes, grocery sacks, bus posters, and business envelopes. Corporations vie with each other over sponsorship of public service campaigns to ‘publicize the plight of missing children,’ while television stations compete with a whole variety of specials.” But, for Bergman, this “whole new industry” formed in the wake of the missing child scare “is a fraud” that “needs to be exposed.” Many of the entrepreneurs “involved are misguided, and some are plain greedy,” he continued. “Children and parents are being victimized by the campaign itself. . . . [I]t seems unfortunate to constantly confront children with the specter of being hoisted off by a wicked stranger, when, in fact, that danger is about as likely as being struck by lightning.”30

These sorts of responses put a slight damper on the child safety cause and the private sector enterprise built in response to it. In its 1988 report, the US Attorney General’s Advisory Board on Missing Children lamented this apparent ebb in the stranger danger panic. For the newly reconstituted ABMC—which now included Focus on the Family founder James Dobson and Missouri governor John Ashcroft—the problem of missing and exploited children was “at a crossroad . . . no longer accompanied by television movies, cover stories in major national magazines or other signs of a newly discovered issue that captures public attention and demands an effective response.” Contrary to the ABMC’s account, though, stranger danger remained a pervasive concern in the late eighties and into the final decade of the twentieth century. Just as President Reagan had issued a “challenge” to the private sector in 1984 and 1985, the ABMC proclaimed in 1988 that “the challenge continues.” For both Reagan and the ABMC, the “challenge” referred to private sector efforts to rectify the child safety issue. “Today,” the 1988 ABMC report read, “the challenge of continuing to enlist the energies of the private sector is straightforward: to convey to the American public that while progress has been made, the tragedy of missing and exploited children is not some trendy issue whose time in the spotlight has passed, but rather a serious and disturbing social problem that requires—and deserves—a sustained commitment by America’s business community and not-for-profit organizations.”31

The private sector’s child safety programming persisted into the 1990s and 2000s, when such initiatives intersected with emergent legal mechanisms to expand the child safety regime. By the second decade of the twenty-first century, an American commuter might pass a highway billboard—donated by Lamar advertising, CBS Outdoor, or Clear Channel Communications—flashing an AMBER Alert with information regarding a missing child. This commuter might receive the same emergency notice on her smart phone and on the evening news upon returning home. The next day, while at the post office or a Walmart store, she might walk past a bulletin board filled with missing children’s photographs. Her local police department and sheriff’s office might dedicate portions of their websites to child safety tips or missing child notices. While listening to National Public Radio or conservative talk radio programs during her morning commute, she might hear conversations about “free range” kids or news regarding an accused sex offender. And through the US Justice Department’s Dru Sjodin National Sex Offender Public Website, formalized through the 2006 Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act, she can determine if any registered sex offenders live in her neighborhood.

These ubiquitous child safety mechanisms, which cross and collapse the porous boundary between public and private, originated in the stranger danger scare of the 1980s. Bolstered by the names, faces, and stories of lost children, these instruments continue to populate spaces both public and private and to enlist the law-abiding public in the project of shielding select kids from select perils. Since its inception in the eighties, this enterprise has served to confront Americans young and old with the moral threats that ostensibly face young people. In so doing, it has justified the increasing surveillance of young Americans—and those who might do them harm. The child safety enterprise, publicized through pop culture, news media, and political channels, stoked the panic gripping the American public in the eighties and enabled the explosion of similarly conceived (yet increasingly punitive) private and public mechanisms in the 1990s and into the twenty-first century.


CHAPTER 7
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Circling the Wagon

Child Safety and the Punitive State in the Clinton Years

The Wetterlings had enjoyed their Sunday. It was October 22, 1989, and the kids had the day off from school the following day. The weather was unseasonably warm, with temperatures reaching the seventies, a good ten to fifteen degrees warmer than the average October high for central Minnesota. That morning, Jerry Wetterling had gone fishing with his son Jacob, an effervescent, handsome, and bright eleven-year-old. Jerry and Jacob then returned to their home in St. Joseph, a fifteen- to twenty-minute drive from the city of St. Cloud. They joined the rest of the family, wife and mother Patty and the three other Wetterling children—thirteen-year-old Amy, ten-year-old Trevor, and eight-year-old Carmen—to watch the Minnesota Vikings defeat the Detroit Lions, twenty to seven, at the Silverdome. After the game, the Wetterlings visited an indoor ice skating rink, and that evening, Jerry and Patty left for a dinner party some twenty miles from St. Joseph. Their eldest child Amy was visiting a friend’s house, while the other Wetterling kids stayed home, along with Jacob’s best friend Aaron Larson, also eleven years old. Jacob, Trevor, and Aaron eventually decided to ride their bikes and scooter (Aaron’s preferred mode of transportation) to the Tom Thumb grocery store, about a mile and a half from the Wetterling residence, to rent a VHS copy of the 1988 slapstick comedy The Naked Gun: From the Files of Police Squad! Trevor called his mother Patty to ask if he, Jacob, and Aaron could go to the Tom Thumb, but she turned him down, insisting it was too dark outside. After some prodding, however, Jerry assented. Jacob arranged for a babysitter to look after his sister Carmen, and he left for the store with his brother and best friend.1

The boys made their way to the Tom Thumb at a leisurely pace, at times riding their bikes and scooter, and at other times walking. The Wetterling house, on Kiwi Court, sat at the southern edge of St. Joseph. A two-way, north-to-south road flanked by cornfields, trees, and a smattering of homes connected the Wetterling residence to downtown St. Joseph. Jacob, Trevor, and Aaron traveled along this road toward the Tom Thumb, arriving at the store around nine o’clock. After successfully renting The Naked Gun, the boys began the trek back to Kiwi Court to watch the movie.
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Figure 7.1 Map of St. Joseph, Minnesota, spotlighting the Wetterling home, the Tom Thumb grocery store, and the site at which Jacob was abducted. Map by Erin Greb Cartography.



Well into their return trip—close to the Wetterling home, yet far from the lights of the St. Joseph retail district—they were accosted by a masked assailant, later identified as twenty-six-year-old Danny James Heinrich. Claiming he had a gun, Heinrich asked the boys their ages. After learning Trevor’s age, the masked man ordered the ten-year-old to run into the woods, lest he be shot. Aaron then told Heinrich that he was eleven, after which the armed man groped him. Finally, it was Jacob’s turn. After learning Jacob’s age, Heinrich instructed Aaron to run away without looking back. The assailant then took Jacob, handcuffed him behind his back, and drove him out of St. Joseph, listening to the police scanner to ensure that he could make a safe getaway. “What did I do wrong?” Jacob asked Heinrich as he transported the boy to Paynesville, about forty minutes from St. Joseph. Once there, Heinrich stopped in a field by a grove. He uncuffed Jacob and molested him, after which the boy asked if he would be returned home. Heinrich told Jacob, “I can’t take you all the way home,” causing the eleven-year-old to cry. Soon thereafter, a police cruiser, sirens blaring and lights flashing, flew down an adjacent road. Panic-stricken, Heinrich instructed Jacob to turn around; he loaded his revolver, pressed it to the back of Jacob’s head, and shot him twice, killing him. The Wetterlings would not learn their son’s fate until 2016, when Heinrich confessed.2

By the time of Wetterling’s abduction and murder in October 1989, the missing child panic had already sparked a significant public, legislative, and business sector response and prompted a minor backlash against scaring children with “stranger danger” narratives. Despite attempts by some journalists and child welfare activists to debunk the exaggerated statistics animating the child protection scare, the logic of stranger danger remained firmly entrenched in 1989 and persisted into the nineties and the twenty-first century. Child safety mechanisms implemented during the presidential administration of Bill Clinton hinged upon this logic and the image of endangered childhood at its heart. Often inscribed with the names of photogenic (white) child-victims, these legal instruments (commonly known as “memorial laws”) flowed from a growing federal emphasis on protecting young Americans while punishing those who wished them harm. Among others, these federal instruments included the Jacob Wetterling Crimes against Children and Sexually Violent Offender Registration Act and the “three strikes, and you’re out” provision—both contained in the controversial 1994 crime bill—and the 1996 amendments to the Wetterling Act, known as Megan’s Law. Such laws spotlighted the moral threats ostensibly facing young Americans and identified incarceration, surveillance, control, and shame as the proper means by which to mitigate these threats. The Wetterling Act, three strikes, and Megan’s Law bolstered federal support for the mythology of stranger danger while expanding a carceral net that served to disproportionately ensnare LGBTQ Americans and people of color. Building on the developments of the 1980s, these mechanisms shored up the child safety regime and its increasingly punitive cast, enabling its continued expansion in the twenty-first century.3

Registering Danger

In the late eighties and early nineties, American fears of crime matched or exceeded previous highs seen in the early eighties. A majority of Americans responding to Gallup surveys conducted in 1989, 1990, and 1992 had identified a spike in criminal activity in their neighborhoods over the previous year, and over 84 percent of those polled by Gallup in 1989, 1990, 1992, and 1993 agreed that there was “more crime in the US than there was a year ago.” In this climate of intense anticrime sentiment, Bill Clinton set out to demonstrate his “law and order” bona fides, both in Arkansas (where he served as governor from 1979 to 1981 and again from 1983 through December 1992) and on the national political stage as he sought, and eventually occupied, the Oval Office. As a so-called New Democrat, Clinton worked to shed the image of “softness” that had dogged the Democratic party. Ahead of the all-important Iowa caucuses on February 10, 1992, Clinton left the campaign trail, returning to Arkansas to oversee the execution of Ricky Ray Rector, an African American man who had sustained severe brain damage following a gunshot to the head. Citing Rector’s level of impairment, a range of voices—from Jesse Jackson to Jeff Rosenzweig, one of Rector’s attorneys and an old friend of Clinton’s—urged the Arkansas governor and presidential candidate to stay the execution and commute Rector’s sentence. But Governor Clinton refused, and Rector was killed by lethal injection at ten o’clock, the night of January 24—less than three weeks before the Iowa caucuses.4

Once in the White House, President Clinton continued his punitive streak, allowing “the largest increase in federal and state prison inmates of any president in American history” and working mightily to “end welfare as we know it.” Though criminal justice policy and social policy may seem like discrete pursuits, the logic of “disciplining the poor” increasingly defined both in the late twentieth century. Poverty governance grew more punitive beginning in the late sixties, as incarceration and supervision joined other instruments of “neoliberal paternalism” in the service of cultivating a pliant, precarious low-wage workforce. Accordingly, Clinton’s crowning achievement in the criminal justice realm—the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act (VCCLEA), commonly known as the 1994 crime bill—dovetailed neatly with his key social policy accomplishment, the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). In their own ways, both laws stressed the need to discipline and surveil suspect populations. Together, the laws offered a clear federal response to the crime, drug use, fraud, and depravity believed to be localized in “deviant” communities—namely, urban communities of color and fringe organizations like the Aryan Nations and Branch Davidians.5
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Figure 7.2 Flanked by vice president Al Gore and Marc Klaas, President Bill Clinton signs the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act, September 13, 1994. Photograph by Ralph Alswang. Courtesy of the William Jefferson Clinton Presidential Library and Museum, Little Rock, Arkansas.



The VCCLEA authorized the hiring of 100,000 new police officers across the country, expanded the use of the death penalty at the federal level, instituted a federal assault weapons ban, and created new federal offenses for which individuals could be charged, convicted, and punished. The PRWORA eliminated Aid to Families with Dependent Children and replaced it with Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), which incorporated “sanctions” in order “to punish recipients for noncompliance with regulations” or with “work and reporting requirements.” Just as the VCCLEA functioned as a federal index of, and response to, widespread anticrime sentiment, the PRWORA seized upon pervasive public suspicion of welfare recipients, especially the so-called welfare queen. To this end, TANF not only established “work requirements and lifetime limits on aid”; it also ordered “that every state implement an anti-fraud program” to prevent abuse by those seeking aid. As legal scholar Kaaryn Gustafson notes, this new set of policies and practices “equated welfare receipt with criminality; policed the everyday lives of poor families; and wove the criminal justice system into the welfare system, often entangling poor families in the process.”6

Though seldom discussed in this context, the politics of stranger danger and child protection figured prominently in Clinton’s efforts to “get tough.” Three stranger danger cases—those of Wetterling, Polly Klaas, and Megan Kanka—provided the affective and political capital necessary to implement punitive new child safety laws during the 1990s. The VCCLEA included the Wetterling Act, as well as the federal three strikes provision instituted in response to the 1993 kidnapping, molestation, and murder of twelve-year-old Polly Klaas in Petaluma, California. The Wetterling Act established state guidelines for the registration, for a ten-year period, of those “convicted of a criminal offense against a victim who is a minor” or those “convicted of a sexually violent offense.” This subsection, like the rest of the crime bill, also articulated compliance requirements. States that failed to implement the Wetterling Act’s registration protocols before 1997 would face a 10-percent garnishment of federal funds “that would otherwise be allocated . . . under section 506 of the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968.” In coordinating the nationwide adoption of sex offender registries (SORs) and securing their position in the US carceral machinery, the Wetterling Act “formed the basis of federal sex offender laws” on which subsequent amendments and additional legislation, like the federal Megan’s Law of 1996, built. Antecedents to the Wetterling Act’s registration protocols had appeared on the state level in California, Arizona, Nevada, and Alabama in the 1950s and 1960s. Numerous states—Illinois (1986); Arkansas (1987); Oklahoma (1989); Washington (1990); Colorado and Maine (1991); Louisiana, Minnesota, and Rhode Island (1992); Idaho and West Virginia (1993)—had also created their own registration systems in the eighties and early nineties, before the 1994 Wetterling Act mandated the adoption by all states of such registries. (New Jersey and Delaware implemented such protocols later in 1994, after the passage of the VCCLEA.) While the Wetterling Act only required specific offenders to register with law enforcement agencies, and permitted but did not mandate the public dissemination of registration information, the law laid the foundation for the pervasive and systematic public shaming of those deemed morally and sexually threatening, especially to children.7

The Wetterling Act foregrounded child sex abuse as a principal site of concern, one inexorably bound up with child kidnappings, specifically those perpetrated by strangers. In its earliest iterations, the act targeted only those convicted of “crimes against children.” The House version of the 1991 VCCLEA, an unsuccessful precursor to the 1994 crime bill, included the proposed Jacob Wetterling Crimes against Children Registration Act. After this iteration of the Wetterling bill floundered, along with the omnibus crime legislation in which it sat, another version appeared as a standalone House bill, introduced in January 1993 by Republican Minnesota congressman Jim Ramstad. This proposed bill, also called the Jacob Wetterling Crimes against Children Registration Act, focused exclusively on the registration of those convicted of particular offenses against minors. Though this bill, independent of a larger anticrime package, did not become law, it did find its way into the 1994 VCCLEA, albeit with an expanded scope. The Clinton communications team went so far as to identify the Wetterling Act as “a key element of the 1994 Crime Bill.” The Jacob Wetterling Crimes against Children and Sexually Violent Offender Registration Act, as constituted in the VCCLEA, addressed “criminal offense[s] against a victim who is a minor” as well as “sexually violent offense[s]” committed against minors and adults alike. The Wetterling Act explicated the sexual offenses for which subjects would be forced to register, which included “criminal sexual conduct toward a minor,” “solicitation of a minor to engage in sexual conduct,” and “use of a minor in a sexual performance.” But the law also enumerated nonsexual offenses for which individuals could be required to register, including “kidnapping of a minor, except by a parent” and “false imprisonment of a minor, except by a parent.”8

With this language, the final version of the Wetterling Act reinforced the problematic logic of stranger danger, indelibly branding the ascendant technology of SORs as a deterrent to “molesters” residing outside the family home. Because the law did not require parents convicted of abducting or falsely imprisoning their offspring to register, it singled out “strangers,” or anybody whose identity and location ostensibly demanded regular policing, as the chief threats to young Americans. As formulated in the Wetterling Act, the practice of registration served a disciplinary function, first and foremost, by forcing “deviants” to identify as such and to submit to constant surveillance and scrutiny. Offender registration also had the discrete yet related purpose of aiding investigations into incidents of sexual abuse or child kidnapping. By registering and monitoring offenders, the reasoning went, law enforcement officials could more effectively protect communities from the predators lurking within them. Yet such a system ignored, both explicitly and implicitly, the threats of abduction and abuse which loomed inside the idealized American household. To wit, the Wetterling Act expressly excluded from registration parents convicted of kidnapping or falsely imprisoning their child. Further, the law implied that locating and figuratively containing the individuals presumed most likely to perpetrate acts of violence would mitigate the risk of such behaviors. Yet this spatial logic was not applied to the family home. Rather, the Wetterling Act sought to constrain dangerous offenders within their own registered domestic spheres under the assumption that unregistered subjects did not and could not pose threats to innocents with whom they shared a dwelling.

The Wetterling Act also reflected the common slippage between “stranger kidnapping” and “molestation.” The notion that strangers abducted young Americans with the deliberate purpose of sexually assaulting them had grown more popular with the onset of the missing child scare and with frequent media-induced child sex abuse panics, such as the one involving the McMartin preschool in Manhattan Beach, California. Even though the Wetterling Act as enshrined in the 1994 VCCLEA had adopted language that concentrated not only on “crimes against children” but also “sexually violent offender[s]” more generally, it remained symbolically fixed upon the former, as evinced by its young namesake and by the terms on which policymakers conceived of the legislation. Indeed, in the Clinton administration’s written recommendations “concerning the reconciliation of the final House and Senate versions of HR 3355, the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994,” US attorney general Janet Reno specified that “the ‘Jacob Wetterling’ proposal . . . is designed to promote the establishment by states of registration systems for convicted child molesters.” The report did convey White House support for “the establishment of registration systems for violent sex offenders who prey on adult victims.” But administration officials encouraged the development of “more definite criteria . . . concerning the class of covered offenders and the duration of registration requirements” and sought “to combine this proposal with the Jacob Wetterling proposal for child molester registration.” Into the twenty-first century, official White House narratives continued to frame the Wetterling Act as a law targeting “child molesters and other sexually violent offenders,” even though registration requirements also extended to certain nonsexual offenses committed by nonparents.9

Narrowly construed, first and foremost, as a law to inventory and monitor “child molesters,” the Wetterling Act helped to create a national system of sex offender registration. Because such a broad, totalizing technology did not exist before the 1990s, the very concept of monitoring convicted sex offenders in such a systematized manner ensued directly from the 1980s missing child panic and helped expand the child safety regime.

“Make America Safe for Children”

Another component of the 1994 federal crime bill, the “three strikes, and you’re out” provision mirrored in spirit and practice a 1994 California state statute motivated, in part, by the 1993 Klaas abduction and slaying in Petaluma. Twelve-year-old Polly Klaas had been kidnapped from her own home during a slumber party, sexually assaulted, and strangled to death. Repeat felon Richard Allen Davis directed officials to Klaas’s remains in early December 1993, two months after her disappearance. Employing Polly’s name and image to bolster their cause—some media outlets and politicians called her “America’s Child”—California legislators passed in March 1994, and the electorate affirmed via a November 1994 referendum, the so-called three strikes law, which mandated “a minimum sentence of 25 years to life for three-time repeat offenders with multiple prior serious or violent felony convictions.”10

In late 1993 and much of 1994, Polly’s father Marc Klaas had simultaneously petitioned for the passage of three strikes laws in California and on the federal level. Klaas met with President Clinton and White House staffers on December 20, 1993, just weeks after the recovery of his daughter’s body, to discuss the crime bill and share his vision for the Polly Klaas Foundation established in the wake of Polly’s abduction. The president assured Marc Klaas that he endorsed a federal three strikes law, much to the satisfaction of the still-grieving parent. “We are heartened to know,” Klaas wrote in a thank-you note sent a few days after his meeting with Clinton, “that you support [the Foundation’s] mission statement to ‘make America safe for children.’ ”11

Clinton invoked Polly’s name and gruesome demise as he lobbied for tougher anticrime provisions. “But while Americans are more secure from threats abroad,” Clinton explained in his 1994 State of the Union address, citing the close of the Cold War and the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement, “we all know that in many ways we are less secure from threats here at home. Every day the national peace is shattered by crime. In Petaluma, California, an innocent slumber party gives way to agonizing tragedy for the family of Polly Klaas.” After marshaling Klaas’s murder as proof of a national scourge, Clinton laid out a plan to end that scourge. “[T]hose who commit repeated violent crimes,” he declared in his State of the Union, “should be told, ‘When you commit a third violent crime, you will be put away, and put away for good [. . .] three strikes and you are out.’ ” Marc Klaas adored Clinton’s speech. “This is the first time in recent memory,” he wrote the president a week after the address, “that a State of the Union message has addressed the needs and desires of the common citizen. There were no references to tax credits to major corporations, no promises of tax cuts to the rich and no proposals to spend huge amounts of money on esoteric science projects. It is refreshing to realize that at last there is a President that is an advocate of real people with real problems, hopes and fears.” With this note, Klaas touched on many of the “victims’ rights” themes that animated the activism of the Walshes, the Gosches, and other bereaved parents of lost children. But he also elaborated left-populist, anticorporate sentiments that clashed with the economic platforms of both major political parties in the 1990s. Klaas’s politics, then, defied easy categorization.12

Cognizant of the broad appeal of “tough on crime” politics and eager to wrest the issue of crime control away from Republicans, the White House played tug-of-war with some “law and order” conservatives over the Klaas saga and, more broadly, over matters of crime and punishment. In the months following the discovery of Polly’s body, Senator Orrin Hatch (R–Utah) and conservative firebrand Don Feder both highlighted the young girl’s abduction and slaying to criticize Clinton’s “soft-on-crime policies,” in Hatch’s formulation. “The nation was rightly outraged by the recent kidnap-murder of 13-year-old [sic] Polly Klaas,” the Utah senator wrote in the conservative Washington Times on January 25, 1994, the day of Clinton’s State of the Union address. “Yet, most were not surprised to learn that the man charged with her murder, Richard Allen Davis, had a long criminal record and was out of prison on parole.” Hatch implicitly pinned the blame for Klaas’s killing on the Clinton administration and its Department of Justice. According to Hatch, Clinton privileged “violent, career criminals” like Davis over the embattled “American people.” Embracing “the soft-headed approaches of the 1960s and 1970s,” Clinton and his fellow New Democrats had “effectively thwarted truth-in-sentencing at the federal level by ordering its prosecutors to engage in more plea bargaining and by encouraging lower sentences.” Hatch rejected outright Clinton’s “tough on crime” posturing, claiming that the president had “adopted soft-on-crime policies that will exacerbate rather than diminish the crisis of violent crime.” If Clinton’s “dangerous see-no-evil policy” continued unabated, Hatch warned in closing, “tragedies like Polly Klaas’s death—which the president mourns so eloquently—will occur again and again.” The senior US senator from Utah pilloried the president for his “eloquent” odes to young Polly and his “tough” rhetoric which, Hatch contended, belied his “decision to go easy on criminals.”13

Don Feder denigrated the Clinton administration in much the same way. “See Bill fight crime,” his February 2 Washington Times editorial began. “See his administration foster crime.” Feder saw Clinton’s State of the Union address, and his entire “law and order” platform, as hypocritical. “[W]hile Mr. Clinton postures,” wrote Feder, “those he appoints to Cabinet posts and judgeships—slaves of ‘60s social dogma—labor to undo his ostensible agenda.” According to Feder, tongue firmly in cheek, Clinton’s attorney general Janet Reno had developed a “finely tuned moral antenna” by imbibing this “social dogma.” Reno “is a root causer,” Feder argued, “as in, the root causes of crime are poverty, discrimination and the lack of a federal teddy bear program.” Her opposition to expanding the death penalty because of the “moral dilemmas” it might present also irked Feder. “Would the parents of Polly Klaas, the 12-year-old abducted and murdered in California, agonize over the execution of their daughter’s killer?” Feder asked.14

White House officials too deployed the Klaas tragedy for political purposes, actively seeking Marc Klaas’s endorsement for the federal crime bill under deliberation in late 1993 and early 1994. From December 1993 through the 1996 reelection campaign, Clinton mentioned the Klaas case in at least sixteen separate public speeches. (He and his aides had also planned to discuss Polly Klaas in a February 1994 address to a group of law enforcement officials in London, Ohio, but deleted the reference from the final draft of the speech.) As one 1996 White House communications memo indicated, “Marc Klaas joined the President on many occasions during his campaign for the Crime Bill, and the bill was subsequently dedicated in Polly Klaas’ name.” The president, the memorandum continued, “frequently invokes the Klaas story when he talks about the type of crime his efforts aim to prevent in the future.” White House officials considered Marc Klaas a key ally in Clinton’s anticrime politicking. “Klaas’s support for the Administration’s anti-crime efforts is invaluable to us,” policy advisor Bruce Reed stated in a February 1994 memo, “not just in the coming weeks as we push to pass the crime bill, but over the long haul as we seek to prove that Democrats are not soft on crime.” To this end, Reed sought to “underscore that [Marc Klaas] supports our version of three-strikes—so long as he’s for it, we can’t be criticized for being soft.” Reed called Klaas “the country’s leading proponent of the three-strikes-and-out idea” and, as such, hoped to solidify the linkage (however symbolic) between Klaas and “the Administration’s anti-crime efforts.”15

Likewise, Marc Klaas looked to cultivate a relationship with the Clinton administration. In a shrewd maneuver, Klaas simultaneously advocated for the passage of three strikes laws in California and on the federal level. By doing so, he leveraged his growing visibility in California politics and his influence within the White House to consolidate support for three strikes legislation nationwide. “Your support of ‘Three Strikes And You’re Out Legislation’ is important and meaningful,” Klaas’s note to President Clinton read. “It will increase the steamroller of support the initiative has picked up in California and make it virtually unstoppable.” Klaas considered California to be “the first big domino in three strikes legislation”: once California adopted its three strikes law, other states and the US government would follow. “It is important that the citizens have a law that spells out exactly what punishments and penalties are in store for those that chose a life of violent crime,” Klaas’s letter to Clinton continued. “The American people want protection[,] not rhetoric.”16 The efforts of Klaas, Clinton, and other child protection hardliners culminated in the passage of three strikes laws in California and on the federal level in 1994. Though the state of Washington had implemented such a law in 1993, before California did, the sheer scale of California’s criminal justice system ensured that developments there would bear heavily on national debates concerning sentencing guidelines. Accordingly, the next few years saw the passage of three strikes bills in dozens of other states, and by 1997 half of all states had adopted such measures.17

Scholars and journalists dispute the degree to which three strikes laws at the state and federal levels exacerbated mass incarceration. Wherever they were instituted, three strikes statutes provided a new mechanism through which to prosecute repeat felons. As a 1995 memo from Assistant Attorney General Jo Ann Harris to all US Attorneys explained, “Under the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, we have a powerful new federal tool . . . to help us deal with violent repeat offenders. This provision should play a key role in every district’s anti-violent crime strategy.” Incarceration rates increased in the 1990s, but this spike fit within a long-term trend. Local, state, and federal imprisonment rates had risen steadily since the late 1970s, well before the adoption of three strikes in the early to mid-1990s. Furthermore, only in certain states did three strikes laws lead to substantial growth in prison populations in the mid-nineties. In the decade after implementing three strikes, California sentenced some eighty thousand “two strikers” and 7,500 “three strikers” to state prison. (Under the state’s “two strikes” provision, any individual previously convicted of a serious or violent crime who received a second felony conviction, regardless of the severity or nature of that offense, would be sentenced to a prison term twice as long as that required under the state’s criminal sentencing guidelines.) Despite certain absurd applications of three strikes and other sentence enhancement statutes in states other than California—such as the Texas man sentenced to life in prison for stealing a sandwich from Whole Foods Market—there is little evidence to suggest that such statutes significantly expanded prison populations beyond the Golden State. Indeed, Washington state’s three strikes statute yielded 121 convictions between 1993 and 1998, while Florida’s provision, passed in 1995, had generated just 116 convictions by the same date. Most of the other states that adopted three strikes laws in the mid-nineties employed these provisions even more sparingly. Through August 1998, Wisconsin, Colorado, New Mexico, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Tennessee had each sentenced fewer than five offenders under their respective three strikes provisions.18

Likewise, the three strikes statute included in the VCCLEA did not dramatically expand the federal prison population. Federal prosecutors have seldom invoked the three strikes provision since its adoption in 1994. In the four years after the VCCLEA became law, only thirty-five offenders were convicted under the bill’s three strikes clause. Moreover, local and state jails and prisons house the overwhelming majority of the country’s incarcerated population. Less than 10 percent of inmates held in American correctional institutions sit within federal prisons.19 But even though local and state criminal justice policies were the primary engines of mass incarceration, the explosion of the federal prison population in the late twentieth century—and the VCCLEA’s role in this development—cannot be discounted. While state prisons accounted for 87 percent of the growth in the incarcerated population during Clinton’s time in the White House, the number of inmates held in federal prisons grew from 56,909 in 1990 to 131,739 in 2000, President Clinton’s final full year in office. This figure reached an all-time high of 186,545 in 2010 before dipping slightly in 2015. The rapid expansion of the federal prison population certainly predated the VCCLEA, but the 1994 crime bill did nothing to arrest its growth. On the contrary, the controversial law created new federal offenses—particularly related to drug trafficking, “immigration-related crimes,” and the manufacture and possession of “military-style assault weapons”—that brought thousands more Americans into federal prisons.20 In its application, the VCCLEA’s three strikes provision may not have been directly responsible for this surge in the federal prison population. Still, the inclusion of Klass’s three strikes statute (and the Wetterling Act) within the crime bill itself reflected the logic of child protection that inhered in the late twentieth-century push for “law and order.”

The image of endangered childhood proved vital in this environment of intense anticrime sentiment. The tragedies that had befallen Polly Klaas and Jacob Wetterling served to justify the creation of new, draconian tools designed to protect young Americans from stranger danger. As two photogenic, white, middle-class children abducted and harmed by subjects previously unknown to them, Wetterling and Klaas provided the raisons d’être for new legal mechanisms intended to secure the future for similarly vulnerable children. According to Marc Klaas, he and his associates had disseminated “approximately two billion images of Polly . . . worldwide” in the first few months following her kidnapping. These pictures initially served as aids in the search for the young girl, building on the visual architecture established by the milk carton campaign and other initiatives. Once Polly’s pictures entered the cultural lexicon, however, they no doubt worked to gin up support for the federal crime bill, California’s three strikes statute, the Klaas Foundation, and the cause of child safety more broadly. “The world froze on the evening of December 4, 1993,” Marc Klaas wrote in 1996, “when Polly Klaas, the beautiful girl shown smiling in home videos for millions of TV viewers, was found dead in Cloverdale, California.” As “America’s Child,” Klaas went on, Polly epitomized “love and lost innocence,” and her death “symbolized much that [is] wrong with our society.” Such imagery took certain young Americans as precious, threatened commodities who required increased protection through a fortified carceral state.21

Vigilance and Vulnerability

In July 1994, just months before the passage of the VCCLEA, Megan Kanka was brutally murdered. Unbeknownst to the Kanka family and many of their neighbors, three convicted sex offenders had moved into a house across the street from the Kankas’ Hamilton Township, New Jersey, residence. Thirty-three-year-old Jesse Timmendequas was one of these sex offenders. Richard and Maureen Kanka, parents of seven-year-old Megan, nine-year-old Jeremy, and eleven-year-old Jessica, seldom interacted with Timmendequas. While the Kankas considered Timmendequas somewhat peculiar, they had no idea that he had twice been convicted of sex offenses against minors. In 1981, Timmendequas had received a suspended prison sentence for luring a five-year-old into the woods and pulling down her pants. The following year, he was convicted of attempted sexual assault after choking a seven-year-old girl unconscious. For this offense, Timmendequas was sentenced to ten years in the Adult Diagnostic and Treatment Center, a prison for adult sex offenders in Avenel, New Jersey, but was released after serving six years. Timmendequas then moved into the Kankas’ quiet suburban neighborhood with two other sex offenders he had met in prison.22

According to witnesses, Megan Kanka had stopped to speak with Timmendequas on the evening of July 29, 1994. She had been out playing in the neighborhood when she stumbled upon Timmendequas washing a boat in his driveway. The two chatted and frolicked in the driveway before he coaxed the seven-year-old into his home with the promise of seeing his new puppy. In so doing, Timmendequas preyed upon an “[u]nsuspecting, trusting” child, a prosecutor asserted during Timmendequas’s trial in 1997. He then brought her into his cramped bedroom, where he bludgeoned, strangled, and raped her before stuffing her body into a toy chest and disposing of it in a park some two miles away. By the time Timmendequas returned home, the Kankas had determined their daughter was missing and launched a search to find her. Playing the part of the conscientious citizen, Timmendequas joined his neighbors in the search. But by the next day, he had confessed to kidnapping, raping, and killing young Megan.23

Megan’s abduction, sexual assault, and slaying shocked Hamilton Township and spurred New Jersey’s lawmakers into action. Within days of the vicious attack, Richard and Maureen Kanka, along with many of their neighbors, had started advocating for “Megan’s Law,” which “would require authorities to notify communities when a child-sex offender comes to live among them.” Some 1,500 locals signed a petition imploring New Jersey’s Republican governor Christine Todd Whitman to take additional steps to shield the state’s children from stranger danger. News of their efforts soon appeared in the pages of the New York Times, and within a week of Megan’s kidnapping and murder, Governor Whitman had joined an impressive coalition of parents, lawmakers, and media officials calling for new registration and notification laws in and beyond the Garden State. Eschewing the customary committee hearings, the New Jersey General Assembly hastily approved a set of bills “aimed at cracking down on sexual offenders” exactly one month after Megan’s death. The New Jersey Senate moved with similar urgency, amending the legislative package known collectively as Megan’s Law on October 3, 1994. The General Assembly agreed to the Senate’s amendments on October 20 and forwarded the legislation to Governor Whitman, who signed the package into law on November 1. The law went into full effect on January 1, 1995.24

New Jersey’s knee-jerk Megan’s Law raised serious constitutional questions and, as some critics predicted it would, activated a legal backlash. While the Wetterling Act allowed for the initiation of community notification procedures when certain offenders moved into certain communities, it deemed sex offender information “private data” and did not mandate the release of such information to the public. Megan’s Law, as implemented in New Jersey in 1994, did. It “require[d] the police to notify a neighborhood, nearby schools and other institutions when a convicted sex offender intends to move in.” The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) spearheaded challenges to such laws implemented in New Jersey and elsewhere, arguing that alarmist policies like these supplied overly simplistic and overly harsh solutions to complex social problems. ACLU lawyers and other legal experts also quibbled with the “retroactive nature of the registry” created by New Jersey’s Megan’s Law, which penalized offenders convicted before the enactment of such registration and notification protocols. “My primary class of clients,” one West Trenton, New Jersey, attorney explained, “are guys who pleaded guilty many years ago, went to jail, sought and received treatment and were released and have had no other contact with the system. That class of citizen should not have to register under the new law.”25

Not only did constitutional concerns loom over the Megan’s Law provisions passed in New Jersey; so too did questions of efficacy. If New Jersey’s state lawmakers sincerely wished to curtail child sex abuse, critics charged, they would equip the state’s correctional and mental health facilities with the resources needed to treat and rehabilitate offenders. Simply tagging and stigmatizing these individuals would do little to protect the state’s vulnerable populations from sexual predation. “Sex offenders’ particular kind of personality disorder can often be controlled, if not necessarily ‘cured,’ ” read a New York Times editorial published days after the passage of Megan’s Law in New Jersey. “Yet while several therapies have been shown to lower recidivism rates, most jailed sex offenders get no treatment.” New Jersey’s incarcerated sex criminals received “very little” treatment, the Times editorial continued, “even at the state-run Adult Diagnostic and Treatment Center at Avenel, which is devoted to treating adult sex offenders.” A third of the inmates there “refused treatment,” as Jesse Timmendequas did when he was lodged at the facility in the 1980s. In addition, the editorial pointed out that New Jersey’s Megan’s Law wrongly focused on stranger danger by promoting the surveillance of itinerant, unattached subjects. “Children are more apt to be sexually abused in the home than outside it,” the editorial correctly noted. Yet its author or authors still seemed to identify with the spirit of Megan’s Law. “Even so, the threat posed by an unknown predator terrifies American families the most. That is the reason for the community-notification provision that is now part of Federal law—and for the New Jersey bills that inspired it.”26

The stigma surrounding sex offenders put registration and notification opponents at a competitive disadvantage in debates over such measures. Proponents of Megan’s Law in New Jersey could draw upon the image of endangered childhood and the potent discourse of victims’ rights to position themselves as foils to child molesters and their civil libertarian apologists. As such, proponents of registration and notification statutes—including bereaved parents like the Kankas—honed an effective (and affective) line of attack by intimating that the law’s opponents privileged the rights of convicted sex offenders over those of victims and vulnerable children. The editorial board of the conservative Washington Times, for example, derided the judges, attorneys, and other legal experts wary of the social death wrought by Megan’s Law. “To us non-legal types,” a January 6, 1995, editorial in the Washington Times read, “it might seem that stigma and ostracism are the least of what is coming to a kidnapper and rapist; it might seem to us that men who rape and murder small children . . . may not themselves deserve to be alive—let alone ‘enjoying’ a decent ‘quality of life’; and it may seem to us that our right to protect our children from monsters ought to take precedence over anything else—particularly when we live in a society that insists on returning those monsters to us.”27

Despite the emotionally resonant appeals elaborated by Megan’s Law proponents, several courts sided with those questioning the constitutionality of registration and notification provisions. The January 6 Washington Times editorial came in response to a federal court ruling in favor of convicted rapist Carlos Diaz. Nearing release after an eleven-year prison sentence, the forty-six-year-old Diaz had submitted a petition seeking exemption from New Jersey’s Megan’s Law. Federal judge John W. Bissell granted Diaz the exemption, citing the “punitive impact” of the law and its ex post facto design. The following month, a state judge in Burlington County, New Jersey, deemed unconstitutional the Megan’s Law provision granting “county prosecutors sole authority to classify a released offender as someone at low, moderate or high risk of committing another sexual crime.” Later in February, less than two months after Megan’s Law went into effect in New Jersey, Nicholas H. Politan of the federal district court in New Jersey determined its community notification protocols to be a violation of constitutional ex post facto restrictions. Politan’s ruling, rendered in response to a lawsuit filed by the forty-nine-year-old sex offender Alexander Artway, upheld the registration requirements embedded within New Jersey’s Megan Law but invalidated its notification mandate.28

The Kankas and their allies objected to Politan’s reasoning and methods. The judge had provocatively suggested that community notification protocols resembled the placement by Nazis of Stars of David on Jewish peoples. “Some parallel,” columnist Suzanne Fields wrote derisively in the Washington Times. Yet, in the same editorial, Fields seemed to reify Politan’s critique. She gleefully advocated for Jesse Timmendequas’s indefinite detention, or “[s]hort of that, he could have had an X engraved on his forehead, like Cain, or an R for Rapist, or SOB for Sex Offender, Beware.” By Fields’s own admission, then, registration and community notification served to label certain social outcasts even after they had served their prison sentences. In a letter to the editor published in USA Today, Maureen and Richard Kanka also had scathing words for Politan. “How inappropriate,” the Kankas declared, “to make a remark that identifies as a Nazi every person in our state who supported ‘Megan’s Law.’ We are outraged that a federal judge would compare a law that will protect our children to all the horrendous acts done by the Nazi’s [sic] to the Jewish people.” To undercut Politan’s ruling, and his salacious comparison of community notification statutes to Nazi tactics, the Kankas employed their symbolic capital as grieving parents seeking “to take our streets back for . . . families” like theirs. In doing so, they pitted the rights of “pedophiles” (with “their perverted pleasures”) against the rights of victims and imperiled children. “Our children have the right to grow without the scars of sexual abuse by a pedophile. We had the right to watch our child, Megan, grow and prosper under our roof and lead a productive life. Where were Megan’s rights when she was raped and murdered?” the couple asked. “Where were all the children’s constitutional rights when they lost their childhood due to the compulsive nature of a pedophile as they were raped and molested?”29

The demonization of sex offenders and the endorsement of vigilantism implicit in Megan’s Law and the discourses around it also disturbed the law’s critics. Soon after Bissell had exempted Carlos Diaz from Megan’s Law, members of the Guardian Angels—a nonprofit, public safety organization founded in New York City in 1979—descended upon the Passaic, New Jersey, neighborhood that Diaz would likely call home upon his release from custody. Mobilized by Bissell’s ruling, the group members took it upon themselves to notify residents of Diaz’s impending move into their community. Days later, a father and son broke into the Phillipsburg, New Jersey, house in which a recently paroled sex offender, Michael Groff, was temporarily staying. The pair had identified the residence, primarily occupied by Groff’s aunt and uncle, through the community notification provision of Megan’s Law. One of the intruders, donning a black ski mask, accosted another resident and asked if he was Groff. The man, named Thomas Vicari, demurred. “Who wants to know?” Convinced that he had found “the child molester,” the intruder began pummeling Vicari, mistaking him for Groff. Another resident quickly phoned the police, and the father and son were soon apprehended and booked on charges of “second-degree burglary and misdemeanor counts of assault, harassment, malicious damage and conspiracy.” While no one, not even Vicari, sustained serious injury during the assault, the incident appeared to validate fears about the threat of vigilantism in the wake of New Jersey’s Megan’s Law and similar measures. “This is exactly the concern that we had when the law was being considered for passage,” lamented the legal director for ACLU’s New Jersey branch, “that it would be used to enable vigilantism rather than for any legitimate community interest.”30

Despite uncertainties about the constitutionality of New Jersey’s Megan’s Law and about its potential to provoke vigilante action, the Clinton administration sided with the Kankas and the state government in courtroom battles over the law. Administration officials sought to guarantee the constitutionality of Megan’s Law, presumably in the hope that a version of the law could be adopted on the federal level. In February 1995, shortly after a New Jersey state judge had ruled against the Megan’s Law provision that permitted county officials alone to determine the classification risks of released sex offenders, the Clinton Department of Justice (DOJ) announced that it would assist New Jersey in defending its recently enacted law. “The federal government has a major interest in seeing to it that the constitutionality of such efforts is sustained in the courts,” US attorney general Janet Reno explained. “We feel strongly that the states must have the flexibility to enact laws they believe will provide immediate and necessary protection, as New Jersey has done in this case.” Reno also rejected the notion that registration and notification statutes would incite vigilante violence against convicted offenders. “I think any time people take the law into their own hands,” she affirmed, “government has got to respond. But I think that’s part of the balance.” Even though Reno failed to fully engage with the substance of criticisms levied against the law in New Jersey, she nonetheless conveyed in unequivocal terms the DOJ’s support for the state government in this matter.31

This federal declaration of support came near the beginning of a prolonged period of legal limbo for New Jersey’s Megan’s Law, one that would last over eighteen months. The New Jersey Supreme Court heard oral arguments regarding Megan’s Law in May 1995. The court would need to determine whether community notification represented a viable safety measure to safeguard “the most vulnerable members of society,” in the words of the state’s attorney general, or an overly punitive practice designed principally to shame certain offenders. In its July 1995 ruling, the New Jersey Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of Megan’s Law yet also reinforced the right of each registrant to challenge their classification as either a low-, moderate-, or high-risk offender. The justices of the court rewrote parts of the law “from the bench,” according to the New York Times, “inserting safeguards that a panicky New Jersey State Legislature [had] failed to include last year.” After incorporating these protections for offenders, the state reactivated Megan’s Law in September 1995. The next month, an appeal of Judge Politan’s February 1995 ruling—which had declared the community notification prong of Megan’s Law to be a violation of the ex post facto clause—found its way to the US Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit Court, located in Philadelphia.32

As New Jersey lawmakers, the Clinton DOJ, and other interested parties awaited a decision from the Third Circuit into the spring of 1996, news broke of mounting challenges to Megan’s Law by convicted sex offenders. Overwhelmed by petitions from forty-four individuals seeking exemption from New Jersey’s community notification provision, federal district court Judge Bissell blocked any further implementation of the community notification statute in the state, at least until the Third Circuit could issue its decision in the Politan appeal. The federal appeals court delivered its ruling the following month, affirming the constitutionality of the registration component of Megan’s Law. Though the three-judge panel unanimously agreed that Politan had acted hastily in ruling against community notification protocols, the justices refused to rule on the constitutionality of the practice, plunging Megan’s Law into further legal uncertainty. Bissell provided some clarity in the summer of 1996, however, when he deemed community notification constitutional, a reversal of the decision he had handed down in January 1995. The Bissell ruling put New Jersey’s Megan’s Law on surer footing, although it continued to face minor, ill-fated legal challenges into 1997.33

Even as Megan’s Law fate in New Jersey remained unclear, the Clinton administration looked to pass a similar bill on the federal level. In July 1995, two days after the New Jersey Supreme Court had upheld Megan’s Law, Congressman Dick Zimmer (R–New Jersey) introduced a version of the legislation in the US House of Representatives (HR 2137). Subcommittee hearings took place in March 1996, by which point the Clinton DOJ had already intervened in three separate legal challenges to Megan’s Law in New Jersey, all “to protect the federal interest in promoting state sex offender registration laws.” Once HR 2137 made it out of the House Judiciary Committee, the House approved it unanimously, 418–0, and the Senate passed the bill without amendment by unanimous consent. President Clinton signed the bill into law on May 17, 1996, before Bissell had issued his decision in New Jersey. Modeled on New Jersey’s law, the federal version of Megan’s Law amended the Wetterling Act (and thus the VCCLEA) and commanded states to “release relevant information that is necessary to protect the public concerning a specific person required to register under this section.”34

The federal Megan’s Law hinged on the image of endangered childhood constructed by Megan Kanka, Polly Klaas, Jacob Wetterling, Adam Walsh, and the white, middle-class vulnerable “everychildren” for whom they stood. Without the passage of Megan’s Law on the federal level, Dick Zimmer cautioned, “sexual predators will begin to move from State to State, settling in jurisdictions where they are able to ensure their anonymity. . . . As a result, critical information will not necessarily get into the hands of those who need it the most, parents, in order to take commonsense steps to protect their children.” Upon signing the bill into law, President Clinton—flanked by Maureen Kanka, son Jeremy, Congressman Zimmer, John Walsh, and Marc Klaas—instrumentalized Megan’s name and face. “To understand what this law really means,” the president declared, “never forget its name—the name of a seven-year-old girl taken wrongly in the beginning of her life. The law that bears a name of one child is now for every child, for every parent and every family. It is for Polly [Klaas] and Jacob [Wetterling] and Adam [Walsh], and, above all, for Megan.” By joining these four children into a single assemblage of young white victimhood, Clinton drew a direct line from the child kidnapping panic of the late 1970s and 1980s through the “tough on crime” fervor of the early to mid-nineties. Echoing the “rights talk” of Marc Klaas, the Kankas, the Walshes, and other bereaved parents, Clinton avowed, “We respect people’s rights, but today America proclaims there is no greater right than a parent’s right to raise a child in safety and love. Today, America warns: If you dare to prey on our children, the law will follow you wherever you go, state to state, town to town.” The president went on: “Today, America circles the wagon around our children. Megan’s Law will protect tens of millions of families from the dread of what they do not know.”35

Before HR 2137 had even passed the US House of Representatives, White House officials were already thinking about how to expand on it—namely, with the creation of a nationwide sex offender registry. In a March 4, 1996, memorandum (marked “URGENT”) addressed to senior Clinton advisor Rahm Emanuel and domestic policy director Bruce Reed, deputy director of the DOJ’s Office of Policy Development Grace Mastalli laid out several paths that the Clinton administration might take on the proposed Zimmer bill. Mastalli also shared with Emanuel and Reed news of Senator Phil Gramm’s (R–Texas) proposal “to create a nationwide computer identification and tracking system to keep a close eye on the transitory population of sexual offenders.” Consistent with the evolution of similar proposals, Gramm had developed his plan following the January 1996 abduction and murder of nine-year-old Amber Hagerman in the senator’s home state. Hagerman’s kidnapping and slaying had encouraged Gramm to take action, although he insisted that he had “always believed there should be a national database of convicted pedophiles, available to local and federal law enforcement officers.” In her memo to Reed and Emanuel, Mastalli expressed her concerns about the timing and potential political ramifications of Gramm’s proposal. She endorsed the idea but hoped to guarantee that Clinton, not Gramm, would receive primary credit for the initiative. “Note,” she wrote by hand, “we hope to add announcement of [a] new initiative to preempt this Gramm proposal.” While the Clinton administration failed to preempt Gramm, who formally introduced his bill in the Senate on April 16, 1996, the president nonetheless took a leading role in the establishment of such a national database.36

As Clinton’s reelection campaign kicked into high gear, administration officials touted the proposed national sex offender registry as an outgrowth of the president’s aggressive “tough on crime” and child safety policymaking. Clinton operatives portrayed the database as “the next logical step” following the passage of the 1994 crime bill, the Wetterling Act, three strikes, and Megan’s Law. In June 1996, Clinton ordered US attorney general Janet Reno to develop a plan to guarantee the smooth implementation and seamless use of such a database by law enforcement agencies across the country. “The Clinton Administration has a longstanding commitment to ensuring the safety of families and protecting them from child molesters and sexually violent offenders,” read the memorandum to Reno. This directive also argued that “[t]he 1994 Clinton Crime Bill, which included the Wetterling Act[,] laid the groundwork to develop a national system,” which “is the next logical step.” A radio address airing days after the president issued his directive touched on familiar themes. The president highlighted his administration’s efforts to protect American children from particular moral threats. “Nothing is more important than keeping our children safe,” he asserted. “We have taken decisive steps to help families protect their children, especially from sex offenders, people who, according to study after study, are likely to commit their crimes again and again.” (On the contrary, recidivism rates for convicted child molesters are quite low, although critics attribute these numbers to the similarly low rates at which sexual assault survivors report their attacks.) Clinton continued to make his case for the database, contending that “[t]he crime bill laid the foundation for this national registry,” while “Megan’s Law makes sure parents get [the necessary] information so they can take steps to watch out for their children.” According to the president, “Too many children and their families have paid a terrible price because parents didn’t know about the dangers hidden in their own neighborhood,” thereby reinforcing the stranger danger myth and deploying it in the service of the proposed national sex offender database.37

The bill introduced by Gramm easily passed the US Senate and the House of Representatives, and President Clinton signed the Pam Lychner Sexual Offender Tracking and Identification Act into law on October 3, 1996. Named for a white, blonde, thirty-seven-year-old sexual assault survivor who died in a plane crash while the bill was under consideration in the Senate, the Lychner Act ordered the US attorney general to “establish a national database at the Federal Bureau of Investigation [FBI] to track the whereabouts and movement[s] of—(1) each person who has been convicted of a criminal offense against a victim who is a minor; (2) each person who has been convicted of a sexually violent offense; and (3) each person who is a sexually violent predator.” The Lychner Act expanded upon the Wetterling Act and the federal version of Megan’s Law by buttressing the law enforcement resources available to track and discipline those deemed sexually dangerous, particularly to American children.38

Caught in the Web

Bill Clinton’s “law and order” policies alone may not have significantly exacerbated mass incarceration. Yet, as Clinton himself indicated while advocating for a national sex offender registry, the Wetterling Act and Megan’s Law extended the reach of the child safety regime and set the stage for the expansive sex offender tracking systems of the twenty-first century. In keeping with his approach to other issues, President Clinton pursued a punitive politics of child safety, endorsing carceral solutions to the problem of stranger danger. He readily trafficked in the imagery of endangered childhood and employed the names of slain children to pass draconian laws that have drastically increased the number of Americans under some form of correctional control or supervision. Building on the 1980s stranger danger panic and acting on pervasive public fears related to crime, Clinton-era child safety developments contributed to the explosion of SORs in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Bearing the names of young American victims, these SORs formalized the increasingly common conflation of “child kidnapping” and “child molestation.” Charged with the seemingly unassailable task of tracking and shaming sex offenders (and particularly child molesters), SORs worked to expand the carceral state.

SORs were a relatively novel and small-scale technology when Clinton, alongside other “law and order” Democrats and Republicans, began to mandate their use nationwide. In response to the stranger danger scare, various state governments had instituted sex offender registration systems in the late 1980s and early 1990s. But the number of individuals listed within such databases rose dramatically with the passage of the 1994 Wetterling Act. Indeed, only since the late twentieth century have convicted sex criminals been forced to register as such in a broad-based manner, meaning that the number of listed offenders has risen from a few thousand (at most) in the early 1990s to over half a million by 2005. Even since the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children started compiling statistics on sex offender registrants in the mid-2000s, the rolls have grown considerably. In 2005, some 551,987 were registered nationally (and in US territories that keep statistics); by 2018, there were over 900,000.39

As Americans spent more and more of their time in cyberspace in the nineties, President Clinton and his DOJ also took steps to protect American children and punish American “perverts” in the digital realm. In 1995, the FBI launched the Innocent Images National Initiative, “an intelligence driven, proactive, multi-agency investigative operation to combat the proliferation of child pornography/child sexual exploitation . . . facilitated by an online computer.” Moreover, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention established the Internet Crimes Against Children task force in 1998.40

The foundation set during the Clinton era enabled systems of registration, notification, and punishment for sex offenders to flourish in the twenty-first century, but it did not have to be this way. Clinton and his counterparts on both sides of the aisle might have more seriously considered the civil libertarian case against registration and notification protocols. The prospect of branding American citizens, even those as widely reviled as convicted sex offenders, on a national scale ought to trouble even the most hawkish of “law and order” types. Leaving aside the ethical and constitutional troubles of SORs and community notification practices, their flawed design and general ineffectiveness and impracticality could have dissuaded President Clinton and others from supporting such mechanisms. By the time Washington lawmakers were deliberating and rolling out such measures on the federal level in the mid-1990s, violent crime rates had already been in decline for a number of years, and the stranger danger myth had been thoroughly debunked.

Still, this powerful myth won out. The 2003 PROTECT (Prosecutorial Remedies and Other Tools to End the Exploitation of Children Today) Act and the Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act of 2006, among other tools created in the George W. Bush era, built upon the Wetterling Act and Megan’s Law. The PROTECT Act federalized, and implemented nationally, the AMBER Alert system; toughened sentencing guidelines for convicted sex offenders; and broadened the definition of, and strengthened penalties for possessing, child pornography, including computer-generated images devoid of “flesh-and-blood children.” The Walsh Act, named for John Walsh’s slain son, “intensified federal penalties for failure to register as a sex offender . . . widened the range of offenses for which adults could be forced to register to include possession of child pornography; and standardized the information to be obtained from offenders for publication and dissemination” within SORs online. The Walsh Act also formalized the Dru Sjodin National Sex Offender Public Website, named for a twenty-two-year-old white, blonde college student who was abducted and murdered by a registered sex offender in 2003. Through this nationally administered website—or through individual sites operated by states, territories, and Indian reservations—anyone with an Internet connection can see the convicted sex offenders who live around them, or who live anywhere in the country.41

As the child safety regime grew in the twenty-first century, its excesses became more readily apparent. Though it purported to expose and combat the grisly crimes of child abduction and exploitation, in its most bloated form this regime has embodied some of the most pernicious human impulses. In the drive to shame, surveil, ostracize, cage, terrorize, and perhaps even exterminate other humans, Americans have constructed and found solace in the child safety regime. By formally delimiting the movements of young people and all but banishing those who might do them harm, this regime—with its many laws, customs, practices, and informal expectations—has shaped the lives of millions of Americans. Whether it will remain firmly entrenched, whether it will continue to prey on the public, depends upon whether Americans can identify this predator. If the seductive, interlocking myths of stranger danger and endangered childhood can maintain their stranglehold, there is little hope. But if Americans can recognize the perils of shielding young people from the outside world, of obscuring the realities of child sexual abuse, of decentering child hunger and poverty, and of governing through crime, the predator might very well be caught.42


Conclusion

To Catch a Predator

On July 27, 2006, exactly twenty-five years after six-year-old Adam Walsh’s abduction, President George W. Bush signed into law a sweeping bill in the boy’s honor. The Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act bolstered the child safety regime by imposing new and enhanced penalties for crimes committed against American children. Among its many provisions, the Walsh Act expanded the national network of sex offender registries (SORs) formed, in earnest, under Bill Clinton; established a three-tiered classification system for convicted sex offenders; and increased the number of offenses for which individuals could be forced to register. Perhaps the most draconian component of the Walsh Act was its civil commitment statute, which authorized the indefinite incarceration of certain “sexually dangerous persons” after the completion of their prison or jail terms. Even though no evidence existed to indicate that Adam Walsh had been sexually abused following his kidnapping, the 2006 law used the boy’s name and image to intensify the punishments levied against convicted sex offenders.1

John and Revé Walsh joined George W. Bush in the Rose Garden for the Walsh Act signing ceremony. So too did a cast of political heavyweights including Senate majority leader Bill Frist (R–Tennessee), Senator Joe Biden (D–Delaware), and US attorney general Alberto Gonzales, in addition to several celebrity-victims such as Elizabeth Smart, who had risen to national prominence after her 2002 abduction and dramatic return home the following year. The president attributed the strong turnout to John Walsh, the resilient father and tough television personality. “John, as you can see,” Bush told the longtime America’s Most Wanted host, “you’ve attracted quite a crowd here.” Without missing a beat, Walsh called those gathered a “SWAT [special weapons and tactics] team for kids.” President Bush smiled and concurred. “Yes, it is, SWAT team for kids.” The Walshes, and especially John, had worked tirelessly since 1981 to assemble such a “SWAT team for kids”—enlisting politicians, law enforcement authorities, corporations, and TV audiences in “the battle for child safety.” The 2006 law bearing Adam’s name represented a crowning achievement in the Walshes’ long campaign.2

If the Walsh Act marked a triumph for young Adam’s parents, it also demonstrated the steady ascendance of the child safety regime since the late 1970s and early 1980s, when the disappearances of Etan Patz, Adam Walsh, and dozens of Atlanta youths alerted Americans to the problem of missing and exploited children. An ensuing moral panic had given rise to various legal and cultural mechanisms designed to safeguard young people from the moral threats of stranger kidnapping and molestation. These mechanisms proliferated into the 1990s and 2000s. With the enactment of the Walsh Act, the 2003 PROTECT (Prosecutorial Remedies and Other Tools to End the Exploitation of Children Today) Act, and other child protection laws, the child safety regime reached its zenith in the George W. Bush years. As the self-styled masculinist protector of the republic, President Bush looked to shield young Americans from a range of perversions, perils, and predators lurking within and beyond the republic.

In the fall of 2002, for example, as a neo-Taliban insurgency gained strength in Afghanistan and the US Congress authorized the use of military force in Iraq, Bush sought to “root out the enemy within” by targeting child predators at home. Responding to a putative “wave of horrible violence” that had swept up four girls over the previous half year, the president affirmed his commitment “to help our children feel safer by fighting terror” and by cracking down on “twisted criminals in our own communities.” To that end, he convened the first-ever White House Conference on Missing and Exploited Children. Held in early October 2002, the conference brought together an impressive array of panelists including US attorney general John Ashcroft, Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) director Robert Mueller, and US secretary of state Colin Powell, as well as business leaders like Walmart president and CEO Tom Coughlin and bereaved parents Patty Wetterling and John Walsh. Later that same month, in a speech concerning children’s online safety, the president explicitly paralleled the FBI’s Innocent Images initiative, launched in 1995, with the so-called war on terror. “Just like we’re hunting the terrorists down one at a time,” Bush asserted, “we’re hunting these predators down one at a time too.”3
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Figure C.1 John Walsh delivers remarks at the White House Conference on Missing, Exploited, and Runaway Children, October 2, 2002. Courtesy of the George W. Bush Presidential Library and Museum, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas.



Consistent with Bush’s discursive and policy emphasis on rescuing innocents from sexual and terroristic threats, Americans fixated on tales of lost and/or slain girls and young women in the 2000s. Media scholars diagnosed this collective fascination, manifested most vividly in discrete cycles of anxious press coverage, as “missing white woman syndrome.” Stoked by the growing popularity of twenty-four-hour cable and Internet news in the post-9/11 era, missing white woman syndrome brought harrowing stories of “innocent girls, inexplicable violence, and villainy” to the forefront of the popular consciousness. Newspapers and TV news programs, from Nancy Grace to America’s Most Wanted, obsessed over cases such as those of Danielle van Dam, Elizabeth Smart, Laci Peterson, Pvt. Jessica Lynch, Carlie Brucia, Lori Hacking, Jennifer Wilbanks, and Natalee Holloway. Media narratives often worked to infantilize these victims (even adults like Laci Peterson) and thus to heighten their innocence and victimhood. Occasionally, victims turned out not to be victims at all, as in the cases of “runaway bride” Wilbanks or Jessica Lynch, whose “rescue” was a highly choreographed media-military-industrial affair intended to drum up public support for the Iraq war. Such renderings legitimated efforts to safeguard those Americans deemed worthy of protection.4

The Peterson case helped spawn the 2004 Unborn Victims of Violence Act (UVVA), which endeavored “to protect unborn children from assault and murder.” To justify passage of the UVVA, Bush marshaled the names of Laci Peterson and her unborn son Conner. In consonance with “prolife” and “victims’ rights” logics, the president endowed Conner with personhood and specifically the privilege of vulnerable childhood. By doing so, Bush laid claim to the mantle of masculine protection, stepping in for the disgraced Scott Peterson, murderer of his wife and unborn child. For Bush, the passage of the UVVA meant not only that “[t]he moral concern of humanity extends to those unborn children who are harmed or killed in crimes against their mothers,” but that “the protection of federal law [now] extends to those children, as well.” The UVVA “widen[ed] the circle of compassion and inclusion in our society,” Bush insisted, proving “that the United States of America is building a culture of life.” The president expanded the child safety regime, then, by bringing the unborn under its aegis.5

Bush also extended the child safety regime overseas in new and daunting ways. Beyond federalizing domestic programs like AMBER Alert and escalating penalties for offenses against children—including the possession of child pornography—the 2003 PROTECT Act targeted international child sex trafficking and tourism. Following the post-9/11 restructuring of the US national security apparatus, the PROTECT Act tapped Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), part of the newly formed Department of Homeland Security, to execute Operation Predator, which targets “foreign pedophiles and human traffickers and sex tourists and Internet pornographers who prey on our children.” Empowered by the PROTECT Act, ICE special agents can investigate potential instances of child sex trafficking and tourism across the world; prosecutors can more easily bring charges against an alleged offender; and US citizens convicted of international sex tourism are more likely to serve time in an American correctional facility. To publicize these efforts, ICE launched a global promotional campaign in conjunction with the evangelical Christian humanitarian organization World Vision and the US State Department. Billboard ads in Phnom Pehn, Cambodia; San José, Costa Rica, and other popular sex tourism destinations, as well as televised commercials broadcast in thirty-nine major US airports, warned potential global sex tourists of the consequences they might face. “I am not a tourist attraction,” a child declared in a TV voiceover. “Abuse a child in this country” or “Sexually exploit a child in this country,” billboards read, “go to jail in yours.” On CNN’s Anderson Cooper 360 in 2010, John Walsh applauded federal efforts to imprison American sex tourists in the United States yet relished in the punishment meted out to those nabbed in Cambodia. There, law enforcement authorities crammed “fourteen guys in a cell” that was “hot as hell” and served the accused offenders “bad, terrible food.” “Good idea,” Walsh beamed. “You know, that’s the punishment I would like to see, as the father of a murdered child.” Under Bush, then, the US carceral state, already bloated in the name of keeping American kids safe, grew to encompass the illicit and informal sex economies of Thailand, Cambodia, and other countries in the global south.6

Beyond the sensationalized news media accounts of missing girls and women in the Bush era, the broader popular culture reflected a public obsession with policing, punishing, and perhaps even eliminating “the enemy within,” especially the insidiously cunning and “monstrous” child sex predator. Hollywood films like the violent neo-noir Sin City (2005) and the unsettling low-budget thriller Hard Candy (2005) fulfilled viewer fantasies by torturing and executing characters deemed sexually threatening to young innocents. On the small screen, NBC’s Dateline: To Catch a Predator made a spectacle of the tech-savvy “child-saving” operations of law enforcement agencies and private vigilante group Perverted Justice. Airing from 2004 to 2007, To Catch a Predator featured carefully choreographed sting operations undertaken by NBC investigative journalists, Perverted Justice, and local authorities. Posing as minors in chat rooms, members of Perverted Justice persuaded adults to meet at the “minor’s” residence for a possible sexual encounter. An adult decoy resembling a juvenile would greet the perp at the home before disappearing from view. Host Chris Hansen would then accost the suspect and ask him—all the accused solicitors were men—to sit. Hansen chastised the perp, sometimes recited portions of his chat transcript with the decoy, and informed him that he was free to leave. But once the suspect exited the residence, police would descend upon him, weapons drawn, and arrest him. These stings, which NBC directed, subsidized, filmed, edited, and broadcast, led to over two hundred convictions under varying statutes. Just like the child safety regime within which it belonged, though, To Catch a Predator largely absolved family members and acquaintances, who perpetrate most acts of child sexual abuse. It also presented an overly simplistic morality tale by suggesting that “predators” can be easily identified, captured, and neutralized. To Catch a Predator neatly resolved the sorts of cases that are usually wrought with ambiguity and confusion. How many sexual assaults of children go unreported? How might gendered, economic, and age-based power asymmetries within the family promote sexual violence against women and children? How do romantic conceptualizations of the heteronormative family and the tightly knit community discourage young Americans from reporting sexual abuse committed by kin or close acquaintances? The Manichaeism of the Bush years, most obvious in the war on terroristic “evildoers,” precluded consideration of such complexities.7

Bush’s fortification of the child safety regime, and the decades of stranger danger politicking that preceded it, did touch off a backlash led by “free range” parents. Troubled by the increasingly sedentary, anxious, and ostensibly socially inept twenty-first century American child, some parents sought a return to the romanticized childhoods of yore. Parents interviewed in a 2012 study recalled “childhoods of nearly unlimited freedom, when they could ride bicycles and wander through woods, streets, and parks, unmonitored by parents.” Many remembered “being instructed to ‘come home when the street lights go on.’ ” Whether or not these accounts accurately reflected the experiences of Americans raised before the rise of the child safety regime, ample evidence shows that children reared since the 1980s have spent less and less free time outside, alone (without parental supervision), or socializing with their peers.8

The free range movement began in earnest with an April 2008 New York Sun editorial penned by mother and Sun columnist Lenore Skenazy. After permitting her nine-year-old son to peruse the racks of Bloomingdale’s Upper East Side flagship store, before taking the subway and bus home, all by himself, Skenazy explained her rationale. “Half the people I’ve told this episode to now want to turn me in for child abuse,” she wrote. “As if keeping kids under lock and key and helmet and cell phone and nanny and surveillance is the right way to rear kids. It’s not. It’s debilitating—for us and for them.” Tellingly, some of Skenazy’s opponents deployed the image of endangered childhood, and specifically the names and faces of young stranger danger victims, in their criticisms. If her child had never made it back from Bloomingdale’s, Skenazy insisted, “It would just be one more awful but extremely rare example of random violence” perpetrated against kids in the United States, “the kind that hyper parents cite as proof that every day in every way our children are more and more vulnerable.” In conversation with Skenazy, Katharine Francis—founder and CEO of SafetyNet4Kids, a now-defunct company that produced software to help recover missing children—wielded the horrifying tale of eleven-year-old Carlie Brucia. “I don’t know if you’re familiar with that case or not,” Francis told Skenazy, “but . . . she was abducted by a guy who violated her several times, killed her, and left her behind a church.” Francis, Skenazy informed readers, “runs a company that makes wallet-sized copies of a child’s photo and fingerprints, just in case,” and thus seizes upon and perpetuates parents’ anxieties about stranger danger. “Well of course I know the story of Carlie Brucia,” Skenazy bristled. “That’s the problem. We all know that story—and the one about the Mormon girl in Utah and the one about the little girl in Spain—and because we do, we all run those tapes in our heads when we think of leaving our kids on their own. We even run a tape of how we’d look on Larry King.” Parents, Skenazy lamented, bear the brunt of the blame when their child falls victim to kidnapping or is slain. Nevertheless, Skenazy noted, quoting a representative of the statistical research foundation Sense about Science, trying to protect children from such exceptionally rare tragedies “would be like trying to create a shield against being struck by lightning.”9

After stirring passions on both sides of the free range debate and earning national news coverage from the likes of National Public Radio, Fox News, and NBC’s Today Show, Skenazy parlayed her column into a blog called Free-Range Kids (freerangekids.com). Since its inception just days after the publication of her editorial, Skenazy’s blog has proven remarkably successful, attracting millions of visitors and, in turn, cultivating a robust online community of likeminded parents. The blog spawned a 2009 book, and Skenazy landed a gig hosting the short-lived Discovery Life television program World’s Worst Mom. As the leader of the free range movement, Skenazy continues to appear with some regularity on television news programs, and her efforts to challenge the wisdom of “helicopter parenting” remain the subject of pieces in the New Yorker, Germany’s Der Spiegel, and scores of other periodicals.10

But the free range campaign, and responses to it, have centered on relatively narrow questions concerning the autonomy of the cared-for, middle-class American child. Both the “commonsense,” nostalgic appeal of free range parenting and the searing critiques levied against it by more cagey parents focus on the sensational, uncommon moral threats confronting young Americans once they step outside the idealized two-parent household. Both sides of the free range debate obscure the moral threats facing children within their own homes, as well as the material threats that disproportionately impact young people in neoliberal economies. In the George W. Bush era, for instance, as wars abroad and a burgeoning homeland security and surveillance apparatus cost US taxpayers $3 trillion, per some estimates, American child poverty rates spiked. From 2000 to 2010, the rate of young Americans in poverty increased by 36 percent. Extreme poverty rates for children in the United States climbed as well. These troubling developments can partially be attributed to the 2007–2009 economic collapse, yet President Bush’s dogged, intertwined pursuit of terrorists and child predators, in lieu of more generous material support for American families (with or without children), also deserves scrutiny. Such material threats hardly appear on the pages of Skenazy’s blog, where the designated “Hot Topics” include “Censorship,” “Crazy Parents,” “Eek! A Male! (and Stranger Danger),” “Helicopter Effect on Kids,” and “Sex Offender Issues.”11

At the outset of the so-called Great Recession, Skenazy even penned a post welcoming a coming era of austerity that might force children to lose their snazzy videogame consoles, leave the stultifying comforts of their homes, and go outside to play with their peers. “Not that I want this to be a Great Depression,” Skenazy mused. “I hope it’s not. But if it is . . . I see kids dropping out of travel soccer, when their parents can’t afford gas. I see kids figuring out how to retool their bikes and skates and maybe even their MP3 players when their parents can’t immediately buy them the newest, niftiest models.” Skenazy admitted, “I know I have a tendency to romanticize the past—not to mention poverty,” but she nonetheless argued “that affluence has been really miserable for our kids.” That Skenazy rendered plenty, not privation, as perilous reveals the myopic focus of the free range movement.12

For all the merits of the free range campaign, its limitations suggest the need for more capacious understandings of child protection and, indeed, childhood. While the free range gospel certainly helps to undermine the stranger danger myth, this parenting style seems tailored for white, middle-class, dual-parent, suburban households, in which the labor of childrearing generally falls to a single caretaker, perhaps with the assistance of a financially compensated domestic. Indeed, single-family homes in suburban and rural environments tend to be surrounded by more land, which encourages spatial and social separation between neighbors. Further, the material comforts more frequently seen in such communities diminish the need for extrafamilial networks of support and care. By contrast, nonwhite, poor, working-class, or single-parent households often make use of alternative kinship networks—friends, extended family, neighbors, fictive kin, and congregational acquaintances—in the practice of childrearing. The former group, then, partakes in a more individualized, atomized parenting experience that nurtures anxieties about catastrophic threats like stranger danger. This strand of fretful parenting also villainizes the parents, especially the mothers, of the (few) children who fall victim to such threats. “I do not want to be the one on TV explaining my daughter’s disappearance,” one father told Skenazy in 2008. “These days, when a kid dies,” Skenazy explained, “the world—i.e., cable TV—blames the parents.” But it is a privilege for these parents to worry about the extraordinarily rare phenomena of stranger abduction, exploitation, and murder—rather than the less salacious yet far more common problems of hunger, poverty, sickness, intrafamilial abuse, or even car accidents.13

While the free range campaign has done much to dislodge the stranger danger myth, the movement has proven less successful in articulating a compelling, countervailing vision that looks beyond the individual choices of parents. On that score, those contesting the stranger danger myth cannot simply address its illogic. They must also grapple with its immense costs: the creation and growth of carceral tools, the immeasurable anxiety induced in young people and parents since the late 1970s, and the obsessive concern over moral threats. Most importantly, the child safety regime forged in the last forty years has done little to actually improve the lives of American children. The poverty rates of young Americans in 2011 matched or exceeded those recorded in 1976. While “sav[ing] our children” became politically expedient in the 1970s and 1980s, when terms like child safety and child protection gained currency, nothing suggests that today’s young people are any safer from material or moral threats.14 The child safety regime does not adequately respond to the most pressing needs of the nation’s young people. It lifts the relatively minor threats of stranger abduction, molestation, and exploitation to epidemic status and masks those that make bad copy.

And yet it is a regime that even the ostensibly progressive Barack Obama refused to challenge. In 2010, for instance, President Obama invited John Walsh to the White House for an interview, segments of which subsequently aired on America’s Most Wanted. During the course of their conversation, the president affirmed his support for the Adam Walsh Act and touted his success in securing “an additional hundred US marshals to focus on this issue.” “Now,” Obama told Walsh, “that represents a 25 percent increase in enforcement capability. The problem, as you well know, is you’ve got 150,000 sex offenders out there that these US marshals have to chase down. And so it’s very important for us to continue to build up the US marshals’ capacity.” Beyond enhancing the “enforcement capability” of federal authorities targeting “bad guys” (in Obama’s formulation), Walsh and the president also agreed on the need for a “national registry” of DNA samples taken from arrestees during the booking process. “[I]f this country could put a man on the moon,” Walsh proclaimed, “we could have a national DNA database.” Obama concurred: “Absolutely.” This proposed expansion of state surveillance powers in the name of public safety—particularly the safety of young Americans—echoed calls for a national missing child database in the 1980s and for a national sex offender registry in the 1990s and 2000s. That Obama welcomed Walsh to the White House reveals a stunning continuity between his administration and those of his predecessors. As Obama’s press team noted—no doubt in an attempt to underscore the president’s bipartisan bona fides—“Walsh has been honored five times by four presidents: Ronald Reagan (twice), George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush.”15

As George W. Bush had, Obama furthered the global reach of the child safety regime. Signed into law on February 8, 2016, the International Megan’s Law to Prevent Child Exploitation and Other Sexual Crimes through Advance Notification of Traveling Sex Offenders built on the state and federal versions of Megan’s Law passed during the Clinton years, as well as post-9/11 efforts to combat global child sex tourism. The International Megan’s Law required convicted American sex offenders traveling internationally to notify foreign governments of their sex offender status. The legislation also permitted the US Secretary of State to regulate or limit the travel of convicted American sex offenders. Even as Obama petitioned for criminal justice reform and helped to mitigate the stark racial disparities in cocaine sentencing guidelines, he shored up the child safety regime. If a seemingly transformative leader committed to “hope” and “change” could not and would not confront existing norms of child protection, the chances of unmaking the regime may seem bleak.16

Those seeking to topple the child safety regime and the broader carceral state of which it is part might take solace in the push for criminal justice reform undertaken not just by liberals and leftists but also by some movement conservatives. Ironically, many of the key architects of late twentieth-century mass incarceration and the child safety regime have expressed support for the Right on Crime initiative, which sees the American prison-industrial complex as anathema to the professed conservative precepts of limited government and limited taxation. Signatories to Right on Crime’s “Statement of Principles,” published in 2010, included Edwin Meese III, US attorney general under Ronald Reagan and notorious antiporn crusader; John DiIulio Jr., progenitor of the “superpredator” appellation and the larger Clinton-era panic over “feral, presocial” young criminals; and Alfred S. Regnery, administrator of the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention in the 1980s. Given Donald Trump’s obsession with “law and order,” it is unclear whether Right on Crime signals a concerted rightwing realignment on criminal justice concerns or simply proves the existence of a conservative constituency (however slight) amenable to prison reform. Either way, Right on Crime’s drive to exempt juveniles from sex offender registration and notification protocols deserves some commendation.17

In the past fifteen or twenty years, furthermore, some popular cultural representations of sex offenders have opted for empathy over demonization—and thus contributed to a broader project of rethinking SORs, the child safety regime, and the carceral state. (As Judith Levine and Erica Meiners astutely observe, though, there are limits to empathy and humanization. “Asking whether the sex offender is human only legitimizes the question and reinforces the doubt it arises from,” they trenchantly write.) Tom Perrotta’s 2004 novel Little Children and its 2006 film adaptation feature a tormented sex offender who cannot shake his sexual attraction to underage girls. Readers and viewers come to sympathize with him and to detest the vigilantes who seek to surveil, harass, and perhaps even exterminate him. Sufjan Stevens’s haunting 2005 song about the serial rapist and murderer John Wayne Gacy Jr. invites listeners to consider Gacy’s troubled upbringing. At the end of the song, Stevens interrogates his own demons and transgressions, boldly equating them with Gacy’s atrocities. “And in my best behavior, I am really just like him,” Stevens divulges. “Look beneath the floorboards for the secrets I have hid,” alluding to the crawlspace in which Gacy stored some of his thirty-three victims. Finally, the critically acclaimed 2014 documentary Pervert Park details the social marginality and general precarity in which some of Florida’s convicted sex offenders live. Encumbered by legal restrictions that prevent them from living in virtually any established community, the individuals featured in the documentary inhabit a St. Petersburg trailer park occupied solely by sex offenders. While many of the crimes committed by the film’s principal subjects will no doubt repulse even the most open-minded viewers, Pervert Park nonetheless forces its audience to question whether physically removing certain individuals from civil society and subjecting them to constant harassment and crushing shame is effective or desirable. That residents of this St. Petersburg community must only spend their evenings there and can otherwise roam beyond the confines of their trailer park undermines the very logic of segregating such individuals from the general population.18

Efforts to dismantle SORs, the child safety regime, and other products of the late twentieth-century stranger danger scare remain marginal. Few, if any, officials on the national political stage seem willing to take up the cause, presumably for fear of being smeared as “anti-child” or “pro-pedophile.” Even well-intentioned causes like Florida’s Amendment Four—which, upon voter approval in November 2018, presumably restored the voting rights of millions of formerly incarcerated Floridians—have explicitly excluded those convicted of sex crimes. Data confirm the popularity of SORs and other instruments within the child safety regime. In one 2010 study, fully 79 percent of Americans surveyed expressed confidence in the effectiveness of SORs and notification statutes in lowering the recidivism rates of sex offenders. A 2005 Gallup poll found that 94 percent of Americans support “laws requiring registration of people convicted of child molestation.” Given the low recidivism rates of sex offenders, however, these daunting mechanisms and the culture of fear that enables them demand reevaluation.19

If American adults wish to “save our children,” they will recognize the dangers of stranger danger. They will acknowledge that young Americans do face exploitation and abuse from those they do not know, but they will also understand that family members and acquaintances are responsible for the overwhelming majority of kidnappings, physical assaults, sexual assaults, and other acts of abuse committed against children. They will take steps to ameliorate the conditions that increase the risk of familial and acquaintance abuse. They will endorse robust, universal social programs that assist children and adolescents, as well as those who raise them. They will resolve to teach young people the value of safe and healthy sexual relations, rather than relying upon ineffectual and unrealistic sex education programs that privilege abstinence and stigmatize desire. They will instruct children and adolescents not to fear strangers but to maintain a healthy skepticism of those they do not know—and those they do. They will care about young people as much when they are nonwhite as when they are white; as much when they are homely as when they are adorable; as much when they are born as when they are unborn; as much when they are found as when they are missing. If American adults, within the course of a few decades, supplanted a more balanced set of policies and practices with a draconian child safety regime, they can undo this regime in the coming years. Until then, the regime will remain intact, preying on Americans young and old.
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